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New Mexico Snakes
Information for New Mexico Homeowners
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Snakes are perhaps the most feared and hated
animals in New Mexico, but people's fear may
come from misunderstanding. Of the 46 snake
speciesfound in New Mexico, only 8 are poison-
ous and potentially dangerous. These include 7
rattlesnake species and a coral snake.

Some snakes can benefit the yard and garden.
Snakes are one of nature’s most efficient mouse-
traps, killing and eating avariety of rodent pests.
While snakes will not eliminate pests, they do
hel p keep their numbersin check. Some harmless
snakes (such as king snakes and coachwhips) eat
other snakes, including poisonous ones.

Although you wouldn’t want apoisonous snake
around your home, snake venom can be beneficial
in developing a variety of human medicines. Re-
searchersareconducting studiesusing snakevenom
to develop treatments for blood and heart prob-
lems. Snake venom also is being investigated for
controlling some types of harmful bacteria

Some snakes are quite rare and are protected
species. Theseraresnakesareon stateand federal
endangered and threatened species lists. The
ridgenose rattlesnake is on the federal list, while
the mottled rock rattlesnake, Mexican and
narrowhead garter snakes, plainbelly water snake,
green rat snake, and western ribbon snake are on
New Mexico's endangered and threatened list.

SNAKE BIOLOGY

Snakesareectotherms, meaningthey control their
body temperature by absorbing or giving off heat.
Because their body temperature is affected by
environmental temperatures and varies with sur-
rounding conditions, snakesbecomeinactivedur-
ing very hot and very cold times of day and
seasons. During periods of inactivity, snakes can
go for several weeks without eating.

Because they are cold-blooded, snakes must
rely on their behavior to regul ate body tempera-
ture. During the hot part of the day, snakes move
to shaded areas. On cool days, they sun them-
selvesinwarm, open areas. Snakes often seek out
paved roads, where they are attracted by heat
from the road surface.

Because snakes have abackbone, they are clas-
sified asvertebrates. Among other vertebrateslike
fish, mammals, birdsand people, the snake' s skel-
etal system is unique. Snake bones are very light
and the skeleton is highly flexible. The lower jaw
and skull are connected by a piece of stretchy
materia (ligament) that allowsthesnaketoopenits
mouth very wide and move each jaw indepen-
dently. Thus, snakescan swallow prey much larger
than their head by “walking” their mouth around
thefood from sideto sidein aforward movement.



Snakes are very specialized animals with no
legs, ears or eyelids. There are no “walking”
snakes. Often the sex organs of a snake may
protrude from the ana plate area and can be
confused with legs.

Snakes use their forked tongue to smell, con-
stantly flickingitto pick up any airborne particles
and odors. Once a snake detects an aroma, it
insertsits tongue into two holes on the top of its
mouth (Jacobson’s organ), where the smells are
interpreted by its brain. If the snake detects food
and is hungry, it will pursue the animal.

Contrary topopular belief, snakesarenot slimy.
Infact, they feel dry tothetouch. Snakescalesand
skin help retain body moisture. Snakes shed their
skin and eye covering together.

Soon after temperatures rise in the spring,
snakes come out of hibernation and mate. Some
snakeslay eggsin adamp, protected areawhere
they will hatch in about two months. Other
snakes hatch eggs inside the body. Once the
young have been hatched or born, the parentsdo
not carefor their offspring becausethey are able
to take care of themselves.

All snakes are predators, and many are fussy
eaters. Bull snakes eat rats, mice and chipmunks.
King snakes feed on other snakes, mice, young
birdsand bird eggs. The smooth green snake eats
small-bodied insects and spiders. Toads are the
favorite food of hognose snakes.

When people encounter a snake, they often
corner it. The snake responds by hissing loudly,
opening its mouth in athreatening manner, coil-
ing up and striking at the person—or bluffing by
advancing toward the intruder. These behaviors,
intended to scare off the intruder, lead to a com-
mon misconception that snakes charge or attack
people. In most cases, asnake advancesonly if it
feelsthreatened. Usually, it crawlsaway if it can
reach cover safely.

