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Dr. Chris Jenkins is the Chief Executive Officer and 
founder of The Orianne Society. Chris has also worked 
with the Wildlife Conservation Society, US Forest 
Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, University 
of Massachusetts, University of British Columbia, 
and National Geographic. He has worked on the 
conservation of reptiles and amphibians throughout 
North America and is currently expanding his work 
internationally. Chris’ primary interests are in the 
ecology and conservation of snakes and managing 
nonprofit conservation organizations, but he has strong 
interests in the conservation biology of all reptiles and 
amphibians.

The Orianne Society

Dr. Chris Jenkins with an Eastern Indigo Snake. Photo: Pete Oxford.

A large black snake moves steadily 
amongst the shadows of live oaks 
and cypress knees. An intense array 
of rainbow colors is reflected when 
the sun hits its back. The snake 
flicks it tongue repeatedly, logging 
the chemical trails of thousands of 
organisms, until it finds the one it 
has been searching for. The dark 
snake now travels at a determined 
pace ignoring all trails but one until 

it stops next to a downed oak. As the 
snake slowly moves over the log, first 
the head and them the coiled body 
of a rattlesnake is revealed. With one 
quick movement the dark snake has 
the head of the rattlesnake clinched 
in its strong jaws, bones snap and 
cartilage tears as the life drains out of 
the rattlesnake. The black snake then 
begins the process of swallowing the 
rattlesnake whole. 

This is your introduction to the 
Eastern Indigo Snake (Drymarchon 
couperi). Drymarchon translates into 
‘emperor or ruler of the forest’. This 
emperor of the forest is the longest 
native snake in North America and 
one of the most charismatic snakes 
in the world. The Eastern Indigo 
Snake is the flagship species for The 
Orianne Society, it is the roots of 
our origin, and is a symbol for our 
efforts to conserve rare amphibians 
and reptiles around the world.

Eastern Indigo Snake egg 
at the Orianne Center for 
Indigo Conservation. Photo: 
Dr. Peter May.

http://www.yearofthesnake.org
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Get Your August Photo Contest Calendar

It’s not over yet!
Call for Photos for the 2013 Year of the Snake 

Calendar Photo Contest
Yes! We are still seeking close-up, digital photos of snakes, 

preferably in their natural habitats or within an educational or 
conservation context. One winner will be selected each month 
to be the featured photo as part of the Year of the Snake online 
calendar. Runner-up photos will also be included in the calendar. 
Additionally, all submitted images will be considered for use in the 
Year of the Snake monthly newsletter and website as well as other 
Year of the Snake-related conservation, outreach, and educational 
efforts. Give us your best shot! For more information and for entry 
details, please visit http://parcplace.org/images/stories/YOS/
YOS_Photo_Contest.pdf.

Common snakes can be as beautiful and fascinating as rare ones, 
and sometimes they turn up in surprising places. August Photo 
Contest winner Seth Berry found this Eastern Kingsnake 
(Lampropeltis getula) perched in a tree. Our runner-up 
portrait species is unfortunately becoming increasingly rare.
Download your free August calendar at  http://parcplace.org/
images/stories/YOS/YearoftheSnakeCalendarAugust.pdf.

Have a Question? Ask the Experts! 
Submit your snake questions via email (parcyearofthesnake@gmail.
com) to our panel of snake experts, and we will select questions 
to answer in upcoming newsletters. Please include your name and 
location in your email message. 

Follow all of the Year of the Snake news and happenings on 
Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/YearOfTheSnake2013) 
and Twitter (@yearofsnake2013).

Submit Your Citizen Science 
Projects 

A compilation of snake citizen science (volunteer) 
inventory and monitoring projects has begun. 
These will be featured in our monthly newsletters. 
Send any information on these types of projects to 
parcyearofthesnake@gmail.com.

Submit Your Snake Art, Stories, and 
Poetry 

Submit photos of your snake art (jpg, tiff, or pdf 
files) and copies of your stories and poems via email to 
parcyearofthesnake@gmail.com. Please include your 
name, location, and any comments about the submission 
in your email message. We will select submissions to 
include in upcoming newsletters.

