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Dasypel s scabra
(Linnaeus, 1758)

Rhombic Egg-eater
FEEDING
J.M. BARENDS, R.A. MARITZ & B. MARITZ
African egg-eating snakes of the genus
Dasypeltis feed obligately on bird eggs, but
unlike most other oophagous snakes, they
generally consume only the liquid contents of
eggs (Bates and Little 2013). Most of these
species, including the Rhombic Egg-eater D.
scabra (Linnaeus, 1758), possess unique
morphological structures in the oesophageal
region which are used to crush and drain
ingested eggs. This specialised approach to
feeding allows them to swallow only the
liquid content of eggs without the eggshells,
which they regurgitate immediately
afterwards (Gans 1952; Branch 1998).
As part of an ongoing investigation into the
relationship between feeding and growth of
D. scabra, we currently maintain a colony of
11 individually housed, wild-caught
individuals from Cape Town, Western Cape
Province, South Africa (Cape Nature Permit
No: CN44-31-11003, University of the
Western Cape Animal Research and Ethics
clearance: AR 20/1/2). At least once per
month, we feed these individuals on an
assortment of locally-sourced bird eggs.
Eggs are weighed before being o ered and
after each meal the regurgitated eggshell
remains are collected and weighed to
establish the mass of the liquid content
consumed.
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On 2 March 2021, we presented a large adult
female Rhombic Egg-eater (snout-vent
length: 936 mm, mass: 220.3 g) with a nch
egg (width: 14.9 mm, mass: 2.4 g) and a
chicken egg (width: 43.5 mm, mass: 53.9 g)
which we left in her enclosure overnight.
Upon inspection the following day, both eggs
were gone and only the regurgitated shell of
the chicken egg was present, identi ed by
colour and size (shell mass: 7.2 g; Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Regurgitated remains of a chicken egg consumed
by a large adult female Rhombic Egg-eater (Dasypeltis
scabra) on 2 March 2021. Photo: J.M. Barends
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The snake’s enclosure only contained paper
towels as substrate, newspaper for cover, and a
ceramic water bowl, leaving little chance of
missing the shell remains of the nch egg. The
nch egg was presumed to have been
consumed in its entirety. This snake had also on
previous occasions failed to regurgitate the
shells of small eggs that she had consumed,
including one occasion when she regurgitated
the shell of only one of three eggs consumed
(ca. 4 g each) and two separate occasions
where she failed to regurgitate any shells after
consuming four and ve eggs (c.a. 3 g each),
respectively.
Given the large size of this individual and the
comparatively small size of the nch egg (snake
mass:egg mass ratio 91:1), the eggshell
remains may have been swallowed involuntarily.
Her previous meals when shells were
regurgitated involved larger eggs (ratio generally
about 15:1). In this case, the crushed remains of
the nch egg may have been too small to be
mechanically retained in the oesophageal
region, which could explain why they were not
regurgitated.

The liquid contents of bird eggs are rich in
protein, calories, lipids, and water but
only contain trace amounts of calcium
(Stadelman and Cotterill 1995).
Conversely, eggshells mostly consist of
calcium and other minerals. Because
Dasypeltis do not generally consume
eggshells apart from swallowing small
fragments involuntarily during the eggbreaching process (Gans 1952; Bramwell
2006), their diets are largely calciumde cient. However, Dasypeltis are known
to sometimes consume eggs with welldeveloped embryos (de Waal 1978) which
could provide them with high quantities of
calcium and other nutrients. The nonregurgitation of eggshells may act as a
mechanism in which calcium is
accumulated or recovered rapidly. The
snake in question had recently (20
January 2021) laid a large clutch of 19
infertile eggs (total mass: 57.2 g,
dimensions: 17.1–30.6 x 12.6–19.2 mm;
Fig. 2) that likely depleted her calcium
reserves. On the other occasions that this
snake failed to regurgitate eggshells, she
had also recently laid a clutch of eggs.

Figure 2. A clutch of 19 infertile eggs deposited by the captive Dasypeltis scabra on 20 January 2021. Photo: J.M. Barends
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Direct observations of Dasypeltis predating wild
bird eggs are rare (Maritz and Maritz 2020). In
many cases, these snakes are only con rmed
as nest predators by the presence of
regurgitated eggshells found near nests (Bates
and Little 2013), although occasional reports of
predation on eggs in the wild have been
published (e.g, Van de Loock and Bates 2016)
building on observations by Visser (1971), our
note provides a detailed report of Dasypeltis
consuming bird eggs in their entirety without
regurgitating the shell remains. If wild
Dasypeltis do occasionally consume bird eggs
without regurgitating the shells, the lack of shell
remains near nests does not rule them out as
potential culprits and suggests that the
estimated rate of predation of eggs by
Dasypeltis relative to other nest predators may
be underestimated.
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