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Abstract
The Brazilian Porcupine, Coendou prehensilis (Linnaeus, 1758), is the most widespread species of Coendou Lacépède, 
1799 in South America, but little is known on its natural history, ecology and distribution. In Colombia, it has been 
reported in the lowlands and inter-Andean valleys of 18 continental departments, but there are still gaps on its distri-
bution, natural history and ecology. We present new distribution records and add information of the presence of C. 
prehensilis in 10 additional departments of Colombia located at the Amazonia, Orinoco, Peri-Caribbean Arid Belt, and 
North Andean Biogeographic provinces. We suggest that C. prehensilis is the most widespread species in the lowlands 
of Colombia, although it does not occur in the Biogeographic Chocó and in the inter-Andean medium and high valleys 
of the Cauca and Magdalena rivers.
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Introduction
The genus Coendou Lacépède, 1799 (Rodentia, Ere-
thizontidae) comprises 14 or 15 species of Neotropical 
porcupines (Voss 2015; Barthelmess 2016). Most of the 

richness of the genus is represented in Brazil, Colom-
bia, and Ecuador (Voss 2015; Ramírez-Chaves et al. 
2016; Menezes et al. 2020). In Colombia, six species 
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of porcupines have been recorded (Ramírez-Chaves 
et al. 2016). Knowledge of the distribution and biol-
ogy of Coendou in Colombia has increased in the last 
decade (Voss 2011, 2015; Racero-Casarrubia et al. 2016; 
Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016, 2019; Leon-Alvarado and 
Ramírez-Chaves 2017; Gonzalez-Astudillo et al. 2018; 
Torres-Martínez et al. 2019). However, there are still sev-
eral gaps in the distribution for most Coendou species in 
the country due to the few specimens in natural history 
collections, which limit our knowledge on the distribu-
tion patterns of the species of the genus (Alberico et al. 
1999; Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016).

The Brazilian Porcupine, Coendou prehensilis (Lin-
naeus, 1758), is potentially the most widely distributed 
porcupine in the lowlands of Colombia, with records in 
17 continental departments and expected presence in the 
departments of Arauca, Cauca, Nariño, Guainía, Huila, 
Santander, and Vaupés (Torres-Martínez et al. 2019). 
The records come mainly from the Amazonia, Orinoco, 
Peri-Caribbean Arid Belt, Guyana, and North Andean 
Biogeographic provinces (Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016; 
Racero-Casarrubia et al. 2016; Torres-Martínez et al. 
2019). Despite its wide distribution, C. prehensilis has 
scarcely been studied, and there are several gaps in this 
species’ distribution, ecology, and natural history.

To assist in filling these gaps, we provide an updated 
compilation of the distributional records of C. prehensi-
lis and present an updated map of the species in Colom-
bia based on new records and a review of the literature.

Methods
The new records of the Brazilian Porcupine are based 
on photographs of live specimens and also of road-killed 
and hunted animals, quills found in the field, and speci-
mens housed in natural history collections. The collec-
tions visited and their acronyms are: Museo de Historia 
Natural, Universidad de Caldas (MHN-UCa), Maniza-
les, Colombia; the Instituto de Ciencias Naturales, Uni-
versidad Nacional de Colombia (ICN), Bogotá; and The 
Field Museum of Natural History (FMNH), Chicago, 
United States.

We also reviewed voucher specimens from the 
departments of Caldas and Santander in the inter-
Andean valley of the Middle Magdalena river basin of 
Colombia, where the species has been recorded (Vil-
lanueva 2006; Castaño Salazar 2012) and that were not 
included by Torres-Martínez et al. (2019) in the most 
recent publication on the distribution of C. prehensi-
lis in Colombia. Similarly, we reviewed photographic 
records from specific localities in the Department of 
Boyacá, Municipality of Zetaquira (05°15’55.23″N, 
073°10’08″W; 1,667 m a.s.l; CORPOBOYACÁ 2018); 
Department of Meta, Acacías “Bosque Los Guayupes” 
(04°07′59.7″N, 073°51′09″W; 1,730 m a.s.l); Vereda Por-
tachuelo (04°08′24.468″N, 073°48′34.775″W; 1,313 m 
a.s.l.; Rodríguez-Bolaños et al. 2014); and Puerto Gai-
tán, Tillavá river basin (04°00′34.499″N, 071°16′32.998; 

153 m a.s.l.; Rodríguez-Bolaños et al. 2015), not included 
in previous distribution updates.

