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Treeboa Research in the Time of COVID

In June 2015, along a 1-km stretch of dirt road bordered on 
each side by some of the most unpleasant vegetation you’d ever 
want to encounter (e.g., manchineel, acacia with 3-cm-long 
thorns, and a nettle-like plant that will make you itch and burn 
and inflict a rash that can last for days), we established a study 
site (ca. 4.5 ha) in which we planned to study various aspects 
of the natural history of the Grenada Bank Treeboa (Corallus 
grenadensis; Fig. 1), an arboreal, lizard- (anoles) and rodent-
eating (introduced mice and rats) boa endemic to the Grenada 
Bank (West Indies). We chose this inhospitable habitat in which 
to study the boas for several reasons: its off-the-beaten-path 
location, minimal vehicular and pedestrian traffic, and the height 
of the unwelcoming vegetation. Most importantly, however, we 
chose this site because it was crawling with boas.

Despite their iconic reputation, little has been published 
based on multi-year field studies of boids. This is especially true 
regarding those species on the Neotropical mainland and in the 
West Indies. On the mainland, only species of Eunectes have 
received intensive study (e.g., Rivas 2020). In the West Indies, 
several species of Chilabothrus are the subjects of ongoing 
population studies (summarized in Reynolds et al. 2023) and our 
project with C. grenadensis is unique to the genus. As so little is 
known about boas in the Neotropics, and because C. grenadensis 
is so charismatic, we were very anxious to continue our fieldwork 
despite a pandemic-sized impediment.

Between June 2015 and October 2019, we conducted 57 
nights of surveys during 14 visits to the island study site. Two 
to five people took part in each survey for a total of nearly 
500 person-h of searches. During our multi-night surveys, we 
captured anywhere from 4–30 unmarked boas and from 1–33 

marked boas. In total, we captured and marked 254 boas ranging 
in size from 349–1190 mm snout–vent length (SVL) in males and 
from 341–1501 mm SVL in females. Of the 242 boas that had the 
potential to be recaptured (i.e., those marked before our October 
2019 surveys), we recaptured 127 (52.4%).

covid? what the hell is covid?

Toward the end of our October 2019 surveys, we briefly 
discussed when we should make our next visit: January? 
February? March? Those were very pleasant months in which to 
do fieldwork in the Eastern Caribbean. We continued to discuss 
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Fig. 1. A typically patterned Corallus grenadensis from Carriacou, 
Grenada Grenadines. 
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this over the next couple of months and finally decided that 
March would work best for everyone. Airline reservations were 
made, as well as those for hotels and cars. By this time, however, 
something called COVID-19 had arrived with alarming results. 
As our departure date approached, COVID became the central 
topic of discussion and debate: risk going or play it safe and 
postpone the fieldwork. We ultimately opted to postpone the 
fieldwork, which, in hindsight, might have been a mistake.

As we are all now aware, COVID became an insidious 
pandemic, taking countless lives and disrupting many more. Over 
the next two years (2020, 2021), we made additional attempts to 
get back to our field site and “our” boas, but American Airlines 
stopped flying to Grenada. At the same time, Grenada was not 
encouraging visitors: interisland travel by boat and plane was 
put on hold, a curfew was mandated that would have prevented 
our nocturnal boa surveys, and visitors had to undergo a lengthy 
and costly quarantine upon arrival in the country. We had little 
choice but to wait. While doing so, however, we produced the 
first paper based on the first five years of our fieldwork utilizing 
data on body size (growth), diet, and transience and their effects 
on demography (Henderson et al. 2021).

With the arrival of 2022, COVID eased up, American 
Airlines resumed flights to Grenada, and Grenada relaxed 
travel restrictions (no quarantine, no curfew, and interisland 
travel resumed). The time had come for us to get back to work. 
Early April was the soonest we could agree on dates that were 
convenient for everyone. We needed negative COVID tests taken 
within 72 h of arrival in Grenada and a flurry of e-mails shared the 
results of everyone’s respective tests; thankfully, we all came up 
negative. Arrival, customs, car rental, and hotel accommodations 
on Grenada occurred with minimal hassle. After a day and a half 
in Grenada, we had to get to our study site in the Grenadines; a 
couple of us flew over in the morning in order to re-establish our 
study transect, and the remaining crew arrived on the car ferry 
Dolly C in the early evening. We found our study transect intact 
and, as nightfall approached, we were excited, after a 2.5-year 
forced hiatus, to resume our searches for boas.

To provide some perspective, during our last 5-d survey 
period in October 2019, we captured 12 new (unmarked) boas 
and 28 marked (with passive integrated responders; i.e., PIT tags) 
boas. That’s an amazing 70% rate of recapture. Of those 40 boas, 
24 (60%) were in the 2–3-year-old size class. In sharp contrast, 
during five nights of surveys in the study site in April 2022, we 
captured 33 new boas and made four recaptures of marked 
boas, a 10.8% recapture rate. New boas ranged in SVL from 
473–1495 mm, but the majority (N = 18) were young-of-the year 
and yearlings 501–600 mm SVL. We encountered smaller boas 
(372–490 mm SVL) with body masses often <10 g, but we were 
uncomfortable microchipping such slender snakes. In addition 
to the young boas, we marked five new boas >1000 mm SVL (i.e., 
>4 years old). The 2–3-year-old size cohort was largely missing 
from our sample (2 of 37 boas; 5.4%).

