
Issue 5 | December 2015

CECROPIA LEAVES ARE A MAIN STAPLE OF THE BRADYPUS DIET
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Dedicated to the rescue, rehabilitation,  
release and research of sloths and  
conserving the Costa Rican rainforest.

SlothSanctuary.com
Feedback@SlothSanctuary.com
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FOUNDER’S NOTE
Dear Friends,
What an amazing past few months! We are 
pleased to announce that we purchased 
essential new medical equipment, solely 
due to the incredible generosity of donors.

We are one of a very few rescue centers  
in Costa Rica that now use a digital X-ray 
to efficiently diagnose an animal while it  
is anesthetized for its exam, minimizing 
stress while maximizing response time.

We also purchased an ultrasound for 
its myriad benefits, including detecting 
internal masses or blockages as well as 
pregnancy which, in sloths, is not evident  
to the naked eye.

SIRE Medical Equipment generously 
donated a multiparameter monitor that 
provides vital information, especially  
during urgent procedures. Parameters 
include displaying esophagic temperature, 
oxygen saturation, electrocardiac activity 
and blood pressure.

This equipment package greatly enhances 
our ability to offer enriched care as we 
develop a multifaceted release protocol—
release being the ultimate goal for rescued 
sloths. We are profoundly thankful to all of 
our donors for making these advancements 
a reality here at the Sanctuary. 

We were sad to wave adiós to Becky Cliffe, 
who returned to England to analyze the 
massive amount of data she collected 
during her groundbreaking Sloth Backpack 
Project. We are honored to have partnered 
with Becky over the past five years. 

Judy Avey-Arroyo

RESCUE: EARL
Earl, an adult male Choloepus, was brought 
to us by MINAE (Ministerio de Ambiente 
y Energía) from Limón in early November. 
No information was available about the 
sloth’s origin or condition. We let Earl rest 
from his bumpy journey in a metal wildlife 
rescue cage in the back of a truck. After a 
couple of hours, we anesthetized him to 
minimize stress and allow us to perform a 
thorough exam. 

During the assessment, we noted that  
Earl had copious white nasal discharge 
and swollen inguinal (groin) lymph nodes. 
His breathing was labored. Several tests 
confirmed he was dealing with both an 
upper respiratory infection and a urinary 
tract infection. Because of this, he was not 
interested in food and appeared withdrawn. 

Immediate action was needed. We put him 
on intensive antibiotic, anti-inflammatory and vitamin therapy, plus intravenous rehydration. 
We sought the assistance of Dr. Mauricio Giusti, who works in a human medical laboratory 
in Limón, to help us create cultures of a nasopharyngeal swab and a tracheal wash. As of 
this writing we are awaiting the results but we will soon know the exact pathogen affecting 
Earl’s system so we can optimally plot his course of treatment. Fortunately, Earl seems to be 
responding to the antibiotics and is already showing some improvement. His appetite has 
returned and he is feeding himself normally. We sense he is anxious to be released back to  
his natural jungle habitat, so we aim to release him as soon as his infections are gone and he  
has regained his strength.

EARL ARRIVES IN A WILDLIFE RESCUE CAGE

Five comfortable, refurbished  
guest rooms on Sanctuary grounds. 

Stay in our peaceful, 
convenient Inn for up to two 
nights; breakfast is included  
in room rate. Taking the 
Insider’s Tour is required  
to book at the Buttercup Inn. 

Advance reservations required! 
Request at SlothSanctuary.com

http://SlothSanctuary.com
http://slothsanctuary.com
mailto:Feedback%40SlothSanctuary.com?subject=Feedback%20from%20Sloth%20Talk%20Newsletter
https://www.facebook.com/SIRE-Costa-Rica-163890756984742/
http://beckycliffe.com/sloth-backpack-project/
http://beckycliffe.com/sloth-backpack-project/
http://destinoslimon.com/index.php/en/category-table-layout/ad/salud,37/laboratorio-clinico-monte-rey,70
https://www.facebook.com/SlothSanctuaryCostaRica
https://twitter.com/slothsanctuary


RELEASE: ROSS

The single most gratifying act at the Sanctuary is the release 
of a rescued, rehabilitated sloth. Take Ross, for example, 
brought to us on August 5th by a compassionate and 
swift-acting family in Filadelfia, Limón. They had spotted 
a Choloepus in distress entangled in a barbed wire fence, 
hanging limply by one arm. They removed the sloth from  
the fence, placed it gently in a laundry basket and drove it  
to the Sanctuary, naming it Rosita along the way. 