Year of the Snake outreach posters: 
Available at www.yearofthesnake.org!

http://parcplace.org/images/stories/YOS/YOS_Photo_Contest.pdf
http://parcplace.org/images/stories/YOS/YOS_Photo_Contest.pdf
http://parcplace.org/images/stories/YOS/YearoftheSnakeCalendarAugust.pdf
http://parcplace.org/images/stories/YOS/YearoftheSnakeCalendarAugust.pdf
http://www.facebook.com/YearOfTheSnake2013
http://www.yearofthesnake.org
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The Orianne Society was founded in 2008 when 
a young girl named Orianne had the opportunity 
to hold an Indigo Snake and was inspired to ask 
her father to help save the animal. I was working 
for the Wildlife Conservation Society then and was 
shortly approached by the family to see if I wanted 
to partner with them to create a new conservation 
organization. The family provided seed funding to 
create an organization and I developed the strategy and 
staff. In the beginning, we developed an organization 
that provided a comprehensive program to conserve 
Eastern Indigo Snakes. This program included the 
protection of a preserve system for Indigo Snakes and 
a land management crew to restore and manage Indigo 
Snake habitats. We also developed a state-of-the-art 
breeding facility where we produce Indigo Snakes for 
reintroduction efforts. Finally, we developed a team of 
conservation scientists that conduct monitoring and 
research with Indigo Snakes.

In the last five years the organizations has grown 
incredibly. First, while we continue to work with 
Indigo Snakes, our mission has expanded to include 
a variety of reptiles and amphibians from around the 
world. Our programs focus on species that embody 
multiple characteristics inspired by our roots working 
with Indigo Snakes. The species we work with are often 
iconic and charismatic, serving as good ambassadors 
for the conservation of the entire ecosystem in which 
they live. Ecologically they often move large distances 
using the habitats of many other plants and animals, 
thus serving as umbrella species for the conservation of 
entire systems. Second, we have added new approaches 
to conservation. Our origins lie in the opportunity for 
a young girl to hold an Indigo Snake, and this helps 
us appreciate the importance of involving people in 
conservation. As a result, we now have active education 

The Orianne Society, continued from p. 1

Hatchling Indigo on the Orianne Indigo Snake Preserve. Photo: 
Dirk Stevenson.

outreach and citizen science programs. Finally, the 
Orianne Society is developing an affiliation with the 
University of Georgia with the ultimate goal of creating 
the world’s leading institute of research, conservation, 
and education for reptiles and amphibians. Aligning the 
Orianne Society with one of the strongest herpetological 
schools in the world will allow us to have an even 
greater impact on the conservation of rare reptiles and 
amphibians.

To date, our accomplishments have had a significant 
effect on the future of rare reptiles and amphibians. The 
protection of a preserve in South Georgia protected 
large populations of Indigo Snakes, Gopher Tortoises 
(Gopherus polyphemus), and Eastern Diamondback 
Rattlesnakes (Crotalus adamanteus). We have 
documented 21 species of snakes alone on the Preserve, 
including rare species such as the Coral Snake (Micrurus 
fulvius). We have also documented the presences of 
Spotted Turtles (Clemmys guttata). 

Our land management team has restored habitat 
throughout Georgia by planting over 300,000 longleaf 
pines and burning thousands of acres of habitat. We also 
translocated 16 Gopher Tortoises to part of the Preserve 
where they had previously declined. In partnership with 
Auburn University, Zoo Atlanta, and the US Forest 
Service we have released approximately 100 Indigo 
Snakes back into Alabama, restoring one of the state’s 
greatest predators. We have been actively engaged in the 
transition of rattlesnake roundups into wildlife festivals 
by maintaining a captive population of rattlesnakes that 
are displayed at the recently transitioned Claxton event, 
and we conduct education outreach programs at the 
event. 

Our conservation science team pioneered the use 
of environmental DNA for surveying Hellbenders 

Education outreach at the Claxton Rattlesnake and Wildlife 
Festival. Photo: Heidi Hall.



Year of the Snake News No. 8, August 2013 4
(Cryptobranchus alleganiensis). Now a water sample can 
be collected to determine if Hellbenders are present, 
as opposed to spending all the resources to conduct 
intensive snorkeling surveys. We developed the first 
series of Priority Amphibian and Reptile Conservation 
Areas (analogous to Important Bird Areas) in the 
country by mapping them in Georgia, Florida, Alabama, 
North Carolina, and South Carolina. We completed a 
field study on Timber Rattlesnakes in Vermont, where 
they are an endangered species, and the results are 
directing land protection and management activities, 
education outreach, and policy. Also with Timber 
Rattlesnakes, we developed a database of occurrences in 
the Southern Blue Ridge Mountains and are modeling 
the distribution of critical habitats. 

Places You Have Never Herped is no longer two weeks away—it’s 
Friday and Saturday August 2-3.

