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New record and natural history notes of the Colombian endemic 
brown hairy dwarf porcupine, Coendou vestitus 
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The brown hairy dwarf porcupine Coendou vestitus is an endemic species to Colombia.  Is one of the least studied mammals at the national 
level, is only known from a small area in the Eastern Cordillera, and is considered data deficient globally by the International Union for Conser-
vation of Nature (IUCN) and threatened at the national level (Vulnerable, VU).  During a bird inventory, three records of C. vestitus were occasio-
nally found on the branch of a gaque and roble tree in a fragment of a secondary growth forest in the municipality of Santa Sofia, Department 
of Boyacá, Colombia.  The new records for the species represent the seventh locality from where it is known to occur, and contribute to a better 
understanding of its distribution and natural history, information that ultimately is indispensable for further conservation actions. 
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El puercoespín enano pardo y peludo Coendou vestitus es una especie endémica de Colombia.  Es uno de los mamíferos menos estudiados 
a nivel nacional, solo se conoce de una pequeña área en la Cordillera Oriental, y es considerada con datos deficientes a nivel mundial según 
la Union Internacional para la Conservación de la Naturaleza (UICN) y amenazada a nivel nacional (Vulnerable, VU).  Durante un inventario de 
aves, se encontraron ocasionalmente tres registros de C. vestitus, en la rama de un árbol de gaque y roble en un fragmento de un bosque secun-
dario en el municipio de Santa Sofía, departamento de Boyacá, Colombia.  Los nuevos registros de la especie representan la séptima localidad 
desde donde se conoce su presencia y contribuyen a una mejor comprensión de su distribución e historia natural, información que en última 
instancia es indispensable para futuras acciones de conservación.
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The genus Coendou comprises 15 species (Barthelmess 
2016), that range from México to Uruguay and north-
ern Argentina.  Fourteen species occur in South America, 
except for Coendou mexicanus.  These species inhabit tropi-
cal and subtropical moist and dry forests from 0-3,500 m 
(Voss 2015).  In Colombia, the genus Coendou its distrib-
uted along the three Andean Cordilleras and trans-Andean 
valleys, as well as in mountains, foothills, and adjacent 
lowlands from 0-3,100 m (Solari et al. 2013).  According to 
Ramírez-Chaves et al. (2016), six species have been recog-
nized for Colombia: C. ichillus, C. prehensilis, C. pruinosus, C. 
quichua, C. rufescens, and C. vestitus. 

The brown hairy dwarf porcupine, C. vestitus (Thomas 
1899) is a rare mammal, which is restricted to a small area 
of montane ecosystem from the Eastern Cordillera on Andes 
of central Colombia, in an elevation range from 1,250 to 
2,890 m (Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2019).  The species is found 
in Andean and sub-Andean forests which is characterized by 
lower montane moist forest vegetation (Emmons and Feer 
1997; Voss and Da Silva 2001; Alberico and Moreno 2006; 
Barthelmess 2016).  The International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) has listed this species as “Data Deficient” 
(DD) given the absence of recent information on its status 
and ecological requirements (Weksler et al. 2016).  In Colom-

bia, the species has been categorized as “Vulnerable” (VU) 
due the reduced geographical range and habitat destruc-
tion (Alberico and Moreno 2006; Ministerio del Ambiente y 
Desarrollo Sostenible 2017).  According to Ramírez-Chaves 
et al. (2019), C. vestitus is one of the least studied porcupines, 
and it has the most restricted distribution in America, which 
makes it the rarest species within the genus.  Research is 
urgent to understand different aspects of its natural history, 
ecology, conservation, and distribution.  To contribute to 
filling the lack of information for this rare species, herein, I 
report a new record for the species in Colombia as well as 
natural history observations. 

On April and June 2020 during a bird inventory, three 
records of C. vestitus were occasionally found in the same 
place and photographed between 9:35 and 10:01 hours, 
in the Lower Montane Moist Forest life zone (Corpoboyacá 
2015) in a farm called El Rocio located in the Vereda Soro-
cota, municipality of Santa Sofía, department of Boyacá (5° 
45’ 32.42” N, -73° 36’ 17.97” W, 2,300 m; Figure 1).  This area 
is located in the Magdalena Valley montane forests Ecore-
gion which is part of the Tropical and Subtropical Moist 
Broadleaf Forests Biome (Olson et al. 2001; Dinerstein et 
al. 2017).  The specimens were recorded in a temperature 
transition zone in the middle of a warm and cool-season 
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(April-June), with an average between April (10 oC-20 oC) 
and June (11 oC-19 oC; WeatherSpark 2020).  Observations 
were also recorded during a precipitation wet season with 
rainfall increased in April (150-188 mm) and decrease in 
June (104-98 mm; WeatherSpark 2020). 

