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Melanism is a development of dark-coloured pigment which is conferred by a 
recessive allele that leads to the condition of having dark-coloured skin or fur coat 
known as melanistic (Eliason et al., 2013; et al., 2015). Compared to common 
melanism phenomenon in other species such as felids (Schneider et al., 2012), 
squirrels (McRobie et al., 2009), rodents and birds (Majerus & Mundi, 2003; 
Caro, 2005; Hoekstra, 2006) only two cases of melanism in Malayan tapirs have 
been reported. Remarkably, the ongoing survey of First National Tiger Survey 
Program 2016–2018 (1st NTS) under the Eleventh Malaysia Plan 2016-2020 
embarked by Department of Wildlife and National Park (DWNP) discovered 
one adult male melanistic Malayan tapir.

Images of an adult male melanistic Malayan tapir were captured using a passive 
infrared digital camera trap (Reconyx HC500 Full HD 1080P) based on prede-
termined systematically 2.5 x 2.5km grid plot for the implementation of the 1st 
NTS program. The images were captured in Tekai Tembeling Forest Reserve 
located in the central Peninsular Malaysia of Pahang region which covers an 
area of approximately 2,646km2 of logged-over dipterocarp forests (Eswani et 
al., 2010). Topographical structures of the forest comprise of various types of 
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lowland areas, limestone terrain and hilly forest with elevation of 86–1,063m 
a.s.l. Apart from being threatened by the impact of ongoing selective logging, 
this reserve is vulnerable to illegal encroachment.

A total of 67 images of melanistic Malayan tapir (Tapirus indicus var. breve-
tianus) were recorded from a total of 6,196 trap nights. The first 54 images were 
recorded on 20th May 2016 around 1944 hours (Figure 1a & b) while the remain-
ing 13 images were captured on 30th May 2016 around 2131 hours (Figure 1c & 
d) with the same camera trap location approximately 9,300m from the nearest 
village. The exact location of this finding is kept confidential for security reasons. 
Based on identifiable features i.e. marks and deep scars on the body, wrinkles on 
the neck and belly, and damage to the ears (Holden et al., 2003; Noss et al., 2003; 
Novarino et al., 2005; Trolle et al., 2008; Traeholt & Mohd Sanusi, 2009), all the 
images of the melanistic Malayan tapir captured came from only one individual.

Figure 1  Captured images of a male melanistic Malayan tapir in Tekai Tembeling Forest Reserve. 
(a) & (b) Images captured on 20th May 2016 showing the right and left flank, respectively, (c) & 
(d) Images captured on 30th May 2016 showing the left and right flank, respectively.

The first record of a melanistic Malayan tapir was in Palembang, Sumatera in 
1924; was captured and sent to Rotterdam Zoo (Kuiper, 1926). It was classified 
as a subspecies Tapirus indicus brevetianus after its discoverer Captain K. Brevet 
from the Royal Dutch-Indian Army. Meanwhile, the second record was in 2000, 
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when two separate images of melanistic Malayan tapirs were recorded during a 
study of tigers in the Jerangau Forest Reserve in Hulu Terengganu, Peninsular 
Malaysia, as documented by Mohd. Azlan (2002). The first image was captured 
on 9th July 2000 at 1944 hours in a lowland forest, while the second image was 
captured on 20th July 2001 at 0113 hours in a hill forest. These are the photos of 
the same animal which may roam the lowlands and hill areas of Jerangau Forest 
Reserve.

This recent finding corroborate that the melanistic Malayan tapir still exists, al-
though they are exceedingly rare and limited in every generation. Kuiper (1926) 
suggest that this condition would most probably caused by genetic abnormality. 
Culver et al. (2010) and Wei et al. (2015) added that the degree of dark-coloured 
pigment genes might also be an evolutionary response to different habitat to 
allow for better adaption within their environments. Unfortunately, the first 
individual which was captured in 1924 and kept in Rotterdam Zoo died before 
mating, denying the opportunity to further investigate the cause of the melanism.
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