We launched a citizen science project called Places 
You Have Never Herped that brings together the 
public to conduct bioblitzes at important herpetological 
sites. The project involves citizens collecting data on 
reptile and amphibians distribution and abundance 
that are used to conserve these areas. We founded 
the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature’s Viper Specialist Group. Many Orianne staff 
serve as officers and work to bring together the global 
community of viper conservation biologists to have a 
global impact on conservation. As part of the Viper 
Specialist Group, we are developing a range-wide 
conservation action plan for Eastern Diamondback 

Rattlesnakes. We have conducted many projects with 
Indigo Snakes, including study range-wide, patterns in 
genetics, using detector dogs for surveys, movement and 
habitat studies, and monitoring and inventory work. 
These are just a small portion of the accomplishments 
the Orianne Society has achieved in the last 5 
years. I encourage you to visit our website (www.
oriannesociety.org) and learn more about everything we 
do.

Building on our accomplishments and successes, we 
are developing a plan for the future. We are continuing 
to expand our conservation work in southeastern North 
America, specifically focusing on Indigo Snake, Gopher 
Tortoises, and Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnakes. 
We also are continuing to expand our research and 
conservation efforts with rattlesnakes across North 
America. Finally, we are working on developing two 
species programs to the level of our current Indigo 
Snake and Timber Rattlesnake programs. Specifically, 
we are developing strategies for the conservation of 
both Hellbenders and Bushmasters (Lachesis spp.). Our 
alliance with the University of Georgia is strengthening 
all of our programs.

Here at the Orianne Society, we envision a future 
where reptiles and amphibians are valued ecologically, 
culturally, esthetically, and intrinsically. We will continue 
to give every ounce of energy we have to help make this 
vision a reality. Visit us at www.oriannesociety.org and 
learn how you can get involved.

Are You an Educator or Interpretive 
Naturalist?

We are working to create resources for teachers and 
naturalists!  If you are willing to share, please send your 
unit materials, educational program information, or 
PowerPoint presentations to parcyearofthesnake@
gmail.com.  Please include your name, the name of 
your school/nature center or organization, and location.  
If you did not create the materials, please be sure to tell 
us where you found the materials.

http://www.oriannesociety.org
http://www.oriannesociety.org
http://www.oriannesociety.org
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Smithsonian-Mason School of Conservation Students Learn 

about Canebrake Rattlesnakes at Northwest Annex

Students from a reptile monitoring and 
conservation class with the Smithsonian-
Mason School of Conservation in Front 
Royal, VA, had the opportunity to get up 
close and personal and learn about tracking 
and implanting radio transmitters in 
canebrake rattlesnakes during their visit to 
Naval Support Activity Hampton Roads, 
Northwest Annex (NWA) on May 21. 

“We wanted the students to meet 
and see experts in a lab and field setting 
and to have access to their knowledge, 
passion, and wisdom,” said Dr. Tom Akre, 
Associate Professor of Biological and 
Environmental Sciences at Longwood 
University. “We wanted the students to see 
a long-term monitoring program in action, 
in particular, one that was focused on a 
threatened species that included cooperative 
management between different agencies.”

Dr. Tom Akre (front row, center), associate professor at Longwood University, JD 
Kleopfer (back row, center), herpetologist for the VA Department of Game and 
Inland Fisheries, Chris Petersen (third from right), natural resources specialist 
with NAVFAC, and students from the reptile monitoring and conservation class 
pose with the canebrake rattlesnake before the surgery.

Conducting surgeries on Canebrake (Timber) Rattlesnakes (Crotalus horridus) to implant radio transmitters has 
been a long-term and intensive study completed at Northwest Annex since 1995. Since the start of the study, more 
than 50 snakes have been implanted with radio transmitters and approximately 14,000 observations have been 
collected. 

In 1995, Northwest Annex wanted to understand the impact of the loss of forest canopy density on the behavior 
of the Canebrake Rattlesnake. An agreement was then formed between Northwest Annex and Old Dominion 
University, with funding and support by Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) and the 
Navy. 

The project entails the students, NAVFAC staff members and VDGIF employees catching the snakes in the field 
and taking them to the laboratory. Then they surgically implant radio transmitters into the snakes’ body cavity so 
that they can be repeatedly located. In some cases, multiple surgeries have to be performed if the battery in the 
transmitter expires. Most transmitters last about two years. 

By Katisha Draughn-Fraguada
Public Affairs Officer, Naval Support Activity Hampton Roads 

All photos by Katisha Draughn-Fraguada

Chris Petersen, a 
natural resources 
specialist with 
Naval Facilities 
Engineering 
Command 
Atlantic (NAVFAC), 
performs surgery 
on the Canebrake 
Rattlesnake.
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“The work that the Navy is conducting on the canebrake rattlesnakes at NWA is very unique. No other studies are 

being conducted on this species in Virginia, and only a few others are being conducted in other parts of the U.S.,” 
said Chris Petersen, a natural resources specialist with Naval Facilities Engineering Command Atlantic (NAVFAC). 
“What makes the project so unique is its longevity. This fall represents the 18th year the project has been going on. 
Studies such as this are critical to understanding the life history of a species that can live over 25 years in the wild.”

