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Mystery of California’s killer rattlesnakes solved 

28 January 2014
A surge in snakebite deaths caused by one of North America’s most dangerous snakes has been baffling 

doctors, but new research may hold the key to saving lives.

A study of Southern Pacific Rattlesnake venom, led by The University of Queensland’s Associate Professor Bryan Fry, has 

found that by knowing the location where a person was bitten, doctors are better equipped to offer life-saving treatment.

“If clinicians know where a person was bitten, they will know how the patient is likely to be affected,” Dr Fry said. 

“These snakes live in habitats as diverse as the isolated Catalina Island, the high-altitude San Jacinto mountains, the grassy 

hills of Loma Linda and the desert transition zone of Phelan.

“In a two-hour drive from the desert floor to the top of the San Jacinto Mountains, the venom goes from destroying the blood 

to frying the nerves instead.

“Over millions of years, living in these very different habitats has led to specialised venom chemistry which needs to be 

understood to effectively treat snakebite patients.” 

Dr Fry and his team sampled venoms from four diverse regions, including Catalina Island, and analysed the venom chemistry 

and evolution.

The team found significant differences between populations.

“Mapping the geographical venom variation of this species has important implications for treating bites,” he said. 

Dr Fry said the study disproved previous reports that recent, rapid change in the venom was the cause, leading to increased 

reports of unusual and highly toxic effects in patients.

“Clinicians had been at a loss to explain what was happening,” Professor Fry said. 

“However, rather than changing rapidly, the venom varies dramatically between different populations of the snakes due to 

long-term adaptation to different environments.” 

Dr Fry also said reports of unusual effects were likely due to better record keeping and reporting and changes in human 

behavior, rather than any recent changes to the venom.

“New housing estates are being built on what used to be remote areas, and people with low snake awareness are coming 

into close contact with Southern Pacific Rattlesnakes,” he said. 

“Many times when a patient presents at the hospital it is because they tried to kill the snake and were bitten in the 

process.” 

The research was conducted by scientists from The School of Biological Sciences and the Institute for Molecular Bioscience at 

The University of Queensland, Universidade do Porto, Portugal, and Loma Linda University, California, and published in the 

Journal of Proteomics.

Media: Associate Professor Bryan Fry, +61 400 193 182, bgfry@uq.edu.au

Sunagar, K., Undheim, E.A.B., et al. (2014) Intraspecific venom variation in the medically significant Southern 1 Pacific 

Rattlesnake (Crotalus oreganus helleri): Biodiscovery, clinical and evolutionary implications. Journal of Proteomics.

 

Share link:

 http://tinyurl.com/ltrvder

Subscribe to the UQ News weekly newsletter

 
 

Subscribe

 

HOME TOPICS UQ & COMMUNITY SEARCH NEWS UQ NEWS TV PUBLICATIONS PODCASTS CONTACTS 



HEALTH + MEDICINE, SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

ENGINEERING + TECHNOLOGY, 
RESOURCES + ENERGY, 
SCIENCE 

ENVIRONMENT + 
SUSTAINABILITY, RESEARCH, 
SCIENCE 

AGRICULTURE + FOOD, SCIENCE, 
EVENTS 

RECENT HEADLINES 

Research helps 
identify memory 
molecules 2 
September 2014  

UQ’s Centre for 
Advanced Imaging 
officially opened 21 
August 2014  

South east 
Australia most 
prone to tsunami 
threats along 
eastern coast 27 
August 2014  

Climate change not so global 4 August 
2014  

Grants accelerate UQ research for a 
better world 30 July 2014  

State’s brainiest 
students to battle it 
out 4 July 2014  

Physicists pursue 
the power of light 
22 August 2014  

Prickly prediction 
issue plagues 
Great Barrier Reef 
15 August 2014  

Science meets 
beer and 
barbecues for 
Queensland launch 
11 August 2014  

: addressing the UN in New York.
UQ addresses 
UN in New York 



Brisbane St Lucia, QLD 4072 

+61 7 3365 1111 

Other Campuses: UQ Ipswich,  
UQ Gatton, UQ Herston 

Maps and Directions 

© 2014 The University of Queensland

A MEMBER OF 

   

Privacy & Terms of use | Feedback  

Authorised by: Director, Office of Marketing 
and Communications
ABN: 63 942 912 684
CRICOS Provider No: 00025B  

QUICK LINKS 

For Media  

Emergency Contact  

SOCIAL MEDIA 
 

EXPLORE 

Giving to UQ  

Faculties & Divisions  

UQ Jobs  

UQ Contacts  

Services & Facilities  

Login  

NEED HELP? 

EMERGENCY 

3365 3333 

●

●

●

●

More headlines 

The Conversation

Viewpoints: should Australia lift its ban on 
e-cigarettes?
27 August 2014 

Prabowo fights on, but Indonesian court 
ruling ends legal challenge
27 August 2014 

Coalition's environmental one-stop shop is 
falling apart
28 August 2014 

We need to talk about the sexual abuse of 
scientists
8 September 2014 

Ghosts of 2003: US, Australia and allies 
face tough choices in Iraq
9 September 2014 

Read more UQ articles on The Conversation 

8 September 2014  

UQ experts for National Stroke 
Week, 8 – 14 September 8 

September 2014  

UQ students win 
HealthFusion 
Team Challenge 
8 September 2014  

UQ strengthens ties with India 5 
September 2014  

Home ›  Mystery of California’s killer rattlesnakes solved  


