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ABSTRACT
Nests of Schneider’s dwarf caiman, Paleosuchus trigonatus, were
located in the forests around three streams that drain into the
Xingu River, Brazilian Amazonia, in October 2014. Camera traps
were installed at the edge of four nests to document predators
and female parental care. At two nests, females unsuccessfully
defended their nests against one or more giant armadillos,
Priodontes maximus, and nine-banded armadillos, Dasypus novem-
cinctus. Both armadillo species responded to the attack by fleeing
and returning on the opposite side of the nest by going around
the tree under which the nest was located. Giant armadillos have
never before been recorded consuming caiman eggs and their
diet has been described as consisting mostly of ants and termites.
Another species of armadillo, Cabassous unicinctus, was also regis-
tered digging into a nest and probably consuming eggs, though it
is generally considered to be primarily insectivorous. A tayra (Eira
barbara), lizard (Tupinambis teguixin) and coati (Nasua nasua) were
also registered taking eggs from nests during the day, but we
obtained no registers of nest defence by caimans during the day.
The three nests were attacked after 60 days of incubation, when
the eggs were well developed.
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Introduction

Female crocodilians defend their nests from predators (Lang 1987), and autonomous
cameras have allowed documentation of nest predation and parental care in many
species of crocodilians (Magnusson 1982; Villamarin-Jurado and Suárez 2007; Da
Silveira et al. 2010; Charruau and Hénaut 2012; Elsey et al. 2012; Campos and Mourão
2015; Mazzotti et al. 2015). However, there has been little information on predators of
eggs of Schneider’s dwarf caiman or female defence of nests in this species.

Schneider’s dwarf caiman, Paleosuchus trigonatus, has a long incubation period, which
can be over 100 days (Magnusson 1992). Parental care of recently hatched young has
been described as short, as they disperse around 1 week after hatching (Magnusson and
Lima 1991). On the other hand, parental care has been described for the dwarf caiman,

CONTACT Z. Campos zilca.campos@embrapa.br Embrapa Pantanal, Laboratório de vida selvagem, CP 109
Corumbá, MS 79320-900 Brazil

JOURNAL OF NATURAL HISTORY, 2016
VOL. 50, NOS. 25–26, 1543–1548
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00222933.2016.1155782

© 2016 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
m

er
ic

an
 M

us
eu

m
 o

f 
N

at
ur

al
 H

is
to

ry
] 

at
 0

9:
29

 1
9 

M
ay

 2
01

6 

http://www.tandfonline.com


Paleosuchus palpebrosus (Campos and Sanaiotti 2006), with care for the hatchlings
lasting for up to 12 months (Campos et al. 2012). Nothing is known about parental
care or nest defence of Schneider’s dwarf caiman during the period of egg incubation.
We used camera traps to document nest predators and female behaviour in the forest
streams of the Xingu River, Brazilian Amazonia.

Materials and methods

In October 2014, we searched by foot for nests of Schneider’s dwarf caimans in the
forests around three streams that drain into the Xingu River, Pará, Brazil (3°24′S, 51°99′
W). Four nests were encountered and opened to count the eggs. Eggs were replaced
and the nest closed, except for one egg that was collected from each nest to estimate
the age of the embryo using a table for P. trigonatus published by Ruesta (1982). All the
nests were found against trunks or buttress roots of trees that had termite mounds near
them. No adult caiman was seen near the nests when they were encountered. The
number of eggs in nests varied between 12 and 19, and the embryos were on average
7.7 cm [standard deviation (SD) = 1.65] in total length, indicating they had been laid
around 1 October 2014 (Ruesta 1982). In front of each nest we installed digital camera
traps (Bushnell Trophy Cam® Kansas City, MO, USA) to register images of predators as
well as the potential presence of the female caiman at the nest. Cameras were pro-
grammed to take pictures when activated by a motion sensor.

Results

One nest was attacked by a giant armadillo, Priodontes maximus, and a Cabassous
unicinctus. A giant armadillo was registered 2 December 2014 at 0359 hrs and remained
at the nest for almost 12 minutes, during which time it ate 12 eggs with embryos
estimated to be 63 days old. A female caiman was photographed for 30 s in various
attack postures towards the giant armadillo, starting at 0412 hrs. The giant armadillo ran
away from her, but returned to the nest by going around a tree (Figure 1); however, it
did not predate more eggs.

