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Seventeen species of snakes, which occupy a variety of different habitats, can be found in New York State (see 

Table 1). Eight of these species—the water snake, brown snake, redbelly snake, eastern garter snake, ribbon 

snake, ringneck snake, smooth green snake, and milk snake—occur statewide. Of these, the garter snake is 

the most common and the species most likely to be encountered near residences. Others, like the eastern 

worm snake or eastern massasauga, are rare and occur in isolated patches. The eastern hognose snake and the 

eastern worm snake are species of special concern in New York State, the timber rattlesnake is threatened, and 

the eastern massasauga and the queen snake are endangered. Of the 17 species of snakes, three—the northern 

copperhead, eastern massasauga, and timber rattlesnake—are venomous. The other species are nonvenomous. 

Snakes do not actually cause damage, but an occasional snake that enters a home or other building may be con-

sidered an unwelcome visitor. All snakes native to New York State play an important ecological role, both as 

predators and as prey for other species. 

General Biology 

Snakes are specialized animals with elongated bodies and no legs. They have no ears, externally or internally, and 

no eyelids, although they do have a protective window over the eye. A snake’s organs are elongated. They have a 

long, forked tongue that helps them smell. Gaseous particles from odors are picked up by the tongue and inserted 

into a two-holed organ, called the Jacobson’s Organ, at the roof of the mouth. 

 

The two halves of a snake’s jaw are not fused together but are loosely connected by a ligament, allowing it to 

swallow food much larger than its head. Snakes are poikilotherms (temperature varies with outside environment) 

and are not very active. Therefore, one meal may last them several weeks. Because snakes are poikilotherms they 

hibernate during cold winter months during which they consume no food. Some snakes, like the milk snake, lay 

eggs in loose soil, hollow trees, or piles of sawdust. Others, like the garter snake, give birth to live young. 

 

Snakes are very faithful to specific den and nesting sites in their home range, which they may share with snakes 

of the same or different species. Snakes also may use the same nesting sites year after year. Because they are very 

tied to the sites they use and may occur in large numbers in those places, they are very vulnerable to habitat de-

struction and persecution.  
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Habitat and Food Habits 

Snakes live in a variety of different habitats. Some, like the eastern worm snake, live underground, rarely ven-

turing onto the surface except on warm, humid nights. Others, such as the green snake, live in grassy open-

ings. The water snake and ribbon snake make their homes in wetlands and near other bodies of water. Most 

snakes, however, prefer sunny areas where rock piles, logs, and other debris provide cool, shaded hiding places. 

Around the home snakes are attracted to stacks of firewood, old lumber piles, junk piles, rock walls, old wells 

and foundations, flower beds with heavy mulch, gardens, shrubbery growing against foundations, banks of 

streams and ponds, unmowed lawns, abandoned lots and fields, basements, and barn lofts (especially where ro-

dents are abundant). 

 

The most common species that people encounter in and around the home in New York are the garter snake, 

milk snake, and water snake. Garter snakes use a wide variety of habitats, from woodlands to marshes to 

fields. These snakes are variable in color and pattern. The basic color is dark brown or green with three yel-

lowish stripes down the sides and back. They may reach lengths of two feet but are typically smaller. Garter 

snakes feed on earthworms, amphibians, carrion, insects, small birds, slugs, fish, crayfish, and other snakes. 

 

The milk snake is frequently encountered in barns or other areas where its food—rodents and other snakes—

may be present. The milk snake is boldly patterned (brown or reddish blotches on a light gray to tan body) above 

with a distinctive black and white checkered underside. The milk snake may vibrate its tail when annoyed. 

 

The water snake is common in aquatic and semiaquatic habitats such as rivers, brooks, wet meadows, 

ponds, and swamps. It prefers areas with branches or logs overhanging the water or boulders near dams and 

bridges. As an adult, it is a stout animal typically dark brown to black with lighter-colored bands and splotches 

along its length. Although not venomous, the water snake is an aggressive species that will not hesitate to bite. 

These snakes often will sun on boat docks to the consternation of many beach-front property owners. 

 

In addition to the snake species most commonly found around homes, several others may be encountered. The 

northern brown, redbelly, ringneck, and green snakes are all small, slender species that are well described by 

their names. These species feed on insects, spiders, earthworms, slugs, and amphibians. 

 

The northern brown snake is brown to grayish in color with a broad light stripe bordered by dark spots down 

its back. 

 

The northern redbelly snake is typically brown, bronze, or slate gray on its back, with an underside of red, or-

ange, or occasionally yellow. 

 

The ringneck is slate gray, black, or brown with smooth scales that give it a satin appearance. It is distin-

guished by a complete yellow band around its neck. The ringneck feeds primarily on salamanders but will also 

eat earthworms, insects, and an occasional fish. 

