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Prey preference and diet are important aspects of
the natural history of all animals. Diet often depends
not only on the prey preference of the species, but also
on the availability of prey, which changes with space,
time, and ontogeny (Carpenter 1952). If the preferred
prey is less available, then diet may consist of a less
preferred but more available prey item (Gregory and
Nelson 1991). 

The diet of the Common Gartersnake (Thamnophis
sirtalis) consists mainly of earthworms and frogs (Row-
ell 2012), although it often contains many other prey
items, including fish, small mammals, slugs, leeches,
and occasionally birds and other snakes (Table 1). When
the prevalence of prey species is averaged across stud-
ies, Common Gartersnakes show a strong preference for
frogs, followed closely by earthworms, while salaman-
ders, fish, and mammals occur in their diet less frequent-
ly, and all other prey items can be considered rare (Table
2). Studies of prey preference demonstrate that Com-
mon Gartersnakes almost exclusively eat earthworms
when they are small and incorporate larger food items,
such as amphibians, into their diet as they grow larger
(Carpenter 1952; Gregory 1978; Halloy and Burghardt
1990; Gregory and Nelson 1991), a practice that is like-
ly related to gape-size limitation (Halloy and Burghardt
1990; Rodriguez-Robles et al. 1999). 

The diet of Common Gartersnakes is constrained by
prey availability. Gregory and Nelson (1991) compared
the diets of Common Gartersnakes living near fish
hatcheries and those living at reference sites away from
hatcheries. Fish were the dominant prey item in stom-
achs of snakes from the fish hatchery, and amphibians
and earthworms were the dominant prey items in snakes
from reference sites. A similar pattern has been observed
on islands with nesting colonies of birds (Fetterolf 1979;

Greenwell et al. 1984), although these researchers did
not compare the diets of Common Gartersnakes, but
rather observed Common Gartersnakes eating nestling
birds at locations where they were abundant. One of
these studies (Greenwell et al. 1984) examined the prey
preference of Common Gartersnakes in the laboratory
by presenting them with various food items, including
birds. Common Gartersnakes from the island that had
been observed eating nestling terns had a similar prey
preference to snakes from the mainland: both popula-
tions preferred frogs, followed by earthworms and fish;
birds were rarely consumed. This study suggests that
prey preference in Common Gartersnakes is engrained,
but increased availability of a non-preferred food item
can increase its prevalence in their diet.

Here, I document an example of an Eastern Garter-
snake (Thamnophis sirtalis sirtalis) that ate nestling
birds. In July 2015, I encountered a female Eastern
Gartersnake (snout–vent length: 536 mm; mass after
regurgitation: 64 g; Figure 1) moving along the shore
of the Ottawa River near Britannia Conservation Area,
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada (45.375036°N, 75.786887°W;
WGS 84). The snake was in a habitat dominated by
ferns and forbs no more than 50 cm tall. I noted that it
had a large food bulge. After I handled the snake, it
regurgitated 2 nestling sparrows: 1 was partly decom-
posed and the other was mostly intact (body length:
58 mm; wing length: 23 mm; mass: 8 g; Figure 2). I
was unable to identify the birds confidently to species
because of decomposition and incomplete plumage, but
they were likely a species that nests on the ground or in
low shrubs, which would increase the chances of a gar -
tersnake coming across the nest. 

Based on the rarity of birds in the diet of Common
Gartersnakes and the fact that in almost all reported
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incidents of such prey, the birds have been nestlings or
fledglings, I hypothesize that large Common Garter-
snakes are opportunistic foragers that will eat any ver-
tebrate or invertebrate they encounter as long as they
can successfully swallow it and it is within their range
of food choices. The gape-size limitation has been
demonstrated in captive Common Gartersnakes, where
larger snakes were able to consume larger fish (Halloy
and Burghardt 1990). However, this is not to negate the
frequently observed preference of Common Garter-
snakes for earthworms and amphibians (Table 2). Giv-
en the relatively recent introduction of earthworms to
North America (Hendrix and Bohlen 2002), the pref-
erence of Common Gartersnakes for earthworms is a
clear example of opportunism in diet selection. 

Greenwell et al. (1984) conducted an interesting trial
in which 12 Common Gartersnakes were presented
with bird carcasses, and none consumed the birds. Yet
when the researchers infused the bird carcasses with
the smell of fish, 9 of the 12 Common Gartersnakes ate
the birds. This novel result suggests Common Garter-
snakes do not generally consider birds to be a prey
item, but do so when they smell like other preferred
prey items. In the case of nestling birds, if their parents
are feeding them worms frequently, then perhaps the
smell of worms on the birds makes them a preferred
prey of gartersnakes. 

The natural history of most birds likely makes them
an inaccessible prey for Common Gartersnakes. Most
adult birds are likely quick and agile enough to escape
predation by gartersnakes. Many birds also nest in trees,
making them largely inaccessible to gartersnakes. Con-
versely, amphibians and earthworms are often abundant
in habitats occupied by Common Gartersnakes, likely
because of a shared habitat preference (Halliday, un -
published data) and their terrestrial habit. Thus, amphib-
ians and earthworms are an easily accessible prey item
for Common Gartersnakes. Birds, on the other hand,
spend most of their time off of the ground and are,
therefore, usually inaccessible to Common Garter-
snakes; however, nestling birds in ground nests and
fledgling birds are exceptions to this. Nestlings and
fledglings can potentially become part of the diet of
Common Gartersnakes for a short time every year, just
as smaller frogs become part of the Common Garter-
snake diet when they metamorphose and leave the
water body in which they developed (Carpenter 1952;
Gregory 1984). It is possible that Common Garter-
snakes evolved a general preference for earthworms
and amphibians because of their accessibility through-
out the active season. 

In conclusion, nestling and fledgling birds are a part,
however rare, of the diet of Common Gartersnakes. In
areas with a high density of ground nests and fledglings,
young birds could make up a substantial part of the
Common Gartersnake diet during part of the summer
(Fetterolf 1979; Greenwell et al. 1984).TA
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TABLE 2. The diet of Common Gartersnakes (Thamnophis sirtalis), based on 25 reviewed publications (see Table 1). Slugs and
snails were combined into 1 category (Molluscs), and caterpillars and dragonfly nymphs were combined into 1 category (Insects).

Prey No. studies* Mean rank† Absolute rank‡
Frogs and toads 16 2.1 1
Earthworms 14 4.1 2
Salamanders 12 6.1 3
Fish 10 6.5 4
Mammals 9 6.5 4
Leeches 8 7.9 6
Birds 13 8.5 7
Insects 5 8.5 7
Molluscs 6 8.8 9
Crayfish 2 10.8 10
Snakes 2 10.9 11

*Number of references (including review articles and books) that mention each prey item. 
†Mean rank order (1 = highest preference) of prey items in the diet of Common Gartersnakes based on the 15 studies that
sampled stomach contents of multiple snakes. Mean rank order was calculated by ranking prey items based on their preva-
lence in each study, from 1 to 11 (total number of possible prey items), then calculating the mean for each prey item across
all 15 studies. Prey items not found in a study were given a rank of 11.
‡Absolute rank was calculated as the rank of the mean ranks for each prey item. 

FIGURE 1. Female Eastern Gartersnake (Thamnophis sirtalis sirtalis) encountered in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, that regurgitated
2 nestling birds. Snout–vent length = 536 mm, mass = 64 g. Photo: William D. Halliday.
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