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Burying Beetles (Coleoptera: Silphidae) from Western Jalisco, 
México: Abundance and Phenology 

by 

José Luis Navarrete-Heredia* & Ernesto López Contreras 

ABSTRACT 

In order to know the species ofSilphidae ( Coleoptera) in Western Jalisco, 

México a study was carried out from November, 2003 to December, 2004. 

Carrion traps baited with squid were used. Four species were collected, 

Nicrophorus mexicanus, N o/idus, Thanatophilus truncatus, and Oxel:ytrum 

discicolle. Nicrophorus o/idus was the most common species; it was collected 

throughout the year at every single location. Nicrophorus mexicanus is more 

common at higher altitudes, while N olidus is more abundant in lower loca

tions. Mal e: female ratios for each species were: O. discicolle ( 0.34), T. truncatus 

(3),N mexicanus (0.38), andN o/idus (0.94).N mexicanus is bigger thanN 

olidus (mean: 15.04 mm and 13.43 mm, p< O.O 1 ). N mexicanus was more 

common in May andJune; while No/idus was more common fromJuly to 

January. Species of Silphinae were less common. The least common species 

was Thanatophilus trucatus with only 4 specimens in one location. 

Keywords: Carrion beetles, community assemblage, size 

INTRODUCTION 

Large carrion beet!es or burying beetles (Coleoptera: Silphidae) are 

primarily associated wirh vertebrare carcasses thar rhey use as their primary 

food source. Mosr of rhe species are carrion feeders both in larval and adulr 

srage, alrhough sorne will also prey on carrion-associated insects, su ch as mag

gots, or other carrion beetles ( Sikes 2008). Nicrophorus species are subsocial 

insects, behavior assumed as rhe mosr primirive leve! of social interactions 

involving parents and offspring (Wilson 1971 ). Adulrs of this genus usually 

search for small carcasses ofbirds or rodents (most!y less rhan 100 g) to start 

Enton1ología, Centro de Estudios en Zoología, CUCBA, Universidad de Guadalajara, Apdo. Postal 
134, 45 l 00, Zapopan, Jalisco, México 
·corrcsponding aurhor. Email: glenusmx@gmail.con1 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Four species were collected in Western Jalisco: Oxelytrum discicolle (Brullé, 
1840 ), Thanatophilus truncatus ( Say, 1823) ( Silphinae ),Nicrophorus mexicanus 

Matthews, 1888 and,N olidus Matthews, 1888 (Nicrophorinae). 
One thousand one hundred forry-four specimens were collected. Nicro

phorinae species were most abundant than Silphinae, a pattern usually found 
in invenrories based on carrion traps samples. Nicrophorus olidus (Fig. 2)was 
the most abundant species (977 specimens) whereas T. truncatus (Fig. 3) 
was the scarcest ( 4). Silphinae are not rare in nature; they are less attracted 
to carrion traps, but more frequenrly found in large corpses (Villada 1901; 

/ 

Fig. 1. Localities studied in Western Jalisco. l. Ameca, 2. Mixdán, 3. Atenguillo, 4. Cerro La Mona, 

5. El Atajo. 

--- . 



Navarettc-Hcredia,J.L & E.L. Conrreras - Burying Beerks Fron1 \V'cstcrn Mexico 571 

...... " 
Anderson 1982; Navarrete-Heredia2009) oreven 

u o = o e: in human dung (T. truncatus; Navarrete-Heredia e 
2 pers. obs. ). Abundan ce in oak or oak-pine forests '::l E: g :; ;:e o - o ~ 

ü ::!. 
~ below 1,600 m was smaller than in localities with 

o 

~ < o - o 
~. similar vegetation type but with higher elevation 

" (1,750 m). An exception was in El Atajo where 

u o ~ o ~ 
abundance was higher than La Mora (locality at 

" 
N 

similar elevation but different vegetation type). 2 
u 

NicrophorusolidusandN mexicanus (Fig. 4) were .::. ¡::: 
~ 

t"~ ;:e o o o N 

well represented in Mixdán were the oak forestwas g -
~ less disturbed. Other localities were represented ~ < o ~. - ~ 
~ 

primarily by N olidus (Table 1 ). 

u u o o - Nicrophorus olidus was collected primarily 
.s - between July to January; N mexicanus between ~e 

~ 00 
"~ May to February, O. discicolle (Fig. 5) between e~ 

~ ª -: ::Q 
o o o 

" 3 ~ July to December and, T. truncatus primarily in M" 
e: ...s 
~ < e e o 

~ September (Figs. 6-10, see appendix). e: 
Ofthe specimens collected, fourteen were not 