Results
We present new records of Coendou prehensilis in 10 
departments of Colombia. The records are based on 
quills (three records), roadkills (two records), and pho-
tographs of hunted or live specimens (15 records) (Fig. 
1). We also include three localities based on photographs 
of live specimens. In total, we add 20 new localities 
to the distribution of C. prehensilis in Colombia. The 
records come from an elevational range between 100 and 
1,730 m.

Coendou prehensilis (Linnaeus, 1758)
Figure 1

New records. COLOMBIA • 1 juvenile female; Depart-
ment of Arauca, Municipality of Arauquita, “Vereda” 
La Osa, Caño Limón Oil Field, firefighter school “Los 
Gavanes”; 06°56′1.77″N, 071°10′16.11″W; 149 m a.s.l.; 
11 April 2008; Miguel E. Rodríguez-Posada leg; it was 
found sleeping in a tree next to the house; ICN 21902 
(Fig. 1A, B). • Quills; Department of Arauca, Munici-
pality of Arauca, “Vereda” Las Plumas, Los Cuna-
guaros; 06°36′15″N, 070°29′52″W; 112 m a.s.l; 30 
November 2018; Daniela Velásquez-Guarín leg; found 
in gallery forest near a cubarro palm (Bactris major 
Jacq.); MHN-UCa 2079 (Fig. 1C). • Quills; Department 
of Arauca, Municipality of Arauca, “Vereda” Las Plu-
mas, “Finca” Las Piñas; 06°35′16.7″N, 070°30′9.80″W; 
110 m a.s.l.; 30 November 2018; Daniela Velásquez-
Guarín leg; found in the base of the moriche palm trunk 
(Mauritia flexuosa L.f.); MHN-UCa 2080 • 1 adult; 
Department of Caquetá, Municipality of San Vicente 
del Caguán, “Vereda” Los Andes, Pato River middle 
basin; 02°34′9.037″N, 074°43′19.356″W; 720 m a.s.l; 16 
May 2018; photographed by Carlos Aya-Cuero in a sec-
ondary forest (Fig. 1D). • 1 adult; Department of Casa-
nare, Municipality of Aguazul, “Vereda” La Graciela, 
“finca” Las Delicias; 04°41′13.204″N, 072°24′48.481″W; 
192 m a.s.l.; 11 October 2013; photographed by Darwin 
Morales-Martínez at 20:00 h inside a riparious forest 
(Fig. 1E). • 1 adult; Department of Casanare, Municipal-
ity of Paz de Ariporo, “Vereda” Bebedero, “finca” Las 
Malvinas; 05°49′53.1″N, 071°51′48.1″W; 236 m a.s.l.; 5 
January 2011; photographed by Miguel E. Rodríguez 
Posada at 20:00 h in a mango tree (Mangifera indica L.) 
(Fig. 1F).• 1 adult; Department of Casanare, Municipal-
ity of Trinidad, “Vereda” La Cañada, La Palmita Nat-
ural Reserve; 05°25′12.33″N, 071°36′2.57″W; 160 m 
a.s.l.; repeatedly observed next to the house on mango 
trees. • 1 adult; Department of Cauca, Municipality of 
Piamonte, “Vereda” El Convenio; 01°01′26.9″N, 076°19′ 
59.2″W; 300 m a.s.l.; 24 April 2020; photographed by 
José Paz at 21:40 h (Fig. 1G, H); the porcupine was not 
afraid of people in the camp and came closer to lick salt 
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that was in a plastic dish (Fig. 1H). • 2 adults; Depart-
ment of Cundinamarca, Municipality of Paratebueno, 
in the Villavicencio (Meta)–Yopal (Casanare) road; 04° 
26′18.589″N, 073°10′20.611″W; 250 m a.s.l.; 30 April 
2020; photographed by Adrián Vasquez (Fig. 1I); two 
individuals were found roadkilled in this locality. • 2 
adults; Cundinamarca: Municipality of Medina, Humea 
River; 04°24′14.795″N, 073°17′38.519″W; 320 m a.s.l; 
20 January 2014, photographed by William Vega inside 
a tree hole. • 1 adult; Department of Guainía, Munici-
pality of Inírida, Indigenous reservation Almidón - La 
Ceiba, community of La Ceiba; 03°37′37.09″N, 067°54′ 
25.79″W; 102 m a.s.l; 24 June 2019; photographed by 
Wilber Suárez in community monitoring project for 
subsistence hunting (Fig. 1J). • 1 adult; Department of 
Guainía, Municipality of Inírida, Indigenous reserva-
tion Caranacoa–Yurí–Laguna Morocoto, community 
of Santa Rosa; 03°40′27.53″N, 068°02′18.37″W; 91 m 

