Snake  fact  Sheet

This is just a brief fact sheet about snakes, to give you an idea of what snakes are all about, and to help you know what to do when you come across them.

 Unfortunately, in Australia, snakes are the subject of more misunderstanding, folklore, myths and ‘stories’ than actual facts. Consequently, many of us, raised on this doctrine of ‘mis’-  information, learn to fear and hate snakes out of all proportion to the reality of their actual risk to us. 
Please also remember that snakes are part of our native wildlife, and are protected under ACT legislation Nature Conservation Act 1980. 

General Snake Information.

· Snakes belong to the Class of animals called reptiles.
· Snakes are  ectotherms, which means that they do not produce body heat internally, but maintain their internal body temperature via external means ie. the sun, ground and air temperature etc. This is much more efficient than us mammals. We require roughly a 70% greater food intake for our size than a reptile, just to maintain our body temperature.
· Snakes have no external ears, and are therefore deaf. They sense their surroundings through vibrations, to which they are extremely sensitive (which is why we so seldom see them – they have already felt us approaching and have taken cover), and through a special organ in the roof of their mouth called the Jacobson’s Organ, which gives them a sense that is roughly a cross between taste and smell. They use their bifurcated (forked) tongue (by flicking it in and out) to drag molecules of air across this organ to analyse  what is around them. It is interesting to note that both horses and cats (amongst others) also have  this same organ and accompanying sense.
· Snakes have very poor vision, but can see close movement extremely well.

· Some Australian pythons (not an issue in Canberra) also have a series of pits along their jaw, which contain heat sensing organs so they can ‘see’ their mammal or bird prey’s body heat. Pythons are not venomous, but can give you a nasty bite should you be foolish enough to try and handle one.

· Some snakes lay eggs (oviparous) and others give birth to live young (viviparous).

· Snakes shed or slough their skin as they grow. If the snake is healthy, this skin will generally come off in one or two pieces, peeling it off inside out, just like taking off a sock. It will produce a mucous between the old skin and the new skin underneath to help facilitate this shed. This mucous will make a snakes eyes ‘cloudy’ and opaque in the week or so prior to shedding.

· Most venomous Australian snakes that potentially pose a threat to humans, belong to the elapid (front fanged) group of snakes. These snakes deliver their venom from their venom glands (located in their heads) via fangs (which are hollow or grooved to channel the venom) that are located at the front of their mouth.  
· Of all the various snake species in Australia, only a  (proportionately) small percentage have venom which pose any potential threat to humans.
Encountering Snakes

· The most important safety tip to remember if you encounter a snake is to LEAVE IT STRICTLY ALONE!!!  Take the following figures seriously – nearly 90% of bites in Australia occur when people try to kill snakes, or untrained people try to handle or catch snakes.  The conclusion from these figures, is that if you leave them alone, you have virtually eliminated any chance of being bitten. It might also reinforce this to know that most of the remaining percentage of bites occur within the herpetological field, particularly in serum laboratories. Only about 2 – 3% of bites in Australia are genuine accidental chance encounters with snakes. THINK ABOUT THIS!
· If you do accidentally find yourself in the immediate vicinity of a snake, DO NOT PANIC – the snake has no desire or reason to want to bite you, and will take every opportunity not to. Remember, contrary to popular belief (see Busting Snake Myths) snakes demonstrate defensive behavior’s, NOT aggressive ones. Do one of two things: 1. Stay still, 2. move away from the snake in a calm decided fashion (don’t lurch off in a hurried, panic as you might trip) and give the snake plenty of room to not feel threatened and give it a clear path to cover.  As many people will not be able to stand still and remain calm in close proximity to a snake, then I always strongly advise people to use the second option. If the snake remains obviously alarmed and defensive, you have not moved far enough away – DO SO! Under no circumstances remain close to the snake and flap about in a panic. All the snake will be aware of in this circumstance, is that there is a large animal posing a threat to it nearby, and it may try to defend itself. Remember how a snake senses the world – if you are moving about near it, you are providing plenty of vibrations, scent and movement to convince it that there is something very large and dangerous (to the snake) threatening it.
· Do not approach snakes closely in the wild (or anywhere for that matter), observe from a distance if you are interested.

·  UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES ATTEMPT TO HANDLE OR CATCH A SNAKE YOURSELF. 

· Remember to wear suitable footwear in Australian environments. Never stick your hands down holes in the bush etc. Wear gloves when moving old timber piles, corrugated iron, weed mat etc. Most of all use common sense.

