SKILL BUILDER

BY MARY O. PARKER

Snake Safety

.'the:mo creatures may ebohefem but it’s best not to overreact.

Of all the critters that skitter in
Texas, nothing makes the heart race
faster than the slithering kind. But
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
herpetologist Andy Gluesenkamp says
the snakes you spot are likely more
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afraid of you than you are of them.

“Snakes fear humans,” he says. “To
them, we probably appear to be large,
noisy animals that may harm them or
try to eat them. When a snake is con-
fronted by a large animal, it usually tries
to hide or escape.”

It's when snakes can't hide or escape
that their behavior can seem threaten-
Glue-
senkamp, “they may stand their ground

ing. When cornered, says
hissing, rattling their tail (rattles or not)
and generally trying to look dangerous
and unpalatable.”

This acting job has worked wonders
considering how many people are afraid
of them. However, the reality is that
most Texas snakes aren't dangerous; of
105 kinds (species and subspecies)
statewide, 15 are venomous to humans.
But, whether the snakes are harmless or
not, most folks don't welcome the sight
of one and aren't quite sure what they
should do if they see one.

According to Gluesenkamp, it's more
a matter of what you shouldn't do: Don't
let yourself get rattled. The best way to
keep a snake from overreacting is not to
overreact yourself. Instead, step back
slowly until a space at least the length of
its body is between the two of you. Then,
tiptoe away. If you hear a rattlesnake rat-
tling, make sure you know where the
snake is before you move.

Venomous snakes in Texas, with the

Snakes fear people. When cornered,
though, they may appear threatening.

exception of the coral snake (Micrurusspp.),
are pit vipers — cottonmouths (Agkistrodon
pl'scfvorus). rattlesnakes (Crotalus spp- and
Sistrurus spp.) and copperheads (Agkistrodon
contortrix). These snakes, says Dr. Edward J.
Wozniak, a doctor of veterinary medicine
with the Zoonosis Control Division of the
Texas Department of State Health Servic-
es, locate prey with “one of the most sen-
sitive and sophisticated infrared [heat]
receptor systems on earth.”
He that a

response is particularly important

stresses slow-motion
around them. “Any attempt to step
quickly past a questing pit viper is likely to
entice the animal to strike, especially if
the person is scantily dressed and giving
off a detectable heat signature that is in
the same temperature range as a prey
item.” He suggests wearing boots and
long pants and walking “slowly, steadily
and methodically when in snake country.”

Gluesenkamp also has sound advice. "As
with anywhere else outdoors, watch your
step and do not put your hands or feet
where you cannot see them.”

When turning over anything that's
been in the same place for a while, flip
it toward you (not away from you) and
remain alert in case there’s a surprise
underneath. At night, use a flashlight
when walking on paved areas, because
themselves on

snakes often warm

surfaces that have soaked up heat during

the day.
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Reduce the chances of an unwanted
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and their prey use for shelter. Glue- |— = FES MV e — T T S

senkamp says, “This includes keeping
lawns mowed, removing brush, trash

piles, wood piles and old outbuildings.

Cover openings under your house, Aug. 1-8: Cooper Lake State_ Park;
steps and porch with hardware cloth or Ken Rice, coastal propane for camping; an
: = educator; firearm digging Garner.

screen to keep critters out. safety at home; Choke

No matter how unpleasant you may Canyon State Park; ?tu?'r 2?:\29'{ 5 _|
; : o : L long-term quail ephen F. Austin State |
f.lmcl these members of the suborder ranagenienGwewy Park: search for the
Serpentes, keep in mind the important water. extinct ivory-billed
role they play in our ecosystem. “The woodpecker; hall of

gz S - k _ . Aug. 8-15: fame angler Paul Hin- =
majority of our native snake species are Palo Duro Canyon fonE A Chistivs!
predators of rodents and undoubted- State Park; Panhandle = Ranch grasslands; 4

, s N . : wildfi : in.

Iy make a major contribution to their urlldalrr:t;z;;vgeghtaih' Lake Bob Sandlin Ken Rice teaches people about the coast. | 1]
control. In some regions of the state, coastal birding trails; '| Aug. 29-Sept. 5: Watch the week of Aug. 1-8.
informed individuals have even used South Texas Digging into history at

the release of Texas rat snakes (Haphe butterflies. SangcintréEat‘tlT- TEXAS PARKS & WILDLIFE
A . . ground; traditiona , - e
obsoleta lindheimeri) as a form of biologi- Aug. 15-22: squirrel hunt; Enchant- W'"”e_":u:m“‘?h‘““'a':s‘ Di”ﬁie‘"s'lc’" ! ;__t“’“‘.‘»
. ) . : = series is broadcast throughout Texas on loca
cal control to rid their attics, barns WMA!Ba_m:ng ed Rock; Railway PBS affiliates. In stereo with closed captions. ﬁh:
opportunities; pro Ranch restoration; - o

and other buildings of roof rats,” http://archive.tpwd.state.tx.us/tv u

anglers on Lake Fork; wintertime deer.

explains Wozniak.

So, the next time something slithers ﬂ"
S PASSPORT TO TEXAS B

stay calm, but also how beneficial the Join host Cecilia Nasti weekdays for a (S,

. 2 . . & \?‘
Longleaf pine restoration, black bear sightings and algal 90-second excursion into the Texas Outdoors.  5¢% &

nearby, try remembering not only to

‘{f

slitherer is for keeping disease-carry-

blooms are some of the stories you'll hear in Auguston [ g ; ;
. ¥ : N F ind a station near you, or listen on the Web at 5 =
ing rodents in check. Though, as you Passport to Texas. Go to www.passporttotexas.org to U %’*“*
tiptoe off, “beneficial” may be the last find a station near you, P it
word on your mind. 7 J

September 16 - .19 2010

speakers - workshops - photo contest - field trips - portfolio reviews

on the campus of

Sul Ross State l'n

| Member o

ALPINE, TEXAS
FEATURING:

Wyman Meinzer,

J. Griffis Smith,

Rolf Nusshaumer, -

Laurence Parent ... and more I :

LU TR CNC B P T Dl
www.shootingwesttexas.org

TEXAS PARKS & WILDLIFE » I7



