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Behavior of Wild Malayan Tapir Observed at Salt Licks in Belum-Temengor Rainforest Complex, Malaysia
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Few studies have focused on behavior in wild tapir because of the difficulty in direct observation. Especially, few reports are available on its vocalization. Previous study reported that captive Malayan tapir (Tapirus indicus) utilizes whistling-type sounds and non-harmonic sounds. However, little is known about the function of vocalization in tapir in its natural habitat. Plant-eating mammals including tapir utilize salt licks to take in minerals, particularly sodium because it is deficient in the plants. Thus it is predicted that Malayan tapirs visit salt lick frequently and communication behavior between tapir can be observed around salt lick. In this study, (1) mammal species visiting salt licks were recorded using camera traps and measured cation concentration in the water from the salt licks, and (2) behavior of wild tapirs were observed using 1-minute video shots collected at salt licks in Belum-Temengor Rainforest Complex, Perak, Malaysia from February to November in 2014.

Herbivore species, especially the Indian muntjac, the sambar deer and the Malayan tapir were the most commonly recorded species. The endangered species such as tapir also utilized salt licks frequently, even in the area where logging is still continued. The water sampled at salt licks showed higher concentration of sodium than those from the nearby streams. This result suggests that salt licks in Belum-Temengor rainforest Complex are also utilized frequently by herbivores as a source of sodium.

Malayan tapirs were observed in 133 days out of 269 days; during this period, tapirs’ voice was recorded in 73 video shots. Most of vocalization in tapir was observed when a pair of male and female was at salt lick together. The vocalizations were observed mainly while tapirs were in locomotion or leaving from the salt lick. It is suggested that a male-female pair utilize vocalization for short-distance communication to keep moving together. 
