Acta Biolégica Catarinense
2026 Jul-Set;13(3):46-53

BIOLOGICA CATARINENSE

o Acta

First documented record of a black vulture
(Coragyps atratus) preying on a black false boa
(Pseudoboa nigra)

Primeiro registro documentado de urubu-preto (Coragyps atratus)
predando uma cobra-preta (Pseudoboa nigra)

Silvio Felipe Barbosa LIMA® 3 & Francis Luiz Santos CALDAS?

ABSTRACT Recebido em: 9 jun. 2026
Black vultures (Coragyps atratus) feed predominantly on carrion but Aceito em: 20 jul. 2026
sporadically include live metazoans in their diet, including snakes. The present

study records, for the first time, a black vulture preying on a snake of the family

Dipsadidae on a rural road in the semiarid region of Brazil. The vulture was seen

alternately pecking and performing quick leaps on a Black false boa (Pseudoboa

nigra) still alive, which had a typical skinning in the mid-ventral and posterior

regions of its body, most likely caused by the predator. This study expands

knowledge regarding the predatory activity of black vultures on snakes and

describes the Black false boa in the diet of C. atratus.
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RESUMO

O urubu-preto (Coragyps atratus) alimenta-se predominantemente de carniga,
mas ocasionalmente inclui metazoarios vivos em sua dieta, incluindo serpentes.
O presente estudo registra, pela primeira vez, um urubu-preto predando uma
serpente da familia Dipsadidae em uma estrada rural na regido semiarida do
Brasil. O urubu foi observado, alternadamente, bicando e realizando saltos
rapidos sobre uma cobra-preta (Pseudoboa nigra) ainda viva, a qual apresentou
um esfolamento nas regioes médio-ventrais e posteriores do corpo, tipicamente
causado pelo predador. Este estudo amplia o conhecimento sobre a atividade
predatéria de urubus-pretos sobre serpentes e registra a cobra-preta na dieta de
C. atratus.

Palavras-chave: aves de rapina, Brasil, caatinga, Cathartidae, Dipsadidae.

INTRODUCTION

Members of the classes Aves and Reptilia are major constituents in the structural complexity
and functioning of aquatic, semi-aquatic, and terrestrial ecosystems, occupying a rich variety of
ecological niches and providing unique ecosystem services. These groups include species adapted
to different dietary patterns as well as serving as prey for other metazoans (MILLER & HARLEY, 2016;
MOORE Ill, 2017). Among predation events, there are records of both snakes and birds in predator—
prey interactions. However, records of snakes preying on birds are more numerous (SALES et al,,
2019; MISE et al., 2021, DIAZ-RICAURTE et al., 2024; LIMA et al., 2025).

Commonly known as the black vulture, Coragyps atratus (Bechstein, 1793) is a diurnal, gregarious,
non-territorial bird of prey (RIBEIRO et al., 2010) between 56 and 74 cm in total length (BILDSTEIN,

* Universidade Federal de Campina Grande, Centro de Formacao de Professores, Unidade Académica de Ciéncias Exatas e da Natureza, Rua Sergio
Moreira de Figueiredo, Casas Populares — CEP 58900-000, Cajazeiras, PB, Brasil.

2 Universidade Federal de Sergipe, Programa de Pés-graduacdo em Ecologia e Conservacao, Campus Sao Cristévao, Sao Cristévao, SP Brasil.

3 Corresponding author: sfblima@gmail.com.



'@Cta

First documented record of a black vulture (Coragyps atratus) preying on a black false boa (Pseudoboa nigra)

2022). This cathartid is widely distributed throughout the Americas (CARVALHO et al., 2003; BUCKLEY
et al.,, 2022) and can fly vast distances in search of resources but preferentially inhabits highly
diverse natural environments as well as landscapes fragmented by human activities (NOVAES &
ALVAREZ, 2014; SANTOS et al., 2021; EVANS et al., 2023). Like other vultures, the black vulture is
essential to terrestrial ecosystems, feeding primarily on decomposing animal matter (BILDSTEIN,
2022), and thus providing unique ecosystem services for nutrient flow in food webs (SANTOS et al.,
2021). However, it may also consume fresh or rotten discarded fruits (AVION REPORT, 2025) and
even exhibit predatory feeding habits (ALMEIDA et al., 2010; ALMEIDA et al., 2022; KEPPELER Jr. et
al., 2020), occasionally preying on large grasshoppers, eggs, flightless birds, young turtles, fishes,
and small snakes (JACKSON et al., 1978; BRUM & RICKES, 2003; BURGER & GOCHFELD, 2013;
AVION REPORT, 2025).