 

Beautiful and light green in color, the smooth green snake is unmistakable and striking in appearance. This small, 

docile species feeds on crickets, grasshoppers, caterpillars, beetles, spiders, centipedes, and millipedes. 

 

The eastern ribbon snake is slender and striped and resembles the garter snake but has a much longer 

tail,  accounting for one-third or more of its total body length. It has three bold yellow stripes that run along 

its reddish-brown back. The ribbon snake prefers to feed on amphibians but will also eat fish and insects. 
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A fascinating creature, the eastern hognose snake has a thick body and an upturned nose. It has a yellow, gray, 

brown, olive, or black background color, with a pattern of large rectangular spots down the middle of the back 

that alternate with dark spots on the side. Hognose snakes put on a defensive display when frightened, 

spreading the skin around their necks like a cobra, hissing and lunging. Nevertheless, they almost never bite. 

Hognose snakes prefer to feed on toads, though they will also take frogs, salamanders, small mammals, birds, 

and invertebrates. 

 

The northern black racer is a large black snake with smooth scales, a white or gray throat, and a dark belly from 

its throat back. Black racers feed on a variety of prey, including other snakes and the young of their own spe-

cies. 

 

Though usually smaller, the black rat snake can reach a length of up to eight feet. Black with a white or yel-

low chin and throat, it differs from the black racer in that its belly is a mixture of white and black. Black rat 

snakes feed on small mammals, birds, and bird eggs and are adept climbers. 

 

The copperhead is a copper-colored, thick-bodied venomous snake. It has dark yellowish or light brown 

bands that alternate with darker bands that form an hourglass pattern along the length of the snake. Though often 

confused with other nonvenomous snakes, the copperhead has the distinctive characteristics of venomous 

snakes including a broad, triangular-shaped head and vertical pupils. Copperheads eat small mammals such as 

mice and voles, small birds, amphibians, insects, and other snakes. 

 

The timber rattlesnake is a large, thick-bodied snake with a rattle at the tip of its tail. The rattlesnake has 

two different color phases, yellow to brown (yellow phase) or gray to black (black phase). The rattlesnake’s 

primary foods are mammals, including mice, shrews, chipmunks, squirrels, and rabbits. 

 

Description of Damage 

Snakes are attracted to cool, damp, dark areas associated with buildings, particularly if the structure is home to 

rodents or insects. Snakes may enter houses through torn screens, open basement windows, or cracks in founda-

tion walls or floors. They may also be found in barns, sheds, or other outbuildings. Snakes may bite if threatened 

or handled. Many species will excrete a foul-smelling musk if handled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NONVENOMOUS SNAKES 

Black rat snake Common Garter Snake Eastern Hognose snake 

Eastern milk snake Eastern ribbon snake Northern black racen 

Northern brown snake Northern ringneck snake Northern water snake 

Red-bellied snake 
Northern copperhead Timber rattlesnake 

VENOMOUS SNAKES 
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Table 1. Snakes of New York 

 

Common Name Habitat Distribution and Abundance Disposition 

Black rat snake Woodlands, thickets, field edges, Scattered pockets in upstate Large size makes it 

(Elaphe o. obsol eta) farmlands New York intimidating 

Common garter snake Almost all damp environments Throughout New York Most are docile 

(Thamnophis sirtalis)    

Eastern hognose snake Sandy soils, wetlands, and Coastal plains of New York Usually docile but can put 

(Heterodon platirhinos) occasionally on rocky slopes and Hudson River Valley on an aggressive display 

Eastern massasauga Marshy areas or bogs Two small, isolated Defensive 

(Sistrurus c. catenatus) in western New York populations in Onondaga and  

  Genesee Counties  

Eastern milk snake 
(Lampropeltis t. triangulum) 

Variety of habitats with brushy 

or woody cover 

Throughout New York Docile 

Eastern ribbon snake 
(Thamnophis sauritus) 

Stream edges, swampy areas, wet 

meadows, ponds, bogs, and ditches 

Throughout New York Docile 

Eastern worm snake 
(Carphophis a. amoemus) 

Sandy areas, dry to moist forests, 

weedy pastures 

Coastal plains of New York 

and north to Albany County 

Docile 

Northern black racer Wooded areas, fields, roadsides, Southern New York, Most are docile but large 

(Coluber c. constrictor) swamps, clearings Long Island size may be intimidating 

Northern brown snake Almost every habitat type Throughout New York Docile 

(Storeria d. dekayi)    

Northern copperhead Forested rocky ridges, wooded Patches in the lower Defensive 

(Agkistrodon contortrix 
mokasen) 

swamps, near pond or stream 

edges 

Hudson Valley  

Northern redbelly snake 
(Storeria o. occipitomaculata) 