CONTROLLING SNAKES
AROUND THE HOME

Various home remedies (including moth balls,
sulfur, lime, cayenne pepper, sticky bird repel-
lent, coal tar and creosote, gourd vines, and musk
from king snakes) have not proven effective in
deterring snakes. The only efficient method of
discouraging snakesisto modify theenvironment
so they find it unattractive. No fumigants or
poisonsareregisteredfor snakecontrol . Although
there are chemicals that are said to repel snakes,
most scientific investigations have found them
ineffective. The only efficient methods of dis-
couraging snakes are to modify the environment
so they find it unattractive or exclude them from
the area entirely.

Snake Habitat

Snakes often live in dark, cool places where
food is abundant. Likely places to find snakes
around homes include:

* Firewood or hay stacks directly on the ground.
 Old lumber or junk piles.
» Gardens and flower beds with heavy mulch.

» Untrimmed shrubs and shrubs growing next
to afoundation.

» Unmowed and unkempt lawns, abandoned lots
and fields with tall vegetation.

* Pond and stream banks where there is abun-
dant debris or trash.

 Cluttered basements and attics with rodent,
bird or bat problems.

* Feed storage areas in barns where
rodents may be abundant.



M odifying the Environment
Around Your Home

You can modify the environment around your
home by removing potential snake shelters (usu-
ally cool, damp hiding places) and food sources
(such as rodents).

Lawnsandfieldsthat arekept cleanand closely
mowed are less attractive to snakes than areas
with tall grass, weeds, brush and junk. Remove
other hiding places, such as old boards lying on
the ground, rock and junk piles and trash piles.
Trim shrubs and bushes so limbs hang no lower
than 1 foot from the ground. Stack fireplace or
stovewood away fromyour homeonarack (noton
theground) that Sitsat least 1 foot from theground.

Keeping the yard clean aso removes habitats
for rodents, afavorite snake food. Other sugges-
tions for reducing rodent problems include plac-
ing garbage in sealed trash cans (not bags) away
from the house. If you feed pets outside, keep al
dog and cat food cleaned up after each feeding
and storefeed in asted trash can so it isunavail-
able to rodents.

Keeping Snakes Out of Your Home

Snakes enter buildings in search of cool, damp,
dark areas or places where rodents and insects
abound. To prevent snakes from entering your

home, check the foundation for cracks and open-
ings /4 inch or larger. Use mortar to plug holesin
poured concrete, concrete block or brick founda
tions. Use1/8-inchhardwarecloth or sheet metal to
sed holes and cracks in wooden buildings. Use
caulk toseal cracksand openingsaroundwindows,
doors, eectrica pipesand wiring. If you have an
open septictank or sump pumpdrainoutside, cover
the opening with 1/4-inch hardware cloth. Be sure
to check it periodically to ensurethat thewiredoes
not interfere with drainage.

If you have young children and livein an area
where poisonous snakes are common, you may
want to invest in a snake-proof fence (fig. 1).
Thesefences are expensive to construct, so fenc-
ing an entireyard may not be practical. However,
you can enclose a small areawhere children can

play safely.

Construct snake-proof fences of 1/4-inch hard-
ware cloth at least 3 feet tall. Bury the lower 6
inches underground and slant the fence outward at
a 30 degree angle. To make the fence more sturdy,
place supporting stakesinsidethefence and attach
wires from the fence to the stakes. Make sure all
gates fit tightly; they should open to the inside
because of the outward dope of the fence.

Be sure to keep grass and weeds around the
fence mowed closely to the ground to prevent
snakes from using them to crawl over the fence.

Figure. 1. A snake-proof fence can prevent snakes from entering an area.



Removing Snakes from Inside a Building

Occasionaly homeowners encounter a snake in-
side the home, usually in a basement or crawl
gpace. Snakesareattractedtotheseareasby warmth
on cold days and by cool shade on hot days.

You can increase your chances of capturing a
snake in the basement by placing rumpled, damp
cloths covered by a dry cloth in areas where
snakes have been seen. You can then remove the
whole works (cloth and snakes) or capture the
snakesindividually and remove them. If you are
not afraid of snakes, the best way to remove a
nonpoisonoussnakeisto sweepitinto abucket or
large garbage can with a broom. The snakes can
then be released in a safe place 2 miles or more
from human dwellings.

