
Eastern 
Diamondback 

Rattlesnake 

A Species of 
Conservation Concern 

The Gopher Tortoise Council (GTC) 

was formed in 1978 by a group of          

biologists and other citizens concerned 

with the range-wide decline of the gopher 

tortoise and other upland species.          

The goals of the council are: 

1) To offer professional advice for      

management, conservation, and      

protection of gopher tortoises 

2) To encourage the study of life history, 

ecology, behavior, physiology, and  

management of gopher tortoises and 

other upland species 

3) To conduct active public information 

and conservation education programs 

4) To seek effective protection of the    

gopher tortoise, other upland species, 

and their habitats.          

 

Become a GTC member or make a 

donation at  

www.gopher tortoise council.org 

GTC is a non-profit organization and all donations are 

tax deductible.  

Nick Scobel 



Hab itat  

The eastern diamondback can be found in a variety 
of natural communities in the southeastern Coastal 
Plain including sandhills, oak scrub, dry hamocks, 
marshes, and coastal dunes. However, it is  
strongly tied to open canopy pine-savannas where 
prescribed fire is used as a management tool.  

 

Gopher tortoise burrows, stump holes, root  
channels, rotting logs, palmetto thickets, and even 
burrows of the nine-banded armadillo (Dasypus 
novemcinctus) provide important shelter from    
extreme temperatures and prescribed fire.  

Distribution and Status 

 The eastern diamondback rattlesnake (Crotalus 
adamanteus) is in decline over most of its       
historic range, which extends along the coastal 
plain of southeastern North Carolina to eastern 
Louisiana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Threats to the survival of this species include:  

 Habitat loss, alteration, and fragmentation 

 Human persecution through malicious   

killings, road mortality, and rattlesnake 

roundups 

 Decline in the gopher tortoise (Gopherus 

polyphemus) and the subsequent loss of    

gopher tortoise burrows which provide  

critical shelter for the eastern diamondback 

 

Conservation 

Protecting and managing upland habitat is 
key for the conservation of the eastern       
diamondback rattlesnake.  

Public education is critical to help protect 
snakes from malicious killings and to    
implement regulation of rattlesnake     
harvests. Rattlesnake roundups can be 
converted to more wildlife friendly      
festivals to eliminate mass killings and the 
mistreatment of snakes.   

Continued ecological research is important 
for identifying conservation and          
management needs for this important top 
predator in the southeastern Coastal Plain.   

Natura l  His tor y  

Morphology: The diamondback rattlesnake is 
the largest rattlesnake in the world. Adults can 
range from 3 ½ to 6 feet in length.   

Their rattle is composed of hollow, interlocking 
keratin segments that rattle against each other 
when the tail is vibrated. They gain a new rattle 
segment with every shed which occurs 1-3 times 
per year.   

Rattlesnakes are pit vipers and possess a pair of 
heat-sensitive pits on either side of their head that 
can detect radiant heat and aid in locating prey 
and increase striking accuracy.  

Rattlesnakes subdue their prey with a pair of 
long, needle-like fangs that fold against the roof 
of the mouth when not in use. These fangs are 
connected to venom glands on each side of the 
head. During a strike, venom is pumped into the 
fangs by muscles surrounding the venom glands.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Diet:  Diamondbacks may feed on a variety of 
small mammals and birds.  However, cotton rats 
(Sigmodon hispidus) and rabbits (Sylvilagus spp.) 
make up the bulk of their prey. They hunt from a 
tight coil, remaining motionless, waiting to    
ambush prey that come within striking distance.  

Reproduction: Mating season occurs from late 
summer through fall. Males may engage in    
combat rituals to win breeding rights with      
receptive females. Females typically give birth to 
14 live young between July and October.  

For More Information:  

The Gopher Tortoise Council: 

Photo Credits:  Aubrey M. Heupel , Nick Scobel, 

Jones Ecological Research Center 

Aubrey M. Heupel Aubrey M. Heupel 

Nick Scobel 
Nick Scobel 

Jones Ecol. Research Ctr 