During the students’ visit, they were shown a Power Point presentation on the history of the Canebrake 
Rattlesnake project, results of the habitat use and movement patterns of the snakes, and how the snakes’ movements 
are analyzed. They were then brought into the field and located several rattlesnakes using radio telemetry. They 
finished the day by capturing one of the study subjects which needed a new radio transmitter and conducting a 
surgery in the lab.

“I wanted the students to see that the DoD, and in particular the U.S. Navy, are some of the most important 
stewards of our natural resources and as a result, some very important conservation and management programs have 
emerged on installations across the country,” said Akre. 

The Reptile Monitoring Course is through Smithsonian-Mason School of Conservation of the Smithsonian 
Conservation Biology Institute and George Mason University. The students are taught a background in reptile 
biology, evolution, and systematics; the threats to and impacts on reptiles; the conservation status of reptiles; how 
to design and conduct inventory, assessment, and monitoring programs for reptiles; and how to analyze their data. 
The students, who are from Vietnam, Switzerland, Nepal, Germany, California, and New York, were in a two week 
immersion course which ended on May 24.

“The entire day was very interesting to me because I was able to experience wildlife which I really enjoy,” said Thuy 
Nguyen, a student from Vietnam. 

Petersen thought it was very important for the students to see the Navy’s significant contribution to natural 
resource management and conservation.

“I do not think the average person realizes the great efforts the Navy makes towards balancing our military mission 
and managing natural resources,” he said. “I believe the students ended the day with an appreciation of the Navy’s 
efforts to maintain healthy, resilient environments that can sustain military testing and training for decades to 
come.”

Upcoming Meetings &Events
3rd Places You’ve Never Herped, August 2-3, 
Bladen Lakes PARCA (Priority Amphibian and 
Reptile Conservation Area), North Carolina. 
More information and sign-up on the Orianne 
Society Web site at: www.oriannesociety.
org/3rd-places-youve-never-herped-event

Midwest PARC Annual Meeting, August 2-4, Forest 
Beach Migratory Preserve, Port Washington, WI. <link>

Connecticut Snakes, a hands-on, all-ages program, 
August 3, 1-2 pm,  Chatfield Hollow State Park, 
Killingworth, CT. See CT DEEP Year of the Snake 
webpage for details <link>.

Year of the Snake Summer Program at Squantz Pond, 
New Fairfield, CT. Presented by staff from the Beardsley 
Zoo. August 7, 11:00 am - 2:00 pm. See CT DEEP 
Year of the Snake webpage for details <link>.

Sabino Canyon Lizard Walk, August 10, Sabino 
Canyon Rec. Area, Tucson, AZ. Meet at 8 am at the 
visitors’ center.

The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, presentation on 
raptors and reptiles, August 31, 7-8 pm, Shad Landing 
Nature Center Amphitheater, Pocomoke River State 
Park, Snow Hill, MD. 

Giant Reptile Day, September 1, 1-3:30 pm, Catoctin 
Wildlife Preserve & Zoo, Thurmont, MD.

Snakes of Connecticut, September 11, 7:30 pm, 
Blackstone Library, Branford, CT. Sponsored by the 
Menunkatuck Audubon Society. See CT DEEP Year of 
the Snake webpage for details <link>.

Sabino Canyon Lizard Walk, September 14, Sabino 
Canyon Rec. Area, Tucson, AZ. Meet at 8 am at the 
visitors’ center.

Connecticut Hunting & Fishing Day (with live 
snake programs), September 28, 10 am - 4 pm, 
Sessions Woods Conservation Education Center, 
Burlington, CT. See CT DEEP Year of the Snake 
webpage for details <link>.

http://www.oriannesociety.org/3rd-places-youve-never-herped-event
http://www.oriannesociety.org/3rd-places-youve-never-herped-event
http://www.northeastparc.org/meetings/index.htm
http://www.mwparc.org/meetings/2013/
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
http://www.ct.gov/deep/cwp/view.asp%3Fa%3D2723%26q%3D498864%26deepNav_GID%3D1655
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Fire and the Narrow-headed Gartersnake
by Justin Schofer and Esther Nelson, Southwestern Region, USDA Forest Service

In 2012, the Gila National Forest experienced the largest wildfire in New 
Mexico’s history. The Whitewater Baldy Complex fire began as two separate 
lightning-caused wildfires in the Gila Wilderness. The Baldy wildfire started 
from a lightning strike on May 9, 2012. As it grew in size it joined with the 
Whitewater fire, just west of the Baldy fire, on May 16, 2012. Ultimately, 
the massive wildfire burned 297,845 acres of mixed conifer, Ponderosa Pine, 
piñon-juniper, and grasslands, as well as riparian areas. 

