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The clay lick or Collpa at Tambopata Research Center is known as the largest 

avian lick in the world. The status as the largest holds for its physical size, number of 
species and number of individuals that use it on a daily basis. The lick at TRC is one of 
many that are scattered throughout Madre de Dios. In fact near TRC there are at least two 
other small areas that are frequently used by either birds or mammals. In addition there is 
a small clay lick in the forest near Posada Amazonas and another 4 or more areas along 
the river that are used by birds. Clay licks are an important part of tourism in Madre de 
Dios with most large tour companies in the Tambopata and Manu areas offering clay lick 
activities. 
 The goal of this section is to introduce you soil eating by birds and mammals 
throughout the world and then explain some of what you see at TRC and Posada 
Amazonas.  

Colpa the word  
The word COLPA is a quechua word that I have seen written as kolpa, ccollpa or collpa. I 
have heard that the word colpa means salty earth but I have no good reference for this.  

What species eat soil? 
Many species have been seen eating soil (this behavior is collectively known as 
geophagy). The species include: 

Primates 
Howler monkeys (Tambopata) 
Spider monkeys (Tambopata) 
Humans  
Chimpanzees 
Gorillas 
Other African Primates 

Other mammals 
Tapir (Tambopata) 



Deer (Tambopata) 
Capybara(Tambopata) 
Peccaries(Tambopata) 
Squirrels (Tambopata rarely) 
Other ungulates (including most domestic species) 
Other pigs 

Birds 
 Parrots (Tambopata) 
 Pigeons (Tambopata) 
 Caracids (Guans, Chachalacas, Curassows) (Tambopata) 
 Cockatoos  

Cassowary 
Crow 
Hornbill 
Game birds (quails, chickens, turkeys and relatives) 
Others 

Where do animals eat soil? 

Mammals 
All continents (especially the ungulates) 

Birds 
Western Amazon Basin (Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia and possibly adjacent areas of 

Brazil) 
New Guinea  
Africa  
North America 

Why do animals eat soil?  
There are a variety of reasons why animals eat soils. Here I will present 3 of the most 
common reasons why species eat soil. 
 

1. Grit: Birds do not have teeth but many eat hard seeds. To help grind these hard 
seeds many birds swallow small stones. These stones are then held in the 
muscular gizzard and used to grind seeds before they are passed to the stomach. 
This behavior was also common among dinosaurs. This is the most common 
reason why game birds (chickens, turkeys, pheasants etc.) eat soil and stones. The 
data from Manu and Tambopata show that the parrots in Peru do not consume soil 
to use as grit. 

2. Mineral supplementation: Many animals eat soils that are rich in certain minerals 
including Calcium, Sodium, Iron, etc. The animals eat these soils to supplement 
their diets (just as many people take daily vitamins). This is the most commonly 
sited reason for why mammals eat soil. The data from Posada Amazonas show 



that the birds choose soils that are high in Sodium suggesting that they eat the soil 
to obtain this nutrient. 

3. Binding dietary toxins: Most parts of plants are protected by toxins. Some of the 
most famous plant toxins are opium, cocaine, caffeine and tannins (the 
compounds that make wine and tea taste “dry”). These compounds are toxic to 
most animals when eaten in large quantities. This is a problem for animals that eat 
leaves, seeds and unripe fruits. The very fine texture of the soil allows the dietary 
toxins (which are positively charged) to stick to the tiny clay particles (which are 
negatively charged). After they stick together they are not adsorbed by the 
animals and instead are passed out in the feces. In this way the clay helps make 
toxic foods safer to eat. The data from Manu and Tambopata show that this is 
very important for the parrots here and that this is a primary reason why the birds 
in se Peru eat soil (See Gilardi et al 1999’s article in the “Green Book” for more 
information on this). 

4. Protection of the gut lining: Many of the plant chemicals that animals consume 
may be sufficiently toxic to erode away the lining of the stomach. This could 
cause ulcers or diarrhea. When animals eat clay the clay helps protect the stomach 
from irritation in at least two ways. First the clay sticks to the lining of the 
stomach providing a physical barrier between the toxic food and the stomach. 
Second it stimulates the production of mucus by the stomach lining. Since mucus 
is the natural way that the stomach is protected from chemicals in the gut this is 
also very effective. This mechanism has been found to be important for many 
domestic animals. To date detailed studies of this have not be done with parrots, 
but it seems logical that this mechanism is also helping the parrots in Tambopata. 

5. Social interactions: Some birds may come to the area of the clay lick in the 
morning even if they do not want or need to eat clay. They may come just to 
interact with other birds of the same species. Birds could find mates or even learn 
of new food sources by going to the lick.  

One final note about humans 
Many tourists might better identify with the phenomenon of eating soil if you 

explain to them just how common it is among people. In fact they may have done it 
without even knowing it!!!! For example: 

China: Clay is often prescribed by doctors for upset stomachs. It is known as a 
very cheap and effective medicine. 

Africa: Clay soils are often eaten by pregnant women in cultures without access to 
milk and cheese. It is used to sooth morning sickness and as a source of 
calcium. 

United States: Rumor has it that it is effective against ringworm. This may be by 
coating the stomach and relieving the symptoms. Iron rich clays are also 
supposedly eaten to cure anemia.   

Peru: Clay is mixed with some semi-domesticated potatoes in the highlands to 
help detoxify the potatoes.   

Modern Medicine: Kaopectate is a medicine that is used for the relief of diarrhea 
and upset stomach. One of the active ingredients is a Kaolin clay. So if 



any of your guests have taken Keopectate, they have engaged in clay 
eating just like the birds. 

 

Seasonal Changes at the TRC Clay Lick 
 The numbers and types of birds at the clay lick changes with the seasons. Below I 
have provided you with a number of different figures to show you how these numbers 
change over the year.  

The “Total Parrots” graph shows that the largest number of birds come to eat clay 
during the months of August and September when there can over 350 birds are recorded 
on an average morning. In May this number drops to under 100. If you look at the graph 
labeled “Average number of parrot species” the trend is similar but now December has 
the highest number of species seen per day (>9) while May still has the least with about 5 
species recorded on an average day. These graphs of total individuals and species mask 
much variation as all many of the species have their own patterns of seasonal change. 
Among Mealy Parrots the high is in December when about 140 are seen on an average 
day and this drops to about 10 per morning in April and May. For Blue-headed Parrots 
the pattern is completely different. The numbers of this species peak in July and August 
when over 150 are seen on an average morning. Meanwhile less than 20 are seen on most 
mornings from November – May.  

The reasons for these changes are currently unknown but they must be related to 
the diet of the birds. The two most plausible options are that the diets of the birds shift 
with the seasons. As the diets change the birds begin to eat foods that are either less toxic 
or more nutritious and they no longer need to go to the clay lick. The other option is that 
most of the members of a species may temporarily leave the Tambopata Region and go 
elsewhere. At the moment I do not know which of these explanations is most likely, but I 
am eagerly trying to find out.  
  