a.s.l; 28 June 2019; photographed by Ricardo Medina in 
community monitoring project for subsistence hunting 
(Fig. 1K). • Quills; Department of Guainía, Municipal-
ity of Inírida, Indigenous reservation Caranacoa–Yurí–
Laguna Morocoto, community of Caranacoa, Caño  
Chubano; 03°46′50.61″N, 068°00′39.50″W; 103 m a.s.l; 
14 June 2019; ICN uncatalogued; the quills were taken 
from a male porcupine hunted for consumption. • 1 
adult; Department of Guaviare, Municipality of San José 
del Guaviare, “Vereda” Raudal del Guayabero; 02°34′ 
47.0″N; 072°51′57.7″W; 198 m a.s.l; 15 June 2017; an 
individual observed during nightly sampling moving in 
the canopy of a tree , ca 3 m • 1 adult; Department of La 
Guajira, Municipality of Palomino, “Vereda” San Salva-
dor; 11°12′7.073″N, 073°32′6.201″W; 65 m a.s.l.; 13 Janu-
ary 2019; photographed by Carlos Aya-Cuero (Fig. 1L). • 
2 adults; Department of La Guajira, Riohacha, “Vereda” 
Los Gorros; 11°3′22″N, 072°55′44″W; 414 m a.s.l; 15 

Figure 1. New records of the Brazilian Porcupine, Coendou prehensilis, from Colombia. A–B. Individual from the Department of Arauca.  
C. Tricolored quills from the Department of Arauca. D. Adult specimen from Department of Caquetá. E, F. Adult individuals from the 
Department of Casanare. G. Inflated external nostrils and tricolored quills of a specimen from the Department of Cauca. H. Individual from 
the Department of Cauca searching for salt in a human camp. I. Road-killed individual from  the Department of Cundinamarca. J, K. Details 
of hunted porcupines from the Department of Guainía for human consumption. L. Details of the length of the tail of an adult individual 
from the Department of La Guajira (northernmost locality record).
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December 2018; recorded (photographs and video) by 
Carlos Aya-Cuero inside the cavity of a tree that felt due 
to strong winds.

Identification. We identified the specimens as C. pre-
hensilis based on external traits (Fig. 1), such as large 
body size and tail (it is the largest species found in 
Colombia), inflated external nostrils, and tricolored 
quills (bright yellow at the base, black in the middle, and 
whitish-yellow at the distal portion), and comparison 
with specimens deposited in the reviewed collections. 
Other large species of Coendou in South America are 
C. bicolor (Tschudi, 1844), which differs from C. pre-
hensilis by lacking the distal bands on its quills and has 
no tricolored quills on the rump (Voss 2015; Menezes et 
al. 2020), and C. baturitensis Feijó & Langguth, 2013, 
which is externally similar to C. prehensilis, but endemic 
to Brazil (Menezes et al. 2020).

Discussion
Our records fill distribution gaps and provide new infor-
mation on Coendou prehensilis in 10 departments of 
Colombia. Among the new records, the presence of the 
species was expected in some localities (e.g., depart-
ments of Guainía and La Guajira), or was not supported 
by evidence until the present study (e.g., departments 
of Arauca and Cundinamarca) (Fig. 2). Our results sug-
gest that C. prehensilis is the most widespread porcu-
pine in Colombia, with at least 51 locality records (Fig. 
2; Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016; Torres-Martínez et al. 
2019). We also provide the northernmost known record 
of C. prehensilis, in the Caribbean region of Colombia 
(Marinho-Filho and Emmons 2016). We provide the 
first confirmed localities for the departments of Cauca, 
Guainía, and La Guajira, and clarify the presence or 
present new records in the departments of Arauca, Boy-
acá, Caquetá, Casanare, Cundinamarca, Guaviare, and 
Meta (Fig. 2).

