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Every winter for the past 50 years in the Deep South, men, boys, and a few women head for the pinelands with a 25-ft length of plastic garden hose and a small container of gasoline.  They spend the cold days of November through March searching for the mounds of bare sand thrown out of a long tunnel excavated by the gopher tortoise for its home burrow.  Finding the half-moon shaped opening, and after scanning the ground surrounding the burrow mouth carefully for danger coiled in the surrounding vegetation, the garden hose is shoved down the burrow.  The intrepid hunter might feel a clunk signaling that the end of the hose has tapped the hard shell of a tortoise.  But tortoise evidence is not the clue he seeks. It is the distinctive whirring sound of his ultimate prey: the rattling of an eastern diamondback rattlesnake, mad as hell at being poked and prodded.


After a dozen or more dry runs when pay dirt is struck, next follows a tablespoon of gasoline blown down the hose and into the bottom of the burrow.  The hunting party retreats a small distance, waits...and watches.  Eventually, a dazed rattlesnake emerges and is captured with the aid of a clampstick and snake hook.  Sometimes the snake does not come out of the burrow and so the hunters spend an hour or more excavating the tunnel to get their snake, totally destroying the burrow in the process. 


The gopher tortoise has been called a keystone species because the long (averaging 25-30 ft), deep (8-10 ft) burrows are lasting microcaverns that are the homes or escape cover for more than 60 vertebrates and 300 invertebrates.  Most of these are beetles, bugs, spiders, mites, flies, and ants but large vertebrates use the burrows, too, such as the federally threatened indigo snake, pine snake, gray and red ratsnakes, king snake, gopher frog, Florida mouse, opossum, and even some birds.  That great quail-chasing raptor, the Cooper's Hawk, has been thwarted many times on the wing as a Bobwhite flew straight into the safety of a gopher tortoise burrow.  At least one covey escaped an aerial predator only to run down into the presumed safety of a dark burrow and onto the sharp fangs of an eastern diamondback rattlesnake seeking shelter from cold weather.


Destroying a tortoise burrow, therefore, does far greater harm to overall biodiversity than depriving the tortoise of one of its burrows (tortoises have several) or removing a rattlesnake from nature.


USFWS biologist Dan Speake and Auburn professor Robert Mount conducted experiments to see what effect gasoline fumes had on gopher tortoise burrow inhabitants.  It should come as no surprise that most of the animals in tortoise burrows experienced a high percentage of ill effects. Only 2 of 14 rattlesnakes emerged from their burrows after gassing. Three of the rattlesnakes died, and two were so affected by the gas that they appeared to be dead but finally revived after exposure to fresh air.  Two of three gassed indigo snakes died within 12-14 days of gassing and two pine snakes died within 24 days.  Many other animals such as the gopher frog and dozens of invertebrate species were thought to be adversely affected by gas fumes.  


The history of regular rattlesnake roundups is two-pronged.  The very first began in Okeene, Oklahoma in 1939 involving the western diamondback.  Numerous other roundups thereafter sprang up in Texas and Oklahoma featuring primarily the western diamondback, but including some prairie and timber rattlesnakes.  At least 15 of these roundups are in operation today in these states. 


The largest and arguably most dangerous of all rattlesnakes, the eastern diamondback, became the focus of roundups in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia in 1958 following the discovery that gasoline fumes could evict the eastern diamondback from the burrows of the gopher tortoise.  The technique was first explained in a lengthy article published on 01/09/58 in the Dothan Eagle and sent out over the AP wires. “‘Bring ‘Em Back Alive’ New Sport in Rattlesnake Hunts” boldly titled a front-page spread featuring two large photographs of men gassing a gopher tortoise burrow and snaring rattlesnakes on a farm in Henry Co., Alabama. Five days later the photographs were published explaining the gassing technique in the Pensacola Journal.  This article may have been the spark that ignited all the Southeastern roundups. 

In addition to the negative effects of gassing on biodiversity, roundups promote negative attitudes that it's OK to exploit wildlife and be cruel to animals.  Recognizing this early in its history, the San Antonio, Florida, Rattlesnake Festival became a wildlife appreciation event.  Instead of using live painted gopher tortoises, they race carved wooden ones pulled on strings by children.  And they have educational snake shows and displays in lieu of the spectacle of pens full of live snakes to be hauled off and slaughtered for meat, skins, and venom.  


The Fitzgerald, Georgia, Rattlesnake Roundup diverted its entire emphasis away from snakes and became a Wild Chicken Festival.  Presently, only three rattlesnake roundups featuring the eastern diamondback are in operation, two in Georgia (Whigham, Claxton) and one in Alabama (Opp).  For several decades, officials at these roundups claimed that their activities had little or no effect on diamondback populations.  There was no scientifically based argument that rattlesnake roundups caused anything more than the loss of a few hundred snakes per year, which presumably the species could tolerate.