We assessed the sloth’s condition on arrival and determined it to be a juvenile 
male, so he was renamed Ross. He was in shock and severely dehydrated, 
probably from suffering on the barbed wire for more that 24 hours. His entire 
right arm was swollen, infected 
and bruised. To safely clean, treat 
and bandage his wounds, we 
anesthetized him. We prescribed 
an intensive regimen of anti-
inflammatories, antibiotics, vitamins 
and immune stimulants. Ross’ 
wounds required five weekly 
dressing changes and accompanying 
anesthesia sessions until his arm 
had fully healed and he was ready 
for rehabilitation. During consistent 
and regular climbing practice, he 
regained strength and mobility in 
the injured arm. He had progressed 
so much that it was soon time for  
his pre-release test. 

We have a special Almond Tree 
enclosure along the river where 
it’s easy to observe a pre-release 
candidate. Since almond leaves are a 
favorite of Choloepus, there is added 
incentive to explore and climb. Ross 
did great! He climbed up naturally 
and literally hung out for a while, 
enjoying the familiar environment 
of a tree. He demonstrated that he 
was ready for complete freedom. So we returned him to his original habitat 
because of his knowledge of his mother’s home range. We noted an abundance 
of trees and other wild sloths in the area that would give Ross the best chance 
for survival. 

Habitat fragmentation due to development is one of the greatest threats to 
sloths’ well-being. If they need to transfer to trees by crossing over barbed wire, 
power lines or areas with guard dogs, injury or death is highly likely. We were 
satisfied with Ross’ enthusiasm as he climbed into a big Poró tree. On our way 
back, we saw a mother and baby sloth way up in the canopy. Was she Ross’ 
mother, perhaps? We humans got muddy, sweaty and insect-bitten during this 
release, but it was all worth it, knowing Ross was back home. And afterwards,  
as a bonus, the wonderful family that rescued Ross celebrated his release with 
us, toasting his future with delightfully ice cold lemonade!

ROSS RETURNS HOMEROSS RETURNS HOMEROSS RETURNS HOME

ROSS ARRIVES AT THE  
PRE-RELEASE ALMOND TREE

HE TAKES TO THE  
PRE-RELEASE TREE
HE TAKES TO THE  
PRE-RELEASE TREE



REHABILITATE: STACY
This is a story of joy and sorrow. Choloepus 
Stacy was brought to us in a tiny wooden box 
by a firefighter in September. She was wet, dirty, 
disoriented and a small baby was clinging to her. 

During Stacy’s examination, it was obvious that she was unable to 
move her left arm. It was very swollen and presented deep, infected 
injuries and puncture wounds from her shoulder to her palm. Based 
on their condition, we believed these injuries were not recent. We 
saw that the distal part of the ulna (near the wrist) was exposed and 
probably broken. Stacy arrived before our new X-ray equipment 
was installed; we have since confirmed the bone break. 

We shaved Stacy’s arm fur, cleaned and disinfected the wound, 
immobilized the arm, then bandaged it. We began systemic 
antibiotics, anti-inflammatories and vitamin therapy. Every week 
we repeated the procedure to evaluate her progress and change 
her bandages. The baby, Peggy, always stayed on Stacy during the 
process, sometimes suckling, exploring or sleeping under a blanket. 
We only detached the baby for their general checkups and weekly 
weigh-ins. Peggy appeared to be strong and fearless.

Mother and daughter stayed in quarantine for two weeks. We 
eventually transferred them to a large outdoor enclosure where 
Peggy could continue to rest her arm while in close proximity to  
her natural forest environment.

Everything appeared to be going to plan—until one night we 
discovered that baby Peggy had separated herself from her mother 
and was gravely hypothermic. Despite our efforts, she could not be 
saved. Apparently, Peggy had been trying to nurse but Stacy had 
stopped producing milk. We believe that Stacy had ingested too 
many leaves and overtaxed her digestive system, causing lactation 
function to cease. Sloths’ mammary glands are not external, so it 
was not obvious to us that she had stopped lactating.

Baby Peggy’s passing is still extremely emotional for us: we wish we 
could have foreseen it and taken action to save her. Following the 
baby’s death, Stacy appeared more depressed and her healing was 
slow. However, she began to revitalize and gain weight 
a few weeks ago. Her coat began to improve and 
she appeared more active and engaged. It has 
now been two months since her rescue. The 
fracture has a satisfactory callus (new bone 
formation). Stacy has regained complete 
use of her arm and has just been moved 
to the soft-release Almond Tree enclosure 
for exercise and observation. 

