
SAMPLING, DISTRIBUTION, DISPERSAL

Spiders (Araneae) Found in Bananas and Other International Cargo
Submitted to North American Arachnologists for Identification

RICHARD S. VETTER,1,2,3 RODNEY L. CRAWFORD,4 AND DONALD J. BUCKLE5

J. Med. Entomol. 51(6): 1136Ð1143 (2014); DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1603/ME14037

ABSTRACT Spiders found in international cargo brought into North America are sometimes sub-
mitted to arachnologists for identiÞcation. Often, these spiders are presumed to be of medical
importance because of size or a submitterÕs familiarity with a toxic spider genus from the continent
of origin. Starting in 2006, requests were made for spiders found in international cargo brought into
North America, in addition to the specimens from similar cargo shipments already in our museum
collections. This was an ad hoc study that allowed us to focus on spiders of concern to the discoverer.
We identiÞed 135 spiders found in international cargo.A key for themost common species is provided.
The most frequently submitted spiders were the pantropical huntsman spider, Heteropoda venatoria
(L.) (Sparassidae), and the redfaced banana spider, Cupiennius chiapanensis Medina Soriano (Cteni-
dae). Spiders of medical importance were rare. The most common cargo from which spiders were
submitted was bananas with most specimens coming from Central America, Ecuador, or Colombia.
Lack of experience with nonnative fauna caused several experienced American arachnologists to
misidentify harmless ctenid spiders (C. chiapanensis, spotlegged banana spider, Cupiennius getazi
Simon) as highly toxic Phoneutria spiders. These misidentiÞcations could have led to costly, unwar-
ranted prophylactic eradication measures, unnecessary employee health education, heightened em-
ployee anxiety and spoilage when perishable goods are left unloaded due to safety concerns.
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Arachnologists get requests to provide identiÞcation
of spiders found in commerce brought into North
America.Many are large spiderswhich causes surprise
and concern for cargo and produce handlers. Some of
these spiders (i.e., widow spiders, Latrodectus spp.,
and wandering or armed spiders, Phoneutria spp.) are
of medical importance. The impetus for this study was
that the senior author witnessed multiple episodes
where spiders of a harmless Central American spider
genus, Cupiennius (Ctenidae), have been mistaken by
experienced arachnologists as the toxic South Amer-
ican confamilial, Phoneutria spp. Similar misidentiÞ-
cations have been published elsewhere (Alvarez del
Toro 1992; Medina Soriano 2006, 2007; Vetter and
Hillebrecht 2008). MisidentiÞcations lead to unwar-
ranted protective measures as well as the potential
threat of litigation. In cases of potential bites or even
suspected envenomations, aggressive medical treat-
ment for the wrong species could cause more damage
than the nearly-benign spider could ever actually in-
ßict, as well as lead to increased patient anxiety.

We present here a list of spiders from international
cargo that havebeen identiÞedby arachnologists from
people seeking identiÞcations. This paper will Þll a
knowledge gap, facilitate determination of cargo-
borne spiders to species, and provide direction and
taxonomic references to arrive at ananswer.However,
considering the concern that some of these spiders
evoke, presentation of this information, especially in
regard to theCupiennius–Phoneutriaproblem,maypre-
vent an excessive reaction to an unwarranted situation.
Unfortunately,misidentiÞcationsmay be forced due to
the expediency of cargo and commerce handlers who
want to know if they need to pursue more involved
precautionary measures for eradication of a potential
problem, protection of their employees, or the pre-
vention of quarantine of perishable produce.

Materials and Methods

In November 2006, the Þrst author made a request
to colleagues and otherswhomight be approached for
spider identiÞcations in the course of their employ-
ment to provide data on specimens found in interna-
tional cargo submitted for identiÞcation. This call for
specimens was also made in a national arachnological
newsletter (Vetter 2007), at the annual American
Arachnological Societymeeting in2007and2010, in an
article regarding ctenid spiders of the genera Cupien-
nius andPhoneutria (Vetter andHillebrecht 2008) and
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several times in discussions on an electronic arach-
nology society member listserv. The Þrst author also
developed ties with an international fruit importing
company, a relatively reliable source of specimens
transported to North America, although this resulted
in a preponderance of spiders found in banana ship-
ments. This was an ad hoc study that allowed us to
focus on spiders of concern rather than a systematic
study of all spiders found in international cargo which
would have led to an inventory of small, innocuous
spiders of little signiÞcance to nonarachnologists if
even discovered.