Note: Exerciseextreme caution whenmovingin
acrawl space, especidly if venomous snakes have
been seen in the area—a face bite can be very
serious. A face-to-face encounter with even anon-
poisonous coachwhip or bull snake can be an un-
pleasant experience.

Another effective method of capturing snakes
inside a home, under porches, in crawl spaces or
under mobile homesisto use aglueboard (fig. 2).
They can be purchased from NMSU’s Extension
animal resourcesdepartment [call (505) 646-3326
for more information]. Most small snakes can be
captured using asingle glueboard placed against
awall, away from pipes or other objects a snake
could use for leverage to escape.

Only use glueboards indoors or under struc-
tureswhere children, petsand other wildlife can-
not reach them—the glueisquite messy and hard
to remove. When you need to remove the board,
use a hook on the end of along stick to grab the
glueboard through one of its holes.

Use common cooking oil or vegetable ail to
remove animals from the glue. Once the un-
wanted guests have been removed, be sure to
close any holes or entrances to the home so the
snakes do not return.

Figure 2. Using a glueboard trap to catch snakes.

Remember, snakes are an important part of
our natural world. The best approach to manag-
ing snake problems is to exclude them from
living areasand maintain an areathat isunattrac-
tive to snakes.

RECOGNIZING POISONOUS SNAKES
IN NEW MEXICO

Rattlesnakes

In New Mexico, rattlesnakes are the most com-
mon poisonous snakes. The primary way to dis-
tinguish a rattlesnake from other snakes is the
presenceof arattle, aseriesof horny ringsformed
of keratin. The rings scrape against each other in
pulsesto cause arattling sound. Therattle begins
with a single, soundless button on small snakes
and grows with age, a new segment being added
every timethe snake sheds. Snakes shed variably
according to their rate of growth and may shed
severa timesayear. Thus, therattleisnot agood
indicator of age, as some people believe.

Somenonpoisonoussnakes, suchasbull snakes,
coachwhips and rat snakes, behave like rattle-
snakes when confronted. This behavior can in-
clude hissing loudly or vibrating thetail. If the tail
isin contact with dry leaves or grass, they may be
mistaken for rattlesnakes.

Although you must be dangeroudly close, an-
other way to identify arattlesnake is the presence
of avery conspicuous sensory areaknown asapit
on each sideof thefacejust below thenostrils. The
pit hel ps the snake locate warm-bodied animals.



Most rattlesnakes have triangular or “spade-
shaped” heads (wide at the back and attached to
a narrow neck). Many harmless snakes flatten
their heads when threatened and can look like
rattlesnakes.

New Mexico has seven species of rattlesnakes
that vary in size and color. The color of a
rattlesnake’s scales often matches the environ-
ment—~brown, gray, green, red, pink or yellow.

Therock rattlesnake (Crotal us |epidus) occurs
in isolated mountain ranges in southern New
Mexico. It may be found in pine-oak forests, but
mostly inhabits mountains with rugged, rocky
terrain. It is variable in color and can be brown-
black, greenish or gray (color plate 1).

The western diamondback rattlesnake (Cro-
talus atrox) is found throughout much of New
Mexico. It's the most frequently sighted rattle-
snakeinthestate. It livesinflat plainsand rocky
canyons, from grassland deserts to pine-oak
forests. The western diamondback is one of the
largest of all rattlesnake species and the largest
found in New Mexico. The color is most often
gray-brown, athough color often depends on
the matching background color. Many New
Mexico snakes have a reddish to pinkish gray
color (color plate 2). This species has black and
white rings on itstail, so it is commonly called
the “coon-tail” rattlesnake.

The western (prairie) rattlesnake (Crotalus
viridis) is distributed across New Mexico, much
of thewestern U.S. and into Canada. It livesina
variety of habitats, from grassland desert to pine-
oak forest. This speciesis generally more active
after dark, except at high altitudes. Western prai-
rie rattlesnakes are often greenish gray or pae
brown, with a series of light-colored ringsin the
tail that darken with maturity (color plate 3).

TheMojaverattlesnake (Crotalus scutulatus) is
found in extreme southern New Mexico, but it is
more common in southern California, Nevada,
Arizonaand Texas and is morewidely distributed
in the Chihuahuan Desert than in the Mojave

Desert. It livesin desert or low grassland habitat,
often on flat terrain. The Mojave rattlesnake is
often greenish gray or olive green with a white
belly (color plate 4). Its venom is highly potent.

