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Wormlizards (Amphisbaenia) are one of the least known
reptilian groups. Their subterranean lifestyle makes
their study difficult and natural history observations uncom-
mon (Vitt and Caldwell 2014; Costa and Garcia 2019).
Although some species occasionally can be found foraging on
the surface (Gorzula et al. 1977; Moraes and Recchia 2011;
Aragio et al. 2019), wormlizards are more commonly seen
after heavy rains, when they are forced outside their flooded
underground tunnels (Bates 1993), which renders them sus-
ceptible to a range of predators like birds (Hayes et al. 2015).

On 5 October 2021, after a heavy rain at 1915 h in
the Vila Olinda neighborhood of Campo Grande, Mato
Grosso do Sul, Brazil (20.499°S, 54.609°W), we observed a
Southern Lapwing (Vanellus chilensis) on a lawn with a snake-
like prey item in its beak. As we approached cautiously, the
bird noticed our presence and flew away, releasing its prey, a
Robert’s Wormlizard (Amphisbaena roberti). The animal was
struggling vigorously and we noted that its backbone seemed
to have been broken at about two-thirds the length of its
body, presumably due to the attempted predation (Fig. 1).
We captured the wormlizard (collection permit Sisbio 72874-
3) and deposited it in the Colegio Zooldgica da Universidade
Federal de Mato Grosso do Sul (ZUFMS-REP 4524).

The Southern Lapwing (Charadriidae), known in Brazil
as “quero-quero,” is an abundant species in open habitats of
Central and South America. Its diet comprises mainly arthro-
pods, earthworms, seeds, and fruits (Sick 1997; Gantz et al.
2009). Amphisbaena roberti also inhabits open areas from
southeastern to west-central Brazil and eastern Paraguay
(Cacciali et al. 2016; Colli et al. 2016). It is a medium-sized
wormlizard, approaching 270 mm SVL (Striissmann and
Mott 2009), identified by a combination of features (tail tip
with a vertical keel, two precloacal pores sequentially arranged,
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a dorsal sulcus, 232-265 body annuli, 17-21 caudal annuli,
13-18 dorsal, and 12-16 midbody segments) (Gans 1964;
Vanzolini 1991; Oliveira et al. 2018).

To find previous records of interactions between
Amphisbaena roberti and Vanellus chilensi, we searched for
the keywords “Amphisbaena roberts” and “Cercolophia roberti”
(Vanzolini 1992; Mott and Vieites 2009) in Google Scholar
(December 2021). We also reviewed all editions of the jour-
nal Herpetological Review (whose articles and notes are not
always tracked by Google Scholar), and our personal libraries.
Finally, we took the opportunity to update the geographic
range map of A. roberti based on this literature search and
specimens examined by HCC.

Our search in Google Scholar resulted in 92 records, 10
with relevant geographic distribution data for Amphisbaena
roberti (most records cited only the species name), and only
one reporting predation by the mildly venomous semifossorial
false coralsnake, Phalotris lativittatus (Braz et al. 2014). The
search of our personal files recovered 13 articles with informa-

Fig. 1. A Robert’s Wormlizard (Amphisbaena roberti) (ZUFMS-REP
4524) collected after attempted predation by a Southern Lapwing (Vanellus
chilensis) (Charadriidae). Photograph by Henrique C. Costa.
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tion on geographic distribution and one record of predation by
the highly venomous Painted Coralsnake (Micrurus corallinus),
another semifossorial species (Marques and Sazima 1997). The
attempted predation of A. roberti by Vanellus chilensis is, to the
best of our knowledge, the first reported interaction between
any bird and this species of wormlizard. Vertebrates usually are
not consumed by V. chilensis but earthworms are frequent prey
(Gantz et al. 2009); the bird perhaps had mistaken the small

wormlizard for a large earthworm.

Ecoregions

[ Alto Parana Atlantic forests
[ Araucaria moist forests
[ Bahia coastal forests

[ Brazilian Atlantic dry forests
[ Cerrado

Dry Chaco
Humid Chaco

Other ecoregions

REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS e 29: 169-174 « 2022

Our review of the geographic range of Amphisbaena
roberti resulted in records from 52 localities in Brazil and
Paraguay (Table 1), 15 more records than the previous compi-
lation (37 localities) by Colli et al. (2016). The distribution of
the species (Fig. 2) is bounded by Piau (Tocantins, Brazil) in
the north, 8 km E of Parque Nacional Cerro Cord (Amambay,
Paraguay) in the west, Sao José dos Pinhais (Parand, Brazil) in
the south, and Alfredo Chaves (Espirito Santo, Brazil) in the
east. Records are mostly in the Cerrado ecoregion, but also

[ Mato Grosso tropical dry forests
Serra do Mar coastal forests

Fig. 2. An updated distribution map of Robert’s Wormlizard (Amphisbaena roberti). The type locality is marked by the star, previously documented loca-
lities by black dots, and the site of the attempted predation event by the red dot. See also Table 1.
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in the Alto Parand Adantic Forests, Araucaria Moist Forests,
Bahia Coastal Forests, Brazilian Atlantic Dry Forests, Dry
Chaco, Humid Chaco, Mato Grosso Tropical Dry Forests,
and Serra do Mar Coastal Forests ecoregions (Dinerstein et
al. 2017). Our record from Campo Grande fills a range gap
of almost 700 km between localities in western Brazil and
eastern Paraguay.

The record from Alfredo Chaves (“Chaves” in the pri-
mary source) (Vanzolini 1991) is the only report of A. roberti
in the Bahia Coastal Forests ecoregion and is almost 600 km
northeast of the nearest record. We cannot eliminate the pos-
sibility that this record is the result of a labeling error.

Specimen MTR 6770 from Lajeado, Tocantins, Brazil
(9.75°S, 48.36°W), identified by some authors as A. roberti
(Mott and Vieites 2009; S. Ribeiro et al. 2019), is actually a
Wagler’s Wormlizard (A. vermicularis) (Dal Vechio et al. 2018).

Colli et al. (2016) recorded a specimen from “Ibipeba,
Grande Sertao Veredas.” However, Ibipeba (11.70°S,
42.10°W) is 540 km north of Grande Sertio Veredas
(15.26°S, 45.84°W). After consulting the collection manager
(Rafael Dias, Colegao Herpetoldgica, Universidade de Brasilia
[CHUNB]) and the collector of the specimen (Reuber
Brandio), we concluded that this record is problematic and
omitted it from our database.

Updated distribution maps are useful tools against the
Wallacean shortfall (Hortal et al. 2015) and observations of
natural history often have filled gaps in our knowledge of a
species’ biology and distribution (Vitt 2013; Martins 2021).
This is particularly relevant for squamate reptiles, for which
we lack adequate information on the natural history of about
95% of known species (Vitt 2013).
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