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First account of armadillo burrow use by Caiman yacare in Brazil
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Burrow-creating species are considered ecosystem
engineers, and armadillos are one of the most important
burrow digging animals in the Neotropics (Rodrigues et
al., 2019). Their burrows can be used by other animals
as shelter from fire (Friend, 1993), predators (Layne &
Jackson, 1994; Waterman & Roth, 2007), as foraging sites
(Desbiez & Kluyber, 2013), and can be used as a thermal
refuge to escape from extreme environmental conditions
(Walde et al., 2009; Pike & Mitchell, 2013). Even in some
areas where armadillos are considered invasive species,
33 native species have been reported to use their burrows
(Butler, 2020).

Many species of reptiles may exhibit hibernation-like
behaviours, when faced with lack of food or drought,
remaining inactive for long periods (Fagundes et al., 2016;
Campos et al.,, 2004). This behaviour has already been
recorded for many crocodilian species during droughts,
including the yacare caiman Caiman yacare (Campos,
2020). The yacare caiman is a medium-sized crocodilian
that occurs throughout the Pantanal wetlands, in Brazil,
Bolivia and Paraguay (Campos et al., 2010). They can bury
themselves in mud, hide in leaf litter, and remain in a
comatose state for long periods as a way to save energy
(Campos et al., 2004; Campos & Magnusson, 2011; Farias
et al., 2013).

On 14 February 2022 at about 21:40 h, during fieldwork
in the southern Pantanal, we found an individual C.
yacare (Fig. 1) deep inside an armadillo burrow. This was
at Pousada Aguapé, in the municipality of Aquidauana,
state of Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil at (20° 5'7.9296” S, 56°
1’36.8436” W). The armadillo burrow was likely made by
either Dasypus novemcinctus (nine-banded armadillo) or
Euphractus sexcinticus (six-banded armadillo). The burrow
identification was based on the size of the hole, and that
these are the most common armadillo species in the region
(Abba & Superina, 2010; Rodrigues, 2002). The burrow was
only 84 m away from a vazante (a drainage field) (Bazzo,
2012; Leite, 2021). It is well known that February is not
the usual time for C. yacares to aestivate (Campos 2020),
since it is one of the wetter and rainy months of the year
(Faria et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the lack of rainfall in the
last three year’s rainy season could trigger such behaviour.
The Pantanal has been facing one of the worst droughts

Figure 1. Use of an armadillo burrow by a Caiman yacare - A. General
view of the burrow B. Medium sized C. yacare taking refuge in the
armadillo burrow

in its history (Marengo et al.,, 2021; Naumann et al.,
2022), which is consequently affecting the population of
Pantanal caimans, which depend on water for their food,
reproduction, and development.

Behaviours such as burying in mud or under leaf litter
have already been recorded for C. yacare (Campos &
Mourdo, 2020; Campos et al., 2003). However, this is
the first record of a C. yacare using an armadillo burrow
as a refuge. The nearby vazante, which would normally
be at least 30 cm deep in water at this time of year, was
completely dry (Bazzo et al.,, 2012; Leite et al., 2021). It
was so dry that there was no mud for the caiman to bury
itself. We believe that the presence of the caiman in the
burrow was an attempt by the animal to protect itself

Herpetological Bulletin 164 (2023) 39



from this irregular dry period, avoiding hot temperatures,
and minimising energy expenditure until its environment
becomes more favourable. Since both D. novemcinctus (nine-
banded armadillo) and E. sexcinticus (six-banded armadillo)
are common in the region, their burrows may represent an
important landscape feature for caimans, and even other
Pantanal ectothermic species, during this severe drought.
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