DGCST072 - Snakes and Snake Bite 


INTRODUCTION

In Australia we have a large variety of snakes, some of which are considered to be highly venomous.  Snakes are cold blooded and are mostly seen in the summer months.  

Snakes naturally prey on small animals such as mice and rats and do not eat humans.  They will not bite you unless you provoke them and in most cases snake bite only occurs when a person is trying to kill a snake.

Some of the more venomous Australian snakes include:

· Brown Snakes;

· Tiger Snakes;

· Taipans;

· Red Bellied Black Snakes; and

· Death Adders. 

Brown Snakes are the deadliest snakes in Australia and are responsible for 20 of the 30 deaths that have occurred because of snake bite since 1980.

This safety talk will look at:

· some of the more common types of snakes;

· what they look like;

· where they are found;

· how we can best avoid them; and

· the symptoms and treatment of snake bite.

Types of Snakes


Brown Snakes (All States of Australia)

Brown Snakes:

· have a long, slender head and body shape;

· they range from 0.6 to 2.7 metres in length; and

· vary in colour from straw yellow, apricot, light brown, chocolate brown to almost black.  

Different species of Brown Snakes are found throughout Australia. 

Tiger Snakes (Southern Australia and Tasmania)

There are also many different types of Tiger Snakes in Australia. Their common characteristics are:

· a blunt or flat head and thick rounded body;

· a length of from 0.9 to 2.0 metres; and

· vary in colour from black to dark grey, olive brown and steel blue, with yellow or cream stripes or bands.

Tiger snakes are found in the southern areas of the Australian mainland and all areas of Tasmania.

Taipans (Northern Australia and Queensland)

Taipans:

· have a large rectangular-shaped head, narrow neck, rounded body and red eyes;

· usually grow to approximately 2 metres in length but can grow up to 2.8 metres in length; 

· vary in colour from light brown, to dark brown or black, coppery-red or olive; and 

· have a pale creamish colour around its head and lips. 

Taipans are only found in the most northern areas of the Australian mainland and along the coast of Queensland.

Red Bellied Black Snakes (Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland)

The Red Bellied Black Snake:

· has a broad thick body;

· grows up to 2.1 metres in length; and

· is purplish-black with brilliant red, crimson, orange and occasionally white sides and under belly.

The Red Bellied Black Snake is found in most of the state of Victoria and the coastal regions of New South Wales and Queensland.

Death Adders (Mainland Australia)

There are a number of different varieties of Death Adder within Australia.  The Death Adder;

· has a broad head, with a short stubby body and a small rat-like tail, which is tipped with a sharp spine;

· is a short snake usually between 0.5 to 0.6 metres long; and

· ranges in colour from earthy grey to brown or red, with darker stripes across its body. 

Different types of Death Adders are found in most regions of mainland Australia but not Tasmania.


“How do you think you might avoid snakes?”


During summer and spring you may encounter snakes more often as they bask in the warmth of the sun.

Most snakes are very shy creatures and will try to keep out of your way.

They do not like noise and will quickly move away if you walk heavily through an area.

Always wear strong boots and thick clothing in the bush to protect yourself from snake bite.

Be careful if you are walking through long grass or undergrowth, climbing rocks or stepping over logs.

Snakes often find shelter under materials that have been stored on the ground.  It is better if you don’t store items on the ground and you should take care when moving materials.

Symptoms and Treatment of Snake Bite


“What do you think the symptoms of snake bite might be?”


Signs and symptoms of venomous snake bite include:

· puncture marks;

· anxiety or shock;

· headache;

· drowsiness or fainting;

· pale, cool skin or sweating;

· rapid or weak pulse rate and abnormal breathing;

· blurred vision;

· diarrhoea;

· difficulty swallowing; and

· nausea and/or vomiting.

Ninety five percent of snake bites are on the forearms or lower legs.  If you suspect you or someone else has been bitten by a snake, administer first aid immediately.


“How do you think you might treat snake bite?”


When treating snake bite you should: 

· keep the patient still and reassure them;

· apply a firm, broad bandage or bandages to the bitten area and along the full length of the limb;

· keep the limb still by applying a splint; 

· collect the snake, if it is dead, so it can be identified; and

· send for a doctor or transport the patient to a hospital in a calm and safe manner.

You should never:

· wash, suck or cut the wound;

· remove the bandage or splint once it is in position;

· attempt to catch the snake for identification;

· give the patient alcohol; or

· apply bandages that cut off circulation to the area.

Summary


Australia is home to a large variety of different snakes.  The more venomous Australian snakes include:

· Brown Snakes;

· Tiger Snakes;

· Taipans;

· Red Bellied Black Snakes; and

· Death Adders.

You can avoid snakes by:

· taking extra care in summer and spring when snakes are out;

· remembering snakes are shy and will try to keep out of your way;

· making a noise and keeping watch in areas they inhabit;

· wearing strong boots and thick clothing; and

· taking care when moving materials which have been stored on the ground.

You should treat snake bite by:

· applying a broad bandage to the wound; 

· keeping the patient and the limb still;

· identifying the snake; and 

· seeking medical aid as quickly as possible.


Further References for the Supervisor
Snakes of Australia Dangerous and Harmless

Peter Mirtschin and Richard Davis (1992)

World Wide Web

Alta Vista and Infoseek Search Engines

Search variable: Australian Snakes

Brian Bush’s Snakes Harmful and Harmless - Web Site

Active First Aid Online Web Site
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Hand out sheet 1 – Locations of Australian snakes
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Hand out sheet 2 - Avoiding snakes








Hand out sheet 3 – Symptoms of snake bite








Hand out sheet 4 – Treating snake bite








Hand out sheet 5 - Summary
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