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I. OVERVIEW. 

1. There are many species of venomous snakes in Iraq; there are no venomous 

lizards outside of North and Central America. 

2. Snakes found in or near salty water and have a laterally flattened tail are sea 

snakes; all are venomous, many highly venomous. Venoms are neurotoxins. Most 

are unlikely to bite so envenomations are uncommon. 

3. Snake tongues are harmless; venom is only injected by specialized teeth called 

fangs. Snakes tend to be conservative about expending their venom, and most 

bites show no clinical symptoms. 

 
4. Land snakes whose heads are triangular and wider than the neck and have 

vertical (cat-like) pupils are vipers; all are dangerously venomous regardless of 

size. Sand boas resemble vipers, but their heads are not triangular or wider than 

the neck, from which the head tapers to a blunt point. Primary venom component 

is haemotoxic (enzymes digest circulatory vessels). 

5. Snakes with heads only slightly broader than the neck, with large scales on top of 

the head, and smooth scales are cobras. Not all cobras will extend the hood if 

annoyed. Cobras are largely black or brown, shiny snakes. The venom is highly 

dangerous and neurotoxic regardless of the size of the snake. 
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II. SPECIES PRESENT. 

VIPERS (Family Viperidae) 

 Common snakes in sandy areas where they are principally nocturnal. Greatest 

activity is typically from dusk until midnight, but also bask and lay in ambush for prey on 

sunny mornings. Vipers spend the day in burrows or buried in the sand in order to avoid 

searing heat. At dusk they either prowl for small mammals, lizards, or nestling birds, or 

they lie only slightly buried with only the eyes exposed (sitting to ambush prey). Iraqi 

vipers may reach 65 inches (5.4 feet) in length, but most are considerably smaller. Even 

the smallest vipers of the region may deliver a fatal bite. Expect to find vipers wherever 

vermin (rodents, rabbits) are common; predators follow their food. 

 Vipers typically share the following traits: head triangular and considerably 

broader in the rear than the neck; scales keeled; small scales on top of the head; body 

short, relatively stout; pupils vertical. The body is rarely unicolour, but consists of a light 

background and darker spots or stripes. 

 Herpetological taxonomy has resulted in many recently changed names, for which 

reason the older and possibly more familiar name is given in each account, in brackets []. 

The vipers of central Iraq are as follows: 

 

 
 

Lebetine viper. Upper-pink-tan form. Lower-light brown form. 

 

1) Lebetine viper (Macrovipera lebetina) [Viper lebetina]: grows to 65 inches. Head 

broad at back, very distinct from thinner neck; snout tip blunt, almost straight; no horn-

like scales over the eyes; pupils vertical (like a cat’s); very variable in colour from light 

gray to tan to brown to maroon; back covered with large circular spots; belly spotted with 

dark; terrestrial and may be active any time of day or night, including cool days.  

Preferred habitat includes dry ravines, wadis and season rivers, particularly near 

pools of water. Also common on sunny slopes with very limited vegetation. Diet includes 

small warm-blooded prey: mammals and birds.  

Venom: Hemotoxic. 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macrovipera_lebetina
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Saw-scaled viper. 

 

2) Saw-scaled viper (Echis carinatus): grows to 24 inches, more commonly 18 inches. 

Head broad at back, very distinct from thinner neck; snout tip only slightly blunt; no 

horn-like scales over the eyes; eyes very large, about ½ height of head; pupils vertical 

(like a cat’s); very variable in colour from light gray to tan to brown; back covered with 

large spots, which may be solid or rings; back markings tend to stay straight along the 

vertebral column; belly spotted with dark; terrestrial and may be active any time of day or 

night, including cool days.  

A distinguishing behavior involves the snake quickly rubbing its keeled scales 

against each other while coiled, producing a loud hissing or sawing sound. 

Preferred habitat includes grassy areas where small mammals and birds may 

reside. Because of their fondness for small rodents saw-scaled vipers are common near 

many human habitations, especially farms.  

Though it rarely grows to even 24 inches in length, this is a highly venomous 

species responsible for numerous human deaths each year. Because of its fatality rate, 

this species is listed as one of the most dangerous snakes in the world. The venom is 

composed of almost equally neurotoxic and haemotoxic components; bite victims 

typically manifest widespread hemorrhaging and respiratory failure. The vipers are active 

by day and travel over sand in a sidewinder fashion. When cornered, they inflate the body 

and rub sections against each other, producing a loud and ominous hissing sound. They 

strike quickly and repeatedly.  

 Venom: Highly hemotoxic. 
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Desert horned viper. 

