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Im
agine a hairy, brow

n creature w
ith long arm

s and legs – like a cross 
betw

een a little bear and a m
onkey. T

he w
hole anim

al is covered in a 
shaggy pelt of coarse grey and brow

n hair. T
hree really long, slightly 

scary claw
s poke out of its hands and feet. T

hey are longer than the 
w

hole of your hand. Yet w
hen you see its face, the anim

al looks like 
the w

orld’s sw
eetest teddy bear. It has dark shiny beady eyes, a little 

black snout and a m
outh that alw

ays seem
s to be sm

iling. T
he anim

al 
you are im

agining is called a sloth.



S
loths live in south and central A

m
erica. T

hey live in the hot, 
hum

id jungle, w
here they love to hang from

 a branch, as still as 
can be – so still that you alm

ost can’t see them
. B

ut all around 
them

, the jungle teem
s w

ith life. B
ugs and snakes, frogs and 

birds also have their hom
e here. N

ot all of them
 are so easy to 

spot, but you can hear them
 buzzing and hum

m
ing and 

croaking and shrieking. E
specially at night and in the m

orning.



M
ost life here is tiny. T

iny-w
eeny. Insects 

chew
ing leaves, slurping nectar from

 flow
ers or 

eating other bugs. M
any of the insects live out 

their lives hidden from
 our sight. T

hey drill into 
rotten trees or nibble aw

ay at green leaves high 
in the canopies of the trees.



H
ere, too, live brightly coloured parrots and noisy how

ler 
m

onkeys, singing and scream
ing aw

ay. H
ere live hum

m
ing birds, 

the sm
allest birds in the w

orld. T
hey can hover in the air in front 

of a flow
er as they drink its nectar w

ith their long, thin beaks. 
H

idden in the gloom
 beneath the dense tree canopies, a jaguar 

silently prow
ls into view

. M
aybe it is on the lookout for a sloth 

that has lost its w
ay on the ground and could becom

e its 
breakfast.



It is so hum
id here that the air feels heavy. A

 bit like in a 
greenhouse. It also sm

ells like a greenhouse: a thick, heavy scent 
of w

et earth and rotting leaves, m
ingled w

ith the strong, sw
eet 

arom
a of flow

ers and fruits. T
his is the hom

e of the sloth.



S
loths are m

am
m

als, just like you and m
e. M

ost m
am

m
als – like 

cats, dogs and people – live on the ground and use their legs for 
w

alking. B
ut not the sloth. It just hangs and dangles beneath a 

branch. T
he long claw

s at the very ends of its arm
s and legs are 

great for gripping onto things. B
ut they aren’t so good for w

alking 
on the ground. J

ust im
agine w

hat w
ould happen if you let your 

nails grow
 as long as your hand and then had to craw

l around on 
the ground w

ith them
. You w

ouldn’t w
alk very fast either.



T
hat’s w

hy the sloth m
ostly stays up in the canopy of the tree. It lives 

the w
hole of its life up there as it dangles upside dow

n, hanging by its 
arm

s and legs. Its grip on the branch can be so firm
 that the sloth 

m
ay stay dangling up there even after it dies. It eats upside dow

n, 
sleeps upside dow

n and gives birth upside dow
n. N

ew
born sloths use 

their m
um

 as a ham
m

ock, clinging onto her belly fur w
ith their claw

s 
– until they are big enough to find a branch of their ow

n to dangle 
from

.



Even though sloths don’t like it on the ground, they are actually 
good sw

im
m

ers. W
hen they need to m

ove to a tree som
e w

ay off, 
they som

etim
es w

ait for it to rain so m
uch that there is a flood in 

the forest. T
hen they can release their grip, tum

ble into the w
ater 

and sw
im

 across to a new
 tree. T

hat w
ay they avoid having to 

craw
l across the ground.



O
nce, thousands of years ago, there used to be super-

sized sloths. T
hey did w

alk on the ground because the 
trees w

ould have fallen over if they had tried to clim
b 

them
. B

ecause these giant sloths w
ere the size of 

elephants and w
eighed m

ore than a car. M
any people 

believe hum
ans hunted these giant sloths and this w

as 
the reason they died out.



T
hese days, sloths aren’t so heavy. T

hey don’t w
eigh 

m
uch m

ore than a sm
all dog. T

his m
akes it easier for 

them
 to clam

ber out onto thin branches and find the 
leaves they like. B

ecause sloths eat leaves for 
breakfast, leaves for lunch and leaves for tea. A

nd 
only very special kinds of leaves from

 just a few
 types 

of trees.

T
his is w

hy the sloth is so slothful: the leaves sloths 
eat don’t contain m

uch nourishm
ent and it takes a 

long tim
e to digest them

. In fact, it can take m
ore 

than a m
onth. A

nd food like this doesn’t give you 
m

uch strength. T
hat’s w

hy it’s such slow
 going w

hen 
they have to m

ove.



In fact, the sloth is so slow
 that m

oss seem
s to grow

 on it. A
 fine 

layer of green covers its fur. T
his com

es from
 a type of algae, a 

m
inuscule plant that grow

s in its hair. It’s actually pretty practical 
because it m

akes the sloth m
ore difficult to spot. It’s like a sort of 

invisibility cloak, because the m
ost com

m
on colours in the jungle 

are green and brow
n: all the leaves are green, w

hile tree-trunks and 
branches are brow

n.

