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FIELD NOTE

Tayra (Eira barbara) predation of a brown-throated three-toed sloth 
(Bradypus variegatus) in Costa Rica
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Abstract Being strictly arboreal, sloths become more vulnerable to predation when on the ground. Records 
of such predation, however, are rare. Here we present video documentation of a tayra (Eira barbara) prey-
ing on a juvenile brown-throated three-toed sloth (Bradypus variegatus) in Barbilla National Park, Costa 
Rica. Tayras and other ground predators, plus human activities such as habitat fragmentation, are probably 
major factors influencing sloth life history and permanence in the ecosystem. Predation by tayras might be 
more common than we think, particularly in disturbed forests.
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Depredación de perezoso de tres dedos (Bradypus variegatus) por tolomuco (Eira barbara) en Costa Rica

Resumen Al ser estrictamente arbóreos, los perezosos se vuelven más vulnerables a la depredación cuan-
do están en el suelo. Sin embargo, los registros de dicha depredación son raros. Aquí presentamos la docu-
mentación en video de un tolomuco (Eira barbara) que caza un juvenil de perezoso de tres dedos (Bradypus 
variegatus) en el Parque Nacional Barbilla, Costa Rica. Tolomucos y otros depredadores terrestres, además 
de actividades humanas como la fragmentación del hábitat, son posiblemente los principales factores que 
influyen en la historia de vida de los perezosos y su permanencia en los ecosistemas. La depredación por 
tolomucos podría ser más común de lo que pensamos, particularmente en bosques perturbados.
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Of the many anti-predator options available to 
mammals (Caro, 2005), flight (i.e., “running away”) 
is not one employed by sloths, often noted as being 
among the slowest of all living mammals (Britton, 
1941b). Even though highly adapted for an arbo-
real lifestyle (Britton, 1941b), the slow movements 
and cryptic pelage of sloths do not fully protect 
them from canopy predators, whether avian (Bee-
be, 1926; Retting, 1978; Galetti & Carvalho, 2000; 
Touchton et al., 2002; Voirin et al., 2009; Aguiar-Sil-
va et al., 2017) or mammalian (Bezerra et al., 2009; 
Sobroza et al., 2016).

Even greater helplessness and vulnerability to 
predation of sloths on the ground (Mendel, 1985; 
Wainwright, 2002) is likely because “…progression 
is very slow [even for the sloth] and difficult” (Brit-
ton, 1941a:24). Beebe (1926:16) reported that “a 
mother sloth on the ground, speeded up by the calls 
of her infant, made 14 feet in one minute.” It is not 
surprising, then, that sloths spend little time on the 
ground. Unintended “ground-time” may result from 
fights resulting in falls from trees (Ingles, 1953), 
but sloths also come to the ground to defecate at 
an average interval of 8 days, with each visit lasting 
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just a few minutes (Montgomery & Sunquist, 1975). 
More importantly, sloths move on the ground to 
get to other trees, sometimes crossing pastures 
(Vaughan et al., 2007), roads (Britton, 1941a), and 
rivers (Beebe, 1926), thus exposing themselves to 
possible predation for longer periods of time.

The brown-throated three-toed sloth (Bradypus 
variegatus) and Hoffmann’s two-toed sloth (Choloe-
pus hoffmanni) have been reported as prey of sever-
al felids, including jaguars (Panthera onca), pumas 
(Puma concolor), and ocelots (Leopardus pardalis; 
Beebe, 1926; Garla et al., 2001; Moreno et al., 2006), 
and canids such as coyotes (Canis latrans) and do-
mestic dogs (Vaughan et al., 2007; Peery & Pauli, 
2014). However, these observations have come 
mostly from studies of stomach contents, scats, or 
other signs; there is just a single published report 
of an actual predation event, specifically by a coy-
ote of a Hoffmann’s two-toed sloth on the ground 
(Sibaja-Morales & Cartín Núñez, 2017). Here we 
report the predation of a juvenile brown-throated 
three-toed sloth by a tayra (Eira barbara), known 

locally as the tolomuco, as documented by a video 
recorded by a remote camera.

