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POSITION PAPER REGARDING THE PRACTICE OF GASSING SNAKE DENS AS A PERMISSIBLE MEANS OF TAKE IN TEXAS

The Southwestern Center for Herpetological Research (SWCHR) is a non-profit association governed by a board of directors and dedicated to promoting education of the Association’s members and the general public relating to the natural history, biology, taxonomy, conservation and preservation needs, field studies, and the captive propagation of the amphibians and reptiles indigenous to the American Southwest.

It is our position here at SWCHR that the practice of “gassing” rattlesnake dens and burrows is an indiscriminate means of take with potential negative impact on non-target organisms, being not only detrimental to the rattlesnakes themselves, but also to other creatures that may inhabit such dwellings.  Other burrowing animals that may be routinely affected include, but are not limited to, Texas Tortoises (Gopherus berlandieri), Ornate Box Turtles (Terrapene ornata ornata), Three-toed Box Turtles (Terrapene carolina triunguis), Texas Indigo Snakes (Drymarchon melanurus erebennus), Louisiana Pine Snakes (Pituophis ruthveni), Burrowing Owls (Speotyto cunicularia), and numerous federally endangered cave-dwelling invertebrates all of which are already suffering sharp population declines in the state of Texas. The practice of pouring a known carcinogen like gasoline into a burrow not only poisons the intended target-rattlesnakes- but it can poison everything from insects, including pollinators such as honey bees and butterflies, to burrowing birds such as owls and burrowing mammals by outright killing them through direct poisoning and/or by interfering with basic biological functions such as feeding and reproduction. The effects of gasoline poisoning are long-term and can render habitat unsuitable for habitation long after the rattlesnakes are collected.

The following excerpt from the Kansas Herpetological Society’s 1994 publication, “Paper Regarding Rattlesnake Roundups,” by David L. Reber and Alison Smith Reber, illustrates these points.

One means of coercing an animal from its hiding place is to spoil the place. For rattlesnake "hunters" this is frequently accomplished with the nearly effortless squeeze of the trigger on a garden sprayer filled with gasoline and aimed down into any suspect hole, crack, or crevice. "Conscientious hunters" insert a tube-like listening device into the hole prior to "gassing" to determine the presence or absence of an animal (Williams 1990). When an animal is discovered, the spray nozzle of the device is placed in the hole. Careful to aim for the back of the hole (to drive the animals forward as opposed to back further into the hole), gasoline is injected into the earth. The fumes and drowning effect of the gasoline force dazed and poisoned animals from their homes as easy prey to hunters. This technique has been broadly discussed by interviewers with hunters and the conclusions are all the same: although it is blatantly illegal, the majority of the snakes brought into long-standing roundups are captured using gasoline (Lawler 1993). In fact many veteran "hunters" have expressed concern that novices use too much gasoline and ruin the collecting site for years (Campbell 1989). Veteran "hunters" are still using gasoline, but in more sparing quantities. "...gas was used in excess when getting them out of the dens, possibly a lot were killed at that time, needlessly." (Henson 1993). In effect, they have discovered habitat destruction. Some, in attempt to appease concerned parties, have switched from gasoline to ammonia (Lawler 1993), which has its own suite of potential environmental hazards. The intentional spillage of hazardous materials is against fire safety regulations and wildlife protection laws in numerous states including Oklahoma (Oklahoma 800:25-7-7) and Kansas (Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks Amphibians and Reptile Regulation 115-20-2). This activity is illegal for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is the threat of groundwater contamination, the risk of igniting a fire or explosion, and the high potential for the demise of other animals, including threatened and endangered species. In addition, the sale of meat drenched in gasoline is also likely illegal because of possible health risks associated with consumption. Cox and Meinzer (1991) note that gassed snakes may absorb potentially carcinogenic hydrocarbons. 

It has repeatedly been shown that gassing has ill effects on not only the target animal (i.e., rattlesnakes) but also those which share its habitat. 

Many species make use of the burrows which the snakes frequent. Thus "hunters" are likely to poison residents such as skunks, fox, opossum, small mammals, amphibians, and other reptiles. Threatened and endangered species also fall victims to this gassing practice. For example, gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus), a federally threatened species (Williams 1990), and indigo snakes (Drymarchon corais), a threatened species in Florida, Georgia, and Alabama (Ashton 1976), have been gassed inadvertently (Clarke 1978; and Speake 1980). In fact, gopher tortoise burrows are the main target for gassing in the southeast, as they are a critical habitat of eastern diamondbacks, Crotalus adamanteus (Conant and Collins, 1991). Additionally, because the habitat is polluted, it is no longer fit for use by other animals, including federally protected species. Burrowing owls, for example, use the burrows as nest sites (Thompson and Ely 1989). Egg laying and the underground hatchling stage occur throughout the spring, when rattlesnake roundups primarily occur. 

Furthermore, the toxic effect of gasoline on the animals is significant enough that many die or suffer from a reduced capability to provide for themselves. In an experiment by Campbell et al. (1989), rattlesnakes, other snake species, lizards, toads, and crickets lost sensory perception and motor control when exposed to gasoline. The foraging capabilities of exposed lizards and toads were also tested, which revealed a strong correlation between exposure and food intake. The toxin permanently damages the sensory systems of the animals, which results in a reduced ability to carry out life functions such as feeding, locating shelter, and ultimately reproducing. Thus, it can be deduced that even those animals that survive the gassing event may have a severely reduced life span. Gassed animals retained in captivity typically have a maximum life span of one year (Warwick et al., 1991).

A final concern we wish to express is the reckless and, quite frankly, unsportsmanlike numbers of animals that are harvested when these methods are employed.  Rattlesnakes are already in danger of losing habitat and numbers throughout their range due to various human encroachment pressures.   Continuation of the large-scale, un-regulated harvesting and habitat destruction that result each year from gassing “hunters” can only serve to diminish the population numbers of these Texas icons and, ironically, bring a forced end to the collection of rattlesnakes due to their extirpation. The Texas herpetological community has been talking about the impact that the gassing of rattlesnake dens and burrows has had on wildlife and the environment for years.  We feel it is time to stop talking about the issue and take action.  We therefore call upon and encourage the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department's Board of Commissioners to use their regulatory rule-making authority to prohibit the practice of gassing snake dens as a means of take in Texas and to enforce the regulation once it has been passed
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