 Habitat for various federally endangered, threatened, candidate species 
for listing, state-listed, and Forest Service sensitive species occurred within 
the wildfire perimeter. Wildlife professionals (The Gartersnake Conservation 
Working Group) raised concerns regarding post-fire effects on extant 
populations of Narrow-headed Gartersnake, Thamnophis rufipuntatus, 
currently listed as threatened by New Mexico Department of Game and 

Fish (NMGF 2006) due to 
population declines in New 
Mexico and Arizona. Post-fire 
threats to the snake include ash 
flows from monsoonal rains in 
burned areas, causing loss of 
foraging habitat and die-offs 
of native fish. Narrow-headed 
Gartersnakes primarily prey 
on fish. Previous translocation 
research on other snakes suggests low survivorship; prior to this effort 
in 2012 translocation has never been attempted with Narrow-headed 
Gartersnakes. Translocations post-fire provided an opportunity to 

potentially minimize some of the predicted severe adverse effects from the wildfire for translocated individuals, as 
well as an opportunity to assess movement and survivorship in the translocated individuals. The decision was made 
to salvage gartersnakes from two creeks that had robust populations in which post-fire impacts were predicted to be 
severe. Narrow-headed Gartersnakes were salvaged in June 2012 from Whitewater Creek and the Middle Fork of 
the Gila River and temporarily housed at the Albuquerque Biopark. On July 31-August 1, 2012 eighteen snakes (8 
larger snakes with radio transmitters, and 10 snakes less than 440 mm SVL) from Whitewater Creek were relocated 
into Saliz Creek. Snakes without transmitters were not observed after release, but search effort was limited. Snakes 
with transmitters were tracked weekly throughout August and September, using radiotelemetry, in an attempt to 
understand movements and behavior of translocated Narrow-headed Gartersnakes. 

 In March of 2013, members of the Gartersnake 
Conservation Working Group met to discuss wildfire and 
the Narrow-headed Gartersnake in the 2013 fire season. 
The group discussed the viability and effectiveness of the 
salvage strategy. A primary concern that the group has with 
any salvage effort is that there are no data to suggest that 
such a strategy works. Therefore, there will be no salvage 
efforts for the Narrow-headed Gartersnake during the 2013 
fire season in New Mexico. Every wildfire is different, with 
short and long term changes to the ecosystem occurring 
at varying degrees. The group discussed the possibility of 

Narrow-headed Gartersnake released in 
Sadiz Creek with radiotransmitter. 

Collecting data on a salvaged snake.
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a “hands off approach” in situations where fish populations are likely 
to rebound in a system that is fire-adapted. For systems that will have 
fish die-offs for many years, however, a salvage plan based on sound 
scientific data may be a viable strategy to preserve a small subset of 
members from extant populations. Currently, there are no published or 
known ongoing translocation studies on this species. Studies looking 
at translocation of similar species (or of snakes in general) are the only 
literature available. Therefore, the salvage effort that occurred on the 
Gila in 2012, and the as-yet-undetermined fate of those translocated 
individuals, was identified by the group as a critical piece of information 
necessary to determine if future salvage efforts should occur. Another 
consideration the group discussed was the likelihood that the native 
fish population has returned to the Upper Middle Fork Gila River and 
we can release the snakes back into their capture location in late spring, 
2013. If this course of action is taken, it is an excellent opportunity to 
examine an alternative strategy to the salvage-translocate plan for snakes 
affected by large-scale wildfires in the southwestern United States. 
Instead, salvaging snakes, holding them in captivity, and releasing 
them at a later date in the same waterway after the fish population has 
recovered may offer 
a more successful 

management strategy. At this time the data from the 2012 salvage 
translocation and the possible release of Middle Fork, Gila River 
snakes remain valuable data sources that could be used to develop 
a strategy for emergency responses to future landscape and 
watershed altering events such as the Whitewater Baldy Complex 
Fire.

If you would like to help Wildlife Biologist, Justin Schofer, by 
volunteering your time to assist in collecting data to determine if 
these efforts were successful, please contact him at 575-533-6231 
or jschofer@fs.fed.us

J. Schoefer radio-tracking Narrow-headed 
Gartersnakes in Sadiz Creek.

Unburned habitat in Sadiz Creek.

Snake 
Myths

by Carrie Elvey, 
The Wilderness 

Center

Because of their unique lifestyle, snakes are prone to being the subject of 
myth and legend. Some of these myths have a kernel of truth, others have 
no discernible origin. Read on to learn the truth about these myths.