During 2009–2016, we set cameras in Barbilla 
National Park (9°58'19"N, 83°28'51"W), located in 
the northern Talamanca Mountains of Costa Rica, to 
document the distribution and relative abundance 
of jaguars and other wildlife (cf. Sáenz-Bolaños et al., 
2015). At 21 locations in the park, we placed cam-
eras (Trophy Cam models 119436, 119446, 119456, 
Bushnell, Overland Park, USA) on trees 0.5 m above 
the ground and near a human trail or animal path 
where we thought a jaguar might pass, and record-
ed either three individual photos taken 1 sec apart 
or a 30-sec video, with a minimum interval of 1 min 
between consecutive recordings.

In total, we accumulated 8,450 trap nights at 
the 21 camera stations. Tayras were photographed 
a total of 56 times at 12 (57%) of the stations; at the 
one station that recorded the single brown-throat-
ed three-toed sloth photographed and reported 
here, 14 (25%) of the tayra photos were taken. This 
camera trap station was located at the end of a steep 

Figure 1. Photos (from a 30-sec video) of a tayra (Eira barbara) preying on a juvenile brown-throated three-toed sloth (Bradypus varie-
gatus) in Barbilla National Park, Costa Rica.
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Sloths descend to the ground either when they 
are obliged to move to another tree that is not pos-
sible to reach via the canopy, or weekly to defecate. 
Being on the ground is a risky and energetically 
costly activity (Pauli et al., 2014) that exposes sloths 
to potentially high and population-limiting preda-
tion, the latter being particularly important given 
the species' long lifespan and low fecundity (Peery 
& Pauli, 2014). Thus, abundant predators such as 
tayras, but including many other mesopredators, 
could be major factors influencing sloth life histo-
ry and permanence. In addition, human activities 
might increase the importance of mesopredator 
predation on sloths. For example, habitat fragmen-
tation could eliminate canopy connections between 
trees and also remove apex predators. The former 
might force sloths to go to the ground more fre-
quently, while the latter might result in an increase 
in mesopredator abundance (Ritchie & Johnson, 
2009). If so, then predation by tayras (and other me-
sopredators) of sloths could be more common than 
is currently appreciated.

Acknowledgements
We thank the National University of Costa Rica 

and Aventuras Naturales-Pacuare Lodge for finan-
cial and logistical support, also, the Park rangers 
and student assistants for help in the field, and Jim 
Loughry and anonymous referees for helpful com-
ments on the manuscript.

References
Aguiar-Silva, F. H., O. Jaudoin, T. M. Sanaiotti, G. H. F. Seix-

as, S. Duleba & F. D. Martins. 2017. Camera trapping 
at harpy eagle nests: interspecies interactions under 
predation risk. Journal of Raptor Research 51: 72–78. 
https://doi.org/10.3356/JRR-15-58.1

Beebe, W. 1926. The three-toed sloth Bradypus cuculliger 
Wagler. Zoologica 7: 1–67.

Bezerra, B. M., A. Barnett, A. Souto & G. Jones. 2009. Preda-
tion by the tayra on the common marmoset and the 
pale-throated three-toed sloth. Journal of Ethology 27: 
91–96. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10164-008-0090-3

Britton, S. W. 1941a. Form and function in the sloth. The 
Quarterly Review of Biology 16: 13–34. https://doi.
org/10.1086/394620

Britton, S. W. 1941b. Form and function in the sloth (con-
cluded). The Quarterly Review of Biology 16: 190–
207. https://doi.org/10.1086/394628

Calouro, A. M. 2000. Attempted predation on Brazilian 
rabbit (Sylvilagus brasiliensis — Lagomorpha: Lepo-
ridae) by tayra (Eira barbara — Carnivora: Procyoni-
dae). Revista de Biología Tropical 48: 267–268.

Camargo, C. C. & S. F. Ferrari. 2007. Interactions between 
tayras (Eira barbara) and red-handed howlers (Alouat-
ta belzebul) in eastern Amazonia. Primates 48: 147–
150. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10329-006-0009-y

area in primary forest close to the Danta River. For-
est disturbance was very low at this location; trees 
were big and tall with nice canopy overlap. Thus, 
the absence of tall trees likely was not the reason 
the sloth came to the ground. Moreover, the only 
human activity recorded in more than seven years 
at this station was just one video of two indigenous 
people with a rifle.

