SHORT-TAILED PYTHON

HOUSING & CARE

By Rich Crowley
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Hatchling & Yearling Housing

The caging I find most successful for hatchlings are rack style setups.  The hatchlings are housed in shoebox size tubs 4.5x14in until they are around 250-300g.  At about this size they are too big for your typically shoebox style plastic container.  At around the 250g mark, I upgrade them to the next size container referred to as a sweater box, a plastic container measuring 9x16in (see inset photo).  The setup is the same either way just increase the bowl and hide accordingly.  The heat tape in the rack is set at around 95-98F, which provides a slight thermal difference of 78F-80F in the front and 82F-85F in the back over the heat tape.  The internal temperatures will vary based on the ambient temperatures and the amount of airflow around and under the container.  I melt lots of holes in the sides of the box using a woodburning iron to keep a good balance of humidity and fresh air.  This slows the growth of mold, which will accumulate quickly in the damp substrate without good airflow.  I use paper towels or aspen chips, but these must replaced weekly or as soiled.  I have also used newspaper with crumpled sheets to allow the snake to hide in and others have used Carefresh brand bedding with equal results.  

CAUTION:  The photo above shows a waterbowl with aspen shavings in it.  I highly recommend replacing this as soon as it is soiled to keep the water fresh.  This can be a challenge regardless of substrate with exception of newspaper.

[image: image6.jpg]


Adult Housing 

For adults, there is a little more flexibility.  I house adults individually (as with all non-breeding snakes) in either 36x28in or 48x28in cages with newspaper as a substrate.  I personally use Vision brand cages, but others work as well as long as the basics functions are met.  Some other brands of housing are Neodesha, Animal Plastics, and Boaphile.  I stay away from using substrates that hide feces and urine stains such as cypress and other dark colored wood chip substrates.  I rarely provide a proportionately sized hide box for security for adults, but sometimes it is needed for more nervous animals including imports.  Each enclosure should have a large water basin with fresh water and supplemental heat to provide a proper thermal gradient.  I find the heat source is very important in many ways.  For one, I have not had good feeding response from the snakes when I used a lighted basking spot for heat.  Instead, I heat using an 11" heat tape running the length of one side of the cage to provide the same thermal as with hatchlings or an overhead radiant heat panel (my preferred heat source).  I have used ceramic emitters, but they get real hot and tend to dry the cage out too much.  In the Midwest where I live, it is very dry especially during the winter months. To increase humidity I place a large water basin under/over the heat source and soak the snakes periodically in lukewarm water for 30 minutes or so.  Prior and during shed cycles, I will saturate the enclosure to increase the humidity.  Many times the snake knocks over the water bowl and when this happens, I leave the cage wet and refill the water container. However, I keep an eye (and nose) on the cage for urine, which tends to smell when using undertank heating.  In those cases, cleaning the cage and replacing the substrate is needed and a quick spray of water to further assist with the imminent shed.

Back to the heat tape, be very careful with using undertank heating.  Short-tailed pythons will camp out on the heat tape for days if the air temps are too cool.  Snakes have an air sack connected to their lungs that are used to thermo-regulate by trapping warm air inside their body.  If the air is cold or cool, it will cause the snake to be cool and drive it to seek heat.  .If your heat tape is set too high and the air temperature too cool, the snake will remain on the heat source until the get nasty thermal burns.  They don't sense the pain from this or at least don't associate the pain with the source of heat. So keep the heat tapes controlled with a reliable proportional thermostat.  Rheostat controllers in my experience have too wide of a temperature fluctuation to use with heat tape.  I have registered temperatures from 95 to 125F without adjusting the temperature.  To minimize problems associated with thermal burns, periodically use an infrared temp gun on the surface to determine the actual surface temperature.  Also, inspect the belly of the snake and look for any signs of burning such as rippled belly scales or blistering.

How Much and How Often to Feed?