From the Department of Cauca, only Coendou 
rufescens (Gray, 1865) had been previously reported 
(Ramírez-Chaves and Pérez 2010). From the Department 
of Guainía, there were only records of Coendou pruino-
sus Thomas, 1905 (Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016). From 
La Guajira, the presence of C. prehensilis was expected 
(Torres-Martínez et al. 2019) based on the proximity of 
the records in neighboring departments that share the 
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, where is the type local-
ity of Coendou sanctaemartae Allen, 1904 (a junior 
synonym of C. prehensilis sensu lato; Voss et al. 2013; 
Ramírez-Chaves 2014; Torres-Martínez et al. 2019).

For departments with records not fully described such 
as Arauca, at least two species of Coendou have been 
reported (C. pruinosus, C. prehensilis, and Coendou sp.; 
Mosquera-Guerra et al. 2019). Our records for Arauca are 
based on vouchers (e.g., ICN 21902) that can be safely 
identified as belonging to C. prehensilis due to their size 
and tricolored banding pattern (Fig. 1A). The quills of C. 

pruinosus are smaller and bicolored (Voss 2011).
Similarly, for the Department of Boyacá, previ-

ous records of Coendou come from Pajarito; “Vereda”  
Corinto (05°17′35″N, 072°42′11″W; 793 m a.s.l.; ICN 
3033; Torres-Martínez et al. 2019) for C. prehensilis, and 
from Páez, “Vereda” El Tunjo (ICN 123) for Coendou cf. 
bicolor (Ramírez-Chaves et al. 2016). A comparison of 
ICN 123 (from the Department of Boyacá) with speci-
mens of C. bicolor from Peru (FMNH 41204, 65800), 
and C. prehensilis from Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Suri-
name, and Trinidad (FMNH 20031, 41205, 43290, 61862, 
61863, 95783) showed that ICN 123 is more similar to C. 
prehensilis than to C. bicolor. Furthermore, the lack of 
confirmed records of C. bicolor from Colombia (closest 
records are from the Amazon region of Peru and Brazil; 
Voss 2015; Menezes et al. 2020) and the fact that the only 
species found to date in Boyacá is C. prehensilis, sup-
ports the hypothesis that the ICN 123 skull represents 
C. prehensilis.

Coendou prehensilis was the only porcupine recorded 
in the Department of Casanare, where it is known from 
two localities (Fig. 2) based on photographs (Torres-Mar-
tínez et al. 2019). Previous records in the Department of 
Cundinamarca were considered erroneous because the 
specimen, from the western slopes of the department in 
the Cordillera Oriental (Eastern Cordillera of Colom-
bia), was a mixed (mismatched) specimen of two species 
(C. rufescens and C. prehensilis; Torres-Martínez et al. 
2019). Our records confirm the presence of C. prehensi-
lis only in the eastern slopes of the Cordillera Oriental. 
The presence of C. prehensilis in the Middle Magda-
lena river basin (eastern slope of Central Cordillera and 
western slope of Eastern Cordillera) lacks empirical sup-
port. Our review of specimens at the MHN-UCa (MHN-
UCa 787, 1272, 1616, 2422–2423) and ICN (ICN 2015), 
as well as previous records from the departments of 
Caldas (Castaño Salazar 2012) and Santander (Villan-
ueva 2006), determined them to be Coendou quichua 
Thomas, 1899 (sensu lato), based on the flat (not inflated) 
frontal sinuses and smaller size.

The new records shown here come from distinct envi-
ronments such as forested areas of the Amazon region, 
Sub-Andean forests, and riparian forest immersed in 
savannahs of the Orinoco river basin. This suggests that 
the species is flexible and generalist in terms of habitat 
use, and perhaps in its diet, considering that C. prehen-
silis is the most widespread species of the genus among 
natural regions and biogeographic provinces of Colom-
bia (Torres-Martínez et al. 2019). Finally, occasional 
records are key for planning of conservation strategies 
on a broader landscape scale in Colombia, considering 
that the species has several threats, especially hunting 
(Racero-Casarrubia et al. 2016; Salcedo-Rivera et al. 
2018) and roadkills. As suggested by other authors (e.g., 
de Freitas et al. 2013; Gregory et al. 2015), the use of less 
conventional sources of information, such as roadkills or 
camera traps, should be used to obtain important data on 
this poorly known porcupine species.
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Figure 2. Updated distribution of Coendou prehensilis in Colombia. New records (blue triangles) include first records for three depart-
ments of Colombia (Cauca, Guainía, and La Guajira), and new confirmed records from the departments of Arauca, Boyacá, Casanare, 
Caquetá, Cundinamarca, Guaviare, and Meta. Black dots show previous records in the literature (Torres-Martínez et al. 2019).
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