Requests were made for the collection information
(date, location), probable or known country of origin
and type of cargo. Some specimens were submitted as
electronic images so we were not always able to ex-
amine them to determine sex or maturity level (al-
though male palps were visible in some images).
Therefore, not all information in each category was
available for every data point, especially the older
museum records. For many spiders found in fruit, the
country of origin supplied by the produce handlerwas
sometimes incorrect. Therefore, we cannot vouch for
the accuracy of country of origin for all data.

There was a bias for the readily identiÞable pan-
tropical huntsman spider, Heteropoda venatoria (L.),
and redfaced banana spider, Cupiennius chiapanensis
Medina Soriano, which were sometimes only submit-
ted as electronic images despite the request for the
actual specimen to be sent to one of the authors.
Several data points were not obtainable because the
discoverer of the spider (usually a supermarket em-
ployee) was not willing to mail the specimen to us, or
they took a photograph (often out of focus) and then
discarded the spider. A bias toward large spiders was
also evident, as these creatures were the ones most
readily observed and caused the most anxiety in cargo
processors.

We attempted to identify the spiders to species as
well aspossible. In thecaseof themedium-sized spider
Acanthoctenus, only 10 species are described (Platnick
2013); there is no revisional summaryof thegenus, and
the individual species descriptions are scattered
among several publications with great variety of detail
presented by the numerous illustrators, making iden-
tiÞcation of species difÞcult even when examining
mature specimens. Also, tan sparassid spider speci-
mens, received mostly as electronic images, would

be placed in the genus Olios had they been discov-
ered in North America. (This group is in need of
taxonomic attention so it is unknown if genus place-
ment is even correct or if there are similar looking
genera to which it might belong.) The few myga-
lomorphs were identiÞed to genera because either
revisionary literature does not exist or we were not
able to Þnd an expert in those genera willing to
identify the specimen for us.

Results

We documented 135 spiders taken from interna-
tional cargo between 1926 to June 2014, with most
being discovered from 2006 to 2013 (Fig. 1). Despite
wide announcement of the project and an association
with a very cooperative international fruit importer,
we received an average of only 8.5 � 3.6 spiders per
yr for the 8-yr period ending in 2013 in which we
actively solicited specimens with a maximum of 15
spiders in 2009. No spider was involved in an en-
venomation. Six spiders were submitted in the Þrst
6 mo of 2014 while the manuscript was in prepara-
tion and are not included in Fig. 1 or the yearly
average.

The twomost common spiders (Table 1; Fig. 2) that
we recorded in this study (pantropical huntsman spi-
der [N � 45; Fig. 3] and redfaced banana spider [N �
31; Fig. 4]) were large, with body lengths up to 20 mm
and leg spans of 60 mm or more. A phenology of their
occurrence showed that the pantropical huntsman
spider was found throughout the year while the red-
faced banana spider was most commonly detected in
the Þrst half of the year (Fig. 2). Thirteen specimens
ofAcanthoctenus spp. (11 females, 1male, 1 immature)
were identiÞed. Regarding other Cupiennius species,
six spotleggedbanana spiders,Cupiennius getaziSimon
(Fig. 5), two redlegged banana spiders, Cupiennius
coccineus (F.O. Pickard Cambridge) (Fig. 6), and one
Cupiennius salei (Keyserling) were submitted.

Six Phoneutria boliviensis (F. O. Pickard-Cam-
bridge) specimens (Fig. 7) were intercepted in ba-
nanas spanning an 85-yr period: 1926, 1971, 1972, 1987,
2007, and 2011. One specimen originated from Costa
Rica and another from Ecuador. A specimen of Pho-
neutria nigriventer (Keyserling) from Pedancino, Bra-
zil, was found in electrical parts shipped to Pennsyl-
vania in 2009.

Fig. 1. The number of spiders found in cargo submitted to the authors or their museums for identiÞcation.
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Table 1. List of spiders found in international cargo brought into North America

Taxon N
Males:
female

In
bananas?