This is an issue with more than just bloods and other short-tailed pythons. The key is evaluating the animal’s lifestyle, feeding habits and relative physical proportions.

Lifestyle: Is this a pet, a breeding female, a breeder male or a show animal? Each has different caloric requirements and different feeding schedules. Pets and show animals (for education) are fed often enough to meet their requirements of sustainance, but leaving them relatively stomach-empty during times of handling or during transport. This minimizes the impact of undigested food in the gut, which could harm the animal when subjected to short-term temperature extremes. The physical exertion of handling and stress due to changes in their environment can require more calories than normal sedentary captivity. Keepers should evaluate overall health and fitness for these unusual and demanding excursions.  Breeding females need more food in preparation for breeding since they tend to have a fasting period during egg development and breeding activity. Also, recovering from egg laying may take double feedings depending on clutch size relative to animal weight, etc. Breeding males also require different feeding schedules since they will be interrupted by periods of breeding activity, which distracts them often from eating. So more or larger prey items may be needed before and after breeding season.

Individual Feeding Habits: Some animals just don't eat that often so larger prey items may be needed if they only eat every 3-4 weeks. I have one particular male that fits this and he is over ten years old. Others will eat whenever food is offered and in these cases, smaller prey items may be offered more frequently to avoid obesity. These are your token garbage disposals. Again this cycle may be interrupted if they are bred or become gravid. Each animal has its own personality so the keeper should constantly monitor.

Relative Physical Proportions: Always an issue, but tough if you don't know what a healthy animal is and it is not an exact science. It is relative to the above issues. Exposure to other keepers collections gives you a visual as to what is the range. Look out for signs of obesity such as skin visible below the scales or signs of anorexia such as loose hanging skin outside of shed cycles. Anorexia is tough since juveniles always seem to grow differently. Also, some animals like to puff themselves up at the time of handling giving the appearance of larger size. Fat on snakes resides on the inside of the body cavity not outside the ribs like us. Obesity compacts the internal organs and leads to a variety of complications such as egg binding, impaction, poor blood circulation, etc.

One hint I can offer from my experiences, watch the animal move about on the floor or in the cage. You should see the undulations of their muscles with some definition and they should move easily without difficulty turning or climbing over obstacles. Think about how we are. When we are overweight, we tend to be less active and find it more difficult to move in certain directions smoothly. Try doing a situp with a beer gut? Get the picture.

Hope it helps, if nothing else other long-term keepers may have some thoughts on how they evaluate weight.

Feeding Problem Feeders

Here is what works for me for the most difficult feeders: 

1) Assuming you have been feeding live mice...start with feeding a frozen thawed mouse thawed in very warm water(not scalding hot!). The body temps should be 100-105F and thoroughly thawed. 

2) Timing is everything! Feed in a low light room at night with the rodent still damp (just tap it dry a bit). 

3) The snake should be in an ambush position like under substrate with its snout out or in its hide box with the head facing out. Using feeding tongs, grabbing the hindquarters or tail, introduce the rodent towards the head of the snake. He/she should see it coming, but not in a threatening manner. What ever you do, do not touch the snake with the rodent or tease the snake by slapping it with the rodent. This will create a completely different response. 

4) Slightly jiggle the rodent to give it a slight living movement. If the snake is "buying it" you should see rapid tongue flicks or half-drawn held out tongue movement. This is a good sign. Keep up the facade until he strikes it or losses interest and pulls back. If he pulls back place, leave him be for a few days or a week and repeat. 

Some other points to keep in mind: 
- don't try feeding a newly acquired snake immediately. Let them settle for at least seven days to relax. 
- never slap the snake with the rodent because they will get defensive and make your task more difficult. 
- try larger prey...really, sometimes they prefer an adult mouse when you think they should be eating a fuzzy. 
- color sometimes matters. try black versus white rodents. 
- never force feed.
What is the story with those “Sarawaks?”  