· Carry a couple of elastic bandages when hiking or camping in the Australian bush. (see Snakebite First Aid)

· If the snake you have seen is in an inappropriate place ie. your house or garden environs, shops, sheds etc, and you don’t believe that it has ample opportunity to escape to a more suitable environment, then call a ranger, or other appropriate body, to come and relocate the snake. If possible, keep an eye on where it is until someone arrives, or restrict its movements if it is safe to do so, ie. shut the doors to a room if it is inside etc. This makes it far easier to locate when the ranger arrives. Tie up any pets you have, or otherwise exclude them from the area. Obviously keep kids away and let other adults know of the situation.
Busting Snake Myths
· “The snake chased me”  This is a frequently heard myth. As I have already pointed out, a snake demonstrates defensive behaviors not aggressive ones, and chasing humans is simply not clever defensive behavior Would you chase something that was at least 100 times bigger than you?!! This would obviously be of no benefit to the snake, and would in fact exponentially increase the risk to itself. A couple of the things that give rise to the story of the pursuing snake are: When a snake feels threatened or restricted from moving to cover and safety, then it may put on a threat display, which can include the snake rearing up the front of its body, hissing and darting forward towards the threat (this is the ‘chasing’ bit). All it actually wants is the threat to move away, so that it can nick off and find somewhere safer. This threat display will also be much exaggerated should you have been silly enough to have had a whack at the snake, or otherwise given it confirmation that you are indeed a threat The other so called ‘chasing’ that snakes will do is on paths / trails in their environment. You will have heard the story about people coming across a snake as they walk along a trail or track in the bush. The people get a fright and rush back the way they came, out of sight of the snake. Lo and Behold, along comes the snake on the trail – obviously ‘chasing’ them! To understand this we have to look at a snake’s daily routine. A (diurnal) snake will typically came out of cover when it starts to warm up outside, so that it can bask, and gain the necessary body temperature to allow it to hunt. It will move from it’s cover to a basking spot (sometimes a reasonable distance away). Not being fond of making things any harder for itself than necessary, if there is a path or clear area that makes this travel easier, then the snake will use it. Plus tracks, roads, trails etc often make good basking spots anyway. Along comes a human or humans, and disturbs the snake from it’s basking. If the humans got quite close, the snake may also feel threatened enough to show defensive behavior. It will head back to cover, the best and most direct way it knows how, which is often back along the trail. If that’s where you dashed along to, then that’s where the snake is going as well. If it is alarmed it may be traveling with it’s head up off the ground as well. It’s not following you in any purposeful sense at all, it is merely trying to get back to the cover it knows is there (even with you in the way, on the path – nobody said snakes were smart OK!). If you stay still and / or move out of it’s way, then all is well. The snake will return to it’s cover, which is all that it wanted to do. 
· Snakes are more aggressive during ‘mating season’, breeding, looking after young etc etc Snakes do not have a mating season per se. Their breeding cycles are predominantly temperature linked (there is also day length influences) as are all their activities. Pretty much all their activities from breeding through to hunting, occur with greater frequency and duration during warmer temperatures. They are doing more of everything when it’s warmer, and are not crankier because of it. 
· Snakes will defend their ‘territory’ Snakes do not have territories. They are purely opportunistic, which means they go or stay wherever they have the opportunity to meet their requirements ie. prey sources, water, cover etc. If the going is good, then they have no reason to move on, and will remain in an area, but this is not a territory in any sense of it being something the snake would defend.
· Snakes will be aggressive to protect their young Snakes do not exhibit any maternal behavior (with the exception of a couple of python species which have been observed staying with their eggs until hatching). In fact, in a number of species, this lack of maternal instinct extends to snacking happily on her young should they be foolish enough to remain in her vicinity once born / hatched. 

· Snakes can grab their own tail and roll like a hoop You do still hear this one from time to time – do I really need to bother pointing out that this is rubbish?!!

· If you run over a snake it will catch up around the axle and be there to attack you viciously (OK OK I’m embellishing!) when you get out of the car. – See last myth

· The snake jumped over the fence / wall / dog – whatever  Ditto
· Brown Snakes / taipans / whatever type of snakes are nasty / aggressive. As I have already mentioned, there is no Australian Snake that demonstrates aggressive behavior. Their behavior in threat / stress situations is purely defensive. A snake that has been whacked by humans before, may become more highly defensive more quickly in subsequent encounters with humans, but who can blame them. Their behavior, however is still based completely around self defense. A snake has nothing to gain, and everything to lose by engaging with a creature so much larger than itself. In every situation the snake will exit the scene when given the chance and allowed to do so. Bear in mind they are not overly bright and may not see the opportunity to escape that you do – give them PLENTY of room.
Making your home, garden, yard, shed, TACK ROOM, etc unfriendly to snakes.
Through understanding a bit about snakes and applying a bit of common sense, it is pretty easy to make your environs undesirable from a snake’s point of view. Basically all it entails is removing the reasons that a snake would like to be there in the first place ie. food, water, cover. Obviously you will never completely eliminate all chances of snakes being there (if you want that – move to another country!!), but you will reduce the chances hugely, and any you do see, will definitely just be moving through. 

