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Abstract This work is a case report of the consumption of an armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus) by a 
tiger shark (Galeocerdo cuvier), which was reported by fishermen and confirmed by an image show-
ing the armadillo in the digestive tract of the gutted shark. The shark was captured by fishermen in 
Pedras de Una, Bahia State, Brazil. Two hypotheses are suggested: (1) the armadillo was eaten while 
crossing an estuarine region, or (2) during a rainstorm the animal was washed into the sea and the 
shark consumed the carcass. This is the first scientific record of the consumption of an armadillo by 
a shark.
Keywords: Dasypus novemcinctus, ecology, feeding habits, Galeocerdo cuvier

Consumo de tatu por tubarão tigre: uma contribuição da etnozoologia 

Resumo Aqui apresentamos um relato de caso onde houve o consumo de tatu (Dasypus novemcinctus) 
por um tubarão-tigre (Galeocerdo cuvier). O consumo foi relatado por pescadores e comprovado por fo-
tos onde o tatu aparece no trato digestivo de um tubarão eviscerado. O tubarão foi capturado por pesca-
dores em Pedras de Una, Bahia, Brasil. Duas hipóteses foram assumidas: a primeira, o tatu foi predado 
ao cruzar região estuarina e, na segunda, o animal foi arrastado pela chuva até o mar, onde o tubarão 
consumiu sua carcaça. Esta é a primeira vez que o consumo de tatu por tubarões foi registrado na ciência. 
Palavras chave: Dasypus novemcinctus, ecologia, Galeocerdo cuvier, hábitos alimentares

Armadillos are terrestrial mammals that 
belong to the order Cingulata. They exhibit 
a semifossorial habit and differ from other 
mammals because they have ossified der-
mal scutes (McBee & Baker, 1982). Among 
Cingulata, Dasypus is the genus with the 
largest number of species (nine) (Feijó & 
Cordeiro-Estrela, 2016), and is represented 

by armadillos with an elongated snout, long tail, 
and carapace formed by six to 11 movable bands 
(Wetzel et al., 2008). Despite being exclusively terres-
trial, species of Dasypus are found near (Taulman & 
Robbins, 1996) and sometimes cross water courses. 

Galeocerdo cuvier (order Carcharhiniformes) 
is one of the largest extant shark species. It exhib-
its a high growth rate and is widely distributed in 
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tropical and temperate regions worldwide (Meyer 
et al., 2014). It is currently listed by the IUCN as 
Near Threatened (Simpfendorfer, 2009), and is 
well-known scientifically, including studies about 
feeding habits (Bornatowski et al., 2007, 2012), hab-
itat use (Heithaus et al., 2002), movement patterns 
(Meyer et al., 2009), behavior (Tricas et al., 1981), and 
even interspecific interactions (Wirsing et al., 2007; 
Fitzpatrick et al., 2012). Tiger sharks prefer murky 
coastal waters, such as near beaches, coral areas, 
harbors, and estuaries (Heithaus et al., 2007), pri-
marily because most of their prey inhabit these en-
vironments. Galeocerdo cuvier is one of the most gen-
eralist predators among fish of tropical ecosystems 
(Gallagher et al., 2011). In fact, its diet is the most 
varied diet among shark species (Lowe et al., 1996), 
consisting of bony fish, marine reptiles, birds, turtles, 
marine and terrestrial mammals (including humans), 
invertebrates, carcasses, and a variety of anthropo-
genic “garbage” (Heithaus, 2001). Qualitative stud-
ies about the diet of G. cuvier have been conducted 
more frequently compared to all other shark species 
(Lowe et al., 1996). 

In Brazil, G. cuvier is most commonly found in 
the Northeast Region; however, it occurs throughout 
the coast of the country (Bornatowski et al., 2012). In 
addition, G. cuvier is the shark with the greatest cul-
tural importance among Bahian fishermen (Barbosa-
Filho et al., 2014) because it lives on the coast and 
often attacks humans (Caldicott et al., 2001). 

This paper describes an episode where a tiger 
shark was caught by artisanal fishermen and had an 
armadillo in its digestive tract, and also discusses 

relevant ethnozoological studies that contain in-
formation about the ecology and biology of these 
species. 

In 2012 semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted (using a form about shark fishing) with 65 
fishermen from the municipalities of Canavieiras, 
Una and Ilhéus, in southern Bahia State, Brazil. All 
the fishermen selected had more than 15 years of 
experience catching sharks, thus forming a native 
expert fishermen network (Marques, 2001). Among 
these individuals, eight (12.3%) (Barbosa-Filho & 
Costa-Neto, 2016) independently reported the ep-
isode related here, in which a shark was captured 
with an armadillo in its digestive tract (Fig. 1).