They are definitely something different, but until you see them it is hard to say what is so different about them.  They just “are”.  Their personalities appear to be more like a Burmese Python (P. molurus bivittatus), in that they are more curious about their surroundings.  They have more stoutness than a typical borneo without being overweight.  The scales look and feel different.  All these differences combined differentiate them from other short-tails.  The single key difference is less obvious and this is their geographic origin.  Reliable sources are needed for this. Documentation of each animal’s origin is much like having a show dog registered with American Kennel Club.  Since there are no reptile pedigree registrations, the tracing is done by acquiring the animal from reputable sources from the original founding stock or other reliable sources, which acquired captive offspring.  The original animals were acquired by Dave and Tracy Barker and given to Chris Carmichael on breeding loan.  Chris was able to successfully produce them first in 1999 and subsequent years until a catastrophe at his facility took the lives of most of the founding stock.  The following photos are one female in my collection from the first breeding by Chris Carmichael (right) and a juvenile male from the second generation breeding by Bob Garby.  In 2007 I acquired the last surviving imported Sarawak (female) and the entire collection from Bob Garby.  At the time of this writing I have four of the bloodlines of the original-founding animals. 
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(F2) Juvenile Male CBB 6/4/2003

(F1) Adult Female CBB 05/20/1999

Photos taken 10/17/2003


Photos taken 02/28/2003

Wt: 115g




Wt: 8.2kg

Below are some explanations from Dave Barker and Chris Carmichael on the origin and genetics associated with the Sarawak short-tailed pythons in the US collections.

The story of the Sarawak excerpt from Dave Barker 11/23/2003 VPI.com “Breeder’s Bragging Post”

“
…he [Tommy Cheng] sent us a group of six very nice Borneos from Sarawak that he bought in a Chinese restaurant right in Kuching.  Those snakes were not melanistic like the original that got us so excited.  At least I don’t think that any of them have ever gotten that dark as they have aged.  A year or two after we received them, we put them with Chris Carmichael, and he has done very well in establishing the Sarawaks in captivity.  So far as I know, every Sarawak in the country is descended from those six animals that Tommy Cheng sent to us.    Tommy Cheng came to visit us and he was one of the most colorful and interesting human beings that we have ever met.  He loved what we were doing and promised to send us many more pythons.  Unfortunately, not too long after he returned to his home in Singapore, Mr. Cheng died at the age of 45.”

Per Chris Carmichael:

“The Sarawak short-tailed pythons are restricted to the northward-draining rivers of Sarawak, separated from the western Kalimantan borneos (location of most of the Borneos in the trade) by a very high mountain range barrier that represents the international boundary between Indonesia and Sarawak.  These are the only Sarawak short-tailed pythons in captivity and in the world that we know of… …DNA gel electrophoresis analysis showed differences between Sarawak’s and all other short-tailed pythons.”

Per Rich Crowley-observations:

Sarawak short-tailed pythons within my collection have a slightly differentiated scalation from typical Python breitensteini or Borneo pythons.  As observed in the following photos, typical Borneos appear to have diamond-shaped scales on their back which slightly overlap each other in non-obese animals.  The Sarawak scales appear to have more of a rounded inner shape to their scales although overall the same relative proportions. Also, the scales of typical Borneos have a smooth feel to them; however, the Sarawaks are more dimpled.

Typical Borneo



Typical Sarawak
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The following is a basic map of the island of Borneo with the relative location of the Sarawak population extrapolated by the information provided by Dave Barker and Chris Carmichael.  
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Ye Olde Disclaimer:

The information documented above works for me and is not the only solution to housing Short-tailed pythons.  Variations to this “recipe” are dependent on your ambient room temps, quality of caging, health of the animal, etc.  So do your homework.  I have been keeping Short-tailed pythons since around 1996 and continue to learn each day as I do with all my animals.  I recommend short-tails to anyone wanting a “big” snake in a smaller package that has already had experience with other herps.
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