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ABSTRACT.—The Great Rufous Woodcreeper

(Xiphocolaptes major) feeds mostly on arthropods, but

includes small vertebrates such as amphibians and reptiles in

its diet, as well as eggs and nestlings of other songbirds.

There are a few records of bats in the diet of the Great

Rufous Woodcreeper, but it is not known how commonly

they consume bats. During fieldwork in the Brazilian

Pantanal, we recorded a Great Rufous Woodcreeper

preying on a lesser bulldog bat (Noctilio albiventris). After

striking the bat, the woodcreeper ingested thin strips of the

prey’s flesh. The use of tree cavities by the bats and Great

Rufous Woodcreeper in the Pantanal may increase the

chance of encounters between woodcreepers and bats, and

suggests that this kind of predation event involving these

two groups may be more common than reported. Received 1

December 2015. Accepted 27 February 2016.

Key words: Brazilian Pantanal, cavities, diet, feeding

behavior, Noctilio, opportunistic predation, vertebrate predation.

The Great Rufous Woodcreeper, Xiphocolaptes

major (Dendrocolaptidae) is one of the largest

woodcreepers (27–34 cm, 120–162 g), and occurs
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in deciduous or semi-deciduous forests of Bolivia,

Paraguay, Argentina, and in the Brazilian Pantanal

(Sick 2001, Marantz et al. 2003). Available data

indicate that Great Rufous Woodcreeper feeds

mostly on arthropods like all representatives of the

family, but similar to the diet of some woodcreepers

(e.g., Dendrocincla, Dendrocolaptes, Xiphoco-

laptes, Campylorhamphus, Xiphorhynchus and Lep-

idocolaptes), its diet also includes small vertebrates

such as amphibians and reptiles, as well as eggs and

nestlings of other songbirds (Hayes and Argaña

1990, Carrizo 1991, Haene 1996, Sick 2001, Bodrati

2003, Lopes et al. 2005, de Lima and Rodrigues

2008, Kupriyanov et al. 2012, Cockle and Bodrati

2013, Salvador and Bodrati 2013). Predation on

Mexican free-tailed bat (Tadarida brasiliensis) by

Great RufousWoodcreeper was documented once in

Argentina along with two more instances of

predation on unknown bat species (Bodrati 2003).

Therefore, bats may be part of the diet of Great

Rufous Woodcreepers, but it is unknown if they are

common prey items for the woodcreepers. Here, we

report for the first time the predation by Great

Rufous Woodcreeper on lesser bulldog bat, Noctilio

albiventris in the Brazilian Pantanal.

The predation was recorded by film (Supple-

mentary Material) and photographed (Fig. 1) at

0830 Brazil Time (BRT) on September 2013 in

Passo do Lontra, Corumbá, Mato Grosso do Sul

state, Brazil (198 340 S, 578 000 W). We found the

bird on the ground near the bat, where it was

hammering the prey’s head with its beak. The

woodcreeper continued to strike the prey for ~2

mins, while the bat closed its wings in an attempt to

protect itself. Once the bat stopped moving, the bird

carried the prey in its beak to a tree trunk and began

to pull thin strips of the prey’s flesh, similar to the

observations of Bodrati (2003). After 8 mins, the

bird tried to swallow the bat whole but without

success. We then got closer and the bird flew away

with the prey in its beak. We were unable to follow

the woodcreeper after that. The bat was identified as

lesser bulldog bat (Noctilio albiventris, Noctilioni-

dae) based on its very distinctive morphology.

FIG. 1. The Great Rufous Woodcreeper (Xiphocolaptes major) preying on a lesser bulldog bat (Noctilio albiventris) in

the Brazilian Pantanal in 2013. The woodcreeper struck the bat (A) until it fainted (B). After the attack on the ground (C), the

bird picked the prey up and took it to a tree where it first removed small pieces from it and then tried to swallow the bat

wholly (D).
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Great Rufous Woodcreepers usually catch prey

in tree holes and crevices (Sick 2001), and lesser

bulldog bats use tree hollows as day roosts (Fenton

et al. 1993). Even though we are uncertain of how

the bat was captured, considering the hour the

predation event occurred, it is likely that the

woodcreeper snatched the bat from its roost as

observed by Bodrati (2003), and caused it to fall to

the ground. Lesser bulldog bats form numerous

colonies in narrow cavities with entrances, on

average 2.62 m above the ground and preferably in

thick trees (Fenton et al. 1993, Aguirre et al.