Artwork courtesy of The Wilderness Center

Myth: Garter Snake Mothers Swallow their Young 
to Protect Them

Facts: There are several probable origins of this myth. 
Perhaps observations of large snakes eating smaller 
ones were mistaken for maternal care. It is also 
possible that well-developed fetuses were discovered 
in the female’s body. This type of parental care has 
never been verified, either through trained observation 
or dissection. Swallowing young would not protect 
them; there’s nothing maternal about being digested 
by stomach acid and enzymes. Some snake species do 
exhibit varying degrees of parental care. 
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The Copperhead Institute
by Dr. Chuck Smith

Effective conservation efforts for all organisms rest on a 
foundation built from understanding natural- and life-history 
within a phylogenetic context. For well- studied species, that 
level of understanding has been achieved. For others, like 
most snakes, fundamental information, such as reproduction, 
movements, diet, and habitat use, is sorely lacking. One 
goal of The Copperhead Institute is to conduct original and 
innovative research on the ecology and evolutionary biology 
of snakes, with an emphasis on North American pitvipers, to 
provide a platform for addressing fundamental questions not 
only in general snake biology but also their conservation. 

The Copperhead Institute (TCI) was founded in 2011 as a 
non-profit 501(c)3 research institution. Our facility currently includes two animal holding rooms, a central research 
laboratory, a facility for the development of research electronics (e.g., radio-transmitters and video-monitoring 
equipment), and a temperature-humidity controlled environmental room. We are governed by Directors and a 
Scientific Advisory Panel. Beyond our scientific staff (Dr. Gordon W. Schuett, Dr. Warren Booth, Dr. Ryan L. 
Earley, Dr. Randall Reiserer, Dr. Charles F. Smith, and Pamela Hagwood-Smith), we maintain affiliations and 
collaborations with academic partners having diverse and complementary expertise in behavior (e.g., reproduction), 
ecology (e.g., field ecology, niche modeling), physiology (e.g., endocrinology), genetics (microsatellite genotyping, 
genomics), and phylogenetic systematics. Our view is that the integration of knowledge and expertise in snake 
research provides a more robust and multi-dimensional understanding of snake biology. More than a brick and 
mortar facility, however, TCI serves as a centralized resource that facilitates the exchange of ideas among snake 
biologists and brings that information to the public.

One of our primary model research organisms has been the Copperhead snake (Agkistrodon contortrix). For 
two of our scientists (Drs. Schuett and Smith), this animal has been the subject of study for more than thirty 
years combined, and has resulted in numerous peer-reviewed publications. Besides the obvious physical beauty 
of Copperheads, they serve as an ideal vertebrate model to study a range of general questions. Copperheads are 
large-bodied, thus radio-telemetry is possible. They can be found close to, and even within, suburban centers, so 
that questions regarding habitat fragmentation and effects of urbanization can be tested empirically. These animals 
are hardy captives, allowing for research into behavior and 

A beautifully marked Copperhead, Agkistrodon contortrix.

The Copperhead Institute currently maintains a research colony 
of Copperhead snakes. The colony has been instrumental in 
studying social behavior in this species, as well as the inheritance 
of reproductive patterns in pit viper snakes. Photo: Mark Olencki.

Dr. Chuck Smith completes a radio-transmitter surgery on a 
northern Copperhead snake. Since 2001, researchers from the 
Institute have been monitoring a Connecticut study population, 
including radio-telemetry of thirty-five adult Copperheads. 
Photo: Chelsea Smith.
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reproduction under controlled conditions. Additionally, Copperheads are locally 
abundant and geographically widespread, reaching from northern Florida to 
Massachusetts, and their western limits in the Trans-Pecos region of Texas. As 
a result, there is tremendous geographic variation in life-history traits across 
their range that provides an ideal model to study their evolution. Perhaps most relevant to snake conservation, 
however, is that this animal is often found sympatric with species that are highly threatened or endangered, and 
they share various life-history characteristics with those animals. In many locals, for instance, Copperheads and 
Timber Rattlesnakes (Crotalus horridus) occur together, often in places (northern populations especially) where 
Timber Rattlesnakes are endangered. Both species presumably exist under similar human pressures (habitat loss, 
fragmentation, etc.), therefore, studying the Copperhead can provide valuable data—particularly genetic data—that 
can be applied to the conservation of Timber Rattlesnakes and other species of pitvipers.

The Copperhead Institute actively supports the intellectual growth and research goals of graduate and 
undergraduate students in pursuing research careers. During spring 2013, for example, we guided original research 
by 22 students, and co-authored scientific presentations by eight undergraduate students, including a student who 
presented her research to an international audience at the 50th annual meeting of the Animal Behavior Society 
in Boulder, Colorado. We also sponsored a student studying multiple paternity in snakes at The University of 
Tulsa (under the direction of Dr. Warren Booth), and are presently working with a graduate student on applying 
population conservation genetics in studies of northern Copperheads and Timber Rattlesnakes. Clearly, not all of 
these students will ultimately work in conservation, but even for 
those who venture into other fields of science, they will take with 
them a new appreciation of snakes and research, and spread that 
appreciation to those around them. 