In other Country of origin

Mygalomorphae
Theraphosidae

Grammostola sp. 1 Ð Yes Col
Hapalopus sp. 2 Ð Yes Col, CR
Theraphosa blondi (Latreille) 1 ? ? Fruit company Cub
Immature 1 ? ? “Prob. South America”

Araneomorphae
Araneidae

Neoscona nautica (L. Koch) 1 0:1 No Airplane factory ?Israel?
Clubionidae

Clubiona lutescens Westring 1 0:1 No Crate Chi
Ctenidae

Acanthoctenus spp. 13 1:11 Yes Col, CR, E, H
Cupiennius chiapanensis 31 5:14 Yes CR, G, H, Mex, Nic
Cupiennius coccineus 2 0:2 Yes CR?
Cupiennius getazi 6 2:4 Yes CR
Cupiennius salei 1 0:1 Yes G
Phoneutria boliviensis 6 0:5 Yes CR, E
Phoneutria nigriventer 1 0:1 No Electrical parts B
Undetermined immature 1 Ð Yes E

Desidae
Badumna insignis (L. Koch) 1 0:1 No Cargo A

Gnaphosidae
Scotophaeus scutulus (L. Koch) 1 0:1 No Crate L

Lamponidae
Lampona cf. cylindrata 1 0:1 ? ? Probably A

Oecobiidae
Oecobius sp. 1 0:1 Yes Col

Segestriidae
Segestria sp. 1 1:0 No Crate Chi

Selenopidae
Selenops ecuadorensis Berland 1 0:1 Yes E
Selenops mexicanus Keyserling 2 0:2 Yes E
Selenops cf. tehuacanus 1 0:1 Yes E
Selenops sp. 1 Ð ? Produce E

Sparassidae
Heteropoda venatoria 45 9:25 Yes Chi, CR, E, HK, J, Mal, Mex,

Nic, T
Isopeda sp. 1 Ð No Airplane parts A
Undetermined, Olios or near Olios 5 0:2 Yes Col, E, G

Theridiidae
Latrodectus hasselti Thorell 2 Ð No Cargo A
Latrodectus hesperus Chamberlin & Ivie 1 Ð No Bagged grapes Mex
Nesticodes rufipes (Lucas) 2 Ð No Zoological shipment U
Steatoda bipunctata (L.) 1 0:1 No In box Nor

Abbreviations for countries: A, Australia; B, Brazil; Chi, China; Col, Colombia; CR, Costa Rica; Cub, Cuba; E, Ecuador; G, Guatemala; H,
Honduras; HK, Hong Kong; J, Japan; L, Luxembourg; Mal, Malaysia; Mex, Mexico; Nic, Nicaragua; Nor, Norway; T, Taiwan; U, Uganda.

Males to females does not equal N due to exclusion of immatures and inability to discern maturity due to electronic image; a dash in this
column indicates that all the spiders were immature or undeterminable.

Fig. 2. The phenology of the two most common spiders submitted for identiÞcation: the pantropical huntsman spider,
H. venatoria, and the redfaced banana spider, C. chiapanensis.
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Five specimens of Selenops of several species and
Þve specimens that superÞcially appear to be in the
genus Olios were submitted. All other spiders were
discoveredonceor twice.Of interest due to their large
size and coloration, Þve mygalomorphs were found,
including twoof the attractively spottedHapalopus sp.
(Fig. 8) and one specimen each of Grammostola sp.
and Theraphosa blondi (Latreille).

Of the 115 spiders whose maturity stage could be
assessed, there were 77 females (67.0%), 18 males

(15.6%), and 20 immatures (17.4%; Table 1). Bananas
were the most common cargo in which spiders were
found, 79 of 118 (67.0%), when the type of cargo was
identiÞed. When provided, the countries from which
the most spiders originated were Ecuador (26), Costa
Rica (17), Guatemala (13), Colombia (5), China (5),
Australia (3), and Taiwan (2).

