
 

Ensure scene safety, evaluate ABCs, perform wound care, and transport to an ER
 

The Midwest is home to a number of snake species, both 
venomous and nonvenomous. Most snake bites occur during the 
attempted handling of a snake (rather than aggressive behavior 
by the snake) and 98% of bites occur on the extremities. Of the 
venomous variety, textbooks usually make a distinction between 
elapidae (pit vipers) and crotaline (coral snakes), as well as the 
various neurologic and hematologic issues they may cause. This 
is usually a needless amount of detail for the average patroller 
who is first on scene, and this episode of MMT will focus on a 
practical approach to any venomous or nonvenomous snake bite 
after you have have determined your primary and secondary 
assessments are otherwise intact: 
 

Do: 

1. Scene safety (again) 
 This should obviously be done before all else, but prior to becoming task-focused on wound care, think 

about it again and put someone in charge of monitoring the environment to ensure ongoing safety 
2. Remove jewelry and other compressive clothing on the affected limb 

 Expect significant swelling to develop, and you may not be able to get these off easily later 
3. Local wound care 

 Clean the wound if it is grossly contaminated 
 Place a clean bandage and secure with a loosely compressive dressing 
 Splint for comfort if necessary 

4. Send to Emergency Department regardless of symptoms 
 Patients generally need blood tests and a period of observation to ensure no dangerous issues develop  
 Mortality is associated with delay to definitive treatment and administration of antivenom 

 

Do not: 

 Do not try to capture the snake. If the snake is identifiable, great. If not, also great. This patient can be 
treated either way. Do not get bitten!  

 Do not try to suck the poison out. It doesn’t work and you are just exposing the wound to oral bacteria.  
 Do not place a tourniquet. There is no evidence for this and it makes little physiologic sense. 
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