Big Snakes and Big Mistakes

Rules to Live by when Keeping Large Constricting Snakes

1. Avoid handling any constrictor over eight feet in length without assistance.

2. Use snake hooks and tongs to move the snake and cage furniture around in the enclosure or shield the head to block potential strikes by the snake.

3. Never rush into a cage without alerting the snake, use a gentle stroke with the snake hook on the body.  A reassuring hand on the lower part of the body well away from the head can also be used, but stay out of the striking range of the snake’s head.

4. Be alert for warning signals such as huffing, hissing, gaping of the mouth, tail wagging or circling of the cage.  These are all signs that the snake would rather be left alone and is in a defensive mode.

5. Never wear the snake around the neck or waste without sufficient people to pull it off.

Damage Control – What to do if you make a mistake

1. Remain calm.  Sometimes the snake will release if there is no struggle.

2. If you have others with you, keep them calm by talking to them, let them know your status and instruct them on what to do.  

3. If you are wrapped up begin by uncoiling beginning with either the head or the tail.  If you have help spin away to help uncoil and straighten the snake out to avoid follow-up strikes.

4. If you cannot unwrap the snake using the head or tail because the snake has bitten and is hanging on, try flushing vinegar into the mouth.  If the snake does not let go or cannot dislodge its teeth, use a large wood or plastic spoon and slide between the jaw and bite area, sliding the head forward slightly to dislodge the teeth.

5. Immediately place the snake in a secured cage or compartment.  A strike is stressful for you and the snake so leave them be and get assistance if necessary to return the snake to its enclosure.

6. If any teeth are lodged in the skin, remove them with tweezers, wash with water, apply antiseptic and wrap with gauze.  Seek medical attention for treatment of possible secondary infection and internal tissue damage.

7. Learn from your mistake and identify what you did wrong.

a. Did you smell like food?

b. Did you act like food entering the cage?

c. Did you startle the snake or invade its territory?

No person shall have a right of property in, keep, harbor, care for, act as custodian of or maintain in his possession any "dangerous animal" except at a properly maintained zoological park, federally licensed exhibit, circus, scientific or educational institution, research laboratory, veterinary hospital or animal refuge in an escape-proof enclosure. 

Some definitions: 
"Dangerous animal" means a lion, tiger, leopard, ocelot, jaguar, cheetah, margay, mountain lion, lynx, bobcat, jaguarundi, bear, hyena, wolf or coyote, or any poisonous or life-threatening reptile. 

The term "life-threatening" is commonly understood to mean that which might possibly attack humans, and which is reasonably capable of killing humans in the event of such an attack. People v. Fabing, 143 Ill. 2d 48, 155 Ill. Dec. 816, 570 N.E.2d 329 (1991). 

--EVIDENCE HELD SUFFICIENT 
Two Burmese pythons were properly classified as life-threatening because a reasonable possibility existed that a 15 to 20 foot Burmese python could constrict around a human, was capable of killing a human and experts noted the occurrence of snake attacks on humans, that pythons constrict in self-defense and the physical capability of large snakes to kill. People v. Fabing, 220 Ill. App. 3d 620, 163 Ill. Dec. 297, 581 N.E.2d 248 (1 Dist. 1991). 

--LEGISLATIVE INTENT 
By including the term "life-threatening," the legislature clearly intended to prohibit ownership of reptiles which, although not poisonous, are nonetheless life threatening. People v. Fabing, 143 Ill. 2d 48, 155 Ill. Dec. 816, 570 N.E.2d 329 (1991). 

--SPECIES 
Although evidence exists showing that alligators as a species are life-threatening, the defendant's four foot alligator was not life-threatening where the state utterly failed to present any evidence on this point. People v. Fabing, 220 Ill. App. 3d 620, 163 Ill. Dec. 297, 581 N.E.2d 248 (1 Dist. 1991). 
The temperament of each individual reptile may not be considered when determining whether that reptile is life threatening; rather, a determination of whether it is reasonably possible that an animal will attack humans must be made on a species wide basis. People v. Fabing, 143 Ill. 2d 48, 155 Ill. Dec. 816, 570 N.E.2d 329 (1991). 

--TEST 
An animal will be considered life-threatening when the following two requirements are met: first, there must exist a reasonable possibility that the reptile will attack a human; second, in the case of such an attack, the reptile must be reasonably capable of killing. These requirements must be determined on a species-wide basis, with consideration given to characteristics common to other members of the relevant species; the individual temperament of the reptile in question may not be considered. People v. Fabing, 220 Ill. App. 3d 620, 163 Ill. Dec. 297, 581 N.E.2d 248 (1 Dist. 1991). 

For those interested, this comes from Illinois Compiled Statutes Annotated, Chapter 720. It falls under: 
CHAPTER 720. CRIMINAL OFFENSES 
OFFENSES AGAINST THE PUBLIC 
ILLINOIS DANGEROUS ANIMALS ACT

