
The world's deadliest snake 

South-western Q u e e n s l a n d 
is no t the p lace to suffer 
snakebite. Apart f rom its 
r emoteness , it is h o m e to the 
w o r l d ' s deadliest snake. 

T h e smal l -scaled snake, 
Parademansia microlepidota, 
was first found in 1879 by a 
naturalist n a m e d Freder ick 
M c C o y . A l t h o u g h m u s e u m 
records list north-western 
Vic tor ia as the p lace where 
this occur red , s o m e doubt 
exists as to their accuracy , as 
today the snake is l imi ted to 
an area m u c h further north. 
A n o t h e r was co l l ec t ed near 
Bourke in 1882, but the 
spec ies was then ' lost ' 
t h rough a c o m b i n a t i o n o f its 
r emote , l imi ted range and 
scient i f ic c o n f u s i o n over its 
identity. 

It has var iously been 
con fused wi th b r o w n snakes, 
wi th b lack snakes, and m o r e 
recent ly wi th the taipan. 
F o r m a l r e c o g n i t i o n that it 
was a dist inct spec ies o f a 
n e w genus on ly c a m e in 
1976, w h e n M s Jeanette 
C o v a c e v i c h o f the 
Queens l and M u s e u m and 
M r John W o m b e y o f the 
C S I R O D i v i s i o n o f Wi ld l i f e 
R e s e a r c h rev iewed recent ly 
c o l l e c t e d spec imens and 
o lder spec imens held by the 
Queens l and and Sou th 
Austral ian m u s e u m s . T h e i r 
rev iew s h o w that it differed 
f rom the taipan. 

A m o n g the spec imens they 
studied was o n e ki l led after 
it bit a m a n w h o captured it 
in south-western 
Q u e e n s l a n d in 1969. H e 
survived wi th intensive 
med ica l treatment, after 

The small-scaled snake, Parademansia microlepidota. It 
bears some resemblance to the taipan, but has a darker 
body and a black head. 

ant ivenene for the eastern 
b r o w n snake proved 
ineffect ive. 

M r Char les T a n n e r o f 
C o o k t o w n sent v e n o m he 
had 'mi lked ' f rom seven 
s p e c i m e n s o f P. 
microlepidota for v e n o m 
typing and toxic i ty tests by 
the C o m m o n w e a l t h Se rum 
Labora tor ies in M e l b o u r n e . 
T h e r e , M r A l l e n Broad and 
D r Struan Sutherland 
c o n f i r m e d that the v e n o m 
differed f rom taipan v e n o m , 
a l though taipan ant ivenene 
was effective against it. 

T h e real surprise c a m e 
w h e n they tested po tency . P. 
microlepidota v e n o m proved 
even m o r e tox ic than those 
o f the eastern b r o w n snake, 
the taipan, and the tiger 
snake, previous ly be l ieved to 
be the mos t t ox ic v e n o m s o f 
all the wor ld ' s land snakes. 

T h e lethality o f a snake's 
bi te , however , is also 
gove rned by the amoun t o f 
v e n o m it injects . T h e eastern 
b r o w n injects on ly a smal l 
d o s e and is consequen t ly no t 
as dangerous as the taipan or 
As ia ' s k ing cobra , w h i c h has 
relatively l o w toxic i ty but the 
m o s t c o p i o u s v e n o m output 

o f all snakes. 

T h e hazards o f be ing 
bitten by a particular snake 
can be de termined by 
c o m b i n i n g v e n o m toxic i ty 
and dosage and express ing 
the c o m b i n a t i o n in terms o f 
its potential 'kil l ' o f 
laboratory m i c e . T h e table 
c o m p a r e s s o m e o f Austral ia 's 
deadliest snakes wi th the 
k ing cobra . 

T o d a y the smal l -scaled 
snake appears to be ext inct 
in Vic to r ia ( i f it ever l ived 
there) and in N e w South 
Wales . In Queens land , it 
o c c u r s in pocke t s in the 
r e g i o n where the 
Diamant ina River and 
C o o p e r ' s Creek drain 
towards the L a k e Eyre basin. 

Its specia l ized b i o l o g y 
makes it wor thy o f further 
scient i f ic study, and o n e 
particular aspect has already 
aroused interest. Its range is 
no t c o n t i n u o u s , yet the 
v e n o m s o f spec imens f rom 
different 'pocke ts ' isolated 
f rom o n e another have 
virtually ident ical 
c o m p o s i t i o n . Studies 
overseas , and also wi th the 
taipan, have s h o w n v e n o m 
c o m p o s i t i o n can vary 
cons iderab ly even be tween 
t w o individuals f rom the 
same area. H o w this snake 
maintains s u c h tight gene t ic 
con t ro l be tween isolated 
popula t ions is a mystery. 
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The figures for potency represent the minimum weight, in 
micrograms (μg), of venom needed to kill 50% of a 
sample of mice. 