.,; e u N ·~ 
00 ~ sexed dueto damage sustained to the abdomen. 

u Jl N 00 

"' u Amongthe sexed samples, rhe male: female ratios 
§, i~~ ~ ~ O. discicolle (0.34), T. truncatus ( 3), N 
·~ 

N ~ 

·~ ~ were: 
'" o - mexicanus (0.38) and, N olidus (0.94). e .s .:g 

..ij .:::: < e - " o Although measurements were taken for ali 
:< ~ ~ 

u 
species (Table 2), data were analyzed only for u 

_o 
00 

.::: u o - o ~ Nicrophorus species with more than 100 speci-e N 

u .z Jl -- mens. Nicrophorus mexicanus is larger rhan N 
~ ~ o o g ['.! C'.l e e o :'.!: olidus (Mean: 15.04 mm and 13.43 mm). Size .§ G ~ 

u measurements were significan dy different (p < 

i ¿ 
< o o o :": 0.01). 

"' Silphid assemblage in Western Jalisco is similar ""' ?-r E " to recognized patterns from orher Mexican locali-' ~ u ~ 

' .2 ~ :; -o ~ 2 (¡ "' ties (Navarrete-Heredia & Fierros-López 2000), 
o ~ ~ 

, ~ .z "" , ~ ~ except for the abundance rhat was less than other 
< §" -' 

¡;: "" "" localities ar high altitudes (Navarrete-Heredia, • {'· %- %-
-" ' o e 
_o ¡;; ó ~ ~ 1995; Fierros-López & Navarrete-Heredia2001; 
¡-" 
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Table 2. Pronotum and elytra mean mcasurements by scx and by species. PL= pro natal lcngth, 
PW = pronotum width, EL= dytra length and, EW= Elytra width. Data in n1n1. 

Specics (MALES) " PL P\X' EL EW 

Oxe(ytrurn disciwlte 10 4.200 6.340 11.700 4.300 

Thanatophilus truncat11~· 3 4.200 6.133 9.000 4.000 

.iVicrophorus mexicanus 32 4.6875 6.031 J0.594 4.00 

J\licrophorus o/idus 471 4.3597 4.9660 8.9204 3.5741 

Specics (FEMALES) 

Oxe!ytrum discicolte 29 4.0345 6.145 12.462 4.0621 

1hanatophilus trunl'<lfus 4.400 6.600 10.000 4.400 

1\'icrophorus me.'ÚC<lnus 85 4.6259 5.6941 10.245 4.0047 

.iVicrophorus o/idus 499 4.2970 4.9876 9.1707 3.6269 

Arellano 1998). Excluding Baja California and che Yucatán Peninsula, N 
mexicanus, N olidus, O. discicolle and, T truncatus are che commonest species 

found in carrion traps or corpses (for example, cow, horse, dog and others, 

including human corpses) (Navarrete-Heredia 2009; González-Estrada & 

Labrador-Chávez 2005; Fierros-López & Navarrete-Heredia 2001). 

Coexisten ce ofbochNicrophorus species can be explained by severa! factors 

as was stated by Navarrete-Heredia & Cortés-Aguilar (2006): phylogenetic 

relationships (not related), body size, phenology, altitudinal distribution and, 
vegetation type. Nicrophorus mexicanus and N olidus are not phylogeneti

cally relaced, chey belong to different species groups: Nicrophorus mexicanus 
belongs to che investigator group and, N olidus to che orbicollis group sensu 
Peck & Anderson ( 1985). Nicrophorus mexicanus is larger than N. olidus; N. 
olidus was collected primarily between July to January whereas N. mexicanus 
was collected primarily between May to February (Figs. 6-1 O) and, finally, N. 
mexicanus is more abundant at high altitudes where coniferous species and 

grasslands are more common. 
For silphinae species, carrion traps are inappropriate mechods for popula

tion data; chey are found primarily in large carcasses and their presence in 
carrion traps is usually low. In chis srudy we collected only four specimens 

of T truncatus; whereas recent collection of adules in one cow corpse in an 

advanced decomposition scage provided 26 specimens (Navarrete-Heredia 

pers. obs.). 
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APPENDIX: FIGURES 6-10 
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Fig. 6. Phenology of silphids in An1ec:1,Jalisco. 
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Fig. 7. Phcnology of silphids in MixtLin,Jalisco. 
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Fig. 10. Phenology of silphids in El Atajo. 
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