HOW COMMON ARE
FOSSORIAL SNAKES?

The word "fossorial" is derived from the latin
word FOSSOR, which means digger. Therefore a
fossorial snake is a snake which is adapted for
digging and lives a large part, or all of its life
underground.

Fossorial snakes are usually identified by the
shape of the head or structure of the snout. This
may vary from a wedge-shaped head, when
viewed from the side to a rounded snout with
large heavy protective scales. Because fossorial
snakes spend much time underground theireyes
are not as large as those of other snakes, but
usually very small to almost undetectable in
some species. The tail is also usually shortand is
blunt at the end.

The Side stabbing snake, f.Atractaspis bibronnii) showing
pointed snout for burrowing.

But how common are fossorial snakes?

In the Orange Free State the venomous Stiletto or
Side-stabbing snake, Atractaspis bibroni, was
first collected at Bothaville in 1973. Itwas only in
1986 that another specimen surfaced which was
actually collected in 1977 at Bloemfontein. Thus
only these two specimens have been collected in
the Orange Free State.
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The example of the Quill-snouted snake
Xerocalamus b. bicolor, was given in National
Museum News No 30. The first specimen was
collected in 1939 and the second, some 46 years
later in 1985. Both specimens were from
Bloemfontein. Other Free State semi-fossorial
snakes which are infrequently found include the
Cape coral snake, Aspide/aps /. lubricus, the
Garter snake, Elapsoidea sundevalli media, and
the Striped dwarf garter snake, Homoroselaps
dorsalis.

Elsewhere most fossorial snakes are also
uncommon. Up until 19700nly seven specimens
of the Purple gloss snake, Amblyopidsas
conco/or, were collected in South Africa while
from 1970 to 1982 a further seven specimens
were collected.

Are these snakes rare only because of their
fossorial habits?

If we look at the other side of the coin, we find
that other fossorial snakes such as the Blind
snake, Typhlops lalandei, and the Worm snake,
Leptotyphlops s. scutifrons, are fairly common
within the Orange Free State. They are also more
fossorial in habit than the previously mentioned
species. Perhaps this is because they are
encountered more frequently in gardens and
termite mounds where they are more likely to be
found.

The Coral snake, (Aspidelaps i lubricus! has an enlarged
rostral shield for burrowing.



The Quill snouted snake, (Xenocalamus b. bicolor) showing
wedge shaped head and rostral scale.

Available evidence would therefore suggest that
some fossorial snakes are rarer than others, but

whether they are indeed rare, or perhaps just
being overlooked because of their habits and the
habitat in which they occur, is unknown. These
then are some of the many questions about
fossorial snakes which remain to be answered.

The Blind snake. (Typhtops bibronii) showing rudimentary
eye and pointed snout for burrowing.
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SEEKOEIE IN SANLAM PLAZA!

Die Nasionale Museum is deur die Fokus
Promosiemaatskappy genader om die aktiwiteite
van die Museum d.m.v. 'n uitstalling vanaf 29
Mei tot 9 Junie onder die publiek van

Bloemfontein se aandag te bring. Die uitstalling
was besonder geslaagd en is druk besoek deur
die publiek aan wie talle navrae beantwoord

moes word.
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