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An albino ladder snake (Zamenis scalaris) found dead
with a partially swallowed rabbit
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Resumen: El albinismo es una anomalia pigmentaria en la que se da una reduccién parcial o total del pig-

mento melanina. El 24 de abril de 2020 aparecia en CAlcudia de Crespins (Valencia) un ejemplar albino

adulto de culebra de escalera (Zamenis scalaris) con un gazapo atascado en su boca. Tras la necropsia, las

evidencias disponibles mostraron que la serpiente habia ingerido previamente otro gazapo y que sufria

de importantes heridas, probablemente infligidas por estos u otros conejos adultos como método de

defensa. Estas heridas pudieron llevar a la serpiente a regurgitar, sin éxito, queddndose el primero de los

gazapos atascado en la boca, lo que probablemente fue determinante en la muerte de esta.

Albinism is caused by a significant reduc-
tion in melanogenesis, or its complete absence.
It has been described in multiple vertebrates,
including snakes. Wild individuals, especially
adults, are difficult to find in nature due to the
disadvantages associated with this abnormal
integumentary pigmentation (McCardle, 2012).
Albino animals can be easier to detect by pre-
dators, often suffer from poor eyesight and/
or have difficulties to thermoregulate, among
other problems (Priist, 1984).

Here, I describe an exceptional case of an
albino adult ladder snake male (Zamenis sca-
laris; total length: 1,20 m) found on a road
near UAlcudia de Crespins (Valencia, Spain;
UTM 37T X 496261.037 /' Y 67331.846;
160 masl) on the 24™ April 2020, approxi-
mately at 10 pm. After being informed by the
local residents who discovered the scene three
hours before, I arrived to the area and found
the snake with a young rabbit stuck inside its
mouth (Figure 1). Both animals were dead.
The rabbit showed symptoms of having been
swallowed and then partially regurgitated (see

hair of the rabbit in Figure 1). The head of the

rabbit was firmly stuck inside the mouth of
the snake. Surprisingly, the necropsy showed
that the snake had previously eaten another
young rabbit of similar size. It did not show
any signs of digestion, which indicates that
both rabbits were ingested in a short period of
time. The snake had two open wounds, one
of them dorsally located in the middle of the
body, and the second on its head (Figure 2).

Figure 1: a) Albino adult male of Zamenis scalaris found
dead with a partially swallowed rabbit in TAlcudia
(Valencia, Spain). b) Details of albino pigmentation in
scales of the specimen.

Figura 1: a) Macho albino adulto de Zamenis scalaris en-
contrado muerto en UAlcudia (Valencia, Espana) con un
conejo parcialmente tragado. b) Detalle de la pigmenta-
ci6n albina en las escamas del espécimen.
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Both seems to be produced by several bites.
In particular, the wound on the head was es-
pecially deep and bloody. While this is only
speculative, a potential explanation of this
event is that one or several adult rabbits, or
even young rabbits themselves, could have bi-
ten the snake as a defensive behavior, which is
coherent with the multiple scars this species
often shows along the body (Pleguezuelos et al.,
2007, 2010). Shortly afterwards, stress-induced
prey regurgitation could have failed due to
the injuries impeding normal cranial kinesis
in the snake, with the rabbit finally getting
hooked in its esophagus. The snake’s death
could be hence caused by asphyxiation, ex-
sanguination, or a combination of both.

Albinism in Z. scalaris has been already
noted in the Iberian Peninsula (Lesparre, 2001;
Manjén, 2011), though mainly in subadults.
It has been also described total or partial
albinism in other snakes, such as Coronella
girondiaz (Martinez-Silvestre ez al., 2009), Coro-
nella austriaca (Boulenger, 1913), Malpolon
monspessulanus (Martinez-Silvestre & Soler, 2018),
Natrix maura (Pérez & Collado, 1975; Alaminos &
Lépez, 2011), Natrix natrix (Meijide, 1981) or
Hierophis viridiflavus (Rivera et al., 2001). Se-
veral snake species may consume large preys
(Zug et al., 2001). However, this strategy can
come with the cost of dying by asphyxiation,
which seems to occur sporadically (Howard,
1949; Cavalcanti ez al., 2012).
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Figure 2: Close-up view of the head of a dead albino in-
dividual of Zamenis scalaris with severe wounds and with
a partially swallowed rabbit in its mouth.

Figura 2: Primer plano de la cabeza de un individuo al-
bino de Zamenis scalaris muerto con heridas severas y un
congjo parcialmente tragado en su boca.

Altogether, this event is extremely unusual
and it is relevant to share in order to increase
the information about the physiology and be-
havior of the Zamenis genus.
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culebra de cogulla occidental Macroprotodon brevis
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La culebra de cogulla occidental (Macro-
protodon brevis ibericus) es un ofidio que suele
pasar desapercibido, por sus hébitos fosoriales y
sublapidicolas, y resulta dificil de ver en super-
ficie durante el dia (Pleguezuelos & Feriche, 2003;
Pleguezuelos, 2015). Hay pocas referencias sobre
su reproduccidn, tanto en la naturaleza como en
cautividad. Las hembras no se reproducen anual-
mente sino cada dos afos (Pleguezuelos & Feriche,
2003). En cautividad, el periodo de reproduccién
dura desde marzo hasta junio (Gonzilez de la Vega,
1998). Pleguezuelos & Feriche (1998) encuentran
que el periodo de celo de esta especie comienza
antes que el de ningtin otro ofidio en el Medite-
rrineo, y observan cpulas en la naturaleza desde
mediados de marzo hasta mayo. También se re-
cogen datos de cépula de esta especie a mediados
de marzo en Portugal (Schwarzer, 1997). Hay ob-
servaciones de mordiscos del macho en el cuello

de la hembra durante la cépula (Schwarzer, 1997;
Pleguezuelos, 2015).

El 3 de mayo de 2020, a las 20:21 h, fueron
observados dos especimenes de culebra de cogulla
occidental copulando en los alrededores de la ciu-
dad de Cérdoba (coordenadas latitud—longjtud:
37,90 / -4,75; 132 msnm) (Figura 1). El hébitat
es una zona adehesada y de campifa, por donde
discurre el arroyo Pedroches, con cobertura vegetal
principalmente de herbéceas y algunos arbustos
dispersos. Los suelos en la zona tienen un conteni-
do bajo en arcilla y son muy ricos en cuarzo, lo que
les da una textura arenosa. Este sustrato es donde
habitualmente encontramos esta especie de ofidio,
tanto en el sur de Espafia como en Marruecos.

Macho y hembra se encontraban en una zona
urbana, con trdnsito de personas. Las culebras se
pudieron observar por un momento copulan-
do. El macho ademds mordia a la hembra en el
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