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Arapaima Adventures in Guyana
Lesley S. de Souza

John G. Shedd Aquarium, Conservation and Research, 1200 South Lake Shore Dr. Chicago, IL 60605. E-mail: lesleydesouza4@gmail.com 

COLUMN
LANDSCAPE

The sun beats down on my skin with such 
intensity that I feel as if I’m cooking. At 3° N 
of the equator, this is what it feels like pad-
dling down the open river in central Guyana. I 
wonder if my Amerindian guide feels the same 
or if he is used to this. The sunlight illuminates 
the vibrancy in the lush green forests lining the 
river, the cloudless blue skies, and the reflec-
tions off this blackwater river. I stop paddling 
long enough to lather up another layer of sun-
screen, put on a long-sleeved shirt and then start 
again. We are heading toward one of the many 
ponds that have Arapaima Arapaima gigas. As 
the canoe turns on one of the many bends in the 
river, the cackling of giant river otters swim-
ming along the river’s edge gets louder. They 
are slightly annoyed by our presence and swim 
towards us, cackle even louder, then swim back 
to the edge, another cackle, and then head down 
river. One of them is feasting on a fish that has 
a bright yellow body, which reflects against the 
water—it’s a nice sized peacock bass Cichla 
spp. Continuing forward, agitated howlers and 
squirrel monkeys leap from tree-to-tree on a 
mission. The guide says there must be a big 
bird nearby, and that’s when I see a harpy eagle, 
stoic on the branch of a massive silk cotton-
wood tree. I pause in awe and complete admira-
tion for the king of the jungle’s forest canopy.  

I am here to study Arapaima. They are 
are among the largest freshwater fishes in the 
world, reaching over 3 m and 200 kg, and occur 
primarily in the Amazon and Essequibo river 
basins in South America, where they serve as an 
important flagship species for conservation of 
Amazonian ecosystems. Their need to surface 
to breathe air and large size make them vulner-
able to overfishing, which has been observed 
throughout their range. Despite their endan-
gered status (IUCN 2006), Arapaima remain 
among the most sought after food fish in tropi-
cal South America, yet we have limited knowl-
edge in some aspects of their basic biology. In 
Guyana, the Rewa River contains among the 
highest densities of Arapaima populations. My 
study aims to investigate movement patterns 
of Arapaima between the dry and wet seasons 
through radio-telemetry to provide information 
on critical breeding and feeding habitats. De-
termining their range and habitat use within the 
Rewa drainage will enable managers to deline-
ate the area needed for protection of this species 

A pond with radio-tagged Arapaima covered in the giant Amazon water lily Victoria amazonica.              
Photo credit: Lesley de Souza.

Lesley de Souza with a radio-tagged Arapaima in the Rewa River.                                                                   
Photo credit:  Lesley de Souza.
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in Guyana waters. This work is in close collaboration with the 
indigenous people of Rewa Village, whose initiative to prohibit 
commercial harvest is the primary reason for high populations of 
Arapaima in the Rewa River drainage.

We make one last turn around giant granite boulders, rem-
nants of the Guiana Shield, and approach a sandy shoreline. The 
water is as warm as a bath as we get out to pull the canoe onto 
the beach. We scan the sand for wildlife tracks and see signs of 
cabybara, caiman, and turtles. Our distraction is quickly inter-
rupted by the sound of a huge tree falling in the forest. We grab 
our gear and head towards the sound, on the forest trail to the 
pond with Arapaima. The trail winds through giant trees, and I 
feel like an ant underneath the forest canopy. A pair of scarlet 
macaws flies above singing raucous melodies. These forests and 
rivers are teeming with wildlife. The richness of this ecosystem 
allows for Arapaima to live here in healthy numbers, although 
this has not always been the case. But now local indigenous 
communities have changed the fate of Arapaima by banning 
commercial harvests, and the people are intrigued with monitor-
ing movements of the fish using telemetry.  

The forest trail opens up, and we gaze out across a huge 
pond. Enormous Amazon water lilies blanket a large portion of 
the pond with jacanas prancing across them, in a manner that 
is reminiscent of the game of hopscotch. We hear the breach 
of an Arapaima breathing and begin to observe how many are 
rolling in the pond. Black caimans are gliding across the waters, 
and one after another, Arapaima begin rolling. Sometimes their 
head breaks the surface as they arch back into the water, and 
their caudal fin makes a swish in the air, broadcasting their 
red-flecked scales. Other times they come up for a large gulp 
of air and descend to the bottom within seconds, or they breach 

A rainbow formed over a Maracapan pond while tracking Arapaima. Photo credit:  Lesley de Souza.

the surface aggressively and then slap the water with their tail 
as they dive. After watching their magnificence for a while, we 
gather the tracking equipment and load up a dugout canoe that’s 
waiting for us.

We silently paddle across the pond, weaving through the 
water lilies, and listen for the ping of the radio-tagged individu-
als. When we finally hear the ping, we wait for the Arapaima to 
surface and record its breathing pattern. We continue to other 
parts of the pond and listen for more pings, pleased when we 
see the Arapaima surface. As we move to the farthest arm of 
the pond, we hear a noise in the forest. My guide and I listen 
intently and realize it is the cadence of a large animal. We whis-
per to each other to paddle backwards, and see—in the ravine 
of the dried up creek bed—a jaguar. Broadside and still, he 
looks at us. It takes my breath away, and I sit speechless. I take 
in the beautiful rosettes of his pelt, his largeness in the midst of 
the vast rainforests, and our smallness in our canoe. He seems 
uninterested in us, and in a slow confident pace, he disappears 
back into the forest.

We paddle in silence after our encounter and continue track-
ing Arapaima. Everything seems heightened now, and I feel as if 
I was observing my tagged Arapaima with new eyes—the vari-
ation in the scale coloration among individuals, their heads with 
different patterns, some seemed darker than others.  

After our work, we get back on the forest trail. Silence is 
now broken. There is excited talk. Amerindians still find encoun-
ters with jaguars rare, and it's clear they cherish every experi-
ence.  It’s hard not to think about the possibility that another 
jaguar might be lurking around us as we walk through the forest 
to make our way back to the river.  
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