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Abstract: Different frog-bromeliad associations are frequently reported from various habitats of Central 
and South America. Here, we present the first data on the association of two hylid species (Dendropsophus 
nanus and Scinax nasicus) with the bromeliad Bromelia balansae in the Brazilian Pantanal. Both treefrog 
species use rosettes of B. balansae as a diurnal shelter and foraging ground.
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Bromelia balansae Mez is a terrestrial bromeliad (Bromeliaceae) with dense rosettes of stiff 
leaves bearing sharp curved spines. The plant is up to 2 m high, does not accumulate rainwa-
ter (Romero 2006) and forms dense masses by means of stout underground stolons (Spencer 
1970). It is distributed in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia and Paraguay (WCSP 2020).

Bromelia balansae (locally known as gravatá) is a common bromeliad of slightly eleva-
ted sandy areas of the Brazilian Pantanal (Fernandes et al. 2010, Valério et al. 2016). The 
high-density cover of B. balansae often surrounds non-inundated “islands” of deciduous or 
semi-deciduous woody vegetation (cordilheiras) and serves as resting site or shelter of many 
animals, including diverse mammal species (e.g. Myrmecophaga tridactyla, Pecari tajacu, 
Procyon cancrivorus, Tayassu pecari, Thrichomys fosteri, and feral populations of Sus scrofa; 
see Medri et Mourão 2005, Menezes et al. 2018, Antunes et al. 2016). The dense patches of B. 
balansae also provide suitable oviposition places for Caiman yacare (Campos 1993, Campos 
et Mourão 2015). In addition, fruits, flowers and leaves of B. balansae are an important food 
resources for many species of animals, such as birds, mammals, reptiles and great diversity 
of insects (Desbiez et Borges 2010, Paulino-Neto et al. 2016).

During a short-term survey of amphibian and reptile fauna carried out in Nhecôlandia 
(sub-region of Brazilian Pantanal, Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil) on 8–12 October 2019 (dry 
season), individuals of two treefrog species, Dendropsophus nanus (Boulenger, 1889) and 
Scinax nasicus (Cope, 1862), hidden in rosettes of Bromelia balansae were frequently en-
countered. Dendropsophus nanus and Scinax nasicus are not bromeligenous species (sensu 
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Peixoto 1995), as they breed and develop in free standing water (Gordo et Campos 2003, 
Uetanabaro et al. 2008). Therefore, the treefrogs apparently used the bromeliads as diurnal 
shelters and foraging grounds. These findings are reported herein, in order to contribute to 
knowledge on the biology of the above-mentioned treefrog species, as well as to point out the 
ecological importance of B. balansae in the Pantanal.

The area of Nhecôlandia is a mosaic of three major habitats: pockets of forests, seasonally 
flooded grasslands (floodplains) and permanent or temporary lagoons. Bromelia balansae 
usually forms dense marginal understory of the forest “islands”, sharply delimiting them 
from the grassland lying between the forest pockets and lagoons (Fig. 1). In the dry sea-
son, the floodplains are grazed by native mammal species (e.g. Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris, 
Ozotoceros bezoarticus, Mazama sp. and others), and especially by numerous cattle. In con-
sequence, the floodplains are covered by very low vegetation, which cannot provide suitable 
diurnal shelters for frogs. In contrast to this, the Bromelia patches offer a large selection of 
shelters both for invertebrate and vertebrate animals, and also form a barrier protecting the 
forested places from cattle (Campos, Moravec personal obs.). 

The growths of Bromelia balansae were inspected on six different localities lying in the 
vicinity of Nhumirim (18°59’ S, 56°39’ W), a research station run by Empresa Brasileira de 
Pesquisa Agropecuária (EMBRAPA), Corumbá, on 8–11 October 2019. The linear distances 
between individual localities were 1–6 km. The distances of bromeliad patches from the wa-
ter margin of the nearest lagoons ranged between ca. 50–150 m. Every locality was visited 
once during the day and once after dusk. More than 50 bromeliad rosettes were examined 
during each visit of each locality. In all, more than 600 rosettes were inspected.