· Keep lawns, gardens and hedges mowed, trimmed and tidy. Avoid planting thick ground covers and lots of low shrubs.

· Remove rubbish, piles of timber, wood stacks, old tin etc. Stack anything you do need up off the ground on duckboards or similar.
· Remove needless water sources (old buckets etc) and keep pets water in an open, well used location (the snake is likely to feel too exposed to be able to access it as a water source)

· Remove food sources for snakes by controlling vermin. If you have a shed full of rats and / or mice, then you are just setting up a smorgasbord for them! This also means not having an untidy feed room with spilled feed etc. If you encourage the prey animals, you will encourage what eats them.

First Aid for Snake Bites

If you follow all the above advice and use common sense, then the chances of you ever being bitten are remote. If you do however find yourself in the unfortunate position of having been bitten DON’T PANIC – take heart, the first aid measures for treating snakebite are easy and effective. You will have plenty of time to be taken (or take yourself) to a medical facility. Remember, hardly anyone dies of snakebite in this country (far more people die from horse riding activities!), and when this does occur it is almost invariably because the person did not apply the correct first aid (or any first aid at all for that matter!) Very important to remember in the first aid treatment for snakebite, is that the venom does not initially travel in the bloodstream, it travels via the lymphatic system (located just underneath the skin), and it is therefore very easy to slow or stop the venom travel. If snakebite is not treated appropriately, (and eventually anyway), then it will travel with the lymph until it gets to the lymph nodes, at which time it will be drained into the blood flow, which is when you will start to show symptoms. Left untreated this can occur as soon as five minutes to an hour after being bitten (with 15 – 30mins being typical). Treated correctly you will gain at least a few hours in which to get yourself to a medical facility. So effective is this first aid for snakebite, that the only two envenomated bite victims of the most venomous snake in the world (the inland taipan, an Australian species) survived with no ill effects. One of these people was in an extremely isolated situation by themselves, and it was 72 hours (nearly all of which he drove himself!) before he received the anti venom. Please however do not take this as leeway to delay getting to medical treatment ASAP, you may not be so lucky. 
1. STAY CALM

2. DO NOT wash the bite site.

3. Using standard elastic bandages, bandage the effected limb (do as best as you can on other parts of the body) from above the bite, all the way to the end of the limb, and then all the way back up to the top of the limb. Bandage firmly as you would for a sprain, but not so tight as to cut off the circulation.

4. If you do not have elastic bandages then use your common sense, and use whatever is to hand – clothing, triangular bandages, ropes, sheets whatever. Just remember what you are trying to achieve – which is arresting that lymph flow!

5. Immobilise the limb – splint an arm against the body, rest legs etc.

6. Minimise your activity and movement. The more you move about, the more you stimulate your lymphatic system. If you are by yourself, then you will have to do what’s necessary to get yourself to a medical facility, but so long as you keep this activity to a minimum, you will still have plenty of time. Getting to medical help is till the prority.
7. Take note (roughly) of the time you were bitten.

8. DO NOT try to catch or kill the snake, thinking that the hospital will need it for identification. The hospital will swab the bite site for a positive I.D. on the snake species. This is why it is important not to wash the bite site.
9. Take note of any symptoms of envenomation, and (roughly) the time these appear ie headache, blurred vision, nausea, difficulty breathing, weakness or shaking in limbs, drooping eyelids.

10. Get yourself to medical facilities ASAP – following the correct first aid procedures will give you plenty of time to do so, but don’t muck about.

11. Always regard snakebite as serious -  follow these first aid procedures, and get yourself medical help. NEVER treat snakebite lightly. You may not have the expertise to identify ‘harmless’ species, and don’t make the mistake of assuming the snake never ‘got’ you properly, or think the bite ‘wasn’t bad’. Remember Australian elapid snakes may leave little or no visible mark at the bite site, and any visible ‘bite marks’ may simply appear as a couple of light scratch marks. 
12. NEVER allow ANYONE (including misguided medical staff, who may never have encountered snakebite) to remove the pressure immobilization bandage until you are set up on a drip, and ready to receive the anti venom.
13. DO NOT use tourniquets 

14. DO NOT cut the bite ‘to let the venom out’

15. DO NOT suck the bite
16. DO NOT apply electricity to the bite

17. DO NOT attempt to use ‘natural remedies’

18. DO NOT drink alcohol 

******************************************

