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Abstract

Snake ownership is popular; however, housing and care may not always satisfy the animal’s welfare needs. For example, snakes are often 
kept in environmental conditions that restrict their ability to stretch out fully or move around, using rectilinear locomotion. To date, little 
empirical data exist on the housing and husbandry of captive snakes and how these impact welfare. This study analyses survey responses 
from 744 snake owners worldwide and explores potential welfare concerns for snakes kept within private homes. It documents the most 
common housing and husbandry methods and compares the three most common families (Pythonids, Boids and Colubrids). Owner-
reported data were used to derive scores for two potential welfare indicators: number of clinical signs of ill health and the number of 
reported negative (abnormal) behaviours. Using these indicators, associations were tested with snake-keeping variables, such as 
enclosure size, level of enrichment, temperature and humidity. Owners reported that 90.7% (n = 675) of snakes adopted rectilinear 
(straight-line or near straight-line) positions or movements. Snakes kept in enclosures > 1 snake length tended to have more enrichment 
types and were reported with fewer clinical signs of ill health. Some snakes were housed at unknown temperature (7.7%) or humidity 
(48.1%) ranges or in environmental conditions not in keeping with current recommended guidelines. Corn snakes 
(Pantherophis guttatus) were the most likely species to be kept at a humidity which did not match recommendations which may 
present a welfare concern. This study’s results can be used to target husbandry guidance for future recommendations and care manuals.
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Introduction 
Snake-keeping is popular in Western countries with, for 
example, approximately 400,000 snakes of many species 
currently kept as pets in the UK (Pet Food Manufacturers 
Association [PFMA] 2021). Suitable housing and husbandry 
are essential for good snake health and welfare, and many 
publications describe recommendations for enclosure sizes, 
temperatures, humidities, enrichments, substrates, and 
hygiene measures to meet the essential physical and 
behavioural needs of snakes of different species (eg Royal 
Veterinary College [RVC] 2018a,b; Whitehead 2018b; 
Divers & Stahl 2019; Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals [RSPCA] 2019a,b; Varga 2019). 
Although some snakes live long and healthy lives, research 
has concluded that approximately 75% of reptiles die within 
their first year in a new home (Toland et al 2012). Other 
studies have also indicated high morbidity and mortality 
rates among pet snakes in both wholesale and home envi-
ronments (Laidlaw 2005; Ashley et al 2014). In addition, 
the RSPCA has described snakes as the most frequently 
rescued pet reptile in the UK (RSPCA 2017). A recent study 
by D’Cruze et al (2020) documented inadequate housing 

conditions for royal pythons (Python regius) at pet exposi-
tions and in privately kept racking systems (small trays 
stacked on top of one another used by breeders), reporting 
the majority of vivaria failed to meet current welfare recom-
mendations derived by the RSPCA (2019a). A survey of 
200 veterinary surgeons showed that only 19.5% believed 
that pet snakes’ welfare needs were usually ‘well met’ or 
‘very well met’ (Whitehead et al 2017). Even popular 
species such as the corn snake (Pantherophis guttatus) and 
royal python were viewed by delegates of the British 
Veterinary Zoological Society (BVZS) as maladapted to the 
environments commonly provided within private homes 
(Whitehead & Vaughan-Jones 2015). Sellers often advertise 
these species as ‘easy-to-keep’ and ‘low maintenance’ 
(RSPCA 2017; Warwick et al 2018), making them attrac-
tive to first-time snake owners. Husbandry information 
provided by reptile shops and disseminated online has been 
reported as anecdotal, contradictory and lacking an 
evidence-based approach (Arena et al 2018b). It’s 
important that recommendations are rooted in science and 
reflect those aspects of care and housing shown to be most 
important to the welfare of the animals. 

Universities Federation for Animal Welfare Science in the Service of Animal Welfare