Commonly known as the Black false boa, Pseudoboa nigra (Duméril, Bibron & Duméril, 1854)
is a predominantly nocturnal, terrestrial, opistoglyphic, medium-sized snake (snout-vent length: 214-
870 mm) (CARVALHO et al., 2005; GAIARSA et al., 2013; MARQUES et al., 2016; MARQUES et al.,
2017) that inhabits a wide variety of preserved habitats as well as anthropized environments in
the phytogeographic domains of South America (NORONHA et al., 2013; ETCHEPARE et al., 2015;
CACCIALI et al., 2016; SCHAEFER et al., 2023; GARCIA-AYACHI et al., 2025) — from open xerophytic
formations to arboreal wetlands (FRANCA et al., 2006; SOUSA et al., 2010; MARQUES et al., 2021).
This dipsadid feeds primarily on lizards and their eggs as well as anurans, small mammals, and other
snakes (EISFELD et al., 2014; MEDEIROS et al., 2021; OLIVEIRA et al., 2023).

To the best of our knowledge, the present study reports the first predation event by the black
vulture, Coragyps atratus, on the black false boa, Pseudoboa nigra.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The predation event was observed in a rural environment in the municipality of Cajazeiras (=
06°50'55” S, 38°33'37” W) in the westernmost portion of the semiarid region of the state of Paraiba,
northeastern Brazil (figure 1). Cajazeiras is located 475 km west of Joao Pessoa (state capital) and
has a predominantly warm, dry, tropical climate, with temperatures ranging from 12 to 30°C (average
annual temperature: 26.8°C). The dry season typically spans from July to November, whereas the
rainy season spans from December to June, with annual rainfall ranging from 201.3 to 1561.3 mm
(ARAUJO et al., 2005; FRANCISCO & SANTOS, 2017). The vegetation is xerophilic and deciduous, with
herbaceous, shrubby, and arboreal strata (LEAL et al., 2005; GARIGLIO et al., 2010).

The predation event of a black vulture on a Black false boa was observed through the ad libitum
method (DEL CLARO, 2010) occasionally at ground level for approximately two minutes at a distance
of about 30 meters on May 17, 2025 (at 9:50 AM). The species were identified based on Buckley et
al. (2022) and Pereira Filho et al. (2017), respectively.
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Figure 1 — Map of study area showing the location of the predation event: A) part of South America, highlighting
Brazil, northeastern Brazil and state of Paraiba; B) state of Paraiba and municipality of Cajazeiras; C) municipality
of Cajazeiras showing the location of the predation event; D) study area of occurrence of the predation event.
Source: primary.

RESULTS

A black vulture was seen alternately pecking and performing quick leaps on a potential prey
still alive, but with impaired movement (figure 2A). During the approach for better observation of the
predation event, the vulture (with a wingspan of about 140 cm) took flight and perched on a tree
branch near its prey (figure 2C). The prey was still alive (moving slightly) and was a snake of the
species Pseudoboa nigra (about 120 cm in total length; sex not determined), with its head and part
of the anterior region of the body intact (figure 2D-E). The snake exhibited very characteristic signs
of skinning in the mid-ventral and posterior regions of its body, most likely associated with a vulture
attack (figure 2D-E). The snake showed no signs of injuries typical of being run over or of blows from
humans and was not in a state of putrefaction (figure 2D-E). Thus, it is plausible that detection by the
black vulture was not mediated by olfactory cues. During the photographic recording of the snake, the
vulture took flight to a remote area and was no longer seen.

Acta Biolégica Catarinense. 2026 Jul-Set;13(3):46-53




[ 4

BIOLOGICA CATARINENSE

@cta

First documented record of a black vulture (Coragyps atratus) preying on a black false boa (Pseudoboa nigra)

Figure 2 — Coragyps atratus preying upon Pseudoboa nigra on a rural road in the municipality of Cajazeiras:
A) predator attacking prey with successive pecking; B) predator taking flight as the observer approaches (red
arrow indicates the snake); C) vulture perched on a tree trunk near its prey; D) dorsal view of the snake showing
partial skinning in part of the anterior region and mainly posterior region; E) ventral view of the snake showing
skinning in the mid-region (clearly exposing the musculature) and posterior region of the body. Source: primary.