Moist woods, hillsides, upland 

meadows 

Throughout New York Docile 

Northern ringneck snake Moist, shady woodlands Throughout New York Docile 

(Diadophis punctatus 
edwardsii) 

   

Northern water snake Aquatic and semi-aquatic Throughout New York Aggressive 

(Nerodia s. sipedon)    

Queen snake Lowlands by streams and small Small pockets in western Most are docile 

(Regina septemvittata) rivers with rocky or sandy bottoms New York  

Shorthead garter snake Fields, meadows Southern tier counties Most are docile 

(Thamnophis brachystoma)    

Smooth green snake 
(Liochlorophis vernalis) 

Grassy fields, mountain meadows, 

marshes 

Throughout New York Docile 

Timber rattlesnake 

(Crotalus horridus) 
Steep hillsides, rocky ledges, 

streamsides Lower Hudson Valley, parts 

of western New York and 

the southern Adirondacks 

Defensive 
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Laws and Regulations 

In New York, snakes are unprotected unless threatened (timber rattlesnake) or endangered (eastern massausauga 

and queen snake). 

 

Preventing Damage 

Repellents 

One snake repellent, Snake-Away, is registered for use in New York but only against rattlesnakes and checkered 

garter snakes (not present in the state); it has been shown to be ineffective against other species. The active ingre-

dients of this repellent are sulfur and naphthalene. 

 

Exclusion 

All openings 1/4 inch in diameter or larger should be sealed to exclude snakes. Snakes may enter buildings at the 

corners of doors and windows as well as around water pipes and electrical service entrances. Holes in foundations 

should be sealed with mortar to exclude snakes. Holes in wooden buildings can be sealed with fine mesh hard-

ware cloth (1/8 inch) or sheet metal. 

 

Trapping 

Snakes can be captured using a funnel trap and drift fences constructed of 1/4- or 1/2-inch mesh hardware cloth. 

The drift fences guide the snakes into the funnel end of the trap. The drift fence should be 2 feet high and 25 feet 

long. Posts should be located on the outside of the fence. 

 

A funnel trap can be made by rolling a 3- x 4-foot piece of 1/4-inch hardware cloth into a cylinder about 1 foot in 

diameter and 4 feet long. An entrance funnel can be made similarly and fitted into one end of the cylinder. The 

other end of the cylinder should be closed with hardware cloth. Attach the drift fence to the open end of the fun-

nel. Snakes often seek a dark place to hide, so covering the cylinder will make it more attractive to them. 

Inside homes or buildings, if a snake is visible, it may be captured by scooping it into a large garbage can, cover-

ing it with the lid, and carrying it outside. All of New York’s nonvenomous snakes have very short teeth and can 

be handled safe. 

 

Cultural Practices 

The most effective way of deterring snakes from frequenting areas around the home and garden is to reduce the 

amount of food and cover available to them in those areas. Mow closely around homes and outbuildings, store 

firewood away from residences, and eliminate junk piles and piles of rocks. In addition, reducing layers of mulch 

around shrubs and flowerbeds will discourage small animals that serve as food for snakes. Flower and shrub beds 

serve as convenient cover for the snakes to hide and should not be planted around the foundation if you want to 

minimize snake encounters. 

 

Safety Concerns 

The best way to avoid being bitten by a snake, venomous or otherwise, is to keep your distance. Most snakebites 

occur when snakes are handled or cornered. To avoid being bitten by a snake when hiking, always look before 

putting your hands or feet down as you climb over rocks and logs and always wear sturdy shoes or boots. 

If you are bitten, the first step is to determine if the snake is a venomous species. New York’s venomous snakes 

leave one or two puncture marks. Our nonvenomous snakes will leave a faint U-shaped mark caused by their nu-

merous tiny teeth. It is always a good idea to become familiar with the venomous snakes in your area, including 

the outdoor places you visit. Few areas of New York, however, harbor venomous snakes.  

 

There are several ways to differentiate between venomous and nonvenomous snakes. Venomous snakes belong 

to the pit viper family and are so-named because they have a “pit,” or opening, in the side of the head 

between the eye and nostril (Figure 1). Venomous snakes also have elliptical-shaped eyes as opposed to the round 

eyes of nonvenomous snakes. In addition, venomous snakes have undivided scales on the underside of the tail  
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whereas the scales on the underside of the nonvenomous snake’s tail are divided (Figure 1). 

 

If bitten by a venomous snake, you should remain calm and seek immediate medical assistance. Commer-

cial snakebite kits, which suggest making lacerations in the area of the bite and applying suction and tourni-

quets, are not recommended. Snakebites by venomous species found in New York occur rarely and are sel-

dom fatal among healthy adults. 
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This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned may 

no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State must be 

registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or regis-

tration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your 

regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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