 

3) Desert horned viper (Cerastes cerastes): grows to 27 inches. Head broad at back, very 

distinct from thinner neck; snout tip only slightly blunt; head somewhat oval when seen 

from above; two large horn-like scales over the eyes (though they may be missing); eyes 

nor very large, about ¼ height of head; pupils vertical (like a cat’s); scales large and 

extremely keeled; variable in colour but commonly light gray to rusty-tan; back covered 

with large spots (similar to American diamondbacks), which are solid blotches; back 

markings tend to stay straight along the vertebral column; sides lighter, largely 

unmarked; terrestrial and may be active any time of day or night; not common on cool 

days. Similar in appearance to the saw-scaled viper, but is less aggressive and, though 

still dangerous, its venom is considerably less toxic than the saw-scaled viper. 

Horned vipers are true desert dwellers, inhabiting places that are too extreme for 

most other animals. They survive by spending most of the time burrowed under the sand, 

exposing only the eyes and snout as they lay in ambush for their prey. Normal diet 

includes small mammals and birds, but also take lizards and smaller snakes. When on the 

surface these vipers progress by sidewinding motions, forming large S-shaped loops with 

their bodies.  

 Venom: Largely cytotoxic  

 

 

  
Persian horned viper. 
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4) Persian horned viper (Pseudocerastes persicus): grows to 27 inches. Head broad at 

back, very distinct from thinner neck; snout tip only slightly blunt; head somewhat oval 

when seen from above; many scales form horns over the eyes; eyes nor very large, about 

¼ height of head; pupils vertical (like a cat’s); scales large and extremely keeled; variable 

in colour but pale gunmetal blue to reddish-gray with lighter irregular dark blotches; back 

covered with large irregular spots, which are solid blotches; back markings tend to stay 

straight along the vertebral column; sides lighter, largely unmarked; terrestrial and may 

be active any time of day or night; not common on cool days. Similar in appearance to 

the saw-scaled viper, but is less aggressive and, though still dangerous, its venom is 

considerably less toxic than the saw-scaled viper. 

Unlike the previous species, the Persian viper is common in rocky areas but rare 

in loose open sandy regions.  

 

 

COBRAS (Family Elapidae) 

 Cobras are locally common snakes that may otherwise be absent in nearby areas. 

They are found in all habitats, from sandy areas where they are principally nocturnal, to 

river edges and rocky valleys, where they may be active by day. Cobras feed on small 

mammals, lizards, and other snakes, including vipers. The venom is principally 

neurotoxic, and envenomation distress stems from respiratory and cardiac inhibition. 

Even the smallest cobras may deliver a fatal bite. 

 Traits of cobras include smooth, shiny scales; round pupils; a cluster of large 

distinct scales on top of the head; head not triangular, and only slightly broader in the rear 

than the neck; and an extensible neck hood. Cobras do not always spread the hood prior 

to biting. 

 The cobras of central Iraq are as follows: 

 

 
Desert blacksnake. 

 

5) Desert blacksnake (Walterinnesia morgani): grows to 52 inches. A slim, shiny, black 

snake with a head only slightly wider than the neck. This taxon was separated from 

Walterinnesia aegyptia in 2007 and is the only member of its genus in Iraq. The juvenile 

color pattern of up to 33 reddish crossbars on an otherwise black body. This is the 

commonest and most widespread cobra in the Middle East. 
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 Desert blacksnakes are strictly terrestrial, and feed mostly on other snakes, 

lizards, birds and small mammals.  

 Venom: The venom is mainly a neurotoxic α-blocker. There are few records of 

snakebite from this species and effects of the venom on humans is poorly known. 

Symptoms in a 22-year old woman who was bitten included irritability, fever, 

tachycardia, ventricular premature beats, nausea and high blood leukocytes count. 

 

 

 
Arabian cobra. 

 

6) Arabian cobra (Naja haje arabica): grows to 72 inches (6 feet), making it the largest 

venomous snake of the Middle East. This snake is considered to be a subspecies of the 

Egyptian cobra (Naja haje haje), whose antivenin should be administered in case of bite. 

Adults are brown, tan, coppery, or black, with a yellow belly. Though not native to Iraq, 

it is sometimes imported for snake fakir shows. Bites are always to be considered 

extremely dangerous. 

 Venom: Largely neurotoxic, a β-blocker. The venom is unusual in that contains 

several fractions that show marked neurotoxic activity. No antivenin is available.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neurotoxicity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antivenin
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III. SYMPTOMS OF ENVENOMATION AND APPROPRIATE ANTIVENINS TO ADMINISTER. 

