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short communication
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Abstract: Fruits of trumpet tree (Cecropia spp.) attract different species of birds and mammals. Boas (Boa

constrictor) are sit-and-wait strategists, able to choose to ambush in microhabitats that are frequently

visited by prey. We have seen two events of predation of passerines (Pitangus sulphuratus, Turdus

rufiventris) by boas on the same trumpet tree (Cecropia pachystachya) in a remnant of Cerrado, in the city

of Campo Grande/MS. These reports may be evidence of strategic association of boas to trumpet trees,

considering the density of snakes recorded on the tree and the constant visits by potential prey during

fruiting periods. Besides encouraging a more detailed investigation on the strategies of predation by boas,

our records constitute relevant information about the snake natural history.
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ROCHA-SANTOS, G.; BARBIER E. and BORDIGNON M.O. Doce armadilha: Boa constrictor
(Serpentes: Boidae) predando passeriformes sobre Cecropia pachystachya (Urticales: Cecropiaceae) em

perı́odo de frutificação. Biota Neotropica. 14(2): 1––4. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/10.1590/1676-

06032014000314

Resumo: Frutos de embaúba (Cecropia spp.) atraem diversas espécies de aves e mamı́feros. Jiboias (Boa

constrictor) são estrategistas senta-espera, capazes de selecionar micro-habitats que são frequentemente

visitados por presas. Nós presenciamos dois eventos de predação de passeriformes (Pitangus sulphuratus,

Turdus rufiventris) por jiboias sobre uma mesma embaúba (Cecropia pachystachya) em um remanescente

de Cerrado, localizado na cidade de Campo Grande/MS. Esses relatos podem ser indı́cios de associações

estratégicas das jiboias às embaúbas, considerando a densidade de serpentes na árvore e a constante

visitação de presas potenciais durante os perı́odos de frutificação. Além de estimular uma investigação

mais detalhada sobre as estratégias de predação das jiboias, esses registros constituem informações

relevantes sobre sua história natural.

Palavras-chave: Embaúba, jiboia, Pitangus sulphuratus, predadores de emboscada, senta-espera, Turdus

rufiventris.

Introduction

Sit-and-wait predators remain still for long periods of time,

awaiting for prey within the range of their attacks (O’Brien et

al. 1990). The choice of locations for ambushing can be

determinant of the successful capture of prey, and some snakes

(e.g., Boa constrictor Linnaeus, 1758; Crotalus horridus

Linnaeus, 1758; Echis coloratus Günther, 1878; Epicrates

inornatus (Reinhardt, 1843); Gloydius shedaoensis (Zhao,

1979)), increase their chances by selecting microhabitats that

are frequently visited by prey (Greene 1983, Rodriguez &

Reagan 1984, Rodrı́guez-Durán 1996, Shine & Li-Xin 2002,

Clark 2004, Tsairi & Bouskila 2004).

Trumpet trees (Cecropia spp.) are fast growing pioneers,

associated mainly to secondary forests (Lorenzi 1992, Santos

2000), found throughout the Neotropical area, from the south

of Mexico to the north of Argentina (Franco Rosselli 1997).

They can reach up to 22 meters (Sposito & Santos 2001) and

have long fruiting periods (up to 12 months; see Ferraz et al.

1999) and attract several omnivore and frugivorous species,

including passerines (Oniki et al. 1994, Chatellenaz 2008),

galliforms (Mikich 2002), parrots (Ragusa-Netto & Fecchio

2006), marmosets (Passamani & Rylands 2000), bats (Lobova

et al. 2003) and coatis (Alves-Costa et al. 2004).

Boas (B. constrictor) are robust snakes that can reach up to

300 cm of total lenght (see Norman 1994, Marques et al. 2005).
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They are present in the Neotropical area, exploring various

vegetation types, such as rainforests, savannas and wetlands

(Henderson et al. 1995). They are sit-and-wait strategists

(Greene 1983) capable of detecting prey, probably through

the association of visual, thermal and chemical stimuli

(Scartozzoni & Molina 2004). They have semi-arboreal habits

and feed efficiently both in terrestrial and arboreal environ-

ments (Pizzatto et al. 2009). There are several published records

on the consumption of birds (Boback 2005, Begoti & Filho

2012), amphibians (Pizzatto et al. 2009), mammals (Ferrari et

al. 2004, Cisneros-Heredia et al. 2005, Sorrell et al. 2011) and

reptiles (Quick et al. 2005) by boas, obtained through direct

observations or stomach content analysis.

We record here the predation of passerines by boas (B.

constrictor) in a same fruiting trumpet tree (Cecropia pachys-

tachya Trécul).

Material and Methods

The predatory behavior of boas was occasionally observed

and recorded on two consecutive days during fieldwork in a

Cerrado remnant of 50 ha belonging to Private Natural

Heritage Reserve, Universidade Federal de Mato Grosso do

Sul (RPPN/UFMS), Campo Grande, Brazil (20630’18.99" S,

54636’49.97" W). The reserve is located in an urban area, which

is surrounded by boulevards and buildings of the UFMS

campus. Vegetation type in the reserve is classified as

‘‘cerradão’’ composed by trees reaching 15-18 m tall, smaller

trees, shrubs, and herbaceous plants (Assunção et al. 2011).