The video of the sloth (as best we could tell, a 
juvenile male) was recorded at 05:29 hr on 3 May 
2013. The video begins with the tayra in the fore-
ground walking away from the camera on a line 1 m 
to the left of and 2 m away from a lone sloth in the 
background (which the tayra is walking toward). 
The sloth is 0.3 m off the ground and moving down 
a tree perhaps 12 cm in diameter. The tayra lifts its 
nose, seemingly sniffing the air, walking slowly and 
pausing briefly. When about 1 m from the sloth, it 
continues sniffing but orients to the sloth (3 sec af-
ter the video begins) and then approaches it, touch-
ing it with its nose (at 8 sec; Fig. 1; https://youtu.
be/7WhLYIhgdeU). The tayra sniffs both sides 
and underneath the sloth, the sloth moves slight-
ly, then the tayra noses higher, swipes at the sloth 
briefly with its left front paw (at 17 sec), and then 
grabs it by its head (at 20 sec), bites around its neck 
and then, placing its right paw on the body, pulls 
it down from the tree (at 24 sec). It then appears 
to bite around the sloth's head and neck while the 
sloth weakly reaches its right arm toward the body 
of the tayra. The video ends at 29 sec; we believe 
that the sloth was killed. The next videos taken at 
this camera station were recorded 23 min later; they 
were of a tayra of the same size, apparently search-
ing for something, sniffing all around and climb-
ing the tree where the sloth had been. However, 
no sloth carcass subsequently could be found, nor 
could any evidence of blood, hair or something else 
related to the attack.

Tayras forage on the ground and in the trees 
of tropical and subtropical forests, and are con-
sidered opportunistic omnivores, consuming a 
variety of fruits, small vertebrates, insects, car-
rion, and honey (Presley, 2000). Tayra prey also 
includes medium-sized ground mammals such as 
rabbits (Sylvilagus floridanus, S. brasiliensis), opos-
sums (Didelphis marsupialis), agoutis (Dasyprocta 
punctata), and pacas (Agouti paca; Galef et al., 1976; 
Janzen, 1983; Calouro, 2000; Wainwright, 2002), 
and their excellent climbing skills allow them to 
prey on arboreal woolly opossums (Caluromys der-
bianus; Ceballos, 2016), primates such as common 
marmosets (Callithrix jacchus; Bezerra et al., 2009) 
and red-handed howlers (Alouatta belzebul; Camar-
go & Ferrari, 2007), and sloths (Bezerra et al., 2009; 
Sobroza et al., 2016).



73Sáenz-Bolaños et al. : Tayra (Eira barbara) predation of a brown-throated three-toed sloth (Bradypus variegatus)…

Caro, T. 2005. Antipredator defenses in birds and mam-
mals. University of Chicago Press, Chicago, Illinois, 
USA. 592 pp.

Ceballos, G. 2016. Observation of attempted predation of 
a woolly opossum (Caluromys derbianus) by a tayra 
(Eira barbara) during daylight in Belize. Revista Mex-
icana de Mastozoología Nueva Época 6: 46–49.

Galef, B. G. Jr., R. A. Mittermeier & R. C. Bailey. 1976. Pre-
dation by the tayra (Eira barbara). Journal of Mammal-
ogy 57: 760–761. https://doi.org/10.2307/1379450

Galetti, M. & O. Carvalho, Jr. 2000. Sloths in the diet of a 
harpy eagle nestling in Eastern Amazon. The Wilson 
Bulletin 112: 535–536. https://doi.org/10.1676/004
3-5643(2000)112[0535:SITDOA]2.0.CO;2

Garla, R. C., E. Z. Setz & N. Gobbi. 2001. Jaguar (Panthera 
onca) food habits in Atlantic rain forest of southeast-
ern Brazil. Biotropica 33: 691–696.

