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So you found a

SNAKE..

now what?

A Guide to the Northeastern
Venomous Snakes and their
Non-venomous Look-alikes

astern or Black Ratsnake (adult)

Snakes & People

With suburban development encroaching
into wild areas, human-animal interactions
are on the rise. The purpose of this
brochure is two-fold: (1) to focus on snake
and human interactions and how you should
react (or not react) to avoid injury to either
party, and (2) to educate you on the role of
snakes in our environment. This new
information will allow you to understand
and possibly even develop an appreciation
for snakes and their importance in our
ecosystems.

Out of the 39 snake species in the
Northeast, only 4 are venomous or
potentially harmful to people. These 4 are
the Timber/Canebrake Rattlesnake, the
Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake, the
Copperhead, and the Eastern Cottonmouth.
These venomous snakes are often confused
with similar looking non-venomous species.
Most of these species eat rodents and fish
and use their venom to kill their prey.
Unfortunately, the bad reputation that
snakes have precedes them, and many
people feel that the only good snake is a
dead snake. Read on to learn more about
why snakes are beneficial.

If you find a snake in your house and you are
not sure what speciesiit is, call your local
wildlife agency. An experienced
professional can help you determine
whether you may safely remove it from your
home. Once you’ve determined that the
snake is harmless, you can safely bring it
outside by hand or by placing it carefully
into a garbage can with the aid of a broom
or some other non-lethal implement.

WHY CARE ABOUT
SNAKES?

In general, snakes are both secretive and
shy animals that prefer to be avoided and
ignored. Left to their own devices, snakes
pose no threat and actually provide
significant benefits to our environment.

Besides adding to the world’s natural
biodiversity, snakes play a vital role in our
ecosystems by helping to keep in check
populations of prey animals, such as mice
and rats. Snakes also serve as food items
for other predators elsewhere in the food
web such as hawks, herons, raccoons or
foxes, and even other snakes. If snakes
were removed from their positions in the
food web, the whole ecosystem could be
impacted, creating an imbalance that could
be detrimental to humans and other
animals alike. For example, if snakes no
longer existed, plants or other producers
could be eaten to a greater degree than at
present, due to the resulting increased
numbers of herbivores that otherwise
would have been eaten by snakes. Such an
imbalance could negatively impact other
species that rely on those plants or other
producers for food. From a homeowner’s
perspective, you could find more rodents
around your home or garden if there were
no snakes!

The following pages of this brochure
highlight identifying characteristics of the 4
venomous species in the Northeast and 4
non-venomous species most likely to be
confused with them. See the back flap of
the brochure for range maps.

Remember: SNAKES ARE IMPORTANT!




Venomous

Shovel-shaped head; head may be coppery red in color,
but may also be brownish.

Dark hourglass-shaped bands that are wider on sides
than on top.

Vertical pupils and facial pit (inset).
Juveniles have a bright yellow tail tip.

Prefers forests, old fields, marshes, rock outcrops
and agricultural buildings.

Timber/Canebrake Rattlesnake
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Hard rattle on the end of tail (inset).

Two color phases: light or yellow (pictured) and dark
(inset & cover photo).

Shovel-shaped head.
Facial pit (inset), vertical pupil.
Often have a rust-colored vertebral stripe.

Mountain Regions: forests and rocky ridge tops; SE
Coastal Plain: forested streams and swamps.

vVenomous

Southern species, rarely occurring farther north than
southern Virginia. Also called a water moccasin.

Several black, hourglass bands across back (lacks rattle).
Color can range from dark green to black.

Flattened head, vertical pupils, facial pits.

When threatened may expose white mouth.

Prefers swamps and freshwater marshes.

Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake
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Brownish-gray, dark brown or black rounded blotches on
back and sides.

Hard rattle on the end of tail (inset).
Vertical pupil, facial pit.

Smaller body size than other rattlesnakes (max.
length 3ft).

Peatlands, wet meadows and fields near wetlands.
Species is uncommon and declining.

Non-venomous

Often mistaken for the copperhead, cottonmouth or water
moccasin.

Elongated head (not triangular shaped). No facial pits.
Round pupils.

Narrower bands than the cottonmouth and also lacks rattle.

May flatten head and body or act aggressively when
disturbed.

Almost always associated with waterbodies.

Eastern Milksnake

Often mistaken for eastern massasauga rattlesnake,
timber rattlesnake, or copperhead.

No facial pits, “Y” shaped spot on head (inset).

Highly variable in color and pattern.

May rapidly shake tail when disturbed (but lacks rattle),
which may sound like a rattle if snake is in dry leaves.
Fairly common around human habitation. Habitat
includes old fields, forests, and rock outcrops.

Non-venomous

Young (pictured) are patterned with black and brown
blotches on a grayish background.

May rapidly shake tail when disturbed (but lacks rattle),
which may sound like a rattle if snake is in dry leaves.

Adults (inset & cover photo) are black and large (max.
length 8ft).

Inhabit rocky wooded areas, often found in trees.

Eastern Hognose Snake

= Will flatten head and neck if threatened and may play
dead; hissing and mouth gaping leads people to believe
they are dangerous or venomous.

Color variable — either spotted or entirely black.

Upturned nose, no facial pits.

May rattle tail when disturbed (but lacks rattle).

Inhabit dry, sandy areas with large prey populations (toad).

Corn snakes, pine snakes and young eastern (black)
racers may also be mistaken for a venomous snake.




