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Cobras in India. Taipans
in Australia. Green
mambas in Africa. If
you meet one of these,
watch out!
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round the globe are hundreds of
types of venomous, or poisonous,
snakes. What happens to people who
are bitten by these deadly reptiles? The
lucky ones get to the hospital—quickly.
There they receive doses of antivenom.
Antivenom is a substance to counteract
the snakebite’s effects. Unfortunately,
there are critical shortages of almost
every kind of antivenom, especially in
developing countries. But why?
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Making antivenom is timeconsuming and expensive. It’s also
labor-intensive, which means that
it requires a lot of people working
intensely. The process hasn’t changed
much since a scientist first created
antivenom in the 1890s.
The first step in making antivenom
is milking venomous snakes. People
milk a snake using their thumbs and
forefingers to grab the back of the
snake’s head. From this position, the
handler presses on the venom glands
while also preventing the snake from
turning and biting. The venom is

squeezed (or
milked) into
Venom is poison.
a container.
Venomous means
Many snakes
“poisonous,” “deadly,” or
must be
“toxic.” A venomous animal
milked to
or insect can inject a
get enough
poisonous fluid through
venom to
a bite or sting.
work with.
Then the venom
is usually freeze-dried
to make it easier to store and transport.
Animals are part of the process,
too. A small amount of snake venom
is injected into an animal, typically
a horse, goat, or sheep. The animal’s
immune system reacts to the snake
venom by producing antibodies. These
specialized antibodies make the actual
venom harmless. Scientists collect
these antibodies from the animal’s
blood. Then they purify the blood using
complicated machinery. The purified
product is freeze-dried or concentrated
into either liquid or powder form. At last,
the antivenom is ready to be shipped to
emergency rooms around the globe.
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Bite Alert!
Different snake venoms hurt victims in
various ways. Bites from pit vipers cause
severe pain and swelling. These bites also
destroy vascular tissue—tissue in veins
and arteries that carry blood through
your body. Bites from coral snakes affect
the victim’s central nervous system.
Sometimes, these bites lead to failure
in the muscles that control the victim’s
breathing and heartbeat. Other snakebites
can cause problems in blood clotting.
When a snakebite victim arrives at an
emergency room, hospital staff inject
antivenom intravenously. U.S. emergency
rooms treat about 3,000 to 5,000
venomous snakebites each year. Nearly
all these bites (97 percent) are from
pit vipers, a group that includes North
American rattlesnakes, copperheads, and
cottonmouths. With proper (and timely)
treatment, victims in the United States
usually recover from their snakebites.
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