July found us back in Grenada and back to our study site in 
the Grenadines by way of the Osprey ferry. It was the rainy season 
and the site had never looked so green and lush; it was beautiful, 
but the downside was a bumper crop of the insidious nettle-like 
Cnidoscolus urens. We would have to tread carefully in order to 
avoid minutes, hours, or even days of epidermal discomfort. It 
was possible, also, that the relative luxuriance of the vegetation 
might make the telltale eye reflection of the boas more difficult 
to observe. Despite these inconveniences, over five nights we 
processed 30 boas: 21 previously unmarked (including our 
300th boa) and nine recaptures (six of which were first marked 
in April). The size-class distribution of the new boas was very 
different than in our April sample: only six were <600 mm SVL 
(N = 18 in April), 15 were 600–965 mm SVL (N = 11 in April), and 
none were >1000 mm SVL.

staRting oveR?

Although we were overjoyed to be back in the field resuming 
what we feel is an important project that had already provided 
intriguing insights into Corallus (and boid) demography, we 
were concerned about the low number of recaptures. We had 

Fig. 2. Number of new (unmarked) and previously marked boas collected and processed during each survey period between 2015 and 2022.
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anticipated that unmarked snakes would dominate our initial 
early surveys once they were resumed, but we also assumed 
members of the previously marked resident population would 
be more evident. We attribute their absence to the combined 
effects of decreased effort (i.e., not sampling for 2+ years) and the 
proportion of the population that is transient. All of the marked 
boas we recaptured in April and July exhibited substantial 
increases in SVL and mass from their last captures in 2018 or 
2019 (Table 1). For two males, the distance from their last pre-
COVID capture to their first 2022 capture was 108 m and 477 m, 
each over a span of 1002 d; for three females, those distances 
were 14 m, 15 m, and 41 m, over periods of 897–1248 d.

We felt like we were starting the project over again, 
and perhaps, to some extent, we were. Figure 2 shows the 
relationship between numbers of new boas and recaptured 
boas from the start of the project in 2015 through our July 2022 
surveys. Two years into the project (June 2017), recaptures 
started outnumbering new boas and that trend continued until 
the forced COVID hiatus in 2020. We might have to continue for 
another two years for that trend to be repeated. Additionally, 
over those initial five years, we learned that boas captured in 

the study site do not necessarily stay there. Transients (i.e., boas 
collected and marked but never recaptured) tend to either be 
passing through the site or, at best, lingering just long enough to 
realize that the locally available rodent population is insufficient 
to sustain them. That is, based on a capture-recapture model, 
our study site can sustain a remarkably large population of C. 
grenadensis of the size classes (largely those <800 mm SVL) that 
prey exclusively to predominantly on anoles (Anolis aeneus and 
A. richardii), but only a limited number of resident boas that feed 
on introduced rodents. Along those same lines, and based on 
boas that had been recaptured at least three times, resident boas 
appear to emigrate out of the study site, usually after 3–4 years 
and when males (N = 15) reach a mean SVL of 876.8 ± 120.54 
and females (N = 16) reach a mean SVL of 938.44 ± 152.29 mm, 
presumably to seek areas where rodent prey is more abundant. 
Assuming this pattern persists, we will not encounter many 
(most?) of our marked pre-COVID boas again and our efforts will 
indeed be very much like starting over. As frustrating as that is on 
the one hand, on the other it makes C. grenadensis all the more 
intriguing; as we learn more about its natural history, the more 
we come to realize how little we actually do know. We’re looking 
forward to our next return to the study site and the boas. A final 
note: perhaps predictably, one of us contracted COVID in the 
midst of our fieldwork.
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table 1. Summary of growth, number of days elapsed, and the dis-
tance between captures from the last pre-COVID capture (pre-2020) 
to the first 2022 capture of Grenada Bank Treeboas (Corallus gre-
nadensis). Snout-vent length (SVL) in mm, mass in g.

  Pre-COVID 2022  Recapture Days
Boa # Sex capture capture  distance elapsed

  11 July 2019 8 April 2022

188 M 740 mm SVL, 39 g 1170 mm SVL, 277 g 477 m 1002

  26 October 2019 23 July 2022 

199 M 831 mm SVL, 66 g 1172 mm SVL, 181 g 108 m 1002

  22 October 2019 6 April 2022

209 F 745 mm SVL, 43 g 1117 mm SVL, 173 g 15 m 897

  11 July 2019 10 April 2022

230 M 641 mm SVL, 31 g 1105 mm SVL, 225 g 74 m 1004

  5 November 2018 6 April 2022

245 F 879 mm SVL, 73 g 1232 mm SVL, 353 g 41 m 1248

  13 July 2019 21 July 2022

264 F 375 mm SVL, 8 g 866 mm SVL, 81 g 14 m 1105


