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Intraspecific predation, defined as the pro-
cess of both killing and eating individuals of the
same species at any stage of their life cycles (Polis,
1981; Martínez-Solano, 2001), is not a rare pheno-
menon among the Animal kingdom, that, des-
pite the humanist point of view, should be con-
sidered as normal and natural behaviours that in
some cases can play its rule in the species’ evolu-
tionary paths, influencing, or influenced by, life
history traits, population dynamics and selective
pressures (Fox, 1975; Polis, 1981). 

Among reptiles in general, and snakes in par-
ticular, most cannibalism reports come from

euryphagous or typically ophiophagous species.
In these cases cannibalism appears in low fre-
quencies but as part of normal feeding behaviour,
in which animals can consider usually smaller
conspecifics as potential preys (Polis & Myers, 1985). 

In the evening of May 2nd 2006, an adult
specimen of Malpolon monspessulanus was
found killed on a road near Buciegas,
Cuenca, Spain. In a closer examination of
the animal another dead adult, but younger
M. monspessulanus was found sticking out
from the other’s opened gut (Figure 1). The
cannibal specimen was 92 cm long, while the
ingested one was smaller, with an estimated
length of 62 cm (a small part of its body was
missing). Considering that tail represents in
average a 24% of the total length in this spe-
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RESUMEN: El día 2 de mayo de 2006 encontramos un ejemplar adulto de Malpolon monspessunalus
muerto en una carretera en la provincia de Cuenca, España, con otro ejemplar de menor tamaño
contenido en el interior de su estómago. Los casos de canibalismo descritos para esta especie son espo-
rádicos y parecen consecuencia de una estrategia trófica eurífaga y oportunista típica de esta especie.

Figure 1. Malpolon monspessulanus, cannibal and prey
specimens as found killed on a road near Buciegas,
Cuenca, Spain.
Figura 1. Ejemplares caníbal y presa de Malpolon
monspessulanus como fueron encontrados muertos en
una carretera cerca de Buciegas, Cuenca, España.
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cies (Pleguezuelos, 2003) and applying a specific
relationship between snout-vent length and
body mass (Gil & Pleguezuelos, 2001) we estima-
te that biomass of the preyed animal repre-
sented a 32.6% of that of the cannibal.

Cannibalism in Malpolon monspessulanus
has been reported by different authors (see
Pleguezuelos, 1998), always with low incidence
in the diet composition of the species. This
species is an opportunistic euryphagous pre-
dator whose diet composition is often deter-
mined by prey availability (Díaz-Paniagua, 1976;
Pleguezuelos, 1998). In most areas studied, lacer-
tid lizards represent by far the main group of
preys, followed by small mammals, birds and
arthropods (Valverde, 1967; Díaz-Paniagua, 1976;
Vericad & Escarré, 1976; Pleguezuelos, 1998). There
are ontogenical changes on the diet of
Malpolon monspessulanus, with a more diver-
sified prey range among large, adult speci-
mens (Valverde, 1967; Díaz-Paniagua, 1976). Díaz-
Paniagua (1976) reports that in snakes below
one year old the totality of their diet was
based on reptiles, while in snakes between
15-20 years old reptiles represented only
44.4% of the diet composition, which was
completed with birds and mammals (27.8%

each). Ophiophagy is not common among
M. monspessulanus in any of the age classes
considered in the mentioned studies, but is
regularly reported and includes several spe-
cies of colubrids (Pleguezuelos, 1998). In this
context, we can assume that the few reports
on intraspecific predation are consequence of
the euryphagous nature of this species, in
which snakes represent a marginal part of the
diet composition. Cannibalism cases, in
accordance with the generalizations made by
Polis (1981) about size and age influence on
intraspecific predation, seem to be more
common among large adults of 
M. monspessulanus, as can be inferred from
Valverde (1967) or Díaz-Paniagua (1976),
although in our report the cannibal specimen
is still a young adult far from the species’ lar-
gest size, sometimes close to two meters long
(Pleguezuelos, 1998).
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