WRONG!  Using their own rattlesnake statistics, I analyzed the first 50 years of data for the four longest running roundups involving the eastern diamondback and discovered not only that total numbers of rattlesnakes brought in had declined in the past couple of decades, but most importantly, the size of the snakes winning the annual prize for largest snake had declined dramatically.  In a long-lived (25+ years) species with low fecundity (three years to maturity and only one clutch averaging 14 every two or three years thereafter), cutting in half the size (=age) of adults has serious negative population consequences. 


From newspaper quotes of their own words, I was able to demonstrate that within three or four years of the startup of these roundups, participants admitted that local rattlesnake populations had declined so severely that hunters had to expand their activities into adjacent counties, and eventually throughout the state.  Ironically, I believe, by hunting widely throughout the range of the eastern diamondback, roundup hunters are probably reflecting an overall general decline due to other causes.


The first and foremost cause is probably the severe loss and fragmentation of its native habitat.  The eastern diamondback rattlesnake is especially adapted for life in the longleaf pine savannahs of the southeastern US.  Unfortunately, this extensive ecosystem, which once spanned from SE Virginia to east Texas and accounted for 60% of the landscape, by 2006 was estimated to have dwindled to less than 2.2 % of its original extent. No doubt a second and severe cause is simply the increasing encounters between eastern diamondbacks and man and his constructs such as roads, automobiles, shotguns, and garden hoes. 


Back in the 1970s, a movement to stop the Opp, Alabama, roundup was based on the harm to animals from gassing tortoise burrows, but the Opp event persisted and the movement fizzled out.  Several states enacted laws prohibiting the gassing of burrows, but enforcement has been lacking.  In 2005 the State of Georgia enacted a law prohibiting the taking of nongame wildlife, including snakes--except poisonous ones. Both the Whigham and Claxton, Georgia, roundups have considered changing their emphasis on snake harvesting to wildlife appreciation festivals, but nothing has resulted from it.  These two roundups account for the removal of about 600 rattlesnakes per year from nature, plus untold negative effects on other wildlife. 


The evidence for declining populations of most of the 30+ species of rattlesnakes was sufficient in 2006 to motivate the American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists to prepare a position paper calling for the end of traditional roundups.  The paper was endorsed by several other societies including the Florida Chapter of the Wildlife Society.  And now analyses of roundup data clearly demonstrate the negative local population effects of roundups.


Early last century when game animals such as whitetail deer, wild turkey, and migratory waterfowl had severely declined, game and fish agencies, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the discipline of game management came into being and rescued these species with reasonable and science-based regulation of their sustainable harvest.  In the second half of last century, nongame species received belated attention, but some such as venomous snakes, still suffer from wildlife bigotry.


So what's the value of any animal? For some you can give an economic argument that they provide us with food and other products.  Even venomous snakes provide direct benefit to mankind through their skins, novelty meat, and venoms.  Venoms are highly variable mixtures of proteins and enzymes, many of which have valuable utilitarian uses in medicine and some are even used in the production of some beers.  However, as a wildlife professional who has worked with the "creepy-crawly" species for more than 40 years, I'm tired of that old cliché that we need to protect something because it provides goods and services for us. 


We should protect other creatures because they have the same rights to live on this planet as we do.  DNA tells us that all animals and plants share a common ancestor somewhere back in deep time.  We all arrived in the present through the same trials and tribulations of the evolutionary process.  We are all "cousins" of sorts.  Nature is red in tooth and claw, however, so that while on the one hand humans consume and exploit our cousins for food--which is a natural process--on the other hand we should be smart enough to recognize the negative consequences of our actions, and take steps to ameliorate them.  As the first species to be blessed with the highly developed cognitive powers we possess, I believe that we have a responsibility to be the best stewards of the planet--and our cousins--that we can be.


It's high time that the unsustainable exploitation of all our wildlife be halted, including of venomous snakes.  We know that gassing to collect rattlesnakes negatively affects many species of native animals.  We have evidence that the eastern diamondback is declining.  And, several other species that cohabit the burrows of the gopher tortoise are threatened at the state or federal level.  State wildlife agencies should develop management policies for all snakes and nongame wildlife, with licenses required for their taking and bag limits determined that are based on good scientific studies of the population biology of each species.  It's also time to stop the unregulated exploitation of rattlesnakes by roundups.  Having operated for more than 70 years, there is a simple remedy for roundups.  Simply change their theme to wildlife appreciation festivals.  This would serve two purposes.  First, it would enable the events to continue bringing in revenues to the local economies and second, it would help in the conservation of the precious biodiversity that nature has endowed us with.
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