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The Red-bellied Blacksnake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) is a 
medium to large elapid of eastern Australia, commonly 

associated with moist areas (Wilson and Swan 2017). The 
species’ diet is comprised primarily of frogs, but it also preys 
on small reptiles, birds, and mammals (Shine 1991; Cogger 
2018). Some sources (Victorian Department of Environment, 

Land, Water and Planning 2017; Australian Museum 2019; 
Queensland Museum 2019; University of Melbourne 2019) 
also list fish as a component of the diet; however, we are 
unaware of any published accounts of Red-bellied Blacksnakes 
hunting and catching fish. Herein we report two opportu-
nistic observations of this species preying on freshwater eels. 

Fig. 1. A Red-bellied Blacksnake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) swimming energetically near the center of a small pond.

Fig. 2. The Red-bellied Blacksnake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) moving onto the bank.
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Both occurred in the constructed Lime Kiln Bay Wetland in 
Oatley, New South Wales, Australia. Red-bellied Blacksnakes 
are frequently encountered at this site (Mo 2015).
	 At 1540 h on 10 October 2013, we observed a Red-
bellied Blacksnake extended over a small ephemeral stream. 
The snake was approximately 1.5 m long and the amount 
of water flowing through the creek was a few centimeters 
deep and no more than 1 m wide. The snake was station-
ary for 10 min until a Longfin Eel (Anguilla reinhardtii), 
approximately 1 m in length, approached the snake. As the 
eel passed the snake, the latter bit and held onto the eel 
behind its head. The eel thrashed briefly before becoming 
immobile. The snake then released the eel momentarily 
before moving to the eel’s head and swallowing the catch 
in a few minutes. The snake remained at the site for the 
remainder of the observation.
	 At 1025 h on 10 November 2019, we observed another 
Red-bellied Blacksnake swimming vigorously around the cen-
ter of a small pond (Fig. 1). This snake was also about 1.5 m 
in length. For approximately 5 min, the snake dove and sur-
faced repeatedly. At one point, a Longfin Eel that was larger 
than the snake appeared to pursue it, at which time the snake 
briefly left the water (Fig. 2), possibly to escape the larger eel. 

The snake then returned to and continued to hunt in the 
water and, after one dive, resurfaced holding a 40-cm Shortfin 
Eel (A. australis) at midbody (Fig. 3). The snake repeatedly bit 
the eel along its length as it carried it closer to the bank. Once 
out of the water, the snake dragged its catch under some low 
vegetation (Fig. 4) and consumed it.
	 These observations appear to represent two different 
hunting strategies. In the first instance, the snake was station-
ary along a shallow creek line where it apparently ambushed 
the eel (e.g., Olivier et al. 2014) or perhaps made the catch 
opportunistically. The second observation most likely repre-
sented an active foraging attempt, in which the snake moved 
around the pond searching for prey (e.g., Kojima and Mori 
2015). Interestingly, this snake released the eel several times 
to inflict additional bites. In both observations, the prey was 
motionless and presumably dead when consumed.
	 In the second observation, the catch occurred a few min-
utes after the snake was apparently pursued by a larger Longfin 
Eel. This might have been inquisitive behavior as the eel’s size 
precluded it from being threatened by the snake. Alternatively, 
the eel could have been pursuing the snake as a potential prey 
item. The latter interpretation suggests that the predator-prey 
relationship between snakes and eels is reciprocal.
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Fig. 3. A Shortfin Eel (Anguilla australis) held by the mid-body before the Red-bellied Blacksnake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) bites it repeatedly.

Fig. 4. The Red-bellied Blacksnake (Pseudechis porphyriacus) dragged the dead Shortfin Eel (Anguilla australis) onto the bank to swallow it on land.
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