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Resumen.— Reportamos los primeros registros documentados de intentos de depredación de Lampropeltis micropholis sobre un 
murciélago de la familia Vespertilionidae y lagarto del grupo Cnemidophorus lemniscatus en Colombia. En el primer evento, un juvenil 
intentó ingerir un murciélago sin éxito, probablemente debido a una limitación impuesta por la relación entre el tamaño de la 
presa y la apertura bucal (gape) de la serpiente. En el segundo evento, otro juvenil consumió exitosamente un lagarto en Villanueva, 
Santander, mostrando un proceso de ingestión eficiente probablemente favorecido por el cuerpo alargado y esbelto de la presa. 
Estos registros amplían el conocimiento actual sobre la dieta de L. micropholis y subrayan la importancia de la ciencia ciudadana para 
documentar interacciones ecológicas y hábitos alimenticios poco conocidos en serpientes.

Palabras clave.– Ciencia ciudadana, historia natural, intentos de depredación, interacciones serpiente-presa. 

Abstract.– We report the first documented records of predation attempts by Lampropeltis micropholis on a house bat of the family 
Vespertilionidae and a rainbow whiptail lizard of the Cnemidophorus lemniscatus group in Colombia. In the first event, a juvenile of 
L. micropholis attempted to ingest a vespertilionid bat in Frontino, Antioquia, but it was unsuccessful, most likely due to a limitation 
imposed by the prey’s size relative to the snake’s gape. In the second event, another juvenile successfully consumed a lizard in 
Villanueva, Santander, showing an efficient swallowing process likely favored by the prey’s elongated and slender body. These records 
expand current knowledge of the juvenile diet of L. micropholis and highlight the importance of citizen science in documenting 
ecological interactions and poorly known feeding habits in snakes.
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The Ecuadorian Milksnake, Lampropeltis micropholis Cope 1860, is 
a relatively large snake with a broad distribution across Central 
and northern South America. Its range extends from eastern 
Costa Rica through Panama, southward to the Pacific slopes of 
southern Ecuador, and eastward to the Cordillera de Mérida in 
northwestern Venezuela (Ruane et al., 2014; Natera-Mumaw et 
al., 2015; Pazmiño-Otamendi, 2020). In Colombia, it inhabits 
much of the trans-Andean region, including the Pacific slopes, 
the inter-Andean valleys of the Cauca and Magdalena River 
basins, the Andean regions of the Occidental, Central, and 
Oriental Cordilleras, as well as the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 
and the Serranía del Perijá in the Caribbean region (Ruthven, 

1922; Natera-Mumaw et al., 2015; Cárdenas et al., 2018; Sandoval 
& Arteaga, 2024). This species inhabits diverse habitats from sea 
level up to around 2915 m above sea level (m a.s.l.), ranging from 
humid and dry lowland forests to premontane and montane 
humid forests, extending into human-altered environments. 
It is primarily terrestrial, favoring vegetated soils, and exhibits 
nocturnal and crepuscular activity, with occasional diurnal 
behavior (Natera-Mumaw et al., 2015; Ray, 2017; Pazmiño-
Otamendi, 2020). 

Authors have reported that L. micropholis, although non-
venomous, is frequently killed because it closely resembles 
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true coral snakes (Micrurus spp.), displaying a false-coral 
(mimetic) color pattern (Cisneros-Heredia, 2007). Additional 
threats, including habitat loss from rapid urbanization, habitat 
fragmentation, and road mortality, have been documented in 
other countries (Williams, 1988; Pazmiño-Otamendi, 2020) and 
are also known to affect snakes in Colombia (Lynch et al., 2014). 
Despite these threats, the species is currently listed as Least 
Concern (LC) on the IUCN Red List (Rivas et al., 2022).

The records described below were initially shared in the 
Facebook snake identification group Aliados de las Serpientes–

Figura 1. Intento de depredación de un juvenil de Lampropeltis micropholis sobre un murciélago de la familia Vespertilionidae en Frontino, Antioquia, Colombia. Foto: Emerson 
Arenas Laverde.

Figure 1.  Predation attempt by juvenile Lampropeltis micropholis on a Vespertilionid bat in Frontino, Antioquia, Colombia. Photo: Emerson Arenas Laverde.

Colombia, with all details of each observation provided by the 
respective original observer, we proceded to describe the records.