Identification. It would be difÞcult to provide an
all-inclusive key for spiders found in international
cargo.However, the simple keybelowcovers themost

Figs. 3–8. (3) Male (left) and female (right) pantropical huntsman spiders, H. venatoria (Sparassidae). Identifying fea-
tureÑwhite “moustache” on clypeus,malewith characteristicmarkings. Spiderswere deadwhen posed (photo byR. Vetter).
(4) Female redfaced banana spider, C. chiapanensis (Ctenidae). Identifying featureÑbright red setae on basal 3/4ths of
chelicerae (photo by R. Vetter). (5) Female spotlegged banana spider, C. getazi (Ctenidae). Identifying featureÑblack spots
on white background on all ventral femora. Spider was dead when posed (photo by R. Vetter). (6) Redlegged banana spider,
C. coccineus (Ctenidae). Identifying featureÑred setae on ventral femora of front legs (courtesy of J. Warfel). (7) Female
P. boliviensis(Ctenidae).Note: colorationof redcheliceral hairs is diffused. Spiderwasdeadwhenposed(photobyR.Vetter).
(8) Hapalopus sp. (Theraphosidae). Spider was dead when posed (photo by R. Vetter).
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common nonmygalomorph spiders in this study and
addresses 113 (83.7%) of the 135 specimens. This key
should provide some utility for those confronted with
a spider found in international shipments.

Note: Acanthoctenus is the only cribellate spider in
the key. The cribellum is a silk-spinning organ that is
a ßat plate covered with tiny spigots, derived from the
ancestral anterior median spinnerets, which no longer
exist in most spiders. The cribellum is located just
anterior to the spinnerets and may be split (as in
Acanthoctenus [Fig. 9]) or entire. Associated with the
cribellum is the calamistrum, a series of Þne curved
hairs on the dorsomedial surface of the basal portion
of the fourthmetatarsus (Fig. 10). Its function is topull
silk away from the cribellum. Upon maturity, males
abandon their webs to search for mates, the cribellum
and calamistrum are lost or become greatly reduced
and, hence, male cribellate spiders do not key out as
easily.

Key for the Most Common International Cargo
Spiders

1a. Medium-sized spider when mature, usually �12
mm in body length . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

b. Large spider when mature, usually �12 mm in
body length . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

2a. Front-facing median eyes in quadrangle (Fig.
11a); cribellate (Figs. 9 and 10) resembles a
wolf spider . . . . . . . . . . . . . Acanthoctenus

b. Front eye row with 6 eyes (Fig. 11b); ecribel-
late, with ßattened body . . . . . . . . Selenops

3a. White “moustache” on clypeus, female mostly
dark brown, male with ornate coloration of
tans and browns (Fig. 3) . . . . . . pantropical

huntsman spider Heteropoda venatoria
b. No white “moustache” on clypeus . . . . . . . . 4

4a. Ventral surface of femora with black dots on
white background (Fig. 5) . . . . . spotlegged

banana spider Cupiennius getazi
b. Ventral surface of femora otherwise . . . . . . . 5

5a. Ventral surfaceof femora I and IIwithbright red
setae (Fig. 6) . . . . . redlegged banana spider

Cupiennius coccineus
b. Ventral surface of legs otherwise . . . . . . . . . 6

6a. Vibrantbright redsetaeonbasal 75%ofchelicerae
(Fig. 4), density of setae on medial and lateral
surfaces of pedipalps about equal . . . redfaced

banana spider Cupiennius chiapanensis
b. Cheliceral hairs reddish but not vibrant, cover-

ing entire length of chelicerae (Fig. 7), palpal
hairs much denser on medial surface than
lateral. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Phoneutria spp.

Discussion

From our experience, cargo spiders are not com-
monly submitted for identiÞcation from goods

Fig. 10. The calamistrum of Acanthoctenus (Ctenidae)
showing its position on the fourth metatarsus and a closer
view.

Fig. 11. Schematicdiagramsof theanterior viewshowing
the eye pattern in (a) Acanthoctenus (Ctenidae) and (b)
Selenops (Selenopidae) spiders.

