EATING OUR PRICKLY PEAR FRUIT and megafauna

Photo and text by Tom Gatz
Have you ever noticed how so many ripe, red fruits on the prickly pear cactus (opuntia) often remain uneaten on the plants, sometimes well into November, and eventually fermenting and drying up, still unconsumed? It’s not just in our backyards either. We’ve noticed this out in the desert as well, especially in areas without cattle or burros to eat them. Why in the world would a desert plant expend so much precious water and energy producing such a large quantity of fruit if nothing is around to consume most of it? After all, the whole point of a plant producing fruit is to get some bird or animal to eat
it and spread the undigested seeds contained in the fruit to new areas. Could there be a seed-dispersing animal missing from our modern desert landscape?
Most of the fruits on this opuntia remain uneaten at Desert Botanical Garden in October, long after all the fruits on saguaros have been consumed.

The tiny seeds of saguaros are inadvertently swallowed and dispersed by several species of desert birds that consume almost all saguaro fruits the same day they ripen. Unlike those seeds, the relatively larger and very hard seeds of the opuntias are less likely to be swallowed by small birds that consume only a small portion (less than 5%) of the prickly pear seeds that are produced each year. Coyotes, javelina and desert mule deer are now the largest native mammals that regularly eat opuntia fruits, but there are just too many fruits to consume all of them. The fruits located high on pads in the center of an opuntia patch are often inaccessible to them.
Some biologists hypothesize that opuntia fruits, set up high on the edges of the cactus pads and protected from many smaller animals by formidable spines and glochids, may have originally evolved to be consumed by large, plant-eating mammals known as Pleistocene herbivorous megafauna that have since gone extinct. Among the known or suspected extinct megafauna consumers of opuntia fruit were the giant ground sloth and perhaps relatives of camels and elephants that once roamed the western United States and Mexico.
These huge animals could have easily plucked the ripe fruits from the tops of the cactus pads, and they would likely have swallowed many large opuntia seeds when they wolfed down partially chewed opuntia fruits. We know that these hard seeds passed undigested through at least some of these browsing mammals because opuntia seeds have been found in fossilized ground sloth dung in southwestern caves. Where did these herbivorous megafauna go? Perhaps, not coincidentally, they died out around the time that spear-bearing humans colonized the Southwest, about 10,000 years ago.
Other desert plants, like cholla cactus (cylindropuntia) and the devil’s claw (Proboscidea parviflora), some biologists hypothesize also may have depended upon the now extinct Pleistocene megafauna for more widespread dispersal than currently occurs (where cattle are absent). Large grazing and browsing mammals plowing through a patch of either of these plants would have made ideal transportation vehicles for cholla segments and devil’s claw seedpods.
Extinct nine-foot tall giant ground sloths were once one of the seed-dispersers of the prickly pear cactus?
When these megafauna disappeared, and before cattle and city slickers arrived, cholla segments and devils’ claw seedpods had to settle for only the occasional inexperienced jackrabbit or coyote to move them to new areas to take root or germinate. Also, succulent yucca fruits now remain on the plants, ten feet above the ground, long after they ripen. Perhaps they originally evolved to be eaten by the extinct camel relatives that once lived here.
As Dr. Mark Dimmit comments in A Natural History of the Sonoran Desert regarding this possible extinct megafauna/desert plant relationship, “It’s an intriguing theory, and if proven true, further illustrates the already established fact that natural systems are anything but static.”
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