Like most organizations of our type, we are frequently called 
upon to answer questions about snakes from the general 
public. More importantly though, we endeavor to proactively 

Part of the mission of The Copperhead Institute 
is to promote conservation and education. Along 
with host John Longo and cameraman Ty Leger, 
Dr. Chuck Smith demonstrates how researchers 
measure Copperheads in the field as part of a 
segment devoted to New England snakes for the 
television show “Kettlebottom Outdoor Pursuits”. 
Photo: Joy Marzolf. 

Dr. Chuck Smith radio-tracking a large 
male Copperhead at The Copperhead 

Institute’s South Carolina field research 
site. Researchers at the Institute have 

been monitoring this population for 
the past three years, collecting data on 

habitat use and reproduction. Photo: 
Pam Hagwood-Smith.

Dr. Gordon Schuett, Dr. Warren Booth, 
and Pam Hagwood-Smith photographing 
a lizard at The Copperhead Institute’s 
South Carolina field research site. Photo: 
Chuck Smith.

Dr. Chuck Smith using a PIT tag reader to identify a copperhead snake 
captured at their field research site in Connecticut. Continually monitored 

since 2001, data collected from this population has provided valuable 
insights into the genetics, spatial ecology, endocrinology, and reproduction 

of Copperhead snakes. Photo: Sara Horwitz.
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Partners in Amphibian and Reptile Conservation (PARC) Announces

 A Logo Contest 
for Our 2014 Year of the Salamander Campaign!

In 2014, Partners in Amphibian and Reptile 
Conservation (PARC) will launch the Year of the 
Salamander campaign to raise awareness about the 
conservation status of salamanders and their conservation 
needs. We are now seeking submissions for the logo for 
the 2014 Year of the Salamander campaign!

The logo selected will be high profile and will be used 
in various places, including the State of the Salamander 
document, newsletters, website, posters, and may be used 
on Year of the Salamander merchandise. 

Logo Requirements:  We ask that submitted logos bear 
the text “2014 Year of the Salamander” and that the text 
be legible when reduced to a 1” height. Also, the chosen 
logo will need to work equally well in color and in black and white formats. 

Submission: Please send your proposed logos to yearofthesalamander@gmail.com with the subject line “YOSal 
LOGO.”  Although we will eventually require a high resolution file of the winning logo, please send only lower 
resolution JPG, GIF, or TIF files for the initial submission. 

Deadline: The deadline for logo submissions is October 1st, 2013. The winning logo will be announced by 
November 1st. The winning logo designer will be featured in the January 2014 Year of the Salamander News that will 
be distributed to PARC list-serve members and posted on the PARC website.

Please distribute this logo contest announcement far and wide. We look forward to seeing your artistic 
submissions!

Previous years’ winning logos:

Designer: Ann Hirschfeld Designer: Kelly ChristiansenDesigner: Todd Long

Green Salamander, Aneides aeneus. Photo: Mark Tegges.

communicate snake research to the public, students, and the scientific community by sponsoring events where 
scientists and non-scientists can interact. In 2012, we co-hosted the Seminar Series in Reproduction and Clonality, 
bringing in two well-known researchers. This seminar was open to the public. The Seminar was attended by over 
one hundred people. This was followed in 2013 by the equally well-attended Seminar “Systematics, Behavior, 
and Natural History of Reptiles in the Age of Genomics.” In 2014, we are thrilled to be one of the organizers and 
co-sponsors of the Biology of the Pitvipers II Symposium (www.biologyofthepitvipers.com) to be held in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma from June 4-7. The symposium promises to bring together hundreds of snake experts from around the 
world to hear talks and discuss the biology and conservation of these magnificent creatures.

While still in its infancy, we feel that TCI has accomplished much in the past two years. Ultimately what brings 
us together as an organization, however, and what lies at the heart of our motivation, is that same thing that drives 
most organizations with a conservation component, and that is a love of the animals that we work with.
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Taking action for the conservation of any species can be a complex, expensive, lengthy process. Or it may be as 
simple as keeping your cat indoors.

I walk around my neighborhood a lot—it’s a nice area for that, there are off-street paths, creek-side corridors, 
parks, and green spaces with birds, deer, and if I’m in the right place at the right time, snakes. The US Pacific 
Northwest isn’t blessed with the extraordinary reptile diversity of the Southeast or Southwest, but I have seen at 
least three species of snakes on my walks: Gophersnakes (Pituophis catenifer), Red-spotted Gartersnakes (Thamnophis 
sirtalis concinnus), and Northwestern Gartersnakes (Thamnophis ordinoides).