Results and Discussion

We witnessed two events of predation of passerines by boas

on a fruiting trumpet tree (C. pachystachya). On 01/31/2013, at

09:47 a.m. (286C), we observed the capture of a Rufous-bellied

Thrush (Turdus rufiventris Vieillot, 1818) by a boa (individual

1) that had the body partially aligned on the branch of a 8m

trumpet tree (except by the tail, which remained coiled on the

branch) (Figure 1a). The Rufous-bellied Thrush landed on the

branch in which the snake was positioned (,50 cm from the

snake), probably in search of fruit, and was instantly captured

and constricted. Then, the snake touched the bird with the

labial scales, inspecting it, and started ingesting by the bird’s

head. Ingestion lasted about 14min, and the snake returned to

its initial position (partially aligned on the branch). At the same

time, we spotted two other snakes (individuals 2 and 3)

positioned on parallel branches, summing up three individuals

foraging on that same tree. Individual 1 was located about 50

cm from individual 2, and individual 3 was positioned 1.5 m

away from 1 and 2 m away from the individual 2.

The next morning (02/01/2013), we observed three snakes in

the same positions, probably the same individuals sighted in the

previous day. At 8:07 a.m. (296C) we observe another Rufous-

bellied Thrush landing on the tree, on a branch near individual

2 (,50 cm from the snake). However, in this event, this bird

managed to dodge the attack, escaping capture. Three minutes

later we recorded the capture of a Great Kiskadee (Pitangus

sulphuratus (Linnaeus, 1766)), by individual 3 (Figure 1b). This

event was similar to predation described earlier that morning,

with the exception of the time the snake spent eating the bird

(19min). After the events of predation, we observed other C.

pachystachya in the study area, but no snakes were observed on

them. No interactions among the snakes were observed.

Fruits of C. pachystachya are used as food resource by

many birds (e.g., Ragusa-Neto 2004, Ragusa-Netto & Fecchio

2006, Chatellenaz 2008), including those belonging to the genus

Turdus and Pitangus (Oniki et al. 1994). Published data on the

diet of boas show a high proportion of passerine birds (e.g.,

Boback 2005, Quick et al. 2005). In addition to the T. rufiventris

and P. sulphuratus recorded in the predation events we also

observed Trogon curucui Linnaeus, 1766 feeding on the fruits of

the C. pachystachya, but in branches farther from the snakes.

Moreover, a primate, potential prey of boas, Callithrix

penicillata (É. Geoffroy, 1812), has also being observed visiting

trumpet trees (Rocha-Santos, G., pers. obs.).

Trophic interactions may influence the distribution and

density of a predator, directly affecting their behavior and

habitat use (Slip & Shine 1988). The frequent visitation of

trumpet trees by boas’ potential preys, together with our

records of successful predation and aggregation of the snakes

on the tree, suggest that boas may be selecting C. pachystachya

as ambushing habitat. Some snakes, including B. constrictor

Figure 1. a) Boa constrictor (individual 1) predating Rufous-bellied
Thrush (Turdus rufiventris) on a trumpet tree (Cecropia pachystachya).
The black arrow indicates the bird’s wing and the white arrow points
out a conspecific (individual 2) on a parallel branch. b) Boa (individual
3) at the time of constriction of a Great Kiskadee (Pitangus sulphuratus)
on the same trumpet tree as the other two. Picture: Gilson da Rocha
Santos.
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(Boidae), Crotalus horridus, E. coloratus (Viperidae) may use

chemical signals and ultraviolet traces left by prey and thus

track favorable places for ambushing (Sillman et al. 2001, Clark

2004, Tsairi & Bouskila 2004, Scartozzoni & Molina 2004).

Gloydius shedaoensis (Viperidae), for example, is able to select

trees with high visitation rates of birds (Shine & Li-Xin 2002),

while E. inornatus (Boidae) groups in cave entrances with large

density of bats (see Rodriguez & Reagan 1984, Rodrı́guez-

Durán 1996).

Favorable locations for ambushes can also be selected

through chemical cues left by snakes of the same species (e.g.,

C. horridus), which succeeded in capturing prey (Clark 2007).

Boas are able to recognize chemical signals and discriminate the

age of other individuals, apparently in the context of partner

selection (Gabirot et al. 2012). But it is possible that, as C.

horridus (see Clark 2007), they also use these chemical clues,

and/or visual signals, to detect conspecifics in areas with higher

food availability.

Obviously, the assumptions mentioned are not mutually

exclusive and the mechanisms of selection of sites for ambushes

may be more complex, involving other factors such as previous

experiences of success, positive relationships of perception of

the predator instead of the prey and ease of capture (Shine &

Li-Xin 2002, Clark 2004). However, regardless of the mechan-

isms of selection and screening, our data may still be evidence

of strategic association of boas to trumpet trees, considering the

density of these snakes and constant visits from potential prey

during periods of fruiting.
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