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RESUMEN 

Aspidoscelis deppeii es una lagartija de 

tamaño moderado, estrictamente diurno y 

de hábitos terrestres. La especie prefiere 

hábitats abiertos en el sur de Honduras 

donde una nueva especie de ave invadió 

desde el sur de Centroamérica hace menos 

de una década, el elanio enano 

(Gampsonyx swainsonii). Esta ave ha 

expandido su ámbito de distribución desde 

Suramérica hacia el norte y llegó a 

Honduras en 2009. Informamos dos 

eventos de depredación sobre Aspidoscelis 

deppeii por el elanio enano en Choluteca, 

Honduras en 2017. Esta es una nueva 

interacción que puede tener algunas 

consecuencias sobre las poblaciones 

locales de especies nativas por 

depredadores invasores como el elanio 

enano. Discutimos algunas posibles 

consecuencias de este tipo de nuevas 

interacciones. 

PALABRAS CLAVES: Aves, Cambio 

Climático Global, departamento de 

Choluteca, especie invasora, reptil 

 

ABSTRACT 

Deppe´s whip-tailed lizard (Aspidoscelis 

deppeii) is a lizard of moderate size, 

strictly diurnal and of terrestrial habits. 

The species prefers open habitats in 

southern Honduras where a new species of 

bird invaded from South Central America 

less than a decade ago, the Pearl kite 

(Gampsonyx swainsonii). This bird has 

expanded its distribution range from South 

America to the north and arrived in 

Honduras in 2009. We report two 

predation events on deppe´s whip-tailed 

lizard by the Pearl kite in Choluteca and 

Valle, Honduras in 2017. This is a new 

interaction that may have some 

consequences on local populations of 

native species by invasive predators such 

as the Pearl kite. We discuss some possible 

consequences of this type of new 

interactions.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The deppe´s whip-tailed lizard (A. 

deppeii) is an active terrestrial and strictly 
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diurnal lizard. It is a moderate-sized lizard 

with a  

 
Figure 1. Two localities for predation of deppe´s whip-tailed lizard (Aspidoscelis deppeii) by Pearl kite 

(Gampsonyx swainsonii) at Southern Honduras. Map courtesy of Jorge Funez. 

 

maximum recorded SVL of 93 mm 

longitudinally (McCranie 2018) marked 

with seven narrow cream-colored stripes 

running longitudinally (Leenders 2001). 

The species is found near sea level to 900 

m elevation  

(McCranie 2018) from Veracruz and 

Michoacán, Mexico, south on the Atlantic 

versant to the northeastern Great Lakes 

region of Nicaragua, exclusive of most of 

the Yucatán Peninsula, the rainforests of 

Guatemala, Belize, Honduras, and 

Nicaragua, and on the Pacific slope to 

central Costa Rica (Savage 2002). It 

inhabits the Lowland Moist Forest, 

Lowland Dry Forest, Lowland Arid Forest, 

Premontane Moist Forest, and Premontane 

Dry Forest formations (McCranie 2018). 

The species inhabits sparsely vegetated 

open areas including sand dunes along the 

Pacific Ocean cost (Leenders 2019). They 

feed on arthropods (Hillman 1969, 

Echternacht 1983). During daily activities 

it constantly pokes, probe, and scratch the 

substrate and moves from place to place in 

rapid bursts (Savage 2002). It is a shy 

species that dashes for cover when 

approached (Henderson 2010). Natural 

predators include the snakes Conophis 

lineatus, Coluber mentovarius, Micrurus 

nigrocinctus (Savage 2002) and 

Loxocemus bicolor (Mora 1987), and 

several other potential mammals and bird 

species.   

The Pearl kite (Gampsonyx swainsonii) 

is found over much of tropical South 

America (BirdLife International 2009). It 

has been expanding to the north probably 

due to deforestation and creation of cattle 

pastures (van Dort et al. 2010) because 

open areas are its preferred habitat 

(Ridgely and Gwynne 1989). The Pearl 

kite was first recorded in Panama in 1977, 

Southern Costa Rica in 1996, then, 

elsewhere in Costa Rica, including the 

Northwest (2002) and the Central Valley 

(2007) and southern Caribbean lowlands 

(van Dort et al.. 2010). The species was 
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recorded in Honduras for the first time 

near Choluteca, on 22 April 2009 (van 

Dort et al.. 2010). 

