
The City of Lethbridge is home to a very 
small population of prairie rattlesnakes. 
In some years there are likely fewer than 
fifty adults. Over the last few decades, 
there has been a steady decline in the 
snake population due to residential and 
recreational development. Direct habitat 
loss and increased road mortality are the 
two greatest problems facing the remaining 
populations of rattlesnakes. 

Population under pressure

Prairie rattlesnakes are more common 
in southeastern Alberta and parts of 
Saskatchewan.  Here in Lethbridge, they 
reach the northwestern limit of their range. 
Rattlesnakes are very rarely encountered 
by people because of their shy nature. They 
are most active at night. The majority of 
rattlesnake sightings are in the southwest 
portion of the city in Paradise Canyon 
and surrounding area, Popson Park and 
Cottonwood Park Nature Reserve. 

Rattlesnakes spend much of their time on 
dry coulee slopes, but will wander into 
cottonwood forests and wetlands in search 
of food. The benchland, or top of coulees 
where housing subdivisions now sit, were 
once critical summer habitat for these 
snakes.

Despite the fears some people have of 
snakes, many value the opportunity to see 
these rare and interesting creatures in the 
wild. 

Where they live

Prairie rattlesnakes are an important part of 
the mixed-grass prairie ecosystem, as they 
play a critical role in the local food web. 
Much of a rattlesnake’s diet consists of mice, 
voles and shrews. Consequently, they help 
to control these species and reduce the risk 
of transmittable disease to humans, like the 
Hantavirus. They also eat ground squirrels, 
insects and occasionally frogs, rabbits and 
birds. 

Diet

Restoring lost rattlesnake populations is a 
difficult and often uphill battle. Rattlesnakes 
have extremely low reproductive rates.

Females reach breeding maturity between 
four and seven years of age. They only breed 
every two, or, in some cases, three years.  
Breeding occurs in the summer and females 
spend more than twelve months pregnant, 
giving birth to between four and twelve 
young in the early part of September. 

At the time of birth, a baby rattlesnake is 
slightly larger than a pencil. Because of their 
tiny size, they have very low survival rates 
and many of them do not live through their 
first year.  It is important for people to try to 
be aware that baby rattlesnakes are capable 
of injecting venom.

A difficult recovery

Bullsnake sightings are very rare in Lethbridge.  Like rattlesnakes, they play an essential role 
in the grassland ecosystem. Very few bullsnakes have survived in our area due to significant 
habitat loss and fragmentation caused by human development. 

Bullsnakes are constrictors and are non-venomous.  They are active and opportunistic feeders, 
seeking out rodent holes or nests. They spend more time underground in the summer months 
than other snake species borrowing their prey’s den and conserving precious energy. 

Escape is always the first line of defense for a snake.  If a bullsnake feels cornered or threatened, 
it may become aggressive.  Bullsnakes will flatten their head, puff up their body with air, and 
hiss loudly. Although they do not actually possess a tail rattle, they will imitate rattlesnakes by 
coiling up and rapidly shaking their tail which makes a buzzing sound when in contact with 
leaves or dry grass. If threatened, a bullsnake will not hesitate to strike and bite.
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Adult prairie rattlesnakes are shorter and 
chunkier than bullsnakes

Olive green, yellow and brown tones

Well-defined, arrow-shaped head 

Rarely longer than 3 to 4 feet

Adult bullsnakes are longer and leaner 
looking than rattlesnakes

Yellow colouring heavily mottled with 
patches of black and rusty browns

Blunt or rounded head

Average length 6 feet

WESTERN PRAIRIE RATTLESNAKE



January Hibernating
February Hibernating
March Hibernating but periodically emerge from den during warm weather
April Emerge from hibernation but remain near den in case of cold weather
May Leave den area in search of food
June Feeding on small rodents and other prey, may be seen basking in sun
July Continue sun basking and feeding, mating season begins
August Start migration back to den site
September Remain close to den area in case of cold weather
October Periodically in den during periods of cold weather or snow
November Begin hibernation
December Hibernating

Rattlesnakes are masters of camouflage. Make sure you remain alert and be aware of your 
surroundings when hiking in the coulees, especially when you are in the natural areas of 
southwestern Lethbridge.  Stay on established trails. 

Your first indication of a nearby rattlesnake may be the rasp of its rattle. This is the snake’s 
way of getting your attention to warn you of its presence.  Be especially careful on windy days 
when your ability to hear the warning rattle might be reduced. Do not step or jump over large 
rocks and logs without checking to see what is on the other side. Rattlesnakes can feel the 
vibration of your footsteps through the ground.  

Keep your dog on a leash.  A snake will likely defend itself by striking a dog that ignores the 
warning signs. 

Rattlesnakes are not aggressive and given a choice will retreat rather than strike. However, if 
surprised, stepped on or cornered, they can strike up to a distance about half of their length. 
It is estimated that up to 20% of their bites are dry (no venom is injected). Prairie rattlesnake 
venom is not particularly lethal and no one has died from a prairie rattlesnake bite in Alberta. 
Almost every year dogs are bitten by rattlesnakes in Lethbridge. They usually recover after 
several days of treatment with steroids and antibiotics.

If you require further information about 
rattlesnakes: 

Nature Centre: 403-320-3064
Alberta Fish and Wildlife: 403-381-5266

If you require a rattlesnake to be removed 
from an urban or recreational area:

Rattlesnake Call Line: 403-332-6806

If bitten by a rattlesnake 
Remain calm and get to the hospital as 
soon as possible. Do not try to suck or cut 
the venom out – it is very quickly absorbed 
into the bloodstream. Early treatment of 
rattlesnake bites will