Fig. 9. The cribellumofAcanthoctenus (Ctenidae) show-
ing (a) the overall position on the abdomen and (b) a
close-up just dorsal to the spinnerets.
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shipped into North America (Fig. 1). Requests made
to potential sources continent-wide elicited few spec-
imens. In comparison, in Germany in the 1950s and
1960s before more stringent sanitation practices,
Schmidt (1970) recorded 210 species in 38 families
from bananas with up to 50 spiders per hour and
500Ð2,000 spiders per shipload falling from shaking
conveyor belts during the unloading of fruit. Current
processing of bananas with double washing and in-
secticide treatments before shipment appears to have
reduced this cascade of arachnological material (Jen-
kins 2000).

In this study, pantropical huntsman spiders (Table
1; Fig. 3) were the most common species submitted
from international cargo with both sexes and imma-
tures being intercepted. This speciesÕ prevalence in
cargo is probably due to its large size leading to easy
detection and also to pantropical establishment (Ta-
ble 1). Most specimens came from Ecuador in ba-
nanas, but we also received some in nonperishable
merchandise such as tractor parts, bike parts, and golf
carts from Asia and in boat parts from Mexico. This
species was also found in international cargo, most
commonly bananas, transported to Germany from
Brazil, Cameroon, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
and Haiti (Schmidt 1970, 1971) as well as to England
(Browning 1954) and Canada (Leech 2010).

The second most common spider was the redfaced
banana spider (Table 1; Fig. 4). Although Medina
Soriano (2006) documents this spider only in Chiapas,
Mexico,we received specimens fromCostaRica,Gua-
temala, Honduras, and Nicaragua as well as Mexico.
This species is routinely mistaken for Phoneutria spi-
ders (Vetter and Hillebrecht 2008). It is somewhat
astounding that C. chiapanensis was only described in
2006 considering its large size, its conspicuous red
cheliceral hairs in both sexes, and its routine impor-
tation into North America, landing in the hands of
experienced taxonomists. The congeneric spotlegged
banana spider, C. getazi (Fig. 5), is occasionally trans-
ported and females vary from gray to orange morphs
(Barth 2001). However, conspicuous black spots on
the white ventral femoral surfaces should allow this
spider to be identiÞed with certainty when viewing
photos of it.

Of other species, onlyAcanthoctenuswas found �10
times (Table 1). This was the only cribellate spider
submitted from banana shipments. The species ap-
peared tobeAcanthoctenus spinipesKeyserling inCen-
tral America and Acanthoctenus guajoni Simon from
Ecuador and Colombia.

Phoneutria spiders were uncommon. Most were P.
boliviensis with one female P. nigriventer found in
electrical equipment shipped from Brazil. If the one
specimen collected in 1926 is removed from consid-
eration, we received six Phoneutria specimens in a
40-yr span (1.5 per decade). In comparison, we re-
ceived 23 pantropical huntsman spiders in a 7-yr span
(32.9 per decade) and 10 redfaced banana spiders in
a 5-yr period (20 per decade).

Bananas were the most common cargo from which
spiders in this study originated although this was bi-

ased by our association with the international fruit
importer. Schmidt (1970) states that a search in the
Canary Islands showed spiders found on banana trees
did not represent specimens found in imported ba-
nanas in Germany and instead, represented the fauna
that crawled into fruit in processing and packaging
plants. Harrison (1968) documented ecological niche
partitioning of various spiders in Panama banana plan-
tations; however, the most common family of spiders
found in banana vegetation was Araneidae, orb weav-
ers. These spiders have yet to be found in shipped
bananas, corroborating the great disparity between
species composition in the actual banana plants and
species that Þnd their way into shipped produce.

Spiders found in international shipments were sub-
mitted because of their conspicuous large size, they
were surmised to bemedically important, or therewas
concern about establishment of a nonnative species in
North America. In several cases, the submitter was
awareof a toxic spider fromthegeneral point of origin.
For example, in an Australian shipment received in
Oregon, a female Badumna insignis (L. Koch) was
thought to be a potentially deadly funnel web spider,
Atrax spp. However, the only medically important
spiders in this study were black widow spiders (La-
trodectus), several females of Phoneutria boliviensis,
and one P. nigriventer. North American widow spiders
are occasionally found in grapes in foreign countries
(Ross 1988, Reed and Newland 2002, Craemer 2006)
as well as domestically which typically causes media
hyperbole when discovered. In this study, a western
black widow, Latrodectus hesperus Chamberlin and
Ivie, from Mexico was found in grapes in Canada and
the widow species, Latrodectus hasselti Thorell, was
intercepted in crates from Australia. Phoneutria spi-
ders are rarely transported into North America; none
have established populations although they have es-
tablished in Argentina (Grisolia and Bianchini 1976)
and Uruguay (Simó 1984) from transported banana
shipments. Schmidt (1970) recordedPhoneutria trans-
ported to Germany, and, more recently, Jäger and
Blick (2009) documented P. boliviensis as well. One
must use caution in reviewing literature in regard to
Phoneutria speciÞc epithets, as their taxonomy has
been tumultuous, with many synonymies and revali-
dations during the period in which these spiders were
collected and identiÞed from cargo (Vetter and Hil-
lebrecht 2008).

