Cavia aperea 

(wild cavy) 

By Erin Voll 

Description 

Cavia apera is medium-sized, herbivorous rodent. In general, cavies are tailless, have a head and body length of 200-300 mm, and a weight of 500-600 g. Their pelage is fairly coarse and long, their fur is generally gray to brown in color. Cavies have a stocky build, with short legs and short, unfurred ears. There are three digits on the hind feet and four on the forefeet, each with extremely sharp claws (Nowak 1999). The eyes are relatively large. Wild cavies are much more slender and agile than their domesticated counterparts, with smaller ears and feet, longer heads, and thinner legs. Dentition in wild cavies is typical of rodents: the incisors are short, and the cheek teeth are prismic shaped and ever-growing (MacDonald 1984). 
Distribution 

C. apera can be found from southeastern Brazil through Uraguay and Paraguay to nothern Argentina. This distribution makes it one of the most widespread of all South American rodents (Saschser 1998). It typically prefers a mixture of dense vegetation for shelter from predators and a large, open short grassy area for feeding. Each animal has it own home range, which can encompass about 900 square miles for adult males, and 200 square meters for adult females. Males and females that associate in a social group will have overlapping ranges, but home ranges between groups rarely overlap. Any males entering a female’s home range that overlaps with a resident male will be chased out by him (Asher 2004). 

Ontogeny and Reproduction 

Cavia aperea shows many characteristics of both a monogamous mating system (such as small testes size and female preference for a single mate) and a polygynous mating system (based on strong degree of sexual dimorphism). In natural conditions, they are slightly polygynous, with a single male mating with several females that his home range overlapped. But, in cases of limited resources and lowered reproductive potential in the environment, males would only mate with one female. Males would more often exhibit female defense polygyny than resource defense polygyny (Asher 2004). 

Female wild cavies are not affected by photoperiod in terms of reproduction, in fact, they will reproduce year round if food resources are favorable. They give birth to precocial young, which typically have lower energy requirements than altricial species (Trillmich 2000). Pregnancy does not seem to impede the escape methods of the females (Trillmich 2003). Gestation is generally 62 days, and females enter postpartum estrus, and so are almost continuosly pregnant. C. aperea usually bear about 2 young, each weighing roughly 60 grams. (Nowak 1999). 

Young are born with relatively long, slender legs in comparison to their body size, which enable them to run to safety within hours of their birth. Newborns are able to eat solid food on their first day, and follow their mothers to foraging sites. Cavy young grow rapidly, and reach running speeds equal to their adult counterparts by day 20, the average time of weaning (Trillmich 2003). 

Ecology and Behavior 

Due to the large number of species that prey upon C. aperea, it is not surprising to find that their foraging attempts are limited to only a few minutes, and often are interrupted by alert postures and fast dashes into the nearby dense vegetation to hide. Foraging attempts were made mostly at dawn and dusk, reflecting the crespulscular nature of C. aperea. In a study by Asher, De Olivera, and Sachser, it was found that there are at least 21 species of predators of C. aperea, ranging from mammals, birds, and even reptiles, attacking from air, land and even water (2004). Unfortunately, this high predation risk leads to an almost 50% mortality of adults. 

In 1991, Cassini and colleagues studied several hypothesis in regards to foraging risk under predation in the Cavia aperea. They found that cavies spent far more time in foraging patches farther from cover, with less time spent scanning for predators. In contrast, cavies spent less time in foraging patches nearby cover, and disproportionately more time scanning for predators. Cavies are slightly social animals, and it appeared in this study that foraging in groups reduced the time spent scanning and increased the time spent in a specific patch than when the cavies grazed alone. These researchers came up with two explanations for seemingly contradictory time spent farther from cover: 1) perceived risk of foraging too near to the cover, and foraging too far away from it; 2) food quality and/or quantity may increase farther from cover. 

Little else is known about C. aperea’s behavior, since it is so highly distributed and is so often hidden in dense cover to avoid its many and various predators. It is known that “cavies are poor burrowers, and depend largely on naturally formed crevices or tunnels dug by other animals for shelter” (King 1956). Cavies make a variety of sounds, ranging from chirps and squeaks to squeals and rumbles (MacDonald 1984). Wild cavies are extremely aggressive, especially in male-male dominace heirarchies. Females are less aggressive toward other females in their heirarchy, and there has never been male-female aggression observed in C. aperea (Saschser 1998). Wild cavies have proved to be able runners, although they tire easily and require nearby shelter to escape predation. Cavies conserve their energy by making short running bursts to cover and then freezing (Trillmich 2003). 

Remarks
Common names for Cavia aperea include cavy, wild cavy, wild guinea pig, and Brazilian guinea pig. There has been some debate about whether Cavia aperea is the wild ancestor to today’s domestic guinea pig. Since there are so many species of wild cavies, (10 species belonging to 4 genera), it may be that the ones that have been most studied may not be the ancestors, due to their extreme aggressiveness. It still seems most probable by genetic analysis that Cavia aperea is the ancenstor of the domestic guinea pig. (Saschser 1998). 

Contributors 

Erin Voll (author), University of Wisconsin--Stevens Point: December 2004 

Chris Yahnke (editor), University of Wisconsin--Stevens Point: December 2004 

Resources 

Asher, M.R., et. al. “Social system and spatial organization of wild guinea pigs (Cavia aperea) in a natural population.” Journal of Mammology 85.4 (2004): 788-796. 

Cassini, M.H. “Foraging Under Predation Risk in the Wild Guinea Pig.” Oikos. 62 (1991): 20- 24. 

Grizmek’s Encyclopedia of Mammals. Vol III. New York: McGraw-Hill Publishing Company, 1990. 

King, John A. “Social Relations of the Domestic Guinea Pig Living Under Semi-Natural Conditions.” Ecology. 37.2 (1956): 221-228. 

Kunzl, Christine, and Norbert Schaser. “The Behavioral Endocrinology of Domestication: A Comparison between the Domestic Guinea Pig (Cavia aperea f. porcellus) and its Wild Ancestor, the Cavy (Cavia aperea).” Hormones and Behavior. 35.1 (1999): 28-37. 

Macdonald, Dr. David, ed. The Encyclopedia of Mammals. New York: Facts on File Publications, 1984. 

Nowak, Ronald. Walker’s Mammals of the World. 6th ed., vol 2. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999. 

Sachser, Norbert. “Of Domestic and Wild Guinea Pigs: Studies in Sociophysiology, Domestication, and Social Evolution.” Naturwissenschaften. 85 (1998): 307-317. 

Trillmich, Fritz. “Effects of Low Temperature and Photoperiod on Reproduction in the Female Wild Guinea Pig (Cavia aperea).” Journal of Mammology 81.2 (2000): 586-594. 

Trillmich, F., et al. “Ontongeny of running performance in the wild guinea pig (Cavia aperea).” Mammalian Biology. 68 (2003): 214-223. 

