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The exotic pet trade has been identified as the primary 
introduction pathway for several populations of invasive 

vertebrates (García‐Díaz et al. 2017; Lockwood et al. 2019), 
including a number of commonly traded exotic reptiles (Mo 
2019a; Perella and Behm 2020). Australia is an island conti-
nent with jurisdictions prohibiting the importation and pri-
vate keeping of non-native reptiles. However, a recent study of 
the most frequently intercepted exotic vertebrates in Australia, 
either as pre-border stowaways or post-border captive and 
at-large interceptions, found three reptiles amongst the top 
five (Toomes et al. 2019). The Red Cornsnake (Pantherophis 
guttatus), Red-eared Slider (Trachemys scripta elegans), and 
Boa Constrictor (Boa constrictor) were just ahead of the Rose-
ringed Parakeet (Psittacula krameri) and Asian Black-spined 
Toad (Duttaphrynus melanostictus) in the number of intercep-

tions. This study (Toomes et al. 2019) also noted that these 
vertebrates were generally species featured heavily in the inter-
national pet trade (Alacs and Georges 2008; García‐Díaz et 
al. 2017). To date, the Red-eared Slider is the only one of 
these species that has confirmed established populations in 
Australia (Robey et al. 2011; Mo 2019b); however, the other 
species are all considered to be serious establishment risks 
(Henderson et al. 2011; Vall-llosera et al. 2017).
	 On 29 ‎April ‎2013, a dead snake was photographed on 
a suburban road in the Georges River local government area 
in southeastern Sydney (Fig. 1). Based on the dorsal part of 
the head being crushed, the snake had either been struck by 
a motor vehicle or killed by someone striking its head with 
an implement. Regardless, the snake was an unexpected find 
with the immediate area comprised entirely of residential 
development and a distance of more than 1.5 km to the near-
est bushland. This suggests the snake was an escaped or aban-
doned pet (Mo and Oliver 2020).
	 At the time, the snake was thought to be a Brown 
Treesnake (Boiga irregularis) based on similarly patterned 
snakes known to occur in the Sydney region (Shea 2010; 
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Fig. 1. A dead Red Cornsnake (Pantherophis guttatus) on a road in Sydney, 
Australia.

Fig. 2. The dorsal surface of the dead Red Cornsnake (Pantherophis gut-
tatus) lacking black edges around the reddish to orange blotches (left) com-
pared to a live conspecific showing the typical black edges (right).



MO AND MO 	 REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS  •  28(3): 480–482  •  DEC 2021

481

Griffiths 2012). However, our retrospective examination of 
photographs found the dorsal pattern did not resemble that 
of any snake native to Australia (see Cogger 2018 and Wilson 
and Swan 2020), but rather strongly resembled that of a Red 
Cornsnake (Bechtel and Bechtel 1989), a colubrid native to 
southeastern North America. Notably, the ventral pattern 
lacked checkered black markings, which are characteristic for 
most cornsnakes. Likewise, the dorsal surface lacked the black 
edges around the reddish to orange blotches typical in most 
cornsnakes (Fig. 2). However, the dorsal and ventral patterns 
did resemble that of Red Cornsnakes exhibiting amelanism, 
such as one shown in Saenko et al. (2015). This color variant 
lacks black pigment and has been observed in naturally-occur-
ring populations in Tennessee, North Carolina, and Florida 
(Bechtel and Bechtel 1989).
	 We retrospectively estimated the snake to be approxi-
mately 90 cm in length based on a comparison of the corpse 
with a person’s shoes in one of the photographs (Fig. 3). This 
estimated body length is within the size range of the species 
(Ullate-Agote et al. 2014). Unfortunately, the damaged head 
prevented further confirmation of species identity.
	 Our find was not unusual based on the numerous reports 
in the Sydney region of apparently free-living Red Cornsnakes 
lodged with FeralScan (Invasive Animals Limited 2021), a 
citizen-science reporting platform (Fig. 4). Additional loca-
tions where Red Cornsnakes have been captured in the 
Sydney region were reported by McFadden et al. (2017), 
who collated records from two wildlife rescue organizations 
and Taronga Zoo staff. This quantity of reports suggests that 
the illegal keeping of Red Cornsnakes in the Sydney region 
is prolific, increasing the risk of populations becoming estab-
lished (Henderson et al. 2011) — although none have been 
reported to date (McFadden et al. 2017).
	 The variability of patterning in Red Cornsnakes com-
pounded by selectively bred color mutations (Bechtel and 

Bechtel 1989; Griswold 2001) makes it difficult for mem-
bers of the public to recognize snakes they encounter as an 
exotic species. This challenge potentially reduces the probabil-
ity of free-living or escaped Red Cornsnakes being reported 
to authorities. On the other hand, many landholders seek 
to have snakes removed from their properties and adjacent 
areas (Shine and Koenig 2001), which may result in Red 
Cornsnakes being reported to people with species identifi-
cation expertise such as wildlife rescuers, professional snake 
handlers, and environmental agency officers (McFadden et al. 
2017; Wolfe et al. 2020).
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Fig. 3. A photograph of the dead Red Cornsnake (Pantherophis guttatus) 
showing a person’s shoes, which allowed us to estimate the size of the snake.
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