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FIELD NOTE

Fruit-eating by an obligate insectivore: palm fruit consumption in wild
northern tamanduas (Tamandua mexicana) in Panama

DANIELLE D. BROWN*®

AAnimal Behavior Graduate Group, Department of Neurobiology, Physiology and Behavior, University of California, Davis, 1 Shields Avenue,
Davis, CA 95616, USA.
8 Present address: Department of Biology, Middle Tennessee State University, Box 60. Murfreesboro, TN 37132, USA. dabrown@mtsu.edu

Abstract Anteaters (Myrmecophagidae and Cyclopedidae) are known to be specialist predators of ants and
termites. Many types of fruits are included in the diets of captive anteaters, even though fruit-eating in the
wild has only rarely been reported. During a 2008-2010 telemetry study of northern tamanduas (Tamandua
mexicana) on Barro Colorado Island, Panam4, several individuals were witnessed consuming ripe fruits of
the palm tree Attalea butyracea. I propose that northern tamanduas regularly seek out fruit as a supplement
to their insect diet. Attalea butyracea fruit is seasonally abundant throughout Central America and can pro-
vide low-cost enrichment for captive tamanduas.

Keywords: anteater, Attalea butyracea, diet, palm fruit, Tamandua mexicana

Consumo de frutos por un insectivoro obligado: ingesta de frutos de palmera en tamanduas silvestres
(Tamandua mexicana) en Panama

Resumen Los osos hormigueros (Myrmecophagidae y Cyclopedidae) son depredadores especializados de
las hormigas y las termitas. Diversas frutas estdn incluidas en la dieta de los osos hormigueros mantenidos
en cautiverio, aunque no hay muchos registros del consumo de frutas en estado silvestre. Durante una
investigacion de telemetria (2008-2010) con Tamandua mexicana en la Isla de Barro Colorado, Panam4, la
autora fue testiga del consumo de frutos maduros de la palmera Attalea butyracea por parte de tamanduas.
Se propone que T. mexicana busca frutos como suplemento a su dieta de insectos. Los frutos de A. butyracea
son abundantes y estan disponibles estacionalmente en toda América Central. Podrian ser utilizados como
elemento de enriquecimiento a bajo costo para tamandtias mantenidos en cautiverio.

Palabras clave: Attalea butyracea, dieta, fruto de la palma, tamandda, Tamandua mexicana

Anteaters (Myrmecophagidae and Cyclopedi-
dae) are known in the wild to be obligate special-
ists on social insects, consuming primarily ants and
termites, and occasionally bees, beetle larvae, and
other aggregated arthropods (Silveira, 1968; Lubin
etal., 1977; Best & Harada, 1985; Redford, 1985, 1986;
Medri et al., 2003; Miranda et al., 2003; Miranda et
al., 2009). Nevertheless, anteaters in captivity are
regularly maintained on diets that include a wide
variety of fruit, in addition to meat, milk, dry ani-
mal chow, and honey (Meritt, 1976; Cuaré6n, 1987;
Oyarzun et al., 1996; Morford & Meyers, 2003; Pérez
Jimeno, 2003; Huff, 2010; Kusuda et al., 2011). It is
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unclear how fruits have become part of the standard
captive diet since the scarce reports of wild anteaters
consuming fruit have implied that the behavior is
infrequent (Meritt, 1975). One previous observer of a
northern tamandua (Tamandua mexicana) eating fruit
suggested it was the accidental consequence of the
anteater seeking out and consuming insect larvae
living inside the fruit (van Eijk, 2005).

During a recent telemetry study of the north-
ern tamandua population on Barro Colorado Island,
Panama (9°9'N, 79°51"W), several individuals were
witnessed consuming the ripe fruits of the palm
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Attalea butyracea. On 19 June and again on 26 June
2009, a female T. mexicana was observed climbing
into a palm and sitting down on top of a large clus-
ter of palm fruits. Plucking one at a time, her method
was to hold the fruit in one forepaw, crack the hard
exocarp by squeezing the largest two claws against
the pad of the forepaw, and then use the claws on
the opposite forepaw to pinch, scoop, and scrape the
pulp out of the fruit (FiG. 1A-C). Simultaneously, the
anteater flicked her tongue in and out of the fruit
and used her lips to pull bits of pulp away from the
seed. When she finished with each fruit, she simply
dropped it. The anteater did not consume every fruit
that she chose, but during 63 minutes of observation
she spent an average of 1 min 54 s on each fruit she
ate (n = 7 fruits). Another researcher reported a dif-
ferent individual consuming A. butyracea fruits in
the same manner on 8 July 2009 (Margaret Crofoot,
pers. comm.).