Retelling the story of Stacy and Peggy 
gives us mixed feelings: frustration and 
sorrow for not being able to save Peggy, but 
joy for Stacy’s ability to overcome a severe 
injury and the death of her offspring. Seeing 
her in the Almond Tree enclosure gives  
us hope. Her fighting spirit is truly inspiring.
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CASE STUDY: RINGO 

In hindsight, this is a classic example of a rescued animal 
arriving too late to be saved. Ringo’s compound fracture was 
quite bad, but the fact the wound was dirty meant there was 
already a significant threat to Ringo’s immune system. Blood 
tests confirmed he was coping with an advanced infection that 
probably started several days prior to his rescue.  

We took digital X-rays to see the extent of the injury, then 
hurriedly prepared Ringo for surgery. He needed intravenous 
hydration and painkillers. After nearly three hours of surgical 
reconstruction of the leg and reduction of the fracture with 
an intramedullary pin and cerclages, Ringo awoke from the 
anesthesia with an appetite. This was promising.

After two long and painstaking surgeries, our hopes were 
dashed two days later. While checking the bandage, we saw that 
Ringo’s tissue was not healing and, in fact, was beginning to 
die. We had to immediately amputate the leg. While the surgery 
went smoothly, Ringo’s condition was worsening and the next 
day he passed away. A necropsy was essential to understand 
the cause of death. We discovered his liver was enlarged and 
covered with bacterial spots. Tests later revealed similar bacteria 
in his spleen. We concluded that the exposed fracture became 
infected then generated a systemic infection (septicemia). Even 
the best medicine, diagnostic equipment and veterinary care 
cannot save an animal whose system has been overtaken by 
bacterial infection. Time was not on our side: if Ringo had been 
brought here sooner, we could have treated him before it was 
too late.

Species: Choloepus hoffmanni
Sex: Male
Name: Ringo
Arrival date: late October
Weight: 4.85 Kg

Condition on arrival:
– Severely dehydrated
– Small lacerations near fingerbones
– Lack of mobility in right hind limb
– Visibly dirty open femur fracture

We are grateful to our donors and supporters locally and around 
the world. Through their generosity, we purchased two key 
pieces of medical equipment: a digital X-ray machine and an 
ultrasound imaging device. The X-ray gives us the capability to 
pinpoint fractures, bone breaks, abdominal swelling and more. 
The ultrasound allows us to examine internal structures, organs, 
blood vessels, pregnancy and see masses or cysts. And the multi 
parameter monitor donated by SIRE in San José provides vital data 
during procedures. This equipment enables the highest level of care 
we have ever been able to provide to rescued sloths, both incoming 
and Sanctuary residents. On behalf of the sloths, muchas gracias.



What is the biggest threat to Costa Rican sloths, and 
how can this be mitigated/prevented?
Gabriel Pastor  With no numbers to endorse it yet (we 
are working on them), we have seen that most sloths 
arriving are orphans. This, because mothers were attacked 
by dogs, electrocuted, hit by cars, or even, attacked by 
the people, either directly or indirectly. Sometimes they 
are confiscated because the baby was pulled out from his 
mother to be kept as a pet or trading, sometimes due to 
the death of his mother by trauma because of logging. For 
all these reasons, I believe that the mechanisms that might 
help mitigate or prevent these causes can be summarized 
as: education and consciousness. To facilitate a better 
understanding of the animals that surround us, their 
environment, learn to live with them. Something very 
important is the work with the population on issues related 
to responsible ownership of pets. The domestic/wildlife 
interface (interaction of pets with wildlife and vice versa) is 
an extremely important factor that may be predisposing or 
determinant of many of the problems.  
As always, in any cultural or paradigm change, the younger 
generations are central to these processes. Education is 
needed for the changes to last in time.  
In addition, we should work on creating environments 
where it is possible to establish healthy populations of 
sloths and all wildlife in general.
Camila Dünner  Reinforcing Gabriel’s answer, the main 
way to mitigate threats to these species and others of 
the Costa Rican jungle is education. As people continue 
fearing and mythifying these species, seeing them 
as transmitters of diseases, toys or pets or objects of 
exhibition, we cannot move forward. It is also necessary  
to raise consciousness about habitat fragmentation and 
how it directly affects the efforts of rehabilitation and 
release. All animals brought to the Sloth Sanctuary are 

because of conditions relating to their proximity with 
human beings—this is alarming considering that the 
current status of wild populations of sloths in Costa Rica is 
unknown. Finally, it is necessary to generate governmental 
policies that help people to solve basic needs, creating jobs 
and promoting sustainable thinking.

