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ABSTRACT. In a previously unreported UTM square, a citizen spotted a smooth snake 

feeding on a slow worm. Although not a spectacular finding, this is a new distributional 

record for both species and a nice example of how an expert NGO can help inform and 

educate laypeople regarding wildlife. 

Keywords: citizen science, education, NGO, slow worm, smooth snake 

 

 

In addition to small reptiles and mammals, despite their comparatively small size, 

smooth snakes (Coronella austriaca (Laurenti, 1768), fam. Colubridae) were documented to 

feed on various snake species (including their own), and even on bird eggs (DI NICOLA et al., 

2020; JOFRE and READING, 2020; JOHANSEN and FLAATTEN, 2021). They are known to 

consume slow worms (Anguis fragilis (Linnaeus, 1758), fam. Anguidae), but the information 

regarding these snakes’ diet was obtained usually through analyses of their faeces or 

regurgitated stomach contents (GODDARD, 1984; READING and JOFRÉ, 2013; BROWN et al., 

2014; JOFRE and READING, 2020; JOHANSEN et al., 2024). There is even a record of a smooth 

snake ending up dead after consuming a large slow worm (KOLANEK et al., 2020). However, 

regarding direct observations of C. austriaca consuming A. fragilis, only a photograph was 

found from Croatia (GUNTER), and a video from England (MELLOWSHIP, 2012). 

The current distribution of C. austriaca in Serbia was published almost a decade ago, 

based on old literature/museum data and newly collected information (TOMOVIĆ et al., 2015). 

In 2020, the distribution of A. fragilis was also made public (UROŠEVIĆ et al. 2020). Neither 

of the two species were recorded in Vrnjačka Banja. Like other scientific results, these data 

are almost completely unknown to the public. 

On 10th June 2024, at approximately 14:00 h, in the Raj settlement, a part of Vrnjačka 

Banja town (43°37′34″N, 20°54′21.6″E), the first author observed a smooth snake, C. 

austriaca, tightly coiled around the body of a slow worm, A. fragilis. He carefully removed 

the animals from the road they were on and did not disturb the feeding process. The snake had 

already swallowed the lizard’s head, suffocating it (Fig. 1). After approximately 30 minutes, it 
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consumed it whole. The first author recorded the animals with his camera. Finding the 

observation interesting, he sent the photo to the Serbian Herpetological Society “Milutin 

Radovanović” (SHS). 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Coronella austriaca starting to swallow its prey, Anguis fragilis 
 

Every year, SHS receives numerous identification requests from laypeople: often, the 

unrecognized species are smooth snakes. This indicates that C. austriaca occurs in more 

places in our country than has been scientifically confirmed thus far. Nevertheless, although 

widespread, it is, assumedly, not numerous in the regions it occupies and leads a secretive 

life: people are usually surprised, stating that they have never seen a snake like that. However, 

the first author has noticed that in the last several years he and his neighbours have 

encountered snakes more often than previously. In addition to various biotic and abiotic 

factors (climate oscillations, food availability, etc.), that could result from extensive 

construction works in the area: numerous houses are being built, so the habitat (shrubs, open 

grassy areas, canals, sewerage system, etc.) is severely disturbed. 

The case we report of here is a rare photo-documented instance of smooth snake 

feeding on slow worm. It was recorded by the citizen who wanted to learn about wild species 

in his surroundings. In general, the number of people aware of environmental problems and 

willing to learn about the values of biodiversity is increasing, especially in urban 

environments (TEIXEIRA et al., 2016). Seeking information, especially regarding highly 

unpopular animals such as snakes (BALLOUARD et al., 2013) is a huge step in a society where 

many people are so afraid of these animals that they don’t want to say their name and some 

claim they cannot see a snake in a picture. Social networks are crucial in gathering people 

around common interests/ideas/goals and communicating important information. 

This particular record from Vrnjačka Banja is new: the respective UTM quadrant 

(DP92) has not been covered previously although there is a scientific confirmation of both 

species’ presence from the adjacent quadrants, EP02 and DP93, EP92, and EP93 respectively 

(TOMOVIĆ et al., 2015, UROŠEVIĆ et al., 2020). 

The presence of smooth snakes in urban environments is not unusual: their small size 

might be beneficial in such circumstances (WOLFE et al., 2018). They can be found even in 

the Serbian capital, Belgrade. Coronella can persist in (sub)urban environments in healthy 



3 

 

populations, as was shown in Germany (DICK and MEBERT, 2017). Given appropriate 

microhabitats and food, these snakes can survive in small areas. Slow worms are also often 

seen – but usually not sought for and recorded by scientists – in (sub)urban areas (SMITH, 

1990; HUBBLE and HURST, 2006). 

Reptiles in cities are significant in several aspects. From the anthropocentric point of 

view, they are important as natural predators of rodents and insects, but there is still not much 

information regarding their ecology in urban surroundings (WOLFE et al., 2018; LETTOOF et 

al., 2023; MÉSZÁROS et al., 2023). 

Citizen science has proven significant in biodiversity research and conservation, 

including resolving human-wildlife conflicts (OSTERMANN-MIYASHITA et al., 2021). To 

improve the distribution picture of smooth snakes in Serbia, we intend to collect all the 

reports we received from laypeople and combine them with the expert-proven data. 

Publicizing such findings will, hopefully, encourage other people to inspect their surroundings 

more closely in an attempt to understand and respect all living beings. 
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