DISCUSSION

The present study is one of the few records of a vulture in a predation event involving a snake
and a unique finding of the cathartid Coragyps atratus feeding on the dipsadid Pseudoboa nigra. It is
unlikely that the black vulture took advantage of a predation event initially involving another predator
at the study site (e.g., Little spotted cat, Crab-eating fox, another bird of prey, etc.) on the P. nigra
to secondarily scare away the animal and attack the already injured prey. Black vultures are clearly
cited as predators of snakes (AVION REPORT, 2025). However, there is no specific information on
C. atratus preying on such reptiles. To the best of our knowledge, the only study related to snakes
in the diet of members of the genus Coragyps Le Maout, 1853 was published by Kelly et al. (2007),
who found traces of colubrids in regurgitated pellets from a mixed roosting site of black vultures and
turkey vultures in a forest in the state of South Carolina, USA.

Acta Bioldgica Catarinense. 2026 Jul-Set;13(3):46-53



'@Cta

First documented record of a black vulture (Coragyps atratus) preying on a black false boa (Pseudoboa nigra)

Coragyps atratus was found preying on the snake between an open, anthropogenically modified
area and an area with a mixture of herbaceous, shrubby, and arboreal strata of the Caatinga biome
near bodies of water (figure 2A, C). This is another aspect that reinforces the existence of a predation
event in this study, since the species prefers heterogeneous landscapes (EVANS et al., 2023), typically
moving between open environments (including human-modified landscapes) and tree vegetation to
perch on branches and buildings in search of diurnal rest and food, mainly near limnetic ecosystems
(HILL et al., 2021). Although black vultures feed predominantly on carrion, they can also aggressively
attack, kill, and consume animals, especially during periods of food scarcity (BUCKLEY et al., 2022
EVANS et al., 2022; AVION REPORT, 2025), as evidenced in the present study.

The rare predation event described here was observed with the vulture already preying on the
dipsadid during daylight on a rural road (figure 2A). The prey may have first been attacked on a tree
branch or, more likely, on the ground. The fact is that the snake was still alive during the observation of
the predation event, as the bird of prey was hopping in reaction to the snake’s movement. Pseudoboa
nigra usually has terrestrial and nocturnal habits (OLIVEIRA et al., 2023; CALDAS et al., 2024; GARCIA-
AYACHI et al., 2025). However, some studies indicate that this dipsadid can also be found active
during daylight hours and has arboreal habits (CARVALHO et al., 2005; GAIARSA et al., 2013; UGALDE
& PRADO, 2022). Furthermore, the author sporadically observed P. nigra individuals actively crawling
or performing thermoregulation during daylight hours in the study area. Another crucial aspect that
corroborates this predation event is the acute vision that black vultures have to locate vulnerable prey
mainly on the ground in open habitats (BUCKLEY, 1996; RIBEIRO et al., 2010; HOLLAND et al., 2019).

As observed in this study (figure 2D-E) and described by Buckley et al. (2022) and Evans et
al. (2022), black vultures have a characteristic feeding behavior of tearing pieces off the body of
an animal rather than swallowing it whole (when this is apparently possible). Almeida et al. (2010)
and Severo-Neto et al. (2014) also recorded predatory activities, but from the lesser yellow-headed
vulture, Cathartes burrovianus Cassin, 1845, on the snakes Xenodon merremii (Wagler, 1824) and
Bothrops moojeni Hoge, 1966 in open areas in the southeastern and central-western regions of Brazil,
respectively. Similarly to the finding described in the present report, Almeida et al. (2010, p. 179, fig.
2) also reported that an individual of C. burrovianus tore apart the mid-posterior region of X. merremii
without injuring its head. In contrast, another individual attacked and killed an individual of Bothrops
moojeni with concentrated pecks to the head (SEVERO-NETO et al., 2014, p. 676, fig. 1F). In general,
this study shows that there is a strong likelihood that the predation event of the black vulture on the
Pseudoboa nigra occurred based on the facts argued associated with information from the literature.

Coragyps atratus plays a highly relevant ecological role in tropical ecosystems by feeding on
carrion and also acts as a sporadic predator of other metazoans, exerting a certain influence on
population control, especially of small birds, reptiles, and mammals. The disharmonious ecological
relationship described in this study reinforces knowledge regarding the predatory activity of black
vultures on snakes and also expands knowledge about a dipsadid snake (specifically Pseudoboa
nigra) in the diet of Coragyps atratus in the Caatinga phytogeographic domain.
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