 

METHOD 

Study area 

A deppe´s whip-tailed lizard was 

observed being predated by a Pearl kite on 

08 July 2017 1126h at a side of the 

Choluteca River in Southern Honduras 

(13°20'17.24"N, 87° 9'59.61"W; WGS 

84); elev. 54 m (Figure 1). On 02 

December 2017 a similar event was 

recorded at Nacaome River, Departamento 

de Valle, also in Southern Honduras 

(13°27'54.3"N, 87° 31'30.6"W; WGS 84); 

elev. 25 m (Figure 1). 

 

RESULTS 

On 08 July 2017 at 1126h, a pearl kite 

was perched on a power line in an open 

area close to the river bank (Figure 2). The 

kite took the lizard from open area, flew to 

a wire, swallowed it head first and cleaned 

its beak on the wire. On 02 December 2017 

a similar event was recorded: A deppe´s 

whip-tailed lizard was grabbed by a Pearl 

kite on the ground and took it to a tree 

branch close to the river bank (Figure 3).  

After that the kite swallowed the lizard 

head first as in the first case in Choluteca.      

 

 
Figure 2. An adult deppe´s whip-tailed lizard 

(Aspidoscelis deppeii) being swallowed by a Pearl 

kite (Gampsonyx swainsonii) at Departamento de 

Choluteca, Southern Honduras. Photo by Mario R. 

Espinal.    

 

DISCUSSION 

It is important to highlight the different 

habitat conditions of new locations 

occupied by the Pearl kite. This may have 

important implications in general terms of 

biodiversity conservation. Several aspects, 

including climate change, have caused a 

habitat homogenization that has replaced 

the original heterogeneous landscape 

(Escobar-Anleu et al.. 2017). The Pearl 

kite has increased its distribution due to 

this habitat homogenization, basically 

open areas. This habitat is the one 

naturally used by the deppe´s whip-tailed 

lizard in lowlands. So this reptile now has 

one more predator on its list, an invader 

that can have a strong impact on its 

populations. Adding this to the list of 

negative factors such as urbanization, 

deppe´s whip-tailed lizard can certainly be 

threatened at least locally. 

 

 
Figure 3. An adult Deppe´s whip-tailed lizard 

(Aspidoscelis deppeii) recently captured by a Pearl 

kite (Gampsonyx swainsonii) at Departamento de 

Valle, Southern Honduras. Photo by Mario R. 

Espinal.    

 

The level of habitat homogenization that 

has resulted from human activities and the 

new interaction of predation between the 

pearl kite and the deppe´s whip-tailed 

lizard in new locations are relevant as an 

indication of a possible ecological 

imbalance. Several species of birds have 

colonized new localities and the reasons 

for these invasions may be related to 
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habitat alterations and climate change 

(Mora & López 2014). The Pearl kite has 

been gradually occupying new locations 

(van Dort et al.. 2010). The immediate 

question is what has mediated so that this 

and other birds are increasing their 

distribution and occupying new locations? 

We know the negative effects on 

biodiversity caused by different factors 

such as habitat destruction, fragmentation 

and overexploitation (Escobar-Anleu et al. 

2017). However, in several cases the 

explanation of the distribution extensions 

of some species is not clear (Mora & 

López 2014).   

Changes in the distribution of many 

species of animals and plants cause a 

redistribution of life on Earth, which has a 

great ecological significance (Sunday et 

al.. 2012). Species substitution rates in 

ecological communities can result in 

severe disturbances (Mora & López 2014). 

A reformulation of the species 

communities could result in numerous 

local extirpations and possibly extinctions 

(Root et al. 2003). Our report of the 

depredation of deppe’s whip-tailed lizard 

by the Pearl kite is important to document 

predation of a native reptile by an invasive 

bird. Besides, it can be an indicator of the 

modifications and impact that 

anthropogenic activities have caused on 

ecosystems. The Pearl kite is just one more 

predator at its natural occurring range 

without significant impact on native 

lizards. On the other hand, deppe´s whip-

tailed lizard is common on the study area, 

so the presence of the kite may no impact 

severely its population. However, this bird 

can have an important impact on endemic 

or rare species.   
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