Around midday on 28 February 2021, in the municipality 
of Frontino, department of Antioquia, Colombia (6.77938° N, 
76.12935° W, WGS 84; 1346 m a.s.l.), in the urban limits, a juvenile 
individual of L. micropholis was found by Emerson Arenas 
Laverde preying on a house bat of the Vespertilionidae family 
(Fig 1). The snake fell off a small building roof while constricting 
the bat. On the ground, the snake kept constricting and biting 
the bat until it stopped moving, then attempted to ingest it. 
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The snake made several unsuccessful attempts to swallow the 
bat. After a few minutes, it abandoned the dead bat and left. 
Vespertilionidae is the most widespread bat family, meaning 
they are well-established on every continent except Antarctica 
(including many oceanic islands). They can be found from 
tropical to temperate areas, but vespertilionid species are most 
diverse in tropical regions (Birkett et al., 2014).

A second juvenile of L. micropholis was found by Fredy 
Alexander Arciniegas Gutierres preying on a rainbow whiptail 
lizard of the Cnemidophorus lemniscatus group on 24 May 2023, 
in the municipality of Villanueva, department of Santander, 
Colombia (6.631111° N, 73.150278° W, WGS 84; 1538 m a.s.l.) also 
near the urban edge. The snake was observed in the afternoon 
while swallowing the whiptail lizard head-first (Appendix 1). 
As it sensed the presence of people and a dog, it quickly moved 
away, pausing intermittently to continue swallowing its prey. 
The event lasted about two minutes until the prey was completely 
ingested. Members of the genus Cnemidophorus are characterized 
by an elongate body, a long and slender tail, and well-developed 
limbs. Their color pattern typically consists of longitudinal light 
stripes on a darker background, often accompanied by spots or 
reticulations (Harvey et al., 2012). These characteristics were 
observed in this case. In Colombia, the only representatives of 
this genus belong to the C. lemniscatus species group, with five 
species: C. arenivagus, C. espeuti, C. gaigei, C. gramivagus, and C. 
splendidus (Markezich et al., 1997; McCranie & Hedges, 2013).

These records were shared in a Facebook snake identification 
group, a recent citizen science tool that has proven to be of great 
value in expanding knowledge about snakes (Angarita-Sierra et 
al., 2022). The snakes were not collected, and both events were 
documented with photographs and videos. The snakes were 
identified as juveniles of L.micropholis based on the following 
characteristics: a conspicuous white band across the prefrontal, 
together with a dorsal pattern of paired black rings separated 
by a white ring and alternating with red rings, the red and 
white scales showing extensive black pigmentation (Ruane et 
al., 2014). L. micropholis can be differentiated from snakes with 
similar color patterns that occur in the region of our records, 
such as Tantilla supracincta, Erythrolamprus mimus, and E. bizona, 
by the following characters. In T. supracincta, the black and 
white rings do not completely encircle the body (Savage, 2002), 
whereas in L. micropholis the rings encircle the body entirely 
without interruption. In E. mimus, the black rings are dorsally 
divided (Savage, 2002), while in L. micropholis the rings remain 
continuous dorsally. Finally, E. bizona has two light head bands, 
the posterior one often incomplete dorsally (Curcio et al., 2015), 
in contrast to the single continuous white head band of L. 
micropholis.

Lampropeltis micropholis belongs to the L. triangulum complex 
(Ruane et al., 2014). Species within this complex primarily 
feed on vertebrates, including a variety of prey such as small 
mammals (mainly rodents), reptiles (lizards and snakes), some 
amphibians, birds, and eggs (Williams, 1988; McCranie, 2011; 
Vásquez-Cruz, 2020; Piñango-Bustamente et al., 2022). The 
diet of L. micropholis specifically is not well-known, with only 
one documented diet record of a house mouse (Mus musculus) 
found in the stomach of an adult female in Colombia (Cárdenas 
et al., 2018).

Although chiropterophagy by snakes is rare and most records 
are restricted to tropical areas (Garrido-García et al., 2013; Barti 
et al., 2019), at least 22 snake species in the Neotropics have 
been documented feeding on bats, including vespertilionid bats 
(Esbérard & Vrcibradic, 2007; Garrido-García et al., 2013; Barros 
et al., 2015). Among these records is a predation attempt by the 
congener L. zonata on a vespertilionid bat (Myotis sp.), although 
it is unknown whether the snake successfully consumed the prey 
(Myers et al., 2011). Most of these records involve large-bodied 
arboreal snakes, primarily from the family Boidae, followed 
by snakes from the family Colubridae (Esbérard & Vrcibradic, 
2007; Barros et al., 2015), with fewer instances involving the 
family Viperidae (Esbérard & Vrcibradic, 2007). In general, such 
predation is interpreted as opportunistic, since bats appear only 
sporadically in dietary studies (Esbérard & Vrcibradic, 2007; 
Garrido-García et al., 2013). Nevertheless, repeated observations 
near bat roosts and recent reports of chiropterophagy suggest 
that bats may be a more relevant part of snake diets than 
previously thought (Barti et al., 2019; Lima et al., 2025), and 
Neotropical records indicate that bat colonies, as concentrated 
food sources, are occasionally exploited by snakes (Esbérard & 
Vrcibradic, 2007).

