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Resumo

Trocando carnica por carne fresca: o urubu Cathartes burrovianus (Aves, Cathartidae) caca a
serpente Xenodon merremii (Serpentes, Dipsadidae) no sudeste do Brasil. O urubu-de-cabeca-amarela
(Cathartes burrovianus) ¢ conhecido pelo habito necrofagico, tipico dos Cathartidae. Contudo, membros desta
familia também cagam presas vivas, embora este comportamento seja pouco documentado. Nds reportamos
aqui um C. burrovianus predando a serpente nao-peconhenta, Xenodon merremii, em uma area antropizada no
sudeste do Brasil.

Unitermos: boipeva, dieta, Minas Gerais, predag@o, urubu-de-cabeca-amarela

Abstract

The Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture (Cathartes burrovianus) is known mainly for its necrophagic habits,
typical of the Cathartidae. However, members of this family also hunt live prey, though this behavior is not well
documented. We report here on a C. burrovianus preying on the non-venomous snake Xenodon merremii, at an
anthropogenic site in southeastern Brazil.
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The New World vultures (Cathartidae) are known
for their importance as consumers of animal carcasses
(Sick, 2001). According to some authors, vultures feed
solely on carrion (e.g. Mota Janior, 1990; Telino-Janior
et al., 2005). However, the consumption of fruits, live
invertebrates and vertebrates by some species is recorded
(Brown and Amadon, 1989; Sick, 2001).

The Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture, Cathartes
burrovianus Cassin, 1845 occurs throughout most of
South America, with exception of Chile (Brown and
Amadon, 1989; Ferguson-Lees and Christie, 2005). It
inhabits small forest patches, riparian forests, swamp
areas and even open formations, including the vicinity
of cultivated fields and the borders of highways (where
it waits for road-killed animals) (Brown and Amadon
1989; Sick, 2001; Ferguson-Lees and Christie, 2005).

Cathartes burrovianus feeds mostly on carrion of
smaller animals and is rarely recorded eating a large
carcass in company of others vultures (Sigrist, 2006).
This vulture also feeds on insects (adults and larvae),
amphibians, fish and snakes (Sigrist, 2006) and even
birds (see Silveira and Belmonte, 2005 for a possible
attempt of predation of the nests of the parakeet Guarouba
guarouba). For snake prey, however, no information on
the prey species is available. This note contributes to the
knowledge of the hunting activity of C. burrovianus based
on an episode recorded in southeastern Brazil.

On 07 June 2009, a C. burrovianus was seen
repeatedly flying low over an open area in the vicinity
of a dirt road near an abandoned pen (18°35°18.25”S,
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FIGURE 1:
from the snake’s body.
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41°51°12.46”W,; about 190m above sea level) in the
municipality of Frei Inocéncio, state of Minas Gerais,
southeastern Brazil.

It landed close to a clump of grass, and attacked
its intended prey, which could not be identified at the
time. The vulture then pulled something with its bill but
kept its head lowered for a few minutes. When the bird
raised its head again, its bill held what appeared to be
flesh (Figure 1).

The vulture flew off, leaving its prey, as the
observer moved within about five meters of it. Shortly
after, the bird was seen flying repeatedly and low at
another area in the vicinity of our observation. The
half-eaten snake (Figure 2) was still twitching when we
found it. The snake remains were not collected but were
photographed as a voucher.

The prey of the vulture was identified as Xenodon
merremii (Wagler, 1824), popularly known as boipeva.
This is a non-venomous, diurnal and terrestrial species
(Marques et al., 2001) with a wide distribution in South
America. [t inhabits open areas including anthropogenic
sites (Peters and Orejas-Miranda, 1970; Argélo, 2004),
where it feeds on toads (Vanzolini et al., 1980; Vitt and
Vangilder, 1983). Xenodon merremii is also well known
for its color polymorphism (Dirksen and Duarte, 1998),
with some phenotypes considered as mimics of the
venomous snakes of the genus Bothrops and Crotalus
(Dirksen and Duarte, 1998; Brodie III and Brodie Jr.,
2004), leading general people to mistakenly identify
it as lanceheads (Bothrops) or rattlesnakes (Crotalus).

(A) Cathartes burrovianus apparently inspecting its intended prey, a Xenodon merremii, (B) The bird holding a piece torn
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FIGURE 2: Xenodon merremii killed by Cathartes burrovianus. Note that the snake’s mid-posterior region was eaten first.

It is important to note that the possible mimicry of
a venomous snake (Bothrops) by the specimen reported
here was not sufficient to avoid its predation. In fact,
even venomous snakes are sometimes preyed by birds
(e.g. Laurencio, 2005; DuVal et al., 2006).

Recently, Costa et al. (2009) reported X. merremii as
prey of the laughing falcon, Herpetotheres cachinnans,
in a situation similar to that described here. The diurnal
activity of X. merremii and its occurrence in open
environments, even those altered by human action, make
this snake potential prey for visually oriented predators
like raptors.
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