 The specimens were not captured, the reason why it 
was not possible to know if the three records were only 
one or the same individual, and were simply identified 
through their external morphology following Voss (2015) 
and Ramírez-Chaves et al. (2019); small size (average); very 
short tail (about 50 % of head and body length); dorsal pel-
age with long blackish fur that partially conceals defensive 
quills; bristle- quills -bicolored (whitish and dark brown or 
blackish distally; Figure 3a, b, c, d, e, f ).

The three subadults/adults records of unknown sex were 
found resting in trees of secondary growth forest fragment 
next to an area recently affected by a fire caused in 2019, and 
that is currently in a process of ecological succession (Figure 
2a).  The first record was found at 1.70 m above the ground on 
a branch of a gaque or cucharo (Clusia multiflora: Clusiaceae; 
April 8, 2020; Figure 3e, f.), and the second and third record at 
about 4 m above the ground on a branch of a roble (Quercus 
humboldtii: Fagaceae; June 7, 2020 and June 8, 2020; Figure 
3a, b, c, d).  The roble tree is situated about 10 meters inside 
the forest from the edge outside the farm, a lotic body of 
water locally known as Quebrada de Piedras (Figure 2b).  This 
section of the forest fragment is surrounded by human activi-
ties such as livestock and agriculture (Figure 2c, d).

Figure 1.  Coendou vestitus known distribution (blue dots) in the Eastern Cordillera 
of the Andes and new record (yellow star) in Boyacá department in Colombia. 

Figure 2.  Coendou vestitus habitat and anthropic activities around. a)  Habitat characteristics of the first record.  b)  Habitat characteristics of the second and third records.  c)  Livestock 
next to the Quebrada de Piedras.  d)  Agriculture activities.
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Figure 3.  Photographic records from Santa Sofia, Boyacá, Colombia (first record e, f; second record c, d; third record a, b), showing dorsal pelage with long blackish fur that partially 
conceals defensive quills and relative tail size concerning head and body length (b, c, e).  Details of whitish basally and dark brown distally bristle quills in the face (a, c, f ). 
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This is the first record of C. vestitus for the municipality 
of Santa Sofia in Boyacá and extends the distribution of the 
species 16.5 km in a straight line from the closest known 
locality at the municipality of Villa de Leyva in Boyacá 
(Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2019). 

Coendou vestitus was recorded between a temperature 
transition zone (warm to cool season) during the rainy 
season (WeatherSpark 2020).  In this life zone, the climatic 
conditions may be associated to exceptional topographic 
characteristics that facilitate the natural regeneration of 
forest native species due to moisture in the soil (Holdridge 
1987; Kessler and Kluge 2008), as well as the occurrence of 
endemic species with specific habitat requirements (Kes-
sler and Kluge 2008), such as C. vestitus.  Although, its occur-
rence may be also related to a possible edge effect (López-
Barrera 2004), concerning its association to disturbed 
ecosystems such as the secondary growth forest fragment, 
and the probability for the species to move through other 
suitable habitats nearby, like biological corridors such as 
the Quebrada de Piedras (Concejo Municipal de Santa Sofia 
2019), that allows the species to reach these or other for-
est fragments as climatic conditions changes and favors the 
availability of resources (Kessler and Kluge 2008). 

According to Weksler et al. (2016), agriculture and live-
stock activities might be considered as possible threats for 
C. vestitus habitat, although this might also indicate some 
kind of ability for the species to adapt to disturbed Andean 
ecosystems; consider as the most impacted areas of Colom-
bia due to deforestation and agriculture (Harden 2006; 
Rodríguez et al. 2013).  The Andean Region contains more 
than 60 % of the mammal endemic species of Colombia, 
but some species such as C. vestitus, are only known from 
a few localities over 1,500 m of elevation (Solari et al. 2013), 
which suggests further monitoring activities along the East-
ern Cordillera of the Andes, in order to fill these information 
gaps and define other conservation actions for the species.
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