On one particular walk, I saw two Northwestern Gartersnakes. The first was a gorgeous speckled-olive morph that 
inspired me to run home for my camera. Naturally, it had abandoned its basking-place by the time I returned, but I 
went on with my walk.

The second snake was not so lucky: it had been captured by a couple of cats.
When I spotted it, I thought it was dead. But since 

I had my camera, I took a series of photos of the sad 
incident. However, when I took the snake away from 
the cats, I found that it was alive, and had apparently 
been playing dead as a defensive strategy. It had a 
fairly significant wound on its tail (see third photo), 
but as far as I could see, no fangs had punctured it 
further up the body. I encouraged it to hide itself 
in a thick clump of ornamental grass where the cats 
couldn’t reclaim it, and continued my walk.

Did the snake survive? Maybe. But many wildlife rescue 
and rehabilitation programs report that animals that suffer 
bite wounds from cats often die of infection or internal 
hemorrhaging—cat saliva contains pathogenic bacteria, 
including Pasteurella multocida, and the narrow puncture 
wounds inflicted by cats’ fangs are particularly prone to 
infection. In the case of snakes, data from one wildlife rescue 
organization in New South Wales, Australia, reported that 
almost 45% of snakes brought in after being attacked by cats 
later died (and this would not reflect the snakes that were 
killed outright).[1]

The two cats who captured the snake were not hungry strays 
or ferals. They were plump, well-fed house pets hunting out 

wound

of instinct. Not every cat who is allowed to roam free outdoors hunts, but even owners who believed their cat never 
hunted because it never brought prey home have been proven wrong when feathers, bones, or other prey remains 
were found in their cat’s feces. Some pet cats are particularly prodigious hunters, bringing home several prey a week. 
And this is only a hint of their real prowess: a study using “Kitty Cam” technology demonstrated that cats bring 
home only about half of the animals they kill.[2] 

“But these are mostly birds and rodents,” you might be thinking. Turns out, it depends on where you live and 
what season of the year it is—in some areas, reptiles can be up to 30% or more of prey brought home.[3] Lizards 

One Small Step for Snakes by Kathryn Ronnenberg
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appear to be particularly attractive to hunting moggies in 
Australia, where one study made a persuasive case that a 
single pet cat from a neighboring property exterminated 
the entire population (40–50 individuals) of a previously 
common native lizard, Ctenotus fallens.[4] Not every 
study I checked separated lizards from snakes in prey 
reports. A lizard, the Carolina Anole, Anolis carolinensis, 
was the most common prey item (8 of 39 total prey) 
in the Georgia Kitty Cam study, as well, though the 16 
successful hunting cats studied also captured 3 snakes 
and 3 other lizards over 10 days.[2]

So what can we do? Bell the cat? Whereas there is 
some evidence this may be partially effective in reducing 
predation on birds, mammals, and lizards, snakes have 

bell

very poor hearing, particularly in the high-frequency range (note that one of the cats was wearing a bell). Even prey 
animals with good hearing may not associate the sound of a bell with danger, and many belled cats have apparently 
learned to hunt with greater stealth to silence their bells. Pounce protector devices may help somewhat, if worn 
consistently when the cat is out-doors.[5]

The best way to be certain your cat is not preying on snakes (and other wildlife) is to keep it indoors. This is not 
only the best solution for wildlife, it’s better for both you and your cat. Outdoor cats run a gauntlet of potentially-
lethal hazards including cars, dogs, wild predators, fights with other cats, disease, parasites, and cruel humans, which 
can reduce their life-span by more than two-thirds compared to their indoor-only cousins. The owner benefits from 
reduced veterinary costs related to injuries, vaccinations, worming, and flea medications, as well as reducing the 
risk of flea infestations in the house. Kittens in particular adapt well to indoor life, but if you adopt an older cat 
into your household or move to a new address, those can also be good times to transition a cat, as they will have 
to be kept indoors for a lengthy period anyway. If your cat truly pines for a breath of fresh air, consider building 
an outdoor cat enclosure with free access from the house. An outdoor enclosure provides the best of both worlds: 
enrichment, fresh air, and safety for your cat, and safe passage for visiting wildlife. Some cats will also adapt to being 
taken out on a leash, or enjoy prowling around a fenced yard under supervision. 

There are around 84 million pet cats in the United States, of which more than half have access to the outdoors.[6] 
Although owned pet cats are not the greatest threat to snakes and other neighborhood wildlife, they’re a hazard we 
can easily, humanely prevent. Take a small step for snakes, and keep your cat inside.
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