Biiologists keep tabs
on threatened snake

By Jennifer Pritchett
Whig-Standard Staff Writer

HREATENED WITH EXTINCTION,

Canada’s largest snake is being
monitored closely north of Kingston
by scientists using surgically implant-
ed transmitters.

The black rat snake, which can mea-
sure as long as two metres, used to be
found across southwestern Ontario
north of L.ake Erie, but the species has
almost completely disappeared in
those areas.

The only healthy population remain-
ingin Canada is found north of
Kingston near the Queen’s University
Biological Station at Chaffeys Locks.
In that immediate area, the population
1s an estimated 1,500,

Biologist Gabriel Blouin-Demers
performs the implantation surgeries at
the research station so he can study the
snakes’ movements and habitat.

The work he’s doing isn’t being done
anywhere else in Canada.

“I'This research] is really useful be- -
cause 1If we understand their habitat,
then we’ll know what kind of habitat
to preserve,” he said.

“This also allows us to see how the
population is doing year to year.”

The obvious long-term goal, he
added, is to get the black rat snake off
the list of threatened species.

The Committee on the Status of En-
dangered Wildlife in Canada
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A tracking device is being implanted in this'black rat snake

(COSEWIC) deemed the snake to be
threatened in 1998. .

Blouin-Demers and lis team of two
biologists capture thesnakes in the
area surrounding the station during
the summer before the reptiles hiber-
nate during the wintern

The biologists use th: data they’ve

collected since 1996 — when they start-
ed tracking the snakes - to find com-
munal living areas.

They collect the snakes using a
snake bag, a sack similar to a pillow
case.
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TIHI]E KJINGST@N WHIIG STAN ]DAR]D

.' b ':--Il"- ."-'-|"'::"" '.'".: ;
i '|'-r‘|

vl et
e
,5.3'.-'!?:#,-.-’!_!'-,;“-,-.:-"=_j'.’i=_1£,I_=|I.I|l!
AR IR Tl g
T S T TR 8 T

R BN e 5 e O r e AT
TR RS YT TR T FL PSR | R T G T R LT
[ e | B o ke L P 1= P T 4 e S0 LT LD TR T
' L L R L LT C L AL ERRRE I

N G e e TR

LOCAL NEWS

Snake

Continued from Page |

Then the snakes are brought to the
research station. where they are held
for about three days.

The actual surgery takes about an
hour and is performed soon after the
snakes’ arrival. The reptiles are kept
for about 72 hours so biologists can
monitor them and make sure they are
healthy enough to be placed back in the
wild.

The snakes are placed in a large plas-
tic container resembling a pickle jar
before they are anesthetized with gas
through a tube at the top.

“We anesthetize them like one would
a human,” said Blouin-Demers, refer-
ring to the gas used.

After about 20 minutes, the reptile is
stretched out on an operating table and
the procedure begins with an incision
into the snake’s belly. The transmitter
is then tied to the snake’s ribs and the
incisionis sewnbackup.

A snake typically needs ahﬂut 15
stitches for the operation. .

An hour later the anesthetic wears
off and the reptile begins to move
around again. If the reptile doesn’t be-
gin breathing on its own — they receive
oxygen during the surgery — the biolo-
gist blows air into the reptile’s mouth
through a small tube.

The snakes are then mjected with an
antibiotic to reduce the risk of infec-
tion.

The reptiles don’t feel a thing and
“we keep them as short a period of
time as possible to reduce the trauma
to the snake,” said Blouin-Demers.

When asked if any of the snakes cap-
tured didn’t wake up after the surgery;
he says two died as a result of the
wrong type of anesthetic being used.

“When we started there was very lit-
tle information available about anes-
thetizing snakes,” he said. “In develop-
ing this procedure, there were two fa-
talities ... There are three main anes-
thetics and one we tried caused two
snakes toreact badly”

Over the past five years, Blouin-

Demers has implanted about 70 snakes
with transmitters. They track the im-
planted reptiles at the station using a
radio receiver.

Each transmitter costs about $400
and stays inside the body cavity of the
snake. The device, which can’t exceed
five per cent of the snake’s body
weilght, i1s removed when the battery
runs out.

Transmitters come in two sizes — 8.6
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Heather McCraken resusc:tntes the snake after the operation
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Biologist Gabriel Blouin-Demers implants a tracking device in a black rat snake

doctorate this fall, he hopes the black
rat snake project continues.

“We plan on monitoring the pﬂpu.la-
tion as long as we can, but it’s depen-
dent on funding agencies,” he said.

grams and 4.5 grams.

At the end of the two years, a second
surgery is performed to remove the de-
vice or a second one is implanted.

While Blouin-Demers finishes his