Of some concern was that in at least Þve incidents
in the1990sknowntous, anexperiencedarachnologist
receiveda largectenid(Cupiennius spp.) fromCentral
America and misidentiÞed it as a highly toxic Phoneu-
tria spider. This mistake was also made in a book on
spiders of Chiapas (Fig. 63 in Alvarez del Toro 1992)
and on several Web sites on the Internet (Medina
Soriano 2006). In at least two cases, this misidentiÞ-
cation occurredbecause themost commonly available
English-language source illustrating a Phoneutria spi-
der was a book of watercolor illustrations aimed at
amateur spider enthusiasts (Levi and Levi 1990).
Whereas most of the illustrations are dorsal views, this
book shows an anterior view of Phoneutria fera Perty
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with dull reddish brown chelicerae although it is not
apparent whether this is meant to be red setae. This
toxic spider is found in the Amazonian regions of
South America (Simó and Brescovit 2001) far from
Brazilian banana-growing areas on the eastern coast
(Oliveira de Almeida et al. 2006) and are highly un-
likely to be exported in produce. Levi and Levi (1990)
also used the word “poisonous” under the spiderÕs
name although toxic is more accurate. Because the
submitter usually desired a quick identiÞcation and
this book was the only literature on hand covering
fauna from the origin of shipment, misidentiÞcations
were made. Proper identiÞcation was also impeded in
the 20th century because the Cupiennius revision was
in German (Lachmuch et al. 1984), and species de-
scriptions of Phoneutria were scattered in several ar-
ticles in Portuguese from the 1960sÐ1970s (e.g., Schia-
pelli and Gerschman de Pikelin 1972). This situation
improved for North America with subsequent articles
in English of more taxonomic work on Phoneutria
(Simó and Brescovit 2001, Martins and Bertani 2007)
and Cupiennius (Barth 2001, Brescovit and Polotow
2005, Medina Soriano 2006). In particular, Barth
(2001) has useful photos of several commonly en-
counteredCupiennius species, showingdiagnostic col-
oration.

MisidentiÞcation of cargo spiders is not trivial. In
one case, a redfacedbanana spider fromawicker chair
shipment fromMexicowasmisidentiÞedbyaqualiÞed
arachnologist and later correctly identiÞed by the Þrst
author. Had the original identiÞcation of Phoneutria
been accepted, the cargo handler planned to fumigate
20 truckloads of merchandise as well as develop an
educational program for employees on medical as-
pects ofPhoneutria spiders. In another case inHouston
TX, a produce processor misidentiÞed a redfaced ba-
nana spider as P. fera, preventing the unloading of 960
cases of bananas (market value � $26,500 USD) until
the Þrst author corrected the identiÞcation (Vetter
and Hillebrecht 2008).

In regard to medical aspects, the clamor over toxic
spiders found in international cargo is exaggerated.
First, the most toxic specimens of Phoneutria are large
species (i.e., 50 mm body length) which include P.
nigriventer and Phoneutria keyserlingi (F. O. Pickard-
Cambridge) found in eastern coastal Brazil (Martins
and Bertani 2007). Regarding 422 Phoneutria enveno-
mations in Brazil, although two small children sus-
tained lethal bites, 90% of the bite victims aged 10Ð70
yr (N � 328) and at least 80% of the victims �10 yr old
(N � 74) and �70 yr old (N � 20) exhibited only mild
or asymptomatic reactions to envenomations (Buca-
retchi et al. 2000). This kind of factual information,
which should balance the hyperbole, is rarely re-
ported in media stories regarding Phoneutria spiders.
Although Brazil was the Þfth greatest producer of
bananas in 2010, its people consume most of the fruit
domestically leaving little to export (Evans and Ballen
2012); hence, there is little chance for transport of
Phoneutria spider to North America. Another mitigat-
ing factor is the United States gets 94% of its bananas
from Central America, Ecuador, and Colombia, not

