Snake bites:

Easily prevented by leaving snakes alone

V

irginia’s herpetologist
has four words for
people who are afraid of
snakes.
“Just. Leave. Them.
Alone.”
John “J.D.” Kleopfer said that 99%
of all encounters between humans and
snakes can be resolved safely if people
would heed his advice. “That way, you
don’t have to worry about whether they
are venomous or not,” he explained.
“Bad things often happen when people
take matters into their own hands.”
Yet death from snake bites in Virginia
is extremely rare. According to the
Virginia Department of Health, only
about one death occurs every 10-15 years.
There are 32 species of snakes in
Virginia, but only three are venomous.
And of the three venomous snakes,

only the eastern copperhead is
found statewide. The other two—the
northern cottonmouth and the timber
rattlesnake—have limited geographical
distribution.
Kleopfer, who has served as the
state herpetologist with the Virginia
Department of Wildlife Resources for
15 years, recalled an incident where
someone didn’t follow his advice.
A Chesapeake resident whose
property backed up to the Great Dismal
Swamp area was alerted by his kids that
while they were mowing they’d seen a
rattlesnake in the underbrush at the
back of the property. The man grabbed
a brick and smashed the snake with it.
“He then went back with a neighbor,
who was wearing shorts and tennis
shoes, thinking the snake was dead. But
it wasn’t, and the neighbor got bitten,”
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Kleopfer shared. The man was OK, he
noted, emphasizing that rattlesnakes
are not aggressive and will only strike if
provoked.
About 8,000 people in the U.S. are
bitten by venomous snakes each year,
and up to 10 of them die as a result,
according to the Virginia Herpetological
Society. Venomous snake bites are
considered medical emergencies,
and they can be deadly if not treated
quickly. However, the chances of being
envenomated are extremely low.
“Although venomous snakes
occasionally may pose a risk to one’s
personal health and safety, the vast
majority of species do not present
an imminent danger or threat to us,”
said Dr. James Parkhurst, an associate
professor in Virginia Tech’s Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Department.

Look out for these Va. venomous snakes!

Northern Cottonmouth
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Snakes can be helpful
Most snakes are even beneficial.
Larger snake species help manage
rodent populations by eating eat mice,
rats and voles, Parkhurst said. Many
smaller snakes feed on insects in
gardens and landscaped areas. Black
racers and eastern kingsnakes will
often prey on other snakes, including
venomous species.
Some snakes serve as a food resource
for other predators, such as raccoons,
opossums, skunks, birds of prey and
even other snakes.

Vipers inject venom
Copperheads, cottonmouths and
rattlesnakes are all in the viper family.
Vipers are heavy-bodied snakes with
distinctive triangular heads and
vertical pupils. Vipers possess a pair

of hollow fangs that connect to venom
glands located behind their eyes at the
back part of the jaw. Venom travels
down the teeth to be injected into prey.

Keep an eye out
As people are spending time outside
during the summer months, they
should take certain precautions.
Snakes are most active at night and
in warm weather, so watch where you
step, and use a flashlight when walking
at night. Protective clothing also is
important when spending time in
places where snakes may be hiding, like
brush.
Never handle a snake, even if you think
it is dead. Recently killed snakes can bite
by reflex—even detached snake heads.
“Remember, snakes are not out to get
you and will not chase you,” Kleopfer

Common name: Northern Cottonmouth
Scientific name: Agkistrodon piscivorus
Latin for (hook tooth – twister)
Average length: 30-48”
Coloration: Yellowish olive to black with
a series of 10-23 black crossbands in a
dumbbell shape – wide on the sides and
narrower in the center
Location: Counties of Brunswick,
Chesterfield, Dinwiddie, Greensville, Isle
of Wight, Prince George, Southampton,

Timber Rattlesnake

Common name: Timber Rattlesnake
Scientific name: Crotalus horridus (Latin
for rattle-horrid)
Average length: 30-60”
Coloration: Variable in color with a
series of 16-27 blotches and crossbands
Location: 40 counties in the Southwest,
Valley and Northern areas of Virginia and
also in the Hampton Roads area in the
cities of Chesapeake, Hampton, Newport
News, Suffolk and Virginia Beach, and
York County.
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Common name: Eastern Copperhead
Scientific name: Agkistrodon contortrix
Latin for (hooked tooth – fish-eating)
Average length: 24-36”
Coloration: Pinkish tan to black with
10-18 hourglass-shaped crossbands,
which are chestnut to dark brown
Location: Statewide

Harmless mistaken for harmful
Cornsnakes, eastern milksnakes and
eastern ratsnakes are often mistaken
for copperheads because of their
patterns.
Northern cottonmouth often are
confused with harmless northern
water snakes as well as other aquatic
and semi-aquatic snakes.
One of the best ways to prevent
venomous snake bites is to “get to
know which snakes live in your area,”
Kleopfer recommended.
He said the VHS provides
statewide identification charts. Visit
virginiaherpetolocialsociety.com for
more information.

Snake bite first aid

Surry, Sussex and York, and the cities of
Chesapeake, Newport News, Suffolk and
Virginia Beach.

Eastern Copperhead

emphasized. “If you leave them alone,
they will leave you alone.”

Someone has been bitten by a
venomous snake. Now what?
1. Call 911 or seek medical attention
immediately.
2. Remain calm and/or keep the
person calm.
3. Keep the bite area level with or
higher than the person’s heart, if
possible.
4. Remove any rings or other
constricting items, because the
affected area may swell.
Here are some things NOT to do:
1. D
 o not allow the person to
become over-exerted.
2. Do not apply a tourniquet.
3. D
 o not apply cold compresses to
a snake bite.
4. D
 o not cut into a snake bite with
a knife or razor.
5. Do not try to suction the venom
by mouth or other instruments.
6. D
 o not give the person stimulants
or medications.
7. Do not let that person drive
themselves to the hospital.
—Virginia Herpetological Society
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