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First recorded predation of a Yacaré Caiman, Caiman yacare
(Daudin, 1801), by a Tuiuiu, Jabiru mycteria (Lichtenstein, 1819),
in the Southern Pantanal, Brazil
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Understanding species’ trophic interactions and
dietary patterns is crucial, as these provide insights into
their ecological roles and adaptive strategies (Roman-
Palacios et al., 2019). Gathering information on trophic
ecology is vital for addressing knowledge gaps in
biodiversity and gaining a deeper understanding of
ecosystem dynamics (Hortal et al., 2015). The habitat
in which both predator and prey reside can significantly
influence these interactions. Environmental factors, such
as resource availability (Michelin et al., 2020), habitat
structure (Choi et al., 2020), and climate conditions
(Ceron et al., 2019) can shape the species feeding
behaviour and dietary preferences. Additionally, the
ontogeny of the predator plays a crucial role in its dietary
habits (Samplonius et al., 2016). As predators develop,
their dietary needs and hunting capabilities often
change, leading to different prey preferences between
juvenile and adult stages (Polis, 1984). Similarly, the
vulnerability of potential prey can vary throughout their
life stages, with juveniles often being more susceptible
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to predation due to their smaller size, limited mobility,
or lack of defensive adaptations (Werner and Gilliam,
1984).

In the Pantanal, an ecoregion well known for its high
animal abundance, some of the largest populations of
various species are found. Among these are the Tuiuit,
Jabiru mycteria (Lichtenstein, 1819), and the Yacaré
Caiman, Caiman yacare (Daudin, 1801), both of which
are particularly abundant in the Pantanal, where this
ecoregion harbours their largest populations (Campos
et al.,, 2015; Mourdo et al., 2010). The Tuiuit, also
known as the Jabiru Stork, is the tallest flying bird in the
Americas and is commonly observed in wetland habitats
throughout the Pantanal. While it is known for its
piscivorous diet, feeding on fish and small amphibians
(Sick, 1997), records of predation on larger vertebrates
are rare. Caiman yacare, a common inhabitant of the
Pantanal, is an apex predator when adult, typically
preying on fish, birds, and small mammals (Campos et
al., 2013). We report on an observation of predation by
a Tuiuit upon a juvenile Yacare Caiman.

The predation event was observed on 26 August 2024,
at 07:39 h, near a pond adjacent to the Paraguay River
(17.99337°S, -57.44532°W) in the Southern Pantanal
opposite the traditional community of Barra do Sao
Lourengo community, which coexist with Pantanal’s
biodiversity. On the day of the observation, the sky in
the region was obscured by smoke from nearby fires,
and the air temperature was approximately 25 °C,
despite the early hour. The area is characterised by
high fish abundance (Petrere et al., 2002), providing
an ideal feeding ground for many aquatic bird species.
During a routine field survey, we observed a J. mycteria
engaging in predatory behaviour towards a juvenile C.
yacare (Fig. 1). There were two individuals of Tuiuit
standing at the edge of the pond. One of them used its
beak to grasp the caiman, which was estimated to be
about 60 cm in length. The bird exerted significant force
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to subdue the caiman, throwing it up in the air before
eventually consuming it. This predatory event lasted
approximately 15 minutes and was uninterrupted by
other wildlife. Considering that hatchlings of C. yacare
usually sleep close together during the day and separate
from their mother during the night to avoid predation
(Cintra, 1989), and since the predation that we recorded
was in the morning, it is likely that the mother was
nearby and sleeping.

Although previous observations have mentioned
Jabiru mycteria as a predator of Caiman yacare
hatchlings, one anonymous account from the northern
Pantanal (Cintra, 1989) and another by Gorzula and
Seijas (1989), which refers to J. mycteria as a predator
of hatchlings, albeit misidentifying the species as
Caiman crocodilus and providing no locality, none of
these reports included direct evidence or documentation
of such predation events. They merely cited the stork
as a potential predator. The observation provides the
first documented evidence of J. mycteria preying on
C. yacare, expanding our understanding of the species’
dietary habits. The predation of a juvenile caiman by
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a stork, while unusual, underscores the opportunistic
nature of the Tuiui’s feeding behaviour. Adult caimans
are rarely preyed upon, with documented cases of
predation typically involving large predators like jaguars
(da Silveira et al., 2010). In contrast, eggs (Campos
and Mourdo, 2015) and juveniles of crocodilians are
more vulnerable and are more frequently targeted by
a wider range of predators (Somaweera et al., 2013),
such as Anaconda (Eunectes notaeus), Great Black
Hawk (Buteogallus urubitinga), and Crested Caracara
(Polyborus plancus) (Cintra, 1989). On 31 August
2024, we searched for records of J. mycteria on the
citizen science website WikiAves (https://www.wiki-
aves.com.br/). This search yielded 6997 records of the
bird, including 1120 instances of feeding. Most of these
feeding records did not provide detailed information
about the exact prey items. Still, it was generally
possible to identify the prey group: 89.25% were fish,
4.30% were snakes, 1.08% were snails, 1.08% were
frogs, 1.08% were crabs, and 3.23% were unidentified.
To the best of our knowledge, our observation of the
Tuiuitl attempting to consume the Yacaré Caiman is

Figure 1. Predation attempt of Tuiuit Stork (Jabiru mycteria) upon Yacaré caiman (Caiman yacare) in the Pantanal, municipality
of Corumba, state of Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. Photos by P. I. Martins.
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the first recorded instance of a crocodilian being a food
item for J. mycteria. The large size of the Tuiuit and
its capacity to prey on smaller reptiles may make such
interactions more common than previously recognised.
This observation not only provides new insight into
the feeding behaviour of J. mycteria, but also raises
questions about how environmental stressors may
influence predator-prey dynamics in the Pantanal. The
region is currently experiencing the most severe drought
ever documented, leading to a reduction in available
water bodies for aquatic animals (Libonati et al., 2022).
Additionally, widespread fires are putting further
pressure on Pantanal organisms (Tomas et al., 2021),
forcing them to seek out the remaining water sources.
These conditions may cause increased interactions
among species as aquatic and semi-aquatic animals
gather in larger aggregations. While this predation
event may be rare, such interactions could become more
frequent under the current environmental pressures,
altering the ecosystem’s balance in unforeseen ways.

