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Snakes
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Objectives
�e snake monitoring is following the 
protocol established by Rosen (2000) and in 
communication with Rosen, but no formal NPS 
protocol has been established yet. �e objectives 
as currently understood are (1) monitor snakes as 
one major element in the predator assemblage at 
ORPI that a�ects other monitored components, 
particularly lizards, rodents, and small birds (see 
below), (2) maintain the continuity of a notably 
long-running (1987-2006) monitoring record for 
snakes, which have only been so monitored at 
one or a few other sites worldwide, and (3) collect 
signi�cant baseline information on natural 
history and demographics, which are largely 
unrecorded for most of the species present. At 
present, the ongoing monitoring is con�ned to 
one site, on which other intensive monitoring is 
ongoing for other EMP elements. Some additional 
monitoring data is available for Highway 85, 
Armenta Road, Armenta Ranch, and Pozo Nuevo, 
although some of this is quite limited in temporal 
scope and total e�ort. 

Introduction 
Snakes are a diverse component of Sonoran 
Desert communities. A total of 26 snake species 
have been recorded at OPCNM (Rosen and Lowe 
1996). At OPCNM, snakes are abundant and are 
likely major predators of lizards, small mammals 
and of bird eggs and nestlings. Some species are 
predators of arthropods but their signi�cance 
is unknown. �ey are also important predators 
on each other, and their predator importance 
makes them likely competitors for predatory 
mammals and raptorial birds. Snakes are likely 
abundant enough at ORPI that they also comprise 
a signi�cant part of the diet of certain larger 
predators that would be leading candidates for 
top-down regulation of ecosystem structure, such 
as red-tailed hawks, coyotes, and foxes. 

Snakes are conspicuous casualties of highway 

and even backcountry motor vehicle tra�c.  
Between 1988 and 1991, Rosen and Lowe (1994) 
estimated that ca 1000 snakes were killed 
annually between Why and Lukeville on State 
Highway 85. �e Organ Pipe shovel-nosed snake 
may be particularly vulnerable because its known 
range and habitat in the United States is close 
to Highway 85. Other threats to OPCNM snakes 
include poaching, especially of the rosy boa and 
shovel-nosed snakes, and climate change e�ects 
on species near their range limit (Rosen and Lowe 
1996).

Long-term ecological studies of snakes are few. 
�e most notable is reported by Fitch (1999, and 
many references therein) for 50 years of annual 
snake monitoring at the University of Kansas 
Natural History Reservation and adjacent lands. 
Snake monitoring at ORPI is a continuation of 
dissertation research initiated in 1987 by Rosen 
(2000). At 20 years in 2006, this is the longest 
running snake monitoring study in the Sonoran 
Desert, and all told, 1093 individual captures 
have been registered on the local monitoring site. 

�e primary reason snake monitoring was 
continued by the NPS was to provide additional 
information about predators that may be 
a�ecting lizards and rodents at the East Armenta 
EMP Site. Birds have also been monitored at this 
site and are the only other monitored group that 
includes some predator species. Rosen (2000) 
reported that trends in some snake species or 
groups were related to climate, prey populations, 
and predator populations during his study of this 
site in 1987-1998. 

It would be preferable to have two or more 
additional snake monitoring sites, but overly 
dispersing the e�ort could also reduce the 
important details provided by the protocol 
described below. �e East Armenta site has the 
bene�t of being fairly ordinary and representative 




