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OUTDOORS

Snakes Alive: What to do

when you enc

Spring’s rising tem-
peratures have snakes
moving and Daniel Sol-
lenberger’s phone ring-
ing.

As state herpetolo-
gist for the Georgia De-
partment of Natural
Resources, Sollenberger
is a go-to for answers
about snakes. In the
spring, most of the snake
questions he fields are
focused on two topics:
What species is this and
what should I do?

As for the first, sel-
dom is the snake a ven-
omous species, according
to Sollenberger, a senior
wildlife biologist with
DNR’s Wildlife Conser-
vation Section.

Whether it’s venom-
ous or not is the worry
underlying most of the
questions. Chances are
it’s not. Only seven of
the 47 species native to
Georgia are venomous
and only one — the cop-
perhead — usually thrives
in suburban areas, which
is where many Georgians
live.

"With spring, a va-
riety of wildlife species
become active and visible
in and around our homes,
yards and gardens, in-
cluding snakes,” Sol-
lenberger said. “While
seven of Georgia's snake
species can be dangerous-
ly venomous to humans,
the 40 other species are
nonvenomous, complete-
ly harmless and actually
protected by state law.”

Which leads to the
second question: What
should you do, or not do,
if you see a snake?

Here’s Sollenberger’s
advice:

First, do not attempt
to handle the snake. Give
it the space it needs.

If you want to try and
identify it, do so from a
distance. Resources such
as https://georgiawild-

ounter

a snake

—

Pictured above is a common garter snake - Photo from the Georgia DNR.

life.com/georgiasnakes,
which includes DNR’s
“Venomous Snakes of
Georgia” brochure, can
help.

Remember that snakes
are predators that feed
on small mammals, am-
phibians, insects and
even other snakes. There
isno need to fear nonven-
omous snakes. Also, as
noted, native nonvenom-
ous species are protected
by state law. One of those
snakes, the eastern indi-
go, is even federally pro-
tected as threatened.

If a clearly identified
venomous snake is in
an area where it repre-
sents a danger to people
or pets, visit https://
georgiawildlife.com/
preventing-wildlife-con-
flicts for a list of private
wildlife removal special-
ists. Many bites occur
when a snake is cornered
or captured and defend-
ing itself.

Nonvenomous snakes
such as scarlet king-
snake, eastern hognose
and watersnake species
are frequently confused
with their venomous
counterparts — coral

snakes, rattlesnakes and
water moccasins, respec-
tively. Although pit vi-
pers, which include all
venomous species native
to Georgia except for
coral snakes, are often
identified by their broad,
triangular-shaped
heads, many nonvenom-
ous snakes flatten their
heads when threatened,
which can make their
heads appear triangular-
shaped, according to Sol-
lenberger. Also, some
nonvenomous species
have color patterns simi-
lar to venomous snakes.

The Dbottom line:
While it’s likely not
venomous, use caution
around any unidentified
snake.

“To keep yourself
safe and allow our na-
tive wildlife to thrive,”
Sollenberger said, “give
all snakes the space they
require and the ability to
escape on their own.”

For more on Georgia’s
snakes, visit https://
georgiawildlife.com/
georgiasnakes. “Am-
phibians and Reptiles of
Georgia” (University of

L.

John E. Hughes Memorial
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Georgia Press) also pro-
vides a comprehensive
reference.

SNAKE INSIGHTS

Venomous vs. poi-
sonous: Venom is a toxic
substance. But a key dif-
ference when the terms
are used to describe or-
ganisms is how the toxin
is delivered. Venomous
animals such as wasps,
stingrays and some
snakes inject theirs, re-
spectively, by stinging,
sticking and biting. Poi-
sonous species (puffer
fish is an example) deliv-
er toxins passively, like
when they’re eaten or
through skin secretions
when they are touched.
Venomous snakes are
venomous — not poison-
ous.

Benefits: While some
snakes eat rodents and
even venomous snakes,
others prey on creatures
some Georgians may not
want near their homes.
Brown and red-bellied
snakes, for example,
feed on snails and slugs,
the bane of gardeners.
Crowned snake species
primarily eat centipedes.

Baby snakes? Species
such as earth and brown
snakes are small (usu-
ally less than 12 inches
long) and homeown-
ers sometimes mistake
them as juveniles. The
common concern here:
Are the parents nearby?
Some snake species are
live-bearers and some
are egg-layers. But most
snakes do not exhibit
parental care. If there
are parents, they aren’t
watching the kids.

Prevention: To reduce
the potential for snakes
in your yard, remove

habitat features such as
brush, log and rock piles
that can attract mice, liz-
ards and other animals
that snakes prey on.
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