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Predation on Birds by Snakes in 
Trinidad and Tobago. 

Although many species of snakes routinely forage 
on birds, observations of such incidents are seldom ob­
served and reported in the literature. In Trinidad and 
Tobago, at least 16 of the 46 snake species are known to 
take birds, yet few details are available on the circum­
stances regarding predation, such as the size of the snake , 
age of bird, time of day, foraging substrate, etc. (Murphy 
1997; Boos 2001). Here ten incidents of snakes forag­
ing on wild birds and three of snakes foraging on cap­
tive birds within Trinidad and Tobago are reported. 

Macajuel Boa c. constrictor.- Hans Boos was 
called to a house on Coil ens Road, Maraval, Trinidad, 
where a man kept homing pigeons Columba livia. A 
medium-sized macajuel was found constricting an adult 
pigeon and in the process of eating it. About a third of 
the pigeon had been swallowed by the time Boos ar­
rived. 

One late afternoon in early 2002, Allan Rodriguez 
observed a small hummingbird, probably a little hermit 
Phaethornis I. longuemareus, foraging at a Balisier 
Heliconia bihai at the Asa Wright Nature Centre, 
Trinidad, when it was captured by a roughly 0.5m long 
macajuel that was coiled up within the plant's stem. 

Cascabel Dormillon Corallus ruschellbergerii.­
Hans Boos was called to a house near the Maraval Golf 
Course, Trinidad, where a small cascabel dormillon had 
entered a bird cage, where there was either a canary or a 
finch, and eaten the occupant. The snake was unable to 
escape because of the lump in its belly. 

In the late 1990s, Allan Rodriguez observed a cas­
cabel dormillon coiled up about 10m high in a bamboo 
Bambusa vulgaris patch at the Asa Wright Nature Cen­
tre, Trinidad. As adult crested oropendolas Psarocolius 
decumanus insularis arrived in the evening to roost, the 
snake successfully captured one. 

Ratonel Pseudoboa lIeulViedii.- At one time the 
Emperor Valley Zoo in Port of Spain, Trinidad, was los­
ing finches from a flight cage. When the cage was thor­
oughly searched, Hans Boos found a ratonel in the cage. 
It was too big at that stage to get out ofthe mesh wire so 
it probably entered when small enough and was eating 
birds as it lived in the cage. 

Machete Chirollius c. carillatus.- On 18 June , 
1986 at 17:30 hr, Victor Quesnel observed a machete 
coiled on top of a ruddy ground-dove Columbina 

talpacoti rujipennis nest at Talparo, Trinidad. The snake 
had a large nestling in its mouth and one of the parents 
was actually standing on top of the snake with its tail 
spread. 

Parrot Snake Leptophis ahaetulla coeruleodorsus.­
On 27 February, 1994 at 11 :00 hr, Graham White noted 
an irate copper-rumped hummingbird Amazilia tobaci 
erythronota about 10m high in a caribbean pine Pinus 
caribaea at Hollis Reservoir, Trinidad. The bird was 
scolding a c. 1 m parrot snake that had grasped the head 
of a large nestling or recently fledged hummingbird. 
The wings were fluttering against the angle of the jaw. 
The nest from which it presumably came was on the 
same branch. 

At about midday on 2 September, 2001 , Brett Hayes 
found a c. 1m parrot snake crawling on the ground with 
a large nestling or fledgling palm tanager Thraupis 
palmarum melanoptera grasped by the head at La Baja 
Road, Maracas, Trinidad. 

In November 2001 , Allan Rodriguez observed an 
adult bananaquit Coereba jlaveola luteola being eaten 
by a parrot snake about 1.5m above the ground in a small 
palm along Lalaja Trace, Trinidad. The bananaquit had 
a piece of plant material in its beak, suggesting that it 
was constructing a nest nearby. 