2003). Great Rufous Woodcreepers nest and

forage in cavities with similar characteristics to

those chosen by lesser bulldog bats for roosting

(Carrizo 1991, Bodrati 2003, Di Giacomo 2005).

Given the spatial and temporal overlap between

these two species, one might expect occasional

encounters may lead to opportunistic predation

events. Indeed, most predation on bats is thought

to be opportunistic in nature (Lima and O’Keefe

2013), mainly in events involving non-raptors

(Mikula et al. 2016). On another occasion, also in

the Pantanal, a Great Rufous Woodcreeper was

observed invading the tree cavity which sheltered a

flat-faced fruit-eating bat Artibeus planirostris

(Phyllostomidae), preventing its return to the

location (C. F. Santos, pers. comm.).

Although bat predation by birds is relatively

uncommon in the Neotropics (Chacón-Madrigal

and Barrantes 2004, Mikula et al. 2016), several

bird species have been reported to prey upon bats,

such as hawks, falcons, owls, motmots, tyrant

flycatchers, and jays (Lee and Kuo 2001, Chacón-

Madrigal and Barrantes 2004, Carvalho et al. 2011,

Farina et al. 2011). Lesser bulldog bats are

considered a common prey of Barn Owls (Tyto

alba; Escarlate-Tavares and Pessôa 2005). The prey

mass relative to predator body mass was high in the

case of the woodcreeper. A lesser bulldog bat

represents 11–37% of a Great Rufous Wood-

creeper’s body mass, which may make capture

and ingestion of the prey long and difficult. The bat

preyed upon by Great Rufous Woodcreeper and

recorded by Bodrati (2003) was a Mexican free-

tailed bat (8–13 g), smaller than a lesser bulldog bat

(18–44 g). We conducted an extensive literature

search in order to find bird predation records on bats

in the Neotropics. We obtained records of 54 bird

species preying on at least 46 species of bats

(Appendix) and body mass of birds and bats, which

allowed us to calculate the proportion of predator

body mass. Few species of birds feed on a bat so

large relative to bird weight as recorded for the

Great Rufous Woodcreeper. On average, bats

represented between 5.1 6 0.6% (mean 6 SE)

and 15.6 6 2.0% of the body mass of the predatory

birds (but see records for Falco spp. and Rufous-

browed Peppershrike [Cyclarhis gujanensis] in

Appendix). Falconids are very successful bat

predators (Mikula et al. 2016), as well as Rufous-

browed Peppershrike, which have a favorable beak

morphology for predation of this kind of food item

(Gomes et al. 2011).

The use of shallow tree cavities as roosting sites

by the bats in the Pantanal and the foraging behavior

of Great Rufous Woodcreeper may increase the

chance of encounters between woodcreepers and

bats. We believe that this kind of predation event

may be more common than recognized so far. More

quantitative data on diet of woodcreepers obtained,

for example by analysis of stomach contents and

watching nests, can help clarify this issue.
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HAYES, F. E. AND J. E. ARGAÑA. 1990. Vertebrates in the diet

of woodcreepers (Aves: Dendrocolaptidae). Hornero

13:162–165.

HOLT, D. W., R. BERKLEY, C. DEPPE, P. ENRÍQUEZ ROCHA, J. L.
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MACÍAS, S. AND E. C. MORA. 2003. Variation of echolocation

calls of Pteronotus quadridens (Chiroptera: Mormoo-

pidae) in Cuba. Journal of Mammalogy 84:1,428–

1,436.

MARANTZ, C. A., A. ALEIXO, L. R. BEVIER, AND M. A. PATTEN.

2003. Great Rufous Woodcreeper (Xiphocolaptes

major). Handbook of the birds of the world alive (J.

del Hoyo, A. Elliott, J. Sargatal, D. A. Christie, and E.

de Juana, Editors). Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain.

www.hbw.com/node/56612 (accessed 5 Nov 2014).

MARINHO-FILHO, J., F. H. G. RODRIGUES, AND K. M. JUAREZ.

2002. The Cerrado mammals: diversity, ecology, and

natural history. Pages 266–284 in The Cerrados of

Brazil: ecology and natural history of a Neotropical

savanna (P. S. Oliveira and R. J. Marquis, Editors).

Columbia University Press, New York, USA.

MIKULA, P., F. MORELLI, R. K. LUČAN, D. N. JONES, AND P.
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