What observations have you made about the sloths’ 
natural habitat?
GP  I rather thought environmental conservation would 
be more established here but at present development seems 
to be a stronger force. Wildlife would have a better life and 
chance to thrive if humans stayed far away!
CD  Agreed. The wildlife has to cope with so many 
perils that are part of modernization. Sloths trying to 
survive in suburban and urban areas are forced to adapt 
to an unnatural habitat that was formerly their ancestral 
tree-filled territory.

What is the most surprising thing you have discovered 
about sloths since arriving at the Sloth Sanctuary?
GP  How quick and dangerous sloths are if they feel 
threatened. No one warned us in advance, and certainly 
their tender faces give no indication of the potential 
fierceness!
CD  Their anatomy. Their internal structure varies greatly 
from other mammals: the organs, multi-chambered 
stomachs and a system of tendons capable of supporting 
seemingly uncomfortable positions for extended periods 
of time. I was also surprised by the behavioral differences 
between Bradypus and Choloepus, each with completely 
opposite personalities. Bradypus are more passive and 
tentative while Choloepus are more expressive and curious.

Dra. Camila Dünner & Dr. Gabriel Pastor SANCTUARY
INTERVIEW

Our veterinarians joined the Sanctuary in May 2015. Gabriel, originally from Uruguay, met 
Camila at medical school in Chile. Still newlyweds, this talented and compassionate couple 
brings fresh skill sets and a determined attitude. They also have the benefit of our recently 
donated medical equipment that upgrades the level of care we can provide rescued sloths. 
Bilingual, articulate and intuitive, the veterinarians are already making a big difference.



Sloths on exhibit around the world help educate and enlighten  
the public. What is the most important recommendation for  
the wellbeing of sloths in captivity?
CD  Recreate as closely as possible their 
natural environment and diet. This requires 
a massive effort, especially emulating the 
natural habitat. Sloths’ very strict diet of 
tropical leaves is challenging and expensive 
to maintain. Providing environmental 
enrichment (branches, platforms, 
foliage, fresh water) and a healthy diet 
is a step in the right direction to keep 
animals physically and mentally healthy. 
I recommend against keeping them in 
captivity if the necessary conditions cannot 
be recreated.

People crave the opportunity to hold 
a sloth but we tell them they cannot.
Please explain why.
CD  First, for biosecurity. There are a 
number of pathogens—bacteria, viruses, 
fungi, parasites, chemicals, etc.—
transported on hands, in clothing, on shoes that if transmitted to sloths 
can generate disease. We are very strict in our own handling protocols, 
including the use of gloves, disinfecting cages, contact between sick 
individuals and the use of quarantine to protect the resident sloths.  
We need to prevent a rescued wild sloth from getting pathogens from—
or spreading pathogens to—other sloths in rehabilitation. Secondly, 
acute stress. Sloths become measurably stressed when being handled by 
strangers.
GP  Sloths are not pets; it is important to realize this. We encourage 
people to learn to appreciate nature without having to physically  

touch it, as touching can damage or destroy nature’s balance. Even as 
vets, we limit our direct contact with sloths only to what is necessary.

For students who dream of working at a place like the Sloth 
Sanctuary, what is your advice?
CD  Never stop pursuing your dreams, be 
kind, hardworking, persevering, proactive and 
enjoy every step of the way. Working with 
wildlife is competitive: Change this mindset, 
seek feedback from colleagues, create networks 
and generate multidisciplinary work. The 
road will not be easy, but I assure you from 
personal experience, it will be worthwhile.
GP  Change the paradigm! Instead of creating 
conditions that require animals to be rescued, 
pursue conservation so animals can thrive 
in the wild! If today’s students improve the 
environment, they will drastically change the 
future for their children and grandchildren. 
There is so much they can do right now, 
including influencing others to stop polluting 
and clearcutting.

What is the one message about sloths that you want to share with 
the world?
GP  Sloths are essential to the ecosystem. Protect the rainforest from 
development and pollution to allow sloths to survive and thrive.
CD  Respect the sloths’ ecological role in the tropical rainforest. 
Without positive change and action, extinction is imminent—and 
when a species is gone, it is gone forever. Conserving and improving 
the environment is the first step forward.

Empowering Women charitable Jute tote: 
13.5" x 13.75" gusset shopper, padded cotton handles
Small plush sloth & removable Santa hat: 
About 8" long. Plastic pellet weighted body.
Can sit up or lie on its belly.
Split-ring chrome key chain: 
About 1.5" x 2", plus ring.
Worldwide delivery via USPS Priority Mail®.  
Thank you for your support!

Our gifts to you
for a donation of
$65 USD (US & Int’l)

~‘Keep Calm’ jute tote
~Tiny Santa Sloth plush
~Chrome sloth key ring

http://www.slothsanctuary.com/donate-to-support-the-sloth-sanctuary/
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