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Describing defensive mechanisms may provide 
insights on evolutionary trends of predator/prey 
relationships and defensive character selection 
pressures (Greene, 1983). Squamates have diverse 
anti-predator mechanisms and many behavioural 
displays in order to avoid predators (Greene, 1973; 
Tozetti et al., 2009; Pough et al., 2016) and among 
them, snake tactics are apparently well documen-
ted (Greene, 1988). Nonetheless, some groups and 
species of snakes are underrepresented in such 
records, as is the case for ‘scolecophidians’, tradi-
tionally known as threadsnakes, blindsnakes and 
wormsnakes. Most representatives of this group are 
specialised burrowers and their diet is composed 
of larvae or adults of social insects (Greene, 1997; 
Cundall and Greene, 2000; Webb et al., 2000). Due 
to these secretive habits and small size they are diffi-
cult to encounter and only few contributions on its 
ecology, systematic, morphology and natural history, 

including defensive behaviour, are available (Adals-
teinsson et al., 2009; Greene, 1997; Wallach, 2016). 
Threadsnakes` defensive mechanisms include cloa-
cal sac discharge, silvery colouration, death-feigning 
and erratic movements, defecation, writhing, and vi-
gorous semirigid serpentine behaviours (Richmond, 
1955; Visser, 1966; Gehlbach et al., 1968; Watkins et 
al., 1969; Gehlbach, 1970, Martins et al. 2018). Par-
ticularly, individuals of the Leptotyphlopidae family 
have only few observations and information on its 
natural history and behaviour is considered incipient 
(Avila et al., 2006). This is greatly exemplified by the 
fact that the first description of defensive repertoire 
of Trilepida spp. was for Trilepida jani recently des-
cribed by Martins et al., (2018).

Even though scolecophidians are known for 
their fossorial or ground-dwelling lifestyles, a few 
records of climbing behaviour have accumulated 
in the past decades for representatives of the group. 
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ABSTRACT
Threadsnakes are typical burrowers with specialised diet in social insects. Climbing behaviour 
has been observed for some of these species although there is no consensus about the nature of 
such behaviour for fossorial species. In this study we describe the first climbing behaviour for 
Trilepida salgueiroi in an occasional observation together with the description of the sequence 
of defensive behaviours displayed during its capture.
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For instance, climbing and arboreal behaviour in 
blindsnakes representatives have been previously 
reported for typhlopoids as Anilios (Chappman and 
Dell, 1975; Shine and Webb, 1990), Antillothyphlops 
(Tolson and Campbell, 1989), Gerrhopilus (Kraus, 
2017) Indotyphlops (Das and Wallach, 1998; Bazza-
no, 2007), Medatyphlops (Glaw and Vences, 1994), 
Ramphotyphlops (Taylor, 1922; Gaulke, 1995), and 
Typhlops (Landestoy, 2023). For leptotyphlopids, 
fewer records have been provided for Epictia (Mole, 
1924; Schmidt and Walker, 1943; Vanzolini, 1970; 
Fraga and Carvalho, 2020), Myriopholis (Minton, 
1966), Rena (Gehelbach and Baldbridge, 1987; Repp, 
2019), Mitophis (Landestoy, 2023) and Trilepida 
(Dunn, 1944). 

The genus Trilepida currently contains  15  
recognized species distributed throughout South 
America (Uetz et al., 2024) that typically exhibit 
fossorial habits, as expected for the family (Pinto and 
Curcio, 2011). Within the genus, records of climbing 

activity have only been reported for an individual 
of T. macrolepis found in a vertical concrete wall 
at 0.6 m height in Colombia (Dunn, 1944). Herein 
we provide the first record of climbing behaviour 
for Trilepida salgueiroi. This species is endemic to 
Brazil, distributed in Atlantic Forest lowland in the 
states of Bahia, Espirito Santo, Minas Gerais and 
Rio de Janeiro (Nogueira et al., 2020). In addition, 
we describe the defensive repertoire of the species 
during capture and manipulation.

We spotted a male specimen of Trilepida sal-
gueiroi (MNRJ28050) measuring 320 mm of CRC on 
a tree trunk climbing a completely vertical surface 
through grooves in the bark at 20:10 pm on the 3th 
September 2023. The behaviour was observed in 
Niterói municipality, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (-22.953, 
-43.019) inside lowland dense ombrophilous forest. 
The specimen was found about 1.8 meters above the 
ground and rose even higher while we were filming 
and photographing the specimen. The specimen was 

Figure 1. Trilepida salgueiroi displaying climbing behaviour in tree, using the bark grooves to sustain its body in vertical surface.

using the bark grooves to maintain the body in the 
tree (Fig. 1). At one point we captured the specimen 
that immediately displayed cloacal discharge and 
erratic movements as defensive behaviour. On a 
second manipulation for photography, the specimen 
tried to escape and when handled started prodding 
with the tail spine. The animal was then transferred 
to Setor de Herpetologia, Departamento de Verte-
brados, Museu Nacional do Rio de Janeiro/UFRJ. 
When it was handled for another photo session the 
specimen exhibited the defensive behaviour known 
as coiling, where the individual wrapped itself 
around its own body forming a kind of “knotted ball” 
(Fig. 2). In addition, the specimen once again displayed 

cloacal discharge and prodding with its caudal spine.
Climbing and arboreal behaviour in threads-

nakes raise the discussion about ecological and 
evolutionary history of climbing habits in the group. 
Authors have suggested that the behaviour could be 
related to foraging and feeding habits, expanding 
range, following pheromone trails of conspecifics of 
the opposite sex or broadening of ecological niche 
(Das and Wallach, 1998; Repp, 2019). Either way, 
the habit may be more common than believed to be 
among threadsnakes, and must be further explored 
and studied. In the case described above, no feeding 
was observed neither specific movement patterns was 
detected.
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The defensive behaviour reported here is 
known for many species of threadnsakes and 
blindsnakes. Balling is a common behaviour in Ano-
malepididae, Leptotyphlopidae and Typhlopidae 
(Tozetti et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2018) as well as 
prodding with tail and cloacal discharge (Martins 
et al., 2018). However, this is the first report of a 
defensive behaviour for Trilepida salgueiroi. The 
species is a secretive snake with little information 
on its natural history. This study contributes for the 
species biology knowledge, providing new data on 
its behaviour. We also emphasise that studies con-
cerning habitat use of ‘scelocophidians’ is essential 
to better understand  climbing events documented 
for individuals of this group.
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