Ingles, L. G. 1953. Observations on Barro Colorado Is-
land mammals. Journal of Mammalogy 34: 266–268. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jmammal/34.2.266a

Janzen, D. H. 1983. Costa Rican natural history. University 
of Chicago Press, Chicago, Illinois, USA. 816 pp.

Mendel, F. C. 1985. Use of hands and feet of three-toed 
sloths (Bradypus variegatus) during climbing and 
terrestrial locomotion. Journal of Mammalogy 66: 
359–366. https://doi.org/10.2307/1381249

Montgomery, G.G. & M.E. Sunquist. 1975. Impact of sloths 
on Neotropical forest energy flow and nutrient cy-
cling. Pp. 69–98 in: Tropical ecological systems (F. B. 
Golley & E. Medina, eds.). Springer Verlag, New 
York. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-88533-4_7

Moreno, R. S., R. W. Kays & R. Samudio, Jr. 2006. Com-
petitive release in diets of ocelot (Leopardus parda-
lis) and puma (Puma concolor) after jaguar (Panthera 
onca) decline. Journal of Mammalogy 87: 808–816. 
https://doi.org/10.1644/05-MAMM-A-360R2.1

Pauli, J. N., J. E. Mendoza, S. A. Steffan, C. C. Carey, P. J. 
Weimer & M. Z. Peery. 2014. A syndrome of mutu-
alism reinforces the lifestyle of a sloth. Proceedings 
of the Royal Society B 281: 20133006. https://doi.
org/10.1098/rspb.2013.3006

Peery, M. Z. & J. N. Pauli. 2014. Shade-grown cacao sup-
ports a self-sustaining population of two-toed but 

not three-toed sloths. Journal of Applied Ecology 51: 
162–170. https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2664.12182

Presley, S. J. 2000. Eira barbara. Mammalian Species 636: 
1–6. https://doi.org/10.2307/0.636.1

Retting, N. L. 1978. Breeding behavior of the harpy eagle 
(Harpia harpyja). The Auk 95: 629–643.

Ritchie, E. G. & C. N. Johnson. 2009. Predator interac-
tions, mesopredator release and biodiversity con-
servation. Ecology Letters 12: 982–998. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1461-0248.2009.01347.x

Sáenz-Bolaños, C., V. Montalvo, T. K. Fuller & E. Carrillo. 
2015. Records of black jaguars at Parque Nacional 
Barbilla. Cat News 62: 38–39.

Sibaja-Morales, K. D. & M. Cartín Núñez. 2017. Unusual 
predation of Hoffmann's two-toed sloth (Choloepus 
hoffmanni) by a coyote (Canis latrans) in Costa Rica. 
Edentata 18: 89–91. https://doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.
CH.2017.Edentata-18-1.13.en

Sobroza, T. V., A. L. Gonçalves & L. Silva dos Santos. 2016. 
Predation attempt and abnormal coat coloration of 
the tayra (Eira barbara) in the Brazilian Central Ama-
zon. Studies on Neotropical Fauna and Environment 
51: 231–234. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650521.201
6.1227137

Touchton, J., Y. C. Hsu & A. Palleroni. 2002. Foraging 
ecology of reintroduced captive-bred subadult har-
py eagles (Harpia harpyja) on Barro Colorado Island, 
Panama. Ornitología Neotropical 13: 365–379.

Vaughan, C., O. Ramírez, G. Herrera & R. Guries. 2007. 
Spatial ecology and conservation of two sloth spe-
cies in a cacao landscape in Limon, Costa Rica. Bio-
diversity and Conservation 16: 2293–2310. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10531-007-9191-5

Voirin, B., R. Kays, M. Lowman & M. Wikelski. 2009. 
Evidence of three-toed sloth (Bradypus variegatus) 
predation by spectacled owl (Pulsatrix perspicilla- 
ta). Edentata 8–10: 15–20. https://doi.org/10.1896/ 
020.010.0113

Wainwright, M. 2002. The natural history of Costa Rican 
mammals. Zona Tropical Publications, Miami, Flor-
ida, USA. 383 pp.

Received: 2 June 2018; Accepted: 26 July 2018


