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Tolypeutes matacus 

Three Banded Armadillo 
Class: Mammalia  Order: Cingulata  Family: Dasypodidae  
Other names:  Southern Three Banded Armadillo. 
 
Physical Description:  The three-banded armadillo is the only armadillo 
that can roll completely into a ball to protect itself from predators and thorny vegetation.  The yellow-
brown sides of the carapace extend beyond the skin, giving the armadillo a space to retreat its head, legs, 
and tail when curling up.  The armor-plating that covers the body is divided into two domed shells, with 
three armored bands in between, joined by flexible bands of skin.  The flexures allow the body to bend in 
the middle, snapping the lower edges of the two body shells together to form a sphere that is closed off 
completely with the forehead armor fitting almost puzzle-like with their armor-covered tail.  They bear very 
powerful fused claws that are sharp and hoof-like.  Three banded armadillos reach a length of about 
9-13” and weigh 3-3.5lbs. 
 
Diet in the Wild:  Primarily insects (beetle larvae, ants, termites), plants, and other small animals. 
 
Diet at the Zoo:  Insectivore diet, cooked sweet potatos, bananas, wax worms, crickets, mealworms. 
 
Habitat & Range:  Flooded, mountain, tropical & temperate grasslands, rainforest, tropical dry forest & 
swamps throughout the central region of South America (S. Brazil, Bolivia, Paraguay, & N. Argentina). 
 
Life Span:  Up to 15 years in the wild, 20+ years in captivity. 
 
Perils in the wild:  Very few natural predators; suggested that jaguars, alligators, and puma can crunch 
through the armadillos armor.  Hunted for food, captured for the pet trade, habitat destruction for farming. 
 
Physical Adaptations: 

 Walk on hind legs and fore-claws.  

 When threatened, it can run extremely fast or curl into a very strong-hold ball, which even strong-
jawed predators such as dogs are unable to break open.  They leave a very small opening and when 
the predator inserts its claw or snout, the armadillo will quickly close it, causing pain and possibly 
injury to the predator. 

 Long, sticky, straw-like, pink tongue that allows it to gather its food (insects). 

 Poor eye sight, but keen sense of smell and hearing to make up for it. 

 Unlike most armadillos, three-banded armadillos are not fossorial (adapted to digging and life 
underground). They do not dig burrows of their own but use abandoned anteater burrows, or they 
make their dens under dense vegetation. 

 Their shell is very efficient at trapping air, which is warmed by body heat, conserving heat loss. 
 

Behavioral Adaptations: 

 Other than a female and her offspring, the armadillo is solitary.  However, as many as 12 have been 
found sharing a burrow during the winter. 

 During the day, it escapes the heat by resting inside a burrow dug deep into a sand dune. 
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 Mainly nocturnal in summer to avoid heat, and diurnal in winter 

 Walks with its snout to the ground searching for food and will dig into the soil to get at it.  

 It is a good swimmer - holding its breath for up to 6 minutes at a time, it easily swims across rivers 
and streams.  For the Armadillo to be able to swim, it has to inflate its stomach and intestines with 
air otherwise it would just sink due to the weight of its armor.  

 They can also jump around 3 feet straight up into the air when alarmed.  

 Armadillos mark their territories with secretions from their face, feet and rear. 
 
Reproduction and Development:  

 Breeding is believed to occur between October & January. The gestation period is 120 days and the 
female will give birth to a single young, born about the size of a golf ball; nurse for 10 weeks. 

 They are born blind and at first cannot roll into a ball, quickly develop the ability to close their shells 
and walk. 

 The armadillo will reach sexual maturity between 9-12 months. 

 Published studies have confirmed that armadillos can delay implantation for at least four months. 
 
Additional Information:   

 The word “armadillo” is Spanish for “little armored one”. 

 Armadillo shells were traditionally used to make the back of charangos, Andean lute instruments 

 Armadillo head plates are unique to each armadillo, like human fingerprints.  

 Armadillos in general have low body temperatures of 91-97 °F (compared to 101-104 of a guinea 
pig of about the same size) and low basal metabolic rates (from 40–60% of that expected in a 
placental mammal of their mass). 

 Reaching into a hole to pull an armadillo out by the tail is risky. The animal’s shell makes it virtually 
invulnerable to snakebite, the hand that grabs the tail isn’t. When an armadillo takes refuge in a 
hole already inhabited by a rattler or a copperhead, the snake is annoyed. Unable to attack the 
armadillo, it will take out its annoyance by striking the hand attempting to remove the intruder. 

 The glyptodon was a prehistoric armadillo that was as big as a Volkswagen Beetle! 

 His Majesty George II, King of England, was presented with an armadillo as a gift. This so-called 
“Indian Monster” was kept happy by supplying it with “Eggs very hard boil’d”. 

 During the Great Depression, armadillos were nicknamed “Hoover Hogs” by the people who ate 
them. The name was a bitter jab at President Herbert Hoover, who had promised “a chicken in 
every pot” but had instead presided over a collapse of the US economy following WWI. 

 Armadillos are one of the few animals who consume fire ants as part of their diet. 
 

Conservation Status: Near Threatened due to widespread habitat loss, and because of exploitation for 
food, thus making the species close to qualifying for Vulnerable under the criterion. 
 
Conservation Efforts: N/A 
 

Glossary: List of definitions of the most important recurrent technical terms used in the text. 
 

Diurnal –active during the day. 
 
Fossorial – adapted for digging. 
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Implantation – the process by which a fertilized embryo is established, or implanted, in the uterus. 
 

Nocturnal – active at night.  Nocturnal animals typically sleep during the day and are active at night, and 
have a suite of adaptations for nocturnal survival, such as a heightened sense of hearing, smell, and 
sometimes even eyesight.  
 

Sources: 

 Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Gardens 

 http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/big-idea/11/biodiversity-pg2 

 BBC Nature: www.bbc.co.uk 

 http://www.lazoo.org/animals/mammals/armadillo_threebanded/index.html 

 http://www.jacksonvillezoo.org/animals/mammals/southern_three-banded_armadillo/ 

 http://www.texasescapes.com/CFEckhardt/Armadillos.html 

http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/big-idea/11/biodiversity-pg2
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.lazoo.org/animals/mammals/armadillo_threebanded/index.html
http://www.jacksonvillezoo.org/animals/mammals/southern_three-banded_armadillo/