Machete Couesse Mastigodryas boddaerti 
dUlllli.- At Little Tobago Island on 25 March 1995 , , 
students from Caribbean Union College pointed out to 
Floyd Hayes a c. I m long machete couesse crawling on 
the ground with a large nestling or recently fledged blue­
gray tanager Thraupis episcopus berlepschi grasped by 
the head. The snake quickly crawled out of view. 

Green Vine Snake Oxybelis fulgidus .- While on 
Patos Island, off the south-east coast of Venezuela's Paria 
Peninsula, at about 17:30 hr on 4 August, 1962, Marga­
ret ffrench heard an adult tropical kingbird Tyrannus 
melancholicus chloronotus calling frantically and flap­
ping wildly in a nearby tree. She noticed it was held by 
a c. 1m long green vine snake which was previously 
recorded from Patos but not from Trinidad and Tobago 
(Boos 1983; Murphy 1997; Boos 2001). 

Liana Snake Pseustes poecilollotus polylepis.- In 
1979, Edward Rooks observed a c. I m long Iiana snake 
wrapped around an adult blue-gray tanager Thrapus 
episcopus nesophila about 5m above the ground at the 
Asa Wright Nature Centre, Trinidad. 

At mid-morning on 2 January, 1983, Richard ffrench 
was birding with Ian Lambie and Paul Christopher at 
Las Lapas Trace, Trinidad, when many small birds were 
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Table 1. Taxonomic summary of snakes (based on Boos 2001) preying on birds (based on 
ffrench 1991; American Ornithologists' Union 1998) reported in this study. 

Family Species of snake predator 

Boidae Boa c. constrictor 

Boidae Coral/us ruschenbergeri 

Colubridae Pseudoboa neuwiedii 
Colubridae Chironius c. carinatus 

Colubridae Leptophis ahaetul/a 
coeruleodorsus 

Colubridae Mastigodryas boddaerti 
Colubridae Oxybe/is fulgidus 
Colubridae Pseustes poecilonotus polylepis 

seen scolding a large snake> I m long, possibly a liana 
snake, at a bananaquit's nest situated c. 10m high in a 
tangle of vines. The snake was grasping a large fledg­
ling by the head. It held the victim for over 15 min. 
until it stopped flapping, and then the other birds, in­
cluding the presumed parents of the bananaquit, flew 
away. The coils of the snake strongly resembled a liana, 
a deception assisted by the snake's slow movements. 

A taxonomic summary of predators and prey is pro­
vided in Table I. Each snake species was previously 
known to include birds in their diet (Murphy 1997; Boos 
2001). Often incidents of snakes eating wild birds, eight 
involved diurnally foraging snakes of five species in the 
nonvenomous family Colubridae, and two involved noc­
turnally foraging snakes of the non-venomous family 
Boidae (Table I). 

In five incidents involving wild birds, the prey con­
sisted oflarge nestlings or recently fledged birds of the 
order Passeriformes, captured at their most vulnerable 
age by active, diurnally foraging snakes. Each ofthese 
bird species constructs cup-shaped or domed nests in 
trees and undergoes altricial development (ffrench 1991). 
In a review of clutch size, nesting success and preda­
tion on nests of Neotropical birds, Skutch (1985:587) 
stated that snakes destroy more nests in tropical America 
than all other predators together; certainly they are the 
creatures that I have most often seen plundering nests. 
Skutch (1985) stated that non-venomous snakes, espe­
cially Spi/otes pullatus, were the most common preda­
tors of eggs and nestlings in Costa Rica, but that twice 
he had observed the venomous viperid Bothrops 
schlegelii swallowing eggs. 

Family Species of bird prey 

Columbidae Columba livia 
Trochilidae Phaethomis .Ionguemareus? 

Emberizidae? finch sp. 
leteridae Psarocolius decumanus 
Emberizidae? finch sp. 
Columbidae Columbina talpacoti 

Troehilidae Amazi/ia tobae 
Coerebidae Coereba flaveola 
Thraupidae Thraupis palmarum 
Thraupidae Thraupis episcopus 
Tyrannidae Tyrannus mefancholicuss 
Coerebidae Coereba flaveola 
Thraupidae Thraupis episcopus 

In five incidents the prey involved adult birds in the 
wild; of these, one was foraging, one was arriving at a 
roost and another appeared to be gathering nesting ma­
terial. These observations indicate that snakes readily 
capture adult birds, presumably by ambush. 