In a concurrent study of animal visitation to fruit-
ing palm trees conducted between June and August
2009, northern tamanduas represented 4% of the mam-
malian visits to A. butyracea fruit aggregations (on the
ground) but only at 10% of the trees that were moni-
tored, suggesting that not all A. butyracea trees and fall-
en fruits attracted the tamanduas living in the vicinity
(Maas, 2010). However, the results of that study were
from cameras aimed at fruit already on the ground, so
anteaters feeding on fruits still in the tree, like those
witnessed, would have been missed. The single pre-
vious record of a northern tamandua feeding on fruit
(A. butyracea, on the ground) reported that the fruits be-
ing consumed were ripe and contained large numbers
of fly larvae which could be seen trying to escape from
the fruit (van Eijk, 2005). No fly larvae were apparent
in observations of the anteaters feeding in the trees.

FIGURE 1. Northern tamandua consuming fruits of the palm
Attalea butyracea on Barro Colorado Island, Panamad,
June 2009. A) Anteater sitting on fruit cluster in the
palm tree (Photo by Nick Baker). B) Close-up of fruit-
eating behavior. C) Video-still showing the use of
the largest claws to manipulate the fruit (Photos by
author).
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Furthermore, five of the fruits discarded by the animal
bore no evidence of having been infested by insects.

On 16 February 2010, at the same study site, a
male T. mexicana kept overnight was offered thawed,
peeled A. butyracea fruits. He chose the softest (most
ripe) fruits to consume and ate five over three hours,
using both forepaws and his tongue in the same
manner as previously described for the female. On
1 March 2010, a pregnant female kept overnight was
also offered thawed fruits, and although she sniffed
at the fruits and removed them from their container,
she did not consume any. Finally, during my study
I was not able to successfully lure any northern ta-
manduas into a trap baited with A. butyracea fruits.
A single trap used in an arboreal mammal census on
the island during the 1990s was baited with either
mango or papaya and caught a young T. mexicana
that consumed the fruit (Karen Reiss, pers. comm.).

Fruits offered to anteaters in captivity are typi-
cally acidic, such as oranges, mangos, and apples
(Meritt, 1976, Morford & Meyers, 2003; Huff, 2010).
For example, oranges have a pH of 2.8-4.2 (Grobler
et al., 1989). To compare the acidity of palm fruits
to those consumed in captivity, seven A. butyracea
fruits were collected from one of the palms that the
female tamandua had been seen feeding in. Two of
the fruits had been partially consumed by the ant-
eater, the others had fallen from the tree as a conse-
quence of her foraging. Each fruit was peeled and
the soft mesocarp was diced and homogenized. Two
pH strips per fruit sample, sensitive in the range
of 3-7, were applied to each mixture and the pH
was recorded. The average pH of seven fruits was
5.07 (range 5-5.5). If the acidity of the tested fruits
was representative of those usually consumed by
the tamandua, A. butyracea is considerably less acid-
ic than many of the fruits fed to captive animals.

Based on the observations and the scattered re-
ports in the literature, I propose that wild northern
tamanduas seek out fruit as a regular part of their
diet. The morphology of their mouths, however,
may prevent them from consuming whole fruits
and seeds, especially for larger fruits such as those
of A. butyracea. As a result there is unlikely to be
evidence of this fruit-eating habit in the feces, and
this may explain why the behavior is perceived to
be uncommon.

Attalea butyracea is a common and widely dis-
tributed palm species across the Neotropics (Silvius,
2002) and produces large clusters containing hun-
dreds of individual fruits (Fic. 1A). Where northern
tamanduas are held in captive conditions within
their natural geographic range, fruits of A. butyracea
should be seasonally available and are easily collect-
ed in large quantities and stored frozen, providing a
low-cost option for dietary supplementation. An ad-
ditional benefit of A. butyracea fruit is that it can be
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safely given intact to the animals and the process of
selecting, opening, and consuming the fruit should
provide behavioral enrichment and stimulation.
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