 

 SPECIES OF VENOMOUS SNAKE 

SYMPTOMS Lebetine 

viper 

Vipera 

lebetina 

Saw-scaled 

viper 

Echis 

carinatus 

Horned viper 

Cerastes 

cerastes 

Persian horned 

viper 

Pseudocerastes 

persica 

Blacksnake and 

cobra 

Walterinnesia 

morgani and 

Naja haje 

Local pain, 

swelling 

+ + + N/A + to ++ 

Regional 

necrosis 

+ to +++ 0 to + 0 to + N/A + 

Palsies of 

cranial nerves 

0 0 0 N/A + to ++ 

Respiratory 

failure 

0 0 0 N/A + to +++ 

Rhabdomyone

crosis 

? 0 0 N/A ? 

Renal failure + + 0 + 0 

Hypovolemic 

shock 

+ to ++ 0 to + 0 to + N/A 0 

Coagulopathy + + 
(May manifest 

3-4 weeks) 

0 to + N/A 0 

Abnormal 

EKG 

0 to + + 0 N/A 0 

Febrile 

response 

+ 0 to + ? N/A 0 

Ataxia, 

lethargy 

0 0 0 N/A + to ++ 

Principal cause 

of death 

Shock; 

internal 

hemorrhaging 

Fatalities rare Probably shock 

and internal 

hemorrhaging 

N/A Coma; 

respiratory 

failure 

Critical time 

until treatment 

6 hrs 6 hrs 6 hrs 5 hrs Immediate 

treatment 

required 

Antivenin and 

administration 

(minimum 

doses) 

Vipera 

lebetina 

monovalent, 

10 vials 

Echis 

monovalent, 

5-10 vials 

Polyvalent 

Antivenom,  

5-10 vials 

Polyvalent 

Snake 

Antivenom,  

5-10 vials 

Polyvalent 

Antivenom 

5-10 vials 

Antivenom 

Supplier 

Inst. d’Etat 

des Serums et 

Vaccines 

Razi (Tehran, 

Iran) 

Inst. d’Etat des 

Serums et 

Vaccines Razi 

(Tehran, Iran) 

Al Algousa 

Sharea 

(Cairo) 

Inst. d’Etat des 

Serums et 

Vaccines Razi 

(Tehran, Iran) 

S. African Inst. 

Medical 

Research 

(Johannesburg) 

LD50 7.58 mg/kg 0.92 mg/kg 0.95 mg/kg 0.25 mg/kg 0.4 mg/kg 

1.15 mg/kg 
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Additional Resources 

 

Guidelines for the clinical management of snake bites in the South-East Asia region. 

World Health Organization.  http://www.docstoc.com/docs/12730142/Sanke-Bite (Yes, 

the actual link has misspelled “snake.”) 

 

Life-threatening envenoming by the Saharan horned viper (Cerastes cerastes) causing 

micro-angiopathic haemolysis, coagulopathy and acute renal failure: clinical cases and 

review. Quarterly Journal of Medicine 2004. 

http://qjmed.oxfordjournals.org/content/97/11/717.full  

 

Poisoning by bites of the saw-scaled or carpet viper (Echis carinatus) in Nigeria. 

Quarterly Journal of Medicine 1977. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/866568  

 

Pressure immobilization first aid technique for snakebite. 2013. 

http://www.health.qld.gov.au/poisonsinformationcentre/bites_stings/bs_pressure.asp 

 

Robert Norris, Professor of Surgery and Emergency Medicine, Stanford University, 

leading authority on snakebite in southern Asia. https://med.stanford.edu/profiles/robert-

norris  

 

Walterinnesia aegyptia envenomation in a 22-year-old female: a case report. Toxicon 

2003. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12657325  

Walterinnesia aegyptia Lataste, 1887 (Ophidia: Elapidae) and the status of Naja morgani 

Mocquard, 1905. Russian Journal of Herpetology 2007. 

http://www.megasphera.cz/africanvenomoussnakes/images/Jedovati_hadi/PDFs/Nilson_

Walterinnesia_morgani_RussianJHerp_2007.pdf  

White MA, editor. 1995. Handbook of clinical toxicology of animal venoms and poisons. CRC 
Press. 

http://www.docstoc.com/docs/12730142/Sanke-Bite
http://qjmed.oxfordjournals.org/content/97/11/717.full
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/866568
http://www.health.qld.gov.au/poisonsinformationcentre/bites_stings/bs_pressure.asp
https://med.stanford.edu/profiles/robert-norris
https://med.stanford.edu/profiles/robert-norris
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12657325
http://www.megasphera.cz/africanvenomoussnakes/images/Jedovati_hadi/PDFs/Nilson_Walterinnesia_morgani_RussianJHerp_2007.pdf
http://www.megasphera.cz/africanvenomoussnakes/images/Jedovati_hadi/PDFs/Nilson_Walterinnesia_morgani_RussianJHerp_2007.pdf