The black-tailed rattlesnake (Crotalus
molossus) isdistributed in southwestern and cen-
tral New Mexico. It lives mostly in rocky, moun-
tainous areas and is found occasionally in lower
desert habitat. It isoften colored greenish or steel
gray, but can be sulfur yellow or rust. Thetail is
dark brown or black (color plate 5). Generally
considered mild-mannered, this rattlesnake can
nonethelessbequick torattleand raiseitshead. It
has been seen several feet off the ground in trees.

The massasauga (Sistrurus catenatus) is dis-
tributed across southern, central and eastern
New Mexicowhereit occupiesdesert grassland,
ofteninvery sandy areas. Thesnakeisrelatively
small and pale brown and generally has pairs of
spots on its head (color plate 6). Although not
usually fatal to humans, bites from this species
can be extremely painful.

The ridgenose rattlesnake (Crotalus willardi)
islisted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as
athreatened speciesin New Mexico. It inhabits
only asmall part of the southwestern bootheel of
the state. It lives in pine-oak woodlands, open
grassy hillsides and humid canyon bottoms. Its
color isreddish brown, yellowish brown or gray
(color plate 7). Ridgenoses are generally active
day or night and tend to haveamild temperament.

Coral Snakes

The western coral snake (Microroides
euryxanthus) isfound in extreme southwestern
Catron County and western Hidalgo and Grant
counties. Although coral snakes rarely bite,
their venom is highly poisonous, so they should
not be handled. The western coral snake hasa
black nose and is brightly colored, with ater-
nating broad rings of red and black separated
by narrower rings of white or yellow (color
plate 8). These markings encircle the body,
although they are less bright on the belly.
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In New Mexico, other snakes with similar
markings are the milk snake, Sonoran mountain
king snake and the longnose snake. On the milk
snake and Sonoran mountain king snake, thered
bands are bordered by black. The western coral
snake has red bands bordered by yellow. The
longnose snake is pale compared with the west-
ern coral snake, with stripes that don’t extend
around the body and white flecks on the top and
side of the body.

An easy way to determine whether ared, yel-
low and black snakeisacoral snakeisto remem-
ber that on a coral snake, red touches yellow; on
nonpoi sonous snakes, red touches black.

FIRST AID TREATMENT FOR
VENOMOUS SNAKEBITES

Each year in the Unites States, about 45,000
peopleendureasnakebite, about 8,000 of them by
avenomoussnake. However, very few peopledie
from avenomous snakebite. The key to prevent-
ing problems after a snakebite is rapid first aid,
transport and professional medical treatment.
Theeffectsof avenomousbitevary considerably
and depend on the species of snake, its size, the
amount of venom injected, and theage and health
of thevictim. Therefore, all bitesshouldbetreated
as serious. The following suggestions from the
National M edical A ssociationand AmericanJour-
nal of Nursing arenot hard and fast rules, because
much depends on the specific situation.

What You Should Do

» Move the victim to safety and try to safely
identify the species of snake.

» Keegp the victim cam. Minimize any movement
to dow the body’s circulation.

* Remove jewelry or clothing that may become
tight if swelling occurs.

» Apply apad or sterile dressing to the wound.
Immobilize the [imb below heart level.

* Wrap aflat band (such as an elastic bandage
or sock) afew inches above the bite and
between the bite and the heart). Be sure you
can slip afinger under the band. Do not cut
off the victim’s circulation, but keep the band
in place until you get to amedical facility.

* Seek immediate medical attention.
What You Should Not Do

* Do not wash the wound. Medical profession-
als can use venom at the wound site to iden-
tify the type of venom.

» Do not bleed the wound. This may lead to
further complications such as blood poisoning
or severe bleeding.

* Do not try to suck out the venom with your
mouth. Some snakebite kits include a acuum-
pump device for removing venom. These
devices can help if they are used correctly
within 5 minutes of the bite.

Do not use a constrictive bandage or tourni-
guet. Theideaisto stop the spread of venom
through the lymphatic system, not to stop the
blood flow.

Do not try to catch or kill the snake. You will
waste time and can receive another bite.
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