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Introducing alien species to other habitats can lead to 
deleterious effects on economy, human health and local 
wildlife (Vasconcellos 2001, Sax et al. 2007, Dechoum 
2009). However, the impacts of alien snake species are 
poorly known. Some native species suffer due to the in-
troduction of the Burmese pythons (Python bivittatus) to 
Florida (Krysko et al. 2007, Engeman et al. 2011) and the 
introduction of the brown tree snake (Boiga irregularis) 
that has long been affecting the populations of birds, mam-
mals, and lizards on the island of Guam (Pimentel et al. 
2000) is another example of how deleterious the invasion 
by alien herpetofaunal species can become.

The colubrid genus Pantherophis originates from 
North America (Burbrink & Lawson 2007). The species 
P. guttatus is widely known for its different colour morphs, 
for which reason it has been classified in several subspecies 
that are distributed over the southeastern United States, 
western Colorado, eastern Utah, southern Texas and Mexi-
co (Burbrink 2002, Fisher & Csurhes 2009).

Pantherophis guttatus is found in a wide range of habi-
tats, including pine forests, semi-deserts, grassland habi-
tats, and urban environments (Burbrink 2002, Fisher & 
Csurhes 2009). It is mainly arboreal, but also found on the 
ground (Conant & Collins 1998, Kraus & Cravalho 
2001), foraging for small mammals, birds, amphibians and 
lizards (Fisher & Csurhes 2009). This species makes for a 
popular pet in many countries, and this hobby is believed 
to have led to the introduction of several alien species to 
countries all over the globe (Kraus & Cravalho 2001, 
Eterovic & Duarte 2002, Gisp 2005, Fisher & Csurhes 
2009, Leão et al. 2011, Magalhães & São-Pedro 2012). 

Herein we report on the detection of P. guttatus at different 
localities in the Brazilian state of Bahia.

We recorded two specimens of Pantherophis guttatus 
in the state of Bahia. The first record was obtained during 
a survey in the municipality of Camaçari (-12.766809° S, 
-38.187198° W) in 2001. The specimen was captured in a lo-
cal grassland within the borders of a local protected area, 
known as APA do Rio Capivara, at Arembepe, which lies 
within an area of very high diversity in coastal Brazil – the 
north coast of Bahia (Tinôco 2011). It was an adult fe-
male, 32.1 mm HL, 1,035 mm SVL, 196 mm TL (voucher: 
CHECOA 142). The second record was made at Boca do 
Rio, a residential neighbourhood in Salvador (-12.977431° S, 
-38.427449° W) (Fig. 1). Salvador is the third largest city in 
Brazil, and the area where the record was made still holds 
remnants of native Atlantic forest vegetation. The animal 
was a very young juvenile, probably a week old considering 
the egg marks on its belly, suggesting that it had hatched 
in the wild, and a female, measuring 14.4 mm HL, 251 mm 
SVL, 51.8 mm TL. It had been captured in 2012 and was 
donated to us (voucher: CHECOA 2855). The two vouch-
er specimens are deposited in the herpetological collection 
at the Centro de Ecologia e Conservação Animal – ECOA 
(Fig. 2).

The importation of exotic animals into Brazil is regulated 
by ordinance 93/1998, and according to this law, the com-
mercialisation of some species is forbidden, including rep-
tiles and amphibians except Lithobates catesbeianus. Now-
adays, illegal trade in alien amphibian and reptile species 
on the Internet is widespread in Brazil, though, involving 
a large variety of websites, social networking and shopping 
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portals, and Magalhães & São-Pedro (2012) sourced 49 
species that were for sale as pets. Among them, P. guttatus 
is the most frequently traded alien species, which accord-
ing to Brazilian legislation, constitutes an offence. 

The records of corn snakes herein reported may have 
originated from the illegal pet trade, and are likely to have 
been intentionally released or may have escaped. Due to the 
fascination these species have on people, most of these ani-
mals are obtained as young that are easy to handle. However, 
when they grow, people may not be able to take care of them 
and release them into the wild. Most of these owners do not 
appear to understand how their actions may be deleterious 
to native fauna (Alves et al. 2011, Destro et al. 2012).

The species was also recorded from Queensland in Aus-
tralia, Durban in South Africa, Spain, Hawaii, the Baha-
mas, and has established itself on many Caribbean islands 
(Kraus & Cravalho 2001, Burbrink 2002, Pleguezue-
los 2002, Hayes et al. 2004, Van Wilgen et al. 2008, Fish-
er & Csurhes 2009, Knapp et al. 2011, Powell et al. 2011), 
which reinforces its status as invasive fauna. Although the 
impacts of introducing P. guttatus are poorly document-
ed, the unnatural presence of the species is known to be a 
threat to the local bird fauna (Kraus & Cravalho 2001, 
Hayes et al. 2004), and other snake species may be threat-
ened by the parasite Cryptosporidium that is often carried 
by P. guttatus (Xiao et al. 2004).

Figure 1. Species records from the municipalities of Salvador and Camaçari.
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In Brazil, between 1995 and 2000, 66 snakes of 17 spe-
cies were found in São Paulo and sent to the Butantan Mu-
seum. Amongst these, three were identified as P. guttatus 
(Eterovic & Duarte 2002). The introduction of this spe-
cies to Brazil is a result of inefficient controls by border 
control agencies, especially at airports, and also highlights 
the need for more effective and stricter laws. 

A recently approved CONAMA (Brazilian Environment 
Council) resolution, number 457, tries to put an end to the 
illegal pet trade, but it is still, in our opinion, ineffective. It 
stipulates that, if a person wishes to keep a wild animal (of 
an exotic or native species), he or she may apply for a per-
mit to keep it as a legal pet. Up to ten specimens may be le-
gally kept as pets thus, provided the keeper signs a respon-

sibility agreement. As long as the species is not listed as 
threatened or endemic to a specific biome, does not exhibit 
invasive potential, or keeping it in captivity is expected to 
compromise its welfare, the owner will be allowed to keep 
it for an indefinite period of time.

We believe this resolution might further the illegal pet 
trade, as it might facilitate the legalisation of originally il-
legal animals. Amongst its risky aspects is that any regis-
tered person may keep up to 10 animals without limitation 
to only males or females. The resolution also stipulates that 
in a case of captive breeding, the keeper should communi-
cate such events to the authorities, but no one can assure 
that such communication will occur and that the offspring 
will not be illegally sold. As was mentioned above, a permit 

Figure 2. A) An adult specimen that was collected in Camaçari; B) a juvenile that was obtained in Salvador.
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holder is classified as a keeper and not a breeder, and no 
provision is made in the resolution for passing on possible 
offspring. As a result it might in fact facilitate new intro-
ductions to different ecosystems within the country. 

Even without the proper knowledge about the effects of 
alien snake species in urban and natural environments, we 
believe P. guttattus is a potential invader due its generalist 
diet and adaptability to different habitats, both of which are 
attributes that show why the species managed to success-
fully establish itself in other regions. Furthermore, its eco-
logical aspects are similar to most native species (Eterovic 
& Duarte 2002), as it originates from a very similar ecore-
gion and therefore finds in Bahia an ideal environment to 
establish itself and become a high risk to the local fauna. 
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