According to the fisherman that captured the 
shark, the event occurred in 2009 in the vicinity of 
the Pedras de Una community (Una municipality). 
The specimen was captured by a longline, which 
was installed about eight miles from the coast and 55 
m deep. The shark was a male, about 3 m long, and 
weighed 252 kg (headless and gutted). Some of the 
fishermen on the boat noticed an unusual form in 
the stomach of the animal so the shark arrived at the 
port with its gut intact. The removal of the armadillo 
was witnessed by over 80 curious community dwel-
lers who were at the landing. The armadillo was 
identified as an adult Dasypus novemcinctus because 
of its elongated rostrum shape, long tail and weight 
(>3 kg). The only other Dasypus species present in 
Bahia State is D. septemcinctus, which is considerably 
smaller than the individual described here.

Figure 1.	 Armadillo (Dasypus novemcinctus) found in Galeocerdo cuvier viscera in Pedras de Una in 2009. Photograph courtesy of a fish-
erman whose identity is not disclosed.
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Armadillos are components of various animal 
diets, especially terrestrial mammals, such as felids 
(Moreno et al., 2006; Foster et al., 2010; Bianchi et al., 
2011), canids (Bueno et al., 2002; Rocha et al., 2004), 
and even semi-aquatic mammals, such as Lontra 
longicaudis (Quintela & Gatti, 2009). This is the first 
record of a D. novemcinctus being consumed by G. 
cuvier. 

Among our expert fishermen network, four 
men said that they had seen armadillos swimming 
in areas of an estuary and the mouth of a river (bocas 
de barra), where they were crossing between river-
banks. One of them reported that he killed an arma-
dillo with a paddle while the animal was swimming, 
and another reported that he caught an armadillo in 
a trammel net that was on the Pedra de Una River. 
The hypothesis that the armadillo was crossing the 
river when it was eaten is quite plausible because 
these animals can easily cross rivers and streams. In 
addition, fishermen from Roviana Lagoon, in the 
Solomon Islands, report that tiger sharks enter rivers 
during high tide to feed (Aswani & Vaccaro, 2008). 
One of the names used by fishermen from southern 
Bahia for G. cuvier is cação-boca-de-barra (river mouth 
shark). This is derived from the local perception that 
the species has the habit of waiting in river mouths 
for food from the mainland (Barbosa-Filho et al., 
2014).

It is interesting to note that during the inter-
views the participants pointed out that they have 
caught tiger sharks that had pieces of other terrestrial 
animals in their digestive tracts, such as cattle, sheep 
and even whole chickens, which probably washed 
into the sea during floods. Based on this, another hy-
pothesis proposed by the fishermen is that the water 
level of local rivers rose during heavy rains, flooding 
the burrow of the armadillo and washing the animal 
into the river and then the sea, where it was then 
scavenged by the shark. 

The consumption of an armadillo by a shark has 
not been recorded previously, and could be relevant 
in understanding ecological aspects (e.g., movement 
and habitat use) of both species in the study area, 
assuming this is not an isolated record. Regardless, 
this type of food interaction is a classic example of 
how rare information can be obtained from collabo-
ration with local communities. For example, through 
stomach content analysis, Marques (1991) confirmed 
(based on information from fishermen from Alagoas, 
Brazil) that the catfish Arius herzbergii feeds on ter-
restrial insects (Ephemeroptera). Likewise, Costa 
et al. (2012) confirmed a peculiar feeding behavior 
(which had not been described in the scientific liter-
ature) of the dolphin Sotalia guianensis that was first 
reported by local inhabitants. 

Such cases exemplify the value of ethnozoologi-
cal knowledge, which directly contributes to a better 

understanding of the biology and ecology of animal 
species and also helps in the development of new 
scientific hypotheses (Hind, 2014). Ethnozoological 
studies can be particularly useful in extremely bi-
ologically and culturally diverse countries, such 
as Brazil (Santos-Fita & Costa-Neto, 2007; Alves & 
Souto, 2010), where ethnozoological interactions are 
frequent. Moreover, this method has the advantages 
of being low cost and non-lethal (Alves & Souto, 
2015).

Even though rivers may not be a geographical 
barrier for armadillos, observations of them crossing 
rivers are not common (Taulman & Robbins, 1996). 
Thus, the consumption of armadillos by tiger sharks 
is most likely a very rare interaction. The photos, al-
though historical, confirm our report and give cred-
ibility to the knowledge and experience of the fish-
ermen, who are in daily contact with these species. 
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