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BRIEF REPORT

DESCRIPTION OF AN AMAZING NEST OF CAATINGA
CACHALOTE Pseudoseisura cristata INFESTED BY
Psammolestes tertius IN TAUA, STATE OF CEARA,

NORTHEASTERN BRAZIL

Liléia Gongalves Diotaiuti’, Claudia Mendonga Bezerra’, Cyro José Soares?,
Lilian Mariana Costa’ and Silvia Ermelinda Barbosa'

ABSTRACT

Psammolestes tertius Lent & Jurberg 1965 is a triatomine species part of the tribe Rhodniini.
It is only wild and found in bird nests, mostly of the Furnariidae family. This work describes
the amazing infestation of a nest of Pseudoseisura cristata in the municipality of Taua, Ceara.
The nest harbored a colony with about 40 specimens of P. tertius in all evolutionary stages,
all negative for trypanosomatids. A rodent of the species Wiedomys pyrrhorhinos was seen
running away from the nest. The materials used to build the nest included the typical natural
wigs, and various anthropogenic materials such as razor blades, shaver, fork, sunglasses, metal
fragments, fragments of plastic objects, wire, barbed wire, plastic sandal straps, paper, plastic
lid, pieces of plastic bags, gas cylinder label, large feathers and the exuviae of a snake.
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Psammolestes tertius Lent & Jurberg, 1965 is a triatomine species that
is part of the tribe Rhodniini. It is only wild and found in bird nests, mostly
of the Furnariidae family (Lent & Wygozinsky, 1979; Di lorio & Turienzo,
2009). This species was reported colonizing nests of the following furnariids:
Rufous-fronted Thornbird Phacellodomus rufifrons (Wied-Neuwied, 1821),
Greater Thornbird Phacellodomus ruber (Vieillot, 1817), Firewood-gatherer
Anumbius annumbi (Vieillot, 1817), and Caatinga Cachalote Pseudoseisura
cristata (Spix, 1824) (Di lorio & Turienzo, 2009). A study comparing
populations of P. tertius in Ceara and Minas Gerais States found no differences
in the morphology of male genitalia, an important characteristic for specific
identification (Lent & Jurberg, 1965). However, in contrast, the analysis of
morphometry, isozymes and Random Amplified Polymorfic DNA (RAPD)
clearly distinguished these two populations (Soares et al., 2001).
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Food availability and protection offered by hiding places are essential
to colonize an environment (Diotaiuti, 2007). In the arid landscape of Ceara
State (www.wwf.org.br/natureza_brasileira/questoes_ambientais/biomas/
bioma_caatinga/), one can clearly see crevices and hollows formed by large
sets of granite rocks (preferred ecotope of Triatoma brasiliensis; Alencar,
1987); hollow tree trunks and typical Caatinga tree bark (preferred ecotope of
Triatoma pseudomaculata, Noireau et al., 2005), palm tree crowns (ecotopes
of Rhodnius nasutus; Abad-Franch et al., 2009), cactus (Noireau et al., 2005;
Valenga-Barbosa et al., 2014), and bird nests (preferred ecotope of P. tertius;
Lent & Wygodzinsky, 1979). Naturally, these hiding places are also refuges for
vertebrates, which may also be utilized as food sources for triatomines.

P. cristata is a typical Caatinga bird also found in corresponding
landscapes in the States of the Brazilian Northeast and in the north of Minas
Gerais, (Sick, 1997; Remsen, 2017). In addition to the “Caatinga arborea”
and shrub habitats in the Caatinga, especially in graze land, this bird is also
commonly seen nesting near human dwellings (Zimmer & Whittaker, 2000;
Remsen, 2017).