Brazil (Table 2). Although a few Phoneutria spiders
have been intercepted in North America in bananas,
these were P. boliviensis which are smaller (30 mm
body length) from northwestern South America and
southern Central America and not considered to be
very toxic (Schmidt 2000). Flórez et al. (2003) re-
ported on P. boliviensis bites in 31 Colombian banana
plantationworkerswith signs and symptoms including
strong pain at the bite site, general malaise, fever,
temporary paralysis, blurred vision, and in one severe
case, kidney failure; workers typically missed 2 or 3 d
of work. There were neither reports of death nor long
lasting manifestations of envenomation. Barth (2001)
lists bites by several Cupiennius species; all had se-
quelae of short duration and mild expression. There-
fore, considering how rare it is for a Phoneutria spider
to be transported to North America, that the Phoneu-
tria species arriving in North America is mildly dele-
terious, and that no bites from any imported spider
have been reported, the risks posed by spiders trans-
ported in bananas to North America should be of
minimal concern.

Geography can assist in directing an arachnologist
to a proper identiÞcation. Although there is overlap of
distribution, most Cupiennius species are found in
Central America and several Caribbean islands with a
few innorthernSouthAmerica (Lachmuchet al. 1984,
Barth 2001, Brescovit and Polotow 2005, Medina So-
riano 2006). Most Phoneutria species are found
throughout the northern half of South America (but
predominantly in coastal eastern Brazil) with only P.
boliviensis extending into southern Central America
(Schiapelli and Gerschman de Pikelin 1972, Valerio
1983, Simó and Brescovit 2001, Martins and Bertani
2007). However, of species found in bananas to date,
Cupiennius has only been transported from Central
America and large spiders from South America have
predominantly been pantropical huntsman spiders
with a few small, mildly toxic P. boliviensis. Therefore,
knowingwhether anunfamiliar spideroriginated from
Costa Rica or Ecuador might allow one to hedge a
guess for unknown specimens.

This article should assist in improved identiÞcation
of spiders brought into North America from other
countries. It should also be apparent from the results
generated here that spiders found in international
cargo, especially those in banana cartons, are typically
harmless species which should not elicit alarm when
discovered. ItwouldbebeneÞcial if this article curtails
the hyperbole and media attention whenever a large
spider is discovered in a banana shipment, and,

Table 2. Banana exports to the United States by country in
2010 (from Evans and Ballen 2012)

Exporting country % of U.S. market

Guatemala 28
Ecuador 24
Costa Rica 21
Colombia 11
Honduras 11
Other 6
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thereby, reduce unwarranted paranoia and anxiety
when media stories about toxic banana spiders are
unleashed onto an unsuspecting and easily frightened
North American general public.
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Simó, M., and A. D. Brescovit. 2001. Revision and cladistic
analysis of theNeotropical spider genusPhoneutriaPerty,
1833 (Araneae, Ctenidae) with notes on related Cteni-
dae. Bull. Br. Arachnol. Soc. 12: 67Ð82.

Valerio, C. E. 1983. Sobre la presencia de Phoneutria bolivi-
ensis (F.O.P.-Cambridge) (Araneae: Ctenidae) en Costa
Rica. J. Arachnol. 11: 101Ð102.

Vetter, R. S. 2007. A call for spiders found in international
cargo. Am. Arachnol. 74: 20.

Vetter, R. S., and S. Hillebrecht. 2008. Distinguishing two
often-misidentiÞed genera (Cupiennius, Phoneutria)
(Araneae:Ctenidae)of large spiders found inCentral and
South Am. cargo shipments. Am. Entomol. 54: 82Ð87.

Received 28 February 2014; accepted 21 August 2014.

November 2014 VETTER ET AL.: SPIDERS IN INTERNATIONAL CARGO 1143


