Pygmy Rattlesnake

Sistrurus miliarius spp.

Venomous

Upland Snake Species Profile

cryptic coloration that allows them to blend into their
environment.

What'’s All The Buzz About?

Rattlesnakes do not always rattle when a human
is near. When they do, their rattling is faint and
may sound similar to an insect buzz or trill.

Natural History: Pygmy (or pigmy) rattlesnakes can
be found in a variety of habitats from mountainous
mixed hardwood and pine forests, to mesic, hydric
hammocks and longleaf pine savannas in Coastal
Plain landscapes. They can also climb up into
bushes, vines, and palmettos if their habitats
become flooded. As part of the pit viper family,
they also have loreal pits which is a specialized
organ that allows vipers to detect infrared radiation
and ambush warm-blooded prey in low light
conditions. This species uses a potent hemotoxic
venom to disable its prey, including smaller snakes,
lizards, frogs, mice, centipedes, spiders, and
crickets. These rattlesnakes are most active during
the Fall season and early to late Spring. Female
rattlesnakes can store sperm until the following
year. They give live birth to usually 6-7 babies and
will exhibit parental care for their young for the
first week. As ectotherms, or cold-blooded animals,
pygmy rattlesnakes rely on their environment to
regulate their body temperature. During times of
inclement weather, these snakes seek shelter
underground by escaping into rodent and Gopher
tortoise burrows, and rotted stump holes.

Range and Appearance: Three pygmy rattlesnake
subspecies are found throughout most of the
Southeastern states from North Carolina through
Louisiana and westward to Texas, Arkansas, and
Missouri. Various subspecies have different
overall colorations and may be either reddish,
silvery, or overall dark. They have a line of
alternating-colored blotches down the middle of
its back, and 1 or 2 rows of smaller black blotches
running along each side of its body. Their rattle is
made of keratin and can easily break off. The size
of newborn snakes are around 5-7 inches, and a
typical adult is 16-23 inches long. These are the
smallest native rattlesnake species in North
America.

/Name Game \

The genus, Sistrurus, roughly translates to “tail
rattler” and shares its roots with an ancient
Egyptian instrument called the sistrum, which is
a type of rattle. The species epithet, miliarius,
means “millet or millet-like” referring to the
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Conservation Challenges: Due to habitat loss from
development, agriculture, or timber production,
many populations of pygmy rattlesnakes are lost. In
the Coastal Plain, they use gopher tortoise or other
burrows as a place of refuge. Many pygmy
rattlesnakes use roads to bask after dusk and may
be run over by cars. Pygmy rattlesnakes are
particularly vulnerable to reptile diseases. Snake
fungal disease (SFD) and invasive lung parasites
called pentastomes (Raillietiella orientalis) have
contributed to decreasing pygmy populations.
Snakes infected with SFD will have scattered hard
lumps along the body and ulcerations. The invasive
snake lung worms are suspected to have been
introduced by the invasive, nonnative Burmese
pythons (Python bivittatus). The lifecycle of R.
orientalis is complex and easily spreads throughout
multiple environments. Snakes infected with the
invasive pentastomes will accumulate the parasites
in their lungs causing lethargy and, eventually,
death. Post death, the lung worms will crawl out of
their host snake’s mouth.

Snake Vocabulary:

Caudal lure — hatchling pygmy rattlesnakes are
born with a yellow tail-tip, which is used by
wiggling it to lure prey within striking range.

Pygmy rattlesnakes rarely strike at humans unless
harassed and should never be handled. These
animals pose no threat when viewed from a safe
distance.
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Venomous

Pygmy rattlesnakes are most active during late
Spring months and are often seen crossing dirt
roads where they may be vulnerable to car strikes.

What You Can Do To Help: Sharing the value of
proper habitat management will not only benefit
the pygmy rattlesnake but as well many other
species in the various habitats they reside in. All
rattlesnakes should be admired from a safe
distance. To help monitor for R. orientalis, please
report any snakes with worms coming out of their
mouths to the Snake Lungworm Alliance &
Monitoring (SLAM) website:
https://invasionscience.ufl.edu/slam/
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