SNAKE EATING

BIRDS

IRDS are an important part of our ecosystem. There

are several species of birds which survive in various

habitat types and are among the essential groups
that play a vital role in both the structure and function of
ecosystems by providing numerous ecological benefits, such
as seed dispersal, forest restoration, pollination of many
tropical plant species, and pest control services. Apart from
these, there are also some unusual species of birds which
help in ecological balance in another way by eating reptiles,
particularly snakes and that too poisonous snake. It may sound
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strange, but to these birds, snakes are their staple diet. In this
way, they help maintain the balance between predator and
prey exceptionally.

Ophiophagy

In nature, food is an important thing for survival.
Consequently, there is a lot of food diversity present in our
natural world. However, some animals, like herbivores, are
adapted to eat plant materials such as leaves, nuts, seeds,
berries, etc. Other animals, like carnivores, have evolved



to consume other animals. In contrast, omnivores have no
specified choice and will consume plant materials and meat
according to the circumstances and food availability.

Out of these hunters, some species of birds have
developed a taste and the skills necessary to hunt the snakes.
In many cases, birds are eaten by snakes, but surprisingly,
many different types of birds tend to eat these scaly serpents.
In scientific terms, Ophiophagy, or “snake eating”, refers to
hunting and eating snakes. We all know that animals, like
mongoose, primarily eat snakes, while others, like crocodiles,
wolverines, badgers, etc. eat snakes occasionally to survive.
But in our natural world, many species of birds eat snakes,
and nature has equipped these feathered hunters with sharp
beaks, talons, acute eyesight, endurance and precise hunting
instincts, which are indispensable to catch and kill these
reptiles in the wild.

Serpent Killers

There are many species of birds which hunt and kill snakes to
fill their belly. On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that
snake eating birds can be divided broadly into two groups —
the first one is true snake hunters like several species of raptors
or birds of prey, roadrunners, storks, etc., while others are
opportunistic and hunt snakes only where food resources are
scarce or to defend itself from snakes like peacock, crow,
herons, cranes, etc.

It is also interesting to note that true snake hunters
share some common features and characteristics. They
have mastered killing these dangerous reptiles and are built
to kill some of the most dangerous and poisonous species
of snakes. During the course of evolution, nature has
equipped these serpent killers with sharp and curved beaks,
incredible eyesight, thickened skin, fierce look, scaly talons
to prevent snakes from biting them and last but not least, a
swift flight, which are essential for their exceptional feeding
habit.

Roadrunners
A Roadrunner (Geococcyx sp.) is a long tail bird
found mainly in the southwestern United States, Mexico and
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A postage stamp of Roadrunner bird issued from New Mexico (USA)

Central America. Upon seeing a predator, these birds are
able to run very quickly. Perhaps this is the reason for their
name. Roadrunners are famous for preying on snakes like
highly venomous Rattlesnakes (Crotalus), which are found in
abundance in these regions.

Secretary Birds
The Secretary bird (Sagittarius serpentarius) is the tallest
raptor in the world and has the longest legs of any bird of
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Postage Stamps of Secretary Bird issued from Gambia, Maldives,
Ghana & Sudan
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prey. Like any other raptors, their lower legs have heavy
scales protecting them while they walk through the bush or
attack their prey. Secretary Birds are known snake eaters.
Secretary birds use their powerful legs to kick snakes with
incredible force. They are native to Africa, where they eat
several species of venomous snakes.

Serpent Eagles

The Serpent or snake eating eagles (Spilornis sp.) eat mostly
snakes, including large poisonous ones. They are usually
found in Asia. However, other members of these birds are
also found in Africa. They are large, heavy-beaked, big-
footed birds of prey belonging to the family Accipitridae.
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Postage Stamps of Serpent Eagles issued from Suriname, Jordan,
Niger & Azerbaijan
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Storks
Storks are large, long-legged and long-necked wading
birds with long stout bills. They belong to the family called
Ciconiidae and make up the order Ciconiiformes. They
are carnivorous predators, feeding on various reptiles,
small mammals, insects, fish, amphibians and other small
invertebrates. For example, Asian Openbills feed mainly on
freshwater molluscs. The highly endangered Greater Adjutant
Stork (Leptoptilos dubious) and vulnerable Lesser Adjutant
Storks (Leptoptilos javanicus) prey on frogs and large insects,
reptiles such as snakes and rodents.
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Postage Stamps depicting different species of Storks issued from
India, Vietnam and USSR
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Postage Stamps depicting Indian Peacock issued from India, Thailand, Moldova & Sri Lanka

Indian Peacock

Indian Peacocks (Pavo cristatus) are omnivorous birds and
mainly ground-feeders that eat insects, plants, and small
creatures. The peacock is well known for its bright feathers,
which often show off in a magnificent courting display. It is
the national bird of India.

Nature is full of exceptions, and it never ceases to
surprise us. For instance, many people think that snakes
primarily prey upon birds, but contrary to this general belief,
there are actually different types of birds that eat snakes, too.

'

The birds that eat snakes belong to a diverse group, including
water birds, birds of prey, domestic birds, etc. These birds
do not kill snakes for fun; instead, snakes are on their dietary
menu. But sadly to state that due to poaching, deforestation,
habitat destruction and hunting, many species of birds are on
the brink of extinction. These jewels of nature are essential
for our survival; therefore, they need our kind assistance for
their existence.

Mr Rahul Rohitashwa, Ornithologist and Eco-Philatelist Laheri
Tola, Bhagalpur, Bihar-812002. Email: gene7.rahul@gmail.com
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