T
he green grow

th on the sloth’s pelt is useful in another w
ay, too. 

B
y scraping it off or licking it, the sloth obtains im

portant 
nourishm

ent it can’t get from
 the leaves.



B
ut these tiny plants aren’t the only things hiding in the sloth’s pelt. 

T
he coarse, grey-grow

n hairs are also hom
e to a little fluttering 

creature. N
ot a big, brightly coloured butterfly but a tiny grey critter 

– a m
oth, w

ith a fringe of fine hairs along its w
ings. It scurries about 

am
ong the coarse hairs as if they w

ere trees in a forest.

J
ust as the sloth needs the green plants that grow

 in its pelt, so the 
sm

all plants need the m
oth. B

y living and dying here in the w
orld of 

the sloth’s fur, the m
oth adds nutrients to the pelt, w

hich help the 
plants to grow

.

B
ut the m

oth also needs the sloth. N
ot just because the adult m

oths 
live in its pelt. T

he m
oth’s young also depend on the sloth.

A
nd this is w

here the story gets really w
eird. B

ecause the m
oth’s 

young don’t live in the fur along w
ith the grow

nups. N
o, they live in 

the sloth’s poo. A
lthough this sounds pretty yucky, it’s actually rather 

clever: the poo gets used up and cleared aw
ay at the sam

e tim
e as 

the m
oth’s young get the food they need to grow

.



O
nce a w

eek, the sloth has eaten so m
any green leaves that its 

tum
m

y is full to bursting. T
hen – slow

ly, slow
ly – it clim

bs dow
n 

from
 the tree. It is a huge effort. A

nd it is also dangerous for the 
sloth dow

n there. It doesn’t have m
uch to defend itself w

ith if it 
m

eets hungry predators on the ground.

W
hy can’t the sloth just poo from

 the treetops? It m
ust because 

there are som
e advantages to pooing on the ground that m

ake 
the long trip w

orthw
hile. P

erhaps the collaboration w
ith the m

oth 
is so im

portant that a dangerous trek on the ground is w
orth the 

risk.



O
nce dow

n, the sloth finds a good place on the ground w
here it digs a 

hole w
ith its tail stum

p. A
s it poos, a little cloud of m

oths flies out of 
its pelt. T

hey lay eggs in the poo before flying back to the safety of 
its fur.



A
fter a w

hile, the eggs hatch into teensy pale larvae. 
T

hese are the m
oth’s young, even though they look very 

different from
 their m

um
 and dad. T

he larvae eat their 
w

ay through the poo until they have grow
n big enough 

to change bodies. T
hen they shut them

selves up inside 
a shell.

W
hen the shell cracks open, the larva has turned into an 

adult m
oth. N

ow
 it is ready to find a new

 place to live. 
T

he new
ly hatched m

oth flies up into the tree, w
here it 

finds a sloth and m
oves into its fur.



S
o a sloth isn’t just a sloth. T

his strange creature that 
dangles peacefully in the jungle contains an entire 
circle of life inside its shaggy pelt.



FACTS ABOUT
SLOTHS
W

hat is a sloth?
k

 S
loths live in the rainforests of S

outh and C
entral A

m
erica.

k
 T

here are six different species of sloth. T
his story is about the 

brow
n-throated sloth.

Is the sloth slothful?
k

 S
lothful is another w

ord for lazy. In N
orw

egian and other 
languages, the sloth is also know

n as “the lazy bear”. A
ctually, the 

sloth doesn’t spend m
uch m

ore tim
e sleeping than you or m

e. B
ut 

it does m
ove veeeery slow

ly. In the tim
e it takes you to eat a slice 

of bread, a sloth w
ouldn’t even m

anage to w
alk from

 the kitchen 
table to the fridge.

A
re there m

any sloths?
k

 T
he brow

n-throated sloth is still pretty com
m

on. B
ut a sloth’s life 

isn’t alw
ays easy. Tw

o species are at risk of extinction, w
hich 

m
eans there are so few

 of them
 left that they could disappear off 

the face of the E
arth. W

hy? M
ostly because w

e are chopping dow
n 

the forests w
here the sloths live. W

e w
ant to have fields or houses 

there instead. O
ther tim

es, sloths are caught and eaten as food or 
sold illegally and kept in captivity.

S
trange facts about sloths

k
 T

he fur on the sloth’s face grow
s aw

ay from
 the tip of its nose 

tow
ards the back of its head. T

hat m
akes the w

ater run aw
ay from

 
its face w

hen the sloth is hanging upside dow
n in the rain. B

ecause 
in a rainforest it rains hard and it rains often.

k
 S

om
e scientists think that the poo under the tree is like a kind of 

nam
e badge. T

he sm
ell of that particular poo tells other sloths 

w
ho’s living up in the tree.

k
 T

he brow
n-throated sloth can sw

ivel its head alm
ost all the w

ay 
round so that it can look at its ow

n bottom
. C

an you do that?
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