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Oophagy in the Smooth snake (Coronella austriaca)
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The smooth snake (Coronella austriaca) is a small 
colubrid that is relatively widely distributed throughout 
most of Europe. Its distribution becomes less continuous 
eastward where the species reaches western Kazakhstan, 
the Caucasus, northern Asia Minor and northern Iran 
(Sindaco et al., 2006; Corti et al., 2010; Drobenkov, 2014). 
Across its range, C. austriaca can be found in different 
habitats types ranging from forests to open meadows 
depending on latitude and altitude (Santos et al., 2009; 
Luiselli & Razzetti, 2010).
	T his non-venomous snake is known to be an ambush 
predator that is able to detect prey by chemical cues (Amo 
et al., 2004; Pernetta et al., 2009). The diet of C. austriaca 
mainly consists of lizards, small snakes and mammals; 
however, invertebrates including small amphibians are 
also predated (Luiselli, 1996; Reading & Jofré, 2013). 
Typology of consumed prey changes depending on snake 
size: larger snakes tend to feed mostly on larger prey (e.g., 
small mammals) than smaller snakes, which usually prefer 
Lacertids (Reading & Jofré, 2013). In this paper we report 
the first observation of oophagy in C. austriaca.  
	I n May 2015, we were searching for C. austriaca in 
southern Tuscany (Central Italy) in order to take high 
quality pictures of this snake. In the late afternoon, an 
individual was found under a rock in a dry bushy open 
area bordering an oak wood, at an altitude of 90 m a.s.l. 
The total length of the snake was 35.5 cm and therefore 
considered as sub-adult.  Sex recognition of C. austriaca 
at this life stage is quite difficult (Najbar, 2006; Van Gelder 
et al., 1988). Some pictures were taken placing the animal 
in a white plastic box. Probably due to the stress of being 
handled, the snake regurgitated six eggs most likely that 
of Podarcis lizards (Fig. 1). Both P. sicula and P. muralis, 
inhabit the surrounding area but it was not possible to 
ascribe the eggs to either species. 
	 Evidence of feeding on eggs, either from faeces 
or stomach contents, is absent in C. austriaca despite 
the numerous individuals analyzed in previous studies 
(Luiselli, 1996; Reading & Jofré, 2013) although oophagy 
for the congeneric Coronella girondica has been reported 
(Luiselli et al., 2001). 
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