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A record of Horned viper Vipera ammodytes (L.)
in the diet of the Stone marten Martes foina
(Erxl.) (Mammalia: Mustelidae) in Bulgaria
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Abstract. Among undigested prey remains in Stone marten’s Martes foina (Erxl.) faeces
(n=47), collected in Sakar Mountain (near Sladun Village) a single lower jaw from a Horned
viper (Vipera ammodytes) was found. The rest of taxa registered in the Rock marten’s diet
among the faecas were: Insceta indet., Lacerta sp., Pseudopus apodus, Aves indet., Dryomis
nitedula, Sylvaemus sp., Arvicola terrestris, Microtus sp., and fruits of Rosa sp., Rubus sp.,
and Pyrus sp. The percent frequency of the main prey groups in the faeces were as follows:
Mammalia (n=35, 74.5%), Aves (n=16, 34.0%), Reptilia (n=4, 8.5%), Insecta (n=4, 8.5%), and
fruits (n=5, 10.6%).
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Introduction. The trophic spectrum of the mustelids (Mammalia: Mustelidae) includes a
variety of animal and plant species (Macdonald & Barret, 1993). Being very fast and agile
animals it is not wunusual that some of the species catch and eat highly
venomous preys as spiders, scorpions, insects and snakes. Even though such prey is typical
for some carnivores from this family like the African honey badgers (Begg, 2006) it is not
often recorded in the diets of the European mustelids (Macdonald & Barret, 1993).

As a whole the reptiles lack or take a little part of the Stone marten’s Martes foina (Erxleben,
1777) diet in various regions of Europe (Lode, 1994) and Bulgaria (Popov & Sedefchev, 2003,
Vasileva et al., 2005). Here we report an interesting case of remains of one of the few
venomous snakes in Bulgaria found in its diet.

Material and methods. Faeces of Stone marten (Martes foina) deposited in a small
limestone cave hole (total number = 47) were collected in Sakar Mountain (Bulgaria) near
Sladun Village (UTM MG 53)on 30.04.2006. They were stored in plastic bags for further
investigation in the laboratory. The prey items were separated by softening of the faeces with
70% ethanol. The material was identified using comparative collections of bones, hairs and
fruit seeds. The minimal number of specimens and the percent frequency of each given prey
group in the faeces was considered for this study.
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Results and Discussion. Among all prey items a single lower left jaw with teeth from a
Horned viper Vipera ammodytes (Linnaeus, 1758) was found. Knowing that the Stone
marten sometimes uses carcass as a food source (Posluszny et al., 2007), it is not sure if the
venomous snake really was killed and eaten. But considering the season of the faces
collection, when the weather is still relatively cold and the reptiles are not very active being
slow and becoming an easy prey for the predators, it is possible that the Horned viper was
actually killed and eaten.

The rest of the prey taxa found in the Stone marten’s diet among the faecas were
(minimal number of individuals/fruits is represented in brackets): Insecta indet. (4), Lacerta
sp. (1), Pseudopus apodus (Pallas, 1775) (1), Aves indet. (2), Dryomis nitedula (Pallas, 1778)
(1), Sylvaemus sp. (1), Arvicola terrestris (Linnaeus, 1758) (1), Microtus sp. (5), fruits of Rosa
sp. (2), Rubus sp. (1) and Pyrus sp. (1). The species P. apodus, V. ammodytes, D. nitedula
and A. terrestris were new records for the food spectrum of the Stone marten in Bulgaria.

The percent frequency of the main prey groups in the faeces were as follows:
Mammalia (n=35, 74.5%), Aves (n=16, 34.0%), Reptilia (n=4, 8.5%), Insecta (n=4, 8.5%), and
fruits (n=5, 10.6%).
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