Our three observations of snakes feeding on captive 
birds illustrate their willingness to enter a man-made 
structure when given the opportunity to capture easy 
prey. In two incidents the snake was a nocturnal forag­
ing boid; in the third, the snake was a diurnally forag­
ing colubrid. 

Field work in Tobago by F. Hayes was funded by 
the Center for the Study of Tropical Birds and Trinidad 
and Tobago National Petroleum Marketing Company 
Ltd. 
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Department of Biology, Caribbean Union College, Ma­
racas, Trinidad and Tobago; and Department of Life Sci­
ences, University of the West Indies, St. Augustine, 
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oystercatchers were seen, one on Bequia between 
Friendship Bay and the fishing depot opposite Petit 
Nevis, and two on the north-east side of Petit Nevis. 
Bond (1985) describes the oystercatchers as "perhaps" 
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the Grenadines by Rafaele et al. (1998), however recent 
sightings have been made at Bequia and Mayreau (Hayes 
et al. in preparation). 
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Notes on the Birds of Bequia, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, West Indies. 

Several scaly-naped pigeons were sighted well out 
to sea and were proficient at moving between islands. 
At the Cays I observed one yellow warbler which was 
singing. There are resident populations of yellow 
warblers in the West Indies but they are not known to 
breed in St. Vincent or the Grenadines. The resident 
population may be a distinct species from North, Central 
and South American birds (Rafaele et al. 1998). It seems 
unlikely that an island as small as Tobago Cays could 

The Trinidad and Tobago Field 
Naturalists' Club visited Bequia, in St. 
Vincent and the Grenadines for six days in 
August of 1999. I took the opportunity to 
note the birds that were seen in Bequia and 
the Tobago Cays. While the observations 
were limited to the four-day visit, it is 
nevertheless useful to document the 
sightings as relatively little is known about 
the bird-life of the Grenadines as compared 
to the larger islands. 

On Bequia, observations were made 
around Friendship Bay, and along the roads 
leading to Old Heg Turtle Sanctuary, Moon 
Hole and Petit Nevis. At the Tobago Cays, 
birds were recorded for a two-hour period at 
midday. Observations were also made at sea 
from the ferry operating between St. Vincent 
and Bequia and that from Bequia to Tobago 
Cays. Species names are presented in the 
order of American Ornithologists' Union as 
in Raffaele et al. (1998). 

Overall 37 species were seen. Seabirds 
comprised the largest group with eleven 
species. Seven species of shorebirds were 
seen, most of them in water-filled pot-holes 
on the road to Moon Hole. Among the herons 
the tricoloured heron is considered very rare 
or vagrant in St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
(Rafaele et al. 1998). Three american 

Table 1. Birds observed on and around Bequia 5·9 August 1999. 

Species Observed 

Masked booby 
Brown booby 
Red·footed booby 
Brown pelican 
Magnificent frigatebird 
Little blue heron 
Tricoloured heron 
Cattle egret 
Green heron 
Yellow·crowned night·heron 
Semipalmated plover 
American oystercatcher 
Solitary sandpiper 
Spotted sandpiper 
Semipalmated sandpiper 
Least sandpiper 
Short·billed dowitcher 
Laughing gUll 
Royal tem 
Sandwich tern 
Common tern 
Bridled/Sooty tern 
Brown noddy 
Scaly·naped pigeon 
Zenaida dove 
Common grounddove 
Antillian crested hummingbird 
Yellow·bellied elaenia 
Grey kingbird 
Caribbean martin 
Bare·eyed thrush 
Tropical mockingbird 
Yellow warbler 
Bananaquit 
Black·faced grassquit 
Carib grackle 
Shiny cowbird 
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