The vulnerability of vespertilionid bats to such events may 
be related to their tendency to use roosts with few or single 
openings, which can facilitate snake access (Barros et al., 2015). 
In this context, we speculate that the juvenile L. micropholis likely 
located its prey resting in roof tile openings, accessing it through 
a hillside adjacent to the building. Similar behavior has been 
reported for other colubrid snakes, particularly larger species 
(Barros et al., 2015). Our record of L. micropholis preying on a 
vespertilionid bat, together with the only additional documented 
predation attempt by the congener L. zonata (Myers et al., 2011), 
might represent examples of unusual opportunistic predation in 
the genus Lampropeltis.

Our observation of a juvenile successfully ingesting a whiptail 
lizard demonstrated an efficient swallowing process, with 
minimal difficulty even in the presence of external disturbances. 
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This efficiency is likely related to the lizard’s elongated, slender, 
cylindrical body and the absence of bulky appendages, which 
facilitate handling and allow for progressive ingestion observed 
(Hamilton et al., 2012). In contrast, the failed ingestion attempts 
by another juvenile snake on the bat may be explained by the 
prey’s size relative to the snake’s gape, as well as interference from 
the bat’s wings during swallowing. As gape-limited predators, 
snake size is a key determinant of the maximum prey they 
can consume, given that endothermic preys tend to be bulkier 
and more difficult to swallow than slender ectothermic preys. 
Consequently, snakes feeding on endotherms are generally 
larger and possess a wider gape than those feeding primarily 
on ectotherms (Hamilton et al., 2012). Although stress from the 
observer’s presence may have also limited additional attempts, 
the prey’s size relative to the snake’s gape likely played the major 
role in the unsuccessful predation event. An ontogenetic dietary 
shift has been documented in the L. triangulum complex, with 
maximum prey size increasing as individuals grow, although 
larger snakes may still occasionally consume small prey (Ashton 
& Smith, 1999; Hamilton et al., 2012). An additional shift in 
prey type has also been reported, with juveniles and smaller 
species feeding primarily on ectothermic prey such as lizards, 
whereas adults of larger species tend to consume endothermic 
prey, mainly mammals. Snakes preying on endothermic prey 
were significantly longer and heavier than those feeding on 
ectothermic prey (Hamilton et al., 2012). Whether L. micropholis 
exhibits a comparable ontogenetic dietary pattern remains 
uncertain. The only documented diet records include an adult 
female consuming a house mouse and a juvenile feeding on a 
rainbow whiptail lizard, highlighting the limited knowledge of 
its feeding ecology and emphasizing the importance of further 
dietary studies.

Facebook snake identification groups are a recent citizen 
science tool that has proven to be of great value in expanding 
knowledge about snakes (Angarita-Sierra et al., 2022). The records 
discussed here originated from citizen science observations, 
highlighting the potential value of non-expert contributions in 
documenting rare or underreported natural history behaviors 
in snakes and wildlife. Citizen science platforms, and in this 
case Facebook snake identification groups, can provide access 
to ecological interactions that might otherwise go unnoticed in 
traditional field studies. Despite limitations such as observer bias 
and the lack of systematic data collection, citizen science records 
may offer useful insights to guide further research. In the case of 
L. micropholis, the documented feeding attempts add to current 
knowledge of its diet and suggest that citizen science could 
contribute to conservation by raising public awareness of snakes 
and generating complementary information for biodiversity 
monitoring. This note presents the first documented predation 

attempt by L. micropholis on a bat, as well as the first record of 
a rainbow whiptail lizard (Cnemidophorus gr. lemniscatus) as prey 
for this species.
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APPENDIX

Apéndice 1. Video de un juvenil de Lampropeltis micropholis 
depredando un lagarto del grupo Cnemidophorus lemniscatus 
en Villanueva, Santander, Colombia. Video: Fredy Alexander 
Arciniegas-Gutiérrez: https://youtu.be/aLTD6jDwjMQ

Appendix 1. Video of a juvenile Lampropeltis micropholis preying on a 
rainbow whiptail Lizard of the Cnemidophorus lemniscatus group 
in Villanueva, Santander, Colombia. Video: Fredy Alexander 
Arciniegas-Gutiérrez: https://youtu.be/aLTD6jDwjMQ