Fig. 1. Marginal belt of Bromelia balansae delimiting grassland from the forested area (Nhumirim, 
Pantanal). Photo: J. Moravec.
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During the day, treefrog occupancy rate of bromeliad rosettes ranged between ca. 10–25 
%. All treefrogs were hidden in the center of the rosette. Individuals of Scinax nasicus were 
considerably more numerous than individuals of Dendropsophus nanus. In both species, 
subadults prevailed over adult animals. Usually only one treefrog individual occupied the 
bromeliad center. However, occasionally two individuals shared the same shelter (Fig. 3) and 
exceptionally, even 3–5 individuals were hidden together in one place (Fig. 2). 

After dusk, the treefrogs foraged on the bromeliad leaves outside the rosette center (Fig. 
4). The number of individuals of Scinax nasicus was comparable to the number observed 
during the day. Both adult and subadult S. nasicus were encountered, but the number of 
Dendropsophus nanus was lower than by day, as adult individuals of this species were nearly 

missing in the bromeliads. This finding corresponds to the fact that the adult part of the po-
pulation of D. nanus migrated to breed in the nearby lagoons.

Other hylid species observed at the investigated localities included Boana rani-
ceps, Dendropsophus cf. elianeae, Lysapsus limellum, and Scinax acuminatus. In the case of 
Dendropsophus cf. elianeae, only one adult specimen was found on the bushes close to bro-
meliad understory. Males of the remaining species vocalized on the banks of nearby lagoons 
after sunset.

Dendropsophus nanus and Scinax nasicus probably profit from the association with 
Bromelia balansae in several ways: (i) the rosette centers surrounded by firm thorny leaves 
protect the treefrogs from larger predators, (ii) the deep basal parts of rosette centers pro-
vide shady and humid shelters (a small amount of water was usually present in the deepest 
parts of the inspected rosettes), (iii) the presence of diverse groups of arthropods associated 

Fig. 2. Three subadult individuals of Dendropsophus nanus in the diurnal shelter in the rosette of 
Bromelia balansae (Nhumirim, Pantanal). Photo: J. Moravec.
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with bromeliads ensure 
sufficient trophic resour-
ces; for example, a dense 
population of saticid spi-
der Psecas chapoda (Fig. 
5) inhabited all inspected 
bromeliad patches (for 
information concerning 
association of P. chapoda 
with Bromelia balansae, 
see e.g. Romero 2006).

Various South and 
Central American anu-
ran species display many 
forms of associations with 
different bromeliad spe-
cies (Romero et al. 2010, 
Sabagh 2017). Using bro-
meliads as diurnal shel-
ter seems to be one of 
the most common forms 
of such associations, and 
has been reported for 
number of anurans: e.g. 
Eleutherodactylus johnsto-
nei (Eleutherodactylidae, 
see Ovaska 1991), 
Aparasphenodon bru-
noi, Boana raniceps, 
Dendropsophus harald-
schultzi, D. nahdere-
ri, Scinax boesemani, 
S. fuscomarginatus, S. 
hayii, S. perereca, and 
Sphaenorhynchus lacte-
us (Hylidae; see Romero 
et al. 2010, Sanches et al. 
2019). It appears that the 
benefit from the frog-bro-
meliad system can be re-
ciprocal. Bromeliads may 
derive nitrogen from fe-
ces of associated animals. 
Nevertheless, it the case 
of terrestrial bromeliads 
which lack extensive phy-
totelmata (e.g. the genera 
Ananas and Bromelia), 

absorption of nitrogen from animal carcasses or feces is much lower than in epiphytic bro-
meliads having extensive tanks (Romero et al. 2010). The described interaction between tre-
efrogs and Bromelia balansae document another kind of biodiversity support service (sensu 
Ladino et al. 2019) provided by B. balansae in the Pantanal.

Fig. 3. Two individuals of Scinax nasicus in the diurnal shelter in the 
rosette of Bromelia balansae (Nhumirim, Pantanal). Photo: J. Moravec.

Fig. 4. Adult individual of Scinax nasicus active on the leaves 
of Bromelia balansae after dusk (Nhumirim, Pantanal). Photo: 
J. Moravec.
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