Birds of the Furnariidae family build several different types of nests,
always tending to hide their eggs in cavities or building domed nests with
clay or plant material (Vaurie, 1980; Remsen, 2017). Furnariids of the genus
Pseudoseisura are part of a group that builds closed nests made mostly of twigs,
a similar behavior to that of birds of the genera Anumbius, Phacellodomus,
Synallaxis, Certhiaxis and others. The nests of Pseudoseisura can be more
than 1.5 meters long and the twigs more than 60 cm long and one inch thick.
Twigs are often thorny and so tightly entwined that they can withstand the
weight of a person without damaging the nests (Vaurie, 1980). These nests
have a tubular prolongation at the entrance which leads to the nesting chamber,
often lined with more delicate material, which may include small thornless
twigs, pieces of bark and other vegetable fibers, dung and exuviae of snakes
(Narosky et al., 1983; Nores & Nores, 1994; Sick, 1997). Various materials are
used in the whole nest such as large feathers of other bird species (vultures,
hawks), mollusk shells, bone fragments. Materials of anthropogenic origin
may also be used, e.g., wire, paper, plastic, nylon. This is also common in other
furnariids that build twig nests (Vaurie, 1980; Nores & Nores, 1994; Sick,
1997; Brasileiro, et al. 2017; Remsen, 2017). Wire seems to be one of the most
widely used substitutes as there are several records of nests of these species
of furnariids which are composed mostly of wire fragments (Roda & Carlos,
2003; Chaves, et al. 2013). Nores & Nores (1994), in a particular case, found
that this material represented 40% of a nest of Pseudoseisura. The substitution
of natural materials for anthropogenic materials can arise from the availability
of the latter around the nest, also serving as an indication of the quality of the
environment.
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Because they are complex and durable structures, the nests of many
furnariids are used as ideal shelters by various other animals, both vertebrates
and invertebrates, either to rest, sleep, nest, or dwell (Sick, 1997; Remsen,
2017). A wide range of arthropods can be found simultaneously in a single nest
(Sick, 1997).

P, cristatanests are abundant in the municipality of Taua, Ceara (Figure
l1a). They are often colonized by P. tertius, but also harbor 7. pseudomaculata
or Rhodnius nasutus. In a transect determined along 25 km, between the UTM
coordinates included in zone 24M (1: 35393 1mE, 9363075mN; 2: 361452mE,
9357683mN; 3: 358855mE, 9362632mN; 4: 355079mE, 9363442mN),
we found 23 nests. Most of the nests were among branches of trees known
as “jurema” (Mimosa hostilis), “algaroba” (Prosopis juliflora (SW) D.C.)
(Fabaceae) and “favela” (Cnidoscolus quercifolius; Euphorbiaceae). One of
the nests, with no bird activity at that moment, was dissected. It had been built
in a “jurema” tree (Figure 1b), approximately 350 meters away from the closest
house in Cachoeira do Julio (358167mE, 9360764mN). The nest harbored a
colony with approximately 40 specimens of P. fertius in all evolutionary stages
(Figure 2a). Eggs of this species were found, showing typical piercings by the
parasitoid wasps of the Scelionidae family (Figure 2b). A rodent of the species
Wiedomys pyrrhorhinos (Cricetidae; Figure 2c) was also seen running away
from the nest. This is a typical Caatinga rodent and has been reported to seek
shelter in old bird nests built with dry grass entangled in the xique-xique cactus
Pilosocereus gounellei (Bocchiglieri et al., 2012). Although the presence of
rodents increases the risk of infection, the triatomine specimens examined
were not parasitized by Trypanosoma cruzi under optical examination.

Figure 1. Nests of Pseudoseisura cristata infested by Psammolestes tertius
built in “algaroba” (Prosopis juliflora) (a) and in “jurema” (Mimosa hostilis)
trees (b), in Taud, State of Ceara.
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Figure 2. Occupants found in a nest of Pseudoseisura cristata in Taua, State
of Ceara: (a) adult of Psammolestes tertius; (b) eggs of P. tertius, with typical
openings caused by the parasitoid wasps of the Scelionidae family; (c) rodent
Wiedomys pyrrhorhinos running away from the nest.
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Figure 3. Materials of anthropic origin found in nests of Pseudoseisura
cristata in Taua, state of Ceara: razor blades, shaver, fork, broken glasses,
metal fragments, fragments of plastic objects, wire, barbed wire, plastic sandal

straps, paper, plastic lid, pieces of plastic bags, gas cylinder plastic label. Also,
snake skins and large feathers.
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The materials used by the birds to build the nest examined, were even
more unusual than those previously described in the literature (Nores & Nores,
1994; Sick, 1997; Chaves et al., 2013; Brasileiro et al., 2017). Apart from the
typical natural twigs, various anthropogenic materials were found, probably
taken from the houses by the birds: razor blades, shaver, fork, sunglasses,
metal fragments, fragments of plastic objects, wire, barbed wire, plastic sandal
straps, paper, plastic lid, pieces of plastic bags, gas cylinder label (Figure 3).
Large feathers and the exuviae of a snake were also part of the nest. It is not
known whether the exuviae had been carried inside by birds or if a snake had
shed its skin inside the nest, although this has been recorded in nests of many
furnariids (Remsen, 2017). The snake exuviae may be used to dissuade nest
predators, such as small mammals (Hansell, 2000). This was not confirmed in
this case, since the nest was used by a small rodent.

Although P. tertius is exclusively wild, its association with rodents
should be better investigated, since it may have some epidemiological
importance in the distribution of the parasite Trypanosoma cruzi.
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