Acknowledgments. The authors are grateful to the Pew Charitable
Trusts for the financial support provided for the field trip, and to
Ecoa Ecologia e A¢ao for their logistical support. AE and PIM
thank Fundagdo de Apoio ao Desenvolvimento do Ensino, Ciéncia
e Tecnologia de Mato Grosso do Sul (FUNDECT) for their PhD
scholarship. PIM thanks Coordenagdo de Aperfeigoamento
de Pessoal de Nivel Superior - Brasil (CAPES - Finance Code
001) for her sandwich doctorate scholarship. DJ Santana and LC
Garcia thank Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Cientifico
e Tecnologico for his research fellowship (CNPq 311284/2023-0;
310963/2023-0).

References

Campos, Z., Mourdo, G. (2015): Camera traps capture images
of predators of Caiman crocodilus yacare eggs (Reptilia:
Crocodylia) in Brazil’s Pantanal wetlands. Journal of Natural
History 49(15-16): 977-982.

Campos, Z., Mourdo, G., Coutinho, M., Magnusson, W.E., Soriano,
B.M.A. (2015): Spatial and temporal variation in reproduction
of a generalist crocodilian, Caiman crocodilus yacare, in a
seasonally flooded wetland. PLoS ONE 10(6): ¢0129368.

Ceron, K., Oliveira-Santos, L.G., Souza, C.S., Mesquita, D.O.,
Caldas, F.L., Aratjo, A.C., Santana, D.J. (2019): Global patterns
in anuran-prey networks: structure mediated by latitude. Oikos
128(11): 1537-1548.

Cintra, R. (1989): Maternal care and daily pattern of behavior in
a family of caimans, Caiman yacare in the Brazilian Pantanal.
Journal of Herpetology 23(3): 320-322.

Choi, B., Lee, C., Takizawa, Y., Chikaraishi, Y., Oh, H.J., Chang,
K.H., et al. (2020): Trophic response to ecological conditions of
habitats: Evidence from trophic variability of freshwater fish.
Ecology and Evolution 10(14): 7250-7260.

da Silveira, R., Ramalho, E.E., Thorbjarnarson, J.B., Magnusson,

291

W.E. (2010): Depredation by jaguars on caimans and importance
of reptiles in the diet of jaguar. Journal of Herpetology 44(3):
418-424.

Gorzula, S., Seijas, A.E. (1989): The common caiman. In:
Crocodiles: Their Ecology, Management, and Conservation, p.
44-61. Ross, J.P., Ed., Gland, Switzerland, ITUCN — The World
Conservation Union.

Hortal, J., de Bello, F., Diniz-Filho, J.A.F., Lewinsohn, T.M., Lobo,
JM., Ladle, R.J. (2015): Seven shortfalls that beset large-scale
knowledge of biodiversity. Annual review of ecology, evolution,
and systematics 46(1): 523-549.

Libonati, R., Geirinhas, J.L., Silva, P.S., Russo, A., Rodrigues, J.A.,
Belém, L.B.C., et al. (2022): Assessing the role of compound
drought and heatwave events on unprecedented 2020 wildfires
in the Pantanal. Environmental Research Letters 17: 15005.

Michelin, G., Ceron, K., Santana, D.J. (2020): Prey availability
influences the diet of Scinax fuscomarginatus in a Cerrado area,
Central Brazil. Animal Biodiversity and Conservation 43(2):
169-175.

Mourdo, G., Tomas, W., Campos, Z. (2010): How much can the
number of jabiru stork (Ciconiidae) nests vary due to change
of flood extension in a large Neotropical floodplain? Zoologia
27(5): 751-756.

Petrere Jr, M., Agostinho, A.A., Okada, E.K., Jilio Jr, H.F. (2002):
Review of the fisheries in the Brazilian portion of the Parana/
Pantanal basin. Management and ecology of lake and reservoir
fisheries, 123-143.

Polis G.A. (1984): Age structure component of niche width and
intraspecific resource partitioning: can age groups function as
ecological species?. The American Naturalist 123(4): 541-564.

Roman-Palacios, C., Scholl, J. P, Wiens, J.J. (2019): Evolution
of diet across the animal tree of life. Evolution Letters 3(4):
339-347.

Samplonius, J.M., Kappers, E.F., Brands, S., Both, C. (2016):
Phenological mismatch and ontogenetic diet shifts interactively
affect offspring condition in a passerine. Journal of Animal
Ecology 85(5): 1255-1264.

Somaweera, R., Brien, M., Shine, R. (2013): The role of predation in
shaping crocodilian natural history. Herpetological Monographs
27(1): 23-51.

Tomas, W.M., Berlinck, C.N., Chiaravalloti, R.M., Faggioni, G.P.,
Striissmann, C., Libonati, R., et al. (2021): Distance sampling
surveys reveal 17 million vertebrates directly killed by the
2020’s wildfires in the Pantanal, Brazil. Scientific Reports 11:
23547.

Werner, E.E., Gilliam, J.F. (1984): The ontogenetic niche and
species interactions in size-structured populations. Annual
review of ecology and systematics 15: 393-425.

Accepted by Jordy Groffen



