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Common Black-Hawk (Buteogallus anthracinus, Falconiformes:
Accipitridae) predating on a Spotted Snake-Eel (Myrichthys tigrinus,
Anguiliformes: Ophictidae) in Costa Rica.
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The Common Black-Hawk  (Buteogallus
anthracinus, Deppe 1830) is a raptor closely tied to
bodies of water, frequenting coastal mangroves,
beaches, and tidal flats (Stiles & Skutch 1989). One
explanation for this behavior is that nesting near
the water provides a continuous source of food for
both parents and chicks (Barradas et al. 2004). And
since they always do so (Taylor 2006) and since
it'’s been proven also that they use the same nest
for several years (Barradas et al. 2004), it really is
advantageous for the species” survival to be near
moving bodies of water.

Its diet varies along its distribution, from
year to year, but most importantly by changes in
prey availability (Thiollay 1994). Thus, though
it mainly feeds on crabs in Costa Rica (Stiles &
Skutch 1989) and Cuba, the latter due to the lack
of fish prey (Wiley & Garrido 2005), in the United
States it is commonly seen preying on fish, frogs,
lizards, and aquatic insects, which make most of
its diet (Snyder & Snyder 2006). Near the Pacific
coast of Mexico, 86% of its diet consists of the fish
Moxostoma austrinum (Thiollay 1994) and it has
even been reported that Common Black-Hawks
predate on adult herons in Panama (Caldwell
1986). Nonetheless, records of specific species
preyed upon by this raptor are scarce. Here I
present field documentation of a Common Black
Hawk predating on a spotted snake-eel (Myrichthys
tigrinus), on Playa Pavones (8° 21" N, 83° 08" W),
a rocky beach in the tropical rainforest region of
southwestern Costa Rica.

On 18 January 2009, at approximately CST 11:10,
I observed a Common Black-Hawk fly past over me

and land safely in the rocky part of the beach at some
45 m from where I was standing. A few minutes
before, I had heard it calling incessantly from
inside the dense vegetation, before taking a short,
descending pounce. The bird landed accurately in
one of the many pools that form when water gets
trapped in the rocky formations when the tide is
low. The deepness of these pools varies along the
beach, from a few centimeters to a meter or so deep.
Their importance in this ecosystem is enormous
due to the abundance of marine invertebrates, as
well as fish, that get trapped in those same pools
and serve as a vital food source for many species of
birds (pers. observ.). After a few seconds of being
inside one of the shallow pools, the Black-Hawk
came out of it with something trapped in its feet,
which turned out to be a spotted snake-eel.

At first, it had caught the eel with its claws,
but then it started pecking its head, making sure
it could no longer move (Fig. 1A). As soon as
this was achieved, the Black-Hawk stayed a few
seconds standing with its prey secured between its
claws, looking at its surroundings (Fig. 1B). It then
proceeded to grab the eel by the head with its beak,
and move lazily a few meters away from the pool
where it had caught the eel. One more time, it stood
there, firmly grabbing the prey with its beak, at the
same time it patiently checked out its environs (Fig.
1C). Suddenly, the bird flew a few meters away
towards a “pool-less” rock, took a glance around,
and dropped the prey to the ground. It grabbed
the eel once again, this time with one foot, and
then took off (Fig. 1D). The hunting lasted about
10 min from the moment the Black-Hawk landed
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until it flew away carrying the eel on its foot. Slud
(1964) points out that, after securing the prey on
the ground, the Black-Hawk flies back to a perch;
however, it was impossible to track the bird down,
since it disappeared amongst the rainforest trees.

The Common Black-Hawk feeds on prey that
is most abundant and available (Latta et al. 1999).
Nevertheless, it was possible to observe abundance
of crabs in Playa Pavones at the time the sighting
was made. What happened indeed was that the
Black-Hawk had presumably spotted the eel from
a hunting perch, whose height wasn’t possible to
determine although it could be assumed that was
a medium height perch (Latta et al. 1999, Snyder
& Snyder 2006), and flew right at it with great
precision.

Furthermore, the spotted snake-eel is probably
the most commonly observed member of its
family (Ophictidae) in surface waters, making it
vulnerable to predators (e.g. birds); plus, unlike
other ophictid eels, they occasionally swim lazily
in the surface of the water during the day (.
McCosker pers. comm. 2009). Therefore, it could be
assumed that the Black-Hawk deliberately hunted
the spotted snake-eel.

Hence, this constitutes the first report of a
Common Black-Hawk hunting a fish in Costa
Rica. It is strongly recommended that the diet of
the Common Black-Hawk in Costa Rica, at least in
the southwestern beaches, should be reviewed and
studied.
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Figure 1. Sequence of events of the predation of a spotted snake-eel (Myrichthys tigrinus) by a Common
Black-Hawk (Buteogallus anthracinus) on Playa Pavones, Costa Rica: A) pecking of the head until the eel
could no longer move; B) the prey is secured between the raptor’s claws; C) the bird holds the dead eel
with its beak; D) the Black-Hawk flies away carrying the eel on one foot. All photos by Otto Monge.



