
Snakes of Kiawah  
 

Throughout history, the snake has been both re-
vered and reviled by various peoples and cul-
tures.  Snakes serve a very vital role in the envi-
ronment and deserve respect and consideration. 

Snakes are an important 
link in the food chain of 
Kiawah Island.  They are 
carnivores, meaning that 
they only eat other ani-
mals and/or their eggs.  
The diet of the islandôs 
various snake species is 
diverse and includes small mammals, insects, 
birds, fish, eggs and other reptilesðincluding 
other snakes.  Those that feed on rodents (rats 
and mice) serve a vital role in controlling their 
numbers.  

Snakes also provide food for many of the other 
animal inhabitants of the island, including: herons, 
hawks, owls, eagles, raccoons, opossums, and 
even bobcats. 

Snakes can be found in all 
areas of the islandðthe 
dunes, maritime forests, 
pond edges, and swampy 
areas.  Although there are 
no true saltwater snakes 
on Kiawah, it is possible to 
see snakes on the beach 
or in the salt marsh. 

As cold-blooded animals, snakes must warm their 
bodies using external heat to remain active and 
digest their food.  This is why snakes are often 
seen basking along the leisure trails and roads.  
Snakes will also seek shelter (and food) under 
debris, rocks, logs, and leaf litter. 

Venomous vs. Non -Venomous  

There are approximately 15-20 species of snakes 
on Kiawah, of which only 5 are venomous.  All of 
Kiawahôs venomous snakes are extremely rare, 
with the exception of the copperhead.  Venom is a 

prey-immobilizing substance in snakes that is used 
secondarily as a defense system.  There are two 
types of venom, neurotoxins and hemotoxins.  Neu-
rotoxin affects the central nervous system, while 
hemotoxins affect the circulatory system and muscle 
tissue.  
 
The overwhelming majority of snakes that you will 
encounter on Kiawah will be non-venomous.   
 

Venomous vs. Poisonous  
 
Snakes are often referred to as being poisonous.  
Snakes are technically venomous and not poison-
ous.  A poison is a substance that takes effect after 
being ingested or absorbed through the skin.   A 
venom is a substance that must be injected in order 
to have any effect.  Since snakes inject their venom 
with fangs located on the roof of their mouth, they 
are classified as venomous.   
 

Species present on Kiawah Island  
 

Non-Venomous  

Yellow Rat Snake : A very com-
mon constrictor, which can be 
identified by 4 black bands on a 
yellow base color which run the 
length of the body.  They are very 
skilled climbers. 
 

Black Racer :  Long, slender 
black snake that often travels with 
its head raised off the ground; has 
a large black eye and often, a 
white chin; 3 to 5 feet long; very 
fast; not a constrictor. 
 

Corn Snake :  A common con-
strictor with red or orange 
blotches on brownish yellow or 
gray back; an excellent climber.  
This snake gets its name from the 
maize (Indian corn) pattern on its 
underbelly. 

B a n d e d  W a t e r 
Snake : Similar in appear-
ance to the Cottonmouth, 
but harmless.  Fairly ag-
gressive, probably the rea-
son behind the myth of the 
aggressive nature of the Cottonmouth. 
 

Rough Green Snake :  
Small, slender snake up to 
3 feet in length.  They are 
excellent climbers and 
spend most of their lives in 
trees or bushes. They eat 
a variety of insects and 
spiders which they capture and swallow alive. 
 

Scarlet  Kingsnake:  
A small, beautifully ringed 
tricolor snake that mimics 
the venomous coral 
snake.  These harmless 
snakes spend most of 
their time hiding under leaf 
litter and rotten logs.  They feed primarily on 
skinks and lizards. 

 

Eastern Kingsnake:  
Large snakes up to 5 
feet.  They are non-
venomous constrictors 
and feed primarily on ro-
dents, birds, and lizards.  
They are well-known for their tendency to eat 
other snakes, including venomous species such 
as rattlesnakes. 

 
E a s t e r n  C o a c h -
whip: Large, slender 
snakes up to 6 feet in 
length.  They are active 
during the day, extremely 
fast on the ground, and 
are great tree climbers.  

EASTERN RIBBON SNAKE  

BLACK RAT SNAKE  


