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ATLANTIC SALTMARSH SNAKE  

Nerodia clarkii taeniata 

Order:   Squamata 

Family:   Colubridae  

FNAI Ranks:  G3G4T1Q/S1  

U.S. Status:  Threatened 

FL Status:   Threatened 

 

Description:  Nerodia clarkii taeniata is a relatively small watersnake with 21 -23 

dorsal scale rows at midbody; adults average 65 cm (25.6 inches) in total length, 

with a maximum total length of 82 cm (32.3 inches). Females grow larger than 

males. Like all watersnakes of the genus Nerodia, this species has strongly keeled 

scales, a divided anal plate, and divided subcaudal scales. Dorsal patterning consists 

of a set of dark brown longitudinal stripes (usually extending over the anterior third 

of the body) that transitio n into a series of posterior blotches and bands. This 

pattern occurs atop a tan to light olive ground color and is highly variable. Ventral 

scales are dark brown to black with a longitudinal central row of white or yellow 

spots. Juveniles look similar to adults but are usually more boldly patterned (Moler 

[ed.] 1992, Gibbons and Dorcas 2005, Powell et al. 2016, Krysko et al. 2019). 

Similar Species:  Other saltmarsh snake subspecies can be differentiated from N. c. 

taeniata by geographic range, with the Gulf saltmarsh snake (N. c. clarkii) occurring 

only along the Gulf Coast (versus the Atlantic) and the mangrove saltmarsh snake 

(N. c. compressicauda) occurring along the stretch of peninsular coastline between 

the southern range boundaries of the two more northerly subspecies. N. c. taeniata 

hybridizes with both N. c. compressicauda (along the range boundary) and with the 

southern watersnake ( N. fasciata; range-wide); hybrid individuals may display 

reduced longitudinal striping, an aberrant ventral pattern, orange pigmentation, 

and/or an increased number of scale rows. All other sympatric watersnakes 

(Nerodia spp.) may be differentiated from N. c. taeniata by the light base color of 

their ventral scales and by their preference for freshwater (rather than brackish) 

habitats. Garter and ribbon snakes ( Thamnophis  spp.) are fully longitudinally 

striped with no blotches, have undivided anal plates, and have plain, light-colored 

ventral scales. The venomous Florida cottonmouth (Agkistrodon conanti ) is larger 

and heavier-bodied, with a white-bordered dark stripe through the eye, a facial pit 

between each eye and nostril, and undivided subcaudal scales (Cassler 2000 , 
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Gibbons and Dorcas 2005, Krysko et al. 2019). 

Habitat: The Atlantic saltmarsh snake is aquatic and occurs in brackish coastal 

habitats such as salt marshes, mangrove swamps, and tidal creeks. Individuals may 

occasionally enter bodies of saltwater or freshwater that are adjacent to brackish 

water. When not in t he water, snakes may occupy crab burrows, hide within 

vegetation, or shelter beneath logs (Moler [ed.] 1992, Gibbons and Dorcas 2005). 

Seasonal Occurrence : N. c. taeniata is active year-round except during the coldest 

parts of the winter. During warmer months, most activity occurs at night. Activity 

is also influenced by tidal cycle, with snakes emerging to feed on fish trapped in 

shallow water at low tide (Moler [ed.] 1992, Gibbons and Dorcas 2005). 

Florida Distribution:  The Atlantic subspecies is restricted to coastal Volusia County 

but intergrades with N. c. compressicauda  in Brevard and Indian River counties 

(Moler [ed.] 1992). 

Range-wide Distribution:  While other subspecies of saltmarsh snake occur around 

the southern and western coasts of the Florida peninsula, further west along the Gulf 

coast to Texas, and in northern Cuba, N. c. taeniata is endemic to Florida (Powell et 

al. 2016). 

Conservation Status:  N. c. taeniata  was federally listed as threatened in 1977 

because of its highly restricted range, ongoing habitat loss resulting from coastal 

development, and the risk of genetic swamping resulting from increased 

hybridization with N. fasciata  in areas where anthropogenic hydrological 

disturbances (e.g., impoundments, dikes, drains) have disrupted the natural 

freshwater-saltwater interface (Moler [ed.] 1992, Krysko et al. 2019). Some habitat 

is protected within Canaveral National Seashore, but much has been lost or altered. 

Protection and Management:  Protect estuarine habitats (including salt marshes, 

mangrove swamps, and tidal creeks) in Volusia County from disturbances such as 

drainage, ditching, impoundment, and pollution. Undisturbed brackish areas along 

the Halifax and Indian rivers should be prot ected as critical habitat (Moler [ed.] 

1992, Krysko et al. 2019). Avoid constructing roads through estuarine habitats and, 

where roads already exist, install underpasses to reduce the risk of road mortality. 

Document all incident al observations of this subspecies and conduct targeted 
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surveys to clarify range boundaries and better understand patterns of occupancy 

across the landscape. 

References: Cassler 2000, Gibbons and Dorcas 2005, Krysko et al. 2019, Moler (ed.) 

1992, Powell et al. 2016. 
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