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Predation by a Blue-crowned Motmot (Momotus momota)
on a Hummingbird

J. Mauricio Garcı́a-C.1,2 and Rakan A. Zahawi1

ABSTRACT.—We describe predation of a Green-
crowned Brilliant (Heliodoxa jacula) by a Blue-
crowned Motmot (Momotus momota) in southern Cos-
ta Rica. We did not witness the capture of the hum-
mingbird, but did observe the motmot swallow the
prey whole. Although the diet of the Blue-crowned
Motmot is highly variable and can include birds, this
is the first report of predation on an adult humming-
bird. Received 27 January 2005, accepted 4 December
2005.

Members of the family Momotidae have
been observed eating a wide range of fruits,
arthropods, and small vertebrates (Meyer de
Schauensee 1964, Ridgely and Gwynne 1989,
Stiles and Skutch 1989, Karr et al. 1990, Rem-
sen et al. 1993). Although Remsen et al.
(1993) indicate that arthropods, supplemented
by fruits, are the more important component
of motmot diets, vertebrates have also been
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found in the stomachs of some Momotidae
species (Wetmore 1968, Stiles and Skutch
1989). Specifically, motmots have been ob-
served eating poison dart frogs (Master 1999),
snakes (Stiles and Skutch 1989), mice (Del-
gado-V. and Brooks 2003), and bats (Chacón-
Madrigal and Barrantes 2004).
The Blue-crowned Motmot (Momotus

momota), found throughout the lowlands and
middle elevations (to )1,500 m) of Costa
Rica (Stiles and Skutch 1989), forages on
large spiders, earthworms, insects, nestling
birds, and small snakes and lizards (Stiles and
Skutch 1989, Henderson 2002). There are,
however, no known accounts of motmots eat-
ing adult birds. Here, we describe predation
on an adult hummingbird by a Blue-crowned
Motmot.
The incident occurred on the morning of 27

February 2004 at the Las Cruces Biological
Field Station (8! 47" N, 82! 57" W) of the Or-
ganization for Tropical Studies in San Vito,
Coto Brus, Puntarenas, Costa Rica (elevation
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# 1,100 m, annual rainfall # 3,988 mm). (For
a full description of the site, see Mintken and
Gunther 1991 and Spencer 1991). At 07:30
CST, we observed a motmot—perched on the
cement stairs in front of a station building—
with a Green-crowned Brilliant (Heliodoxa ja-
cula) in its bill. The motmot held the hum-
mingbird by its body and repeatedly beat it
against the cement. The hummingbird ap-
peared freshly dead and was easily identifi-
able. As we did not witness the capture, the
hummingbird may have been dead or injured
prior to capture, although there are no ac-
counts of motmots eating prey they did not
kill.
At 07:35, the motmot flew to the ground

)7 m away and continued to beat the hum-
mingbird against the ground. At 07:40, it
moved under a building and beat the hum-
mingbird against a rock for almost 1 min. As
a result, most of the hummingbird’s feathers
were lost and its bill was broken. At 07:43,
the motmot moved out from under the build-
ing to a grassy area with some tree cover and
continued to beat the hummingbird against the
ground. At this point, the motmot was 7 m
from its mate, which was perched on a tree
branch 2 m high and present for the entire
period; it did not make any attempt to move
closer to the motmot with the hummingbird.
The motmot never used its feet to manipulate
or hold the prey; the entire time it held,
turned, and manipulated the hummingbird
only with its bill.
At 07:54, the motmot attempted, but failed,

to swallow the hummingbird whole. The mot-
mot threw the hummingbird on the ground,
picked it up again with its bill, and continued
to beat it against the ground. At 07:56, the
motmot again tried to swallow the humming-
bird and was successful. It held the humming-
bird by the back and swallowed it back end
first. The motmot then flew to a tree branch
and perched near its mate.
Reported sources of adult hummingbird

mortality include arthropods (e.g., Butler
1949, Hildebrand 1949, Carignan 1988, Gra-
ham 1997), frogs (Monroe 1957), and several
avian taxa: small raptors (e.g., Lowery 1938,
Mayr 1966, Stiles 1978), Great Shrike Tyrants
(Agriornis livida; Martinez del Rio 1992),
Baltimore Orioles (Icterus galbula; Wright
1962), and Dusky-green Oropendolas (Psar-

ocolius atrouirens; Graves 1978). Ours is the
first report of a Blue-crowned Motmot eating
an adult bird of any kind. Our observation is
best explained as an opportunistic event and
broadens the range of predators that kill and
eat hummingbirds.
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