On 11 December 2014, we inspected the nest and only found five intact eggs and no
remains of other eggs. On 23 December 2014 at 0522 hrs, a giant armadillo was
photographed digging into the nest, and probably consumed the five remaining eggs.
After 2 minutes, an adult caiman was registered defending the nest against a giant
armadillo, which seemed to stand up to it before leaving (Figure 2). An individual of
another species of armadillo, Cabassous unicinctus, was photographed digging into the
nest on 25 December 2014 at 0430 hrs, where it stayed for 3 minutes, but we could not
see whether it ate any eggs. We believe the giant armadillo had already consumed the
remaining eggs. The adult female caiman did not appear.

A second nest had 19 eggs with embryos estimated to be 64 days old when a nine-
banded armadillo first attacked this nest on 14 December 2014 at 2341 hrs. The same
species was recorded attacking the nest on 17 December 2014 at 2141 hrs, and 20
December 2014 at 2043 hrs, without evidence of an adult caiman. However, on 29
December 2014 at 2156 hrs, an adult caiman appeared for 2 minutes and chased the
armadillo, which ran away by going behind a tree before reappearing on the other side
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(Figure 3). He did not continue predating the nest. A nine-banded armadillo was recorded
at the same nest on 1 January 2015 at 0401 hrs, where it remained for 3 minutes digging
and consuming eggs. On the same day, at 1325 hrs, a lizard (Tupinambis teguixin) was
photographed with an egg in its mouth, and a tayra (Eira barbara) was registered digging
into the nest and consuming eggs for 7 minutes at 1511 hrs.

The third nest had 12 eggs and embryos 77 days old when it was attacked by a coati
(Nasua nasua) on 28 December 2014 for 12 minutes. A lizard (Tupinambis teguixin) ate
the rest of the eggs 2 days later, between 1235 and 1242 hrs.

No predators or caimans were recorded at a fourth nest, and the 17 eggs hatched
after about 95 days of incubation, assuming that they were laid on 1 October 2014.

Discussion

Female crocodilians often remain near nest sites, or on top of their nest to protect it, and
this is thought to minimise the frequency of predatory attacks (Lang 1987; Campos 1993;
Campos and Sanaiotti 2006; Campos et al. 2008). However, Schnieder’s dwarf caimans
have not previously been reported attending nests (Magnusson et al. 1985, 1990). This is
the first study to document the presence of adult female caimans at nests, and defensive
attacks on predators by Schneider’s dwarf caiman.

Figure 1. (A) Giant armadillo eats eggs, (B, C) female Paleosuchus trigonatus defends the nest and
(D) the giant armadillo returns to the nest after retreating behind the tree.
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The adult caimans, presumably the females that had made the nests, were registered
attacking species of armadillos during the night after the predator started digging into the
nest. Adult caimans were not seen near the nests when they were located during the day,
but they must remain nearby, especially at night. We did not register caimans attempting to
protect the eggs from coati (Nasua nasua), tayra (Eira barbara) or lizards (Tupinambis
teguixin), which attacked the nest during the day. We are not sure why we registered female
defensive attacks only at night. The embryos were over 60 days old at the time of the attacks,
and in all cases it was more than 40 days since the nests had been opened by researchers.

Nine-banded armadillos have been reported eating eggs of Caiman crocodilus yacare
in the Pantanal towards the end of the incubation period (Campos and Mourão 2015).
However, the diet of giant armadillos has been described as consisting almost exclu-
sively of insects, mainly ants and termites, though some fruit has been reported
(Anacleto and Marinho-Filho 2001; Wallace and Painter 2013). To our knowledge this
is the first report of the species eating eggs, in this case Schneider’s dwarf caiman eggs.

During the attack, the giant armadillo apparently confronted the female and returned
to the nest but was not registered predating anymore. Both the giant armadillo and the
nine-banded armadillo reacted similarly to the attack by the female: they backed off and
then returned to the nest from behind a tree. We are not sure if the Cabassous unicinctus

Figure 2. After 21 days, (A) a giant armadillo returns to the same nest and is driven away by an
adult Paleosuchus trigonatus. After (B) remaining face to face with the caiman, (C, D) the armadillo
departs, circling the nest tree.
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we registered digging into the nest consumed eggs. Little is known about this species,
and it is believed to feed mainly on insects and termites (Eisenberg and Redford 1989).

The armadillos ate eggs that were over 60 days old and had well-developed embryos.
Predation on caiman nests by armadillos has previously only been reported for Caiman
crocodilus yacare. However, the overlap between the distributions of Neotropical croco-
dilians and the number of armadillo species involved indicates that armadillo predation
on caiman nests is likely to be more common than the scarce records would indicate.
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Figure 3. (A, B) Adult Paleosuchus trigonatus defends a nest against a nine-banded armadillo,
Dasypus novemcinctus, which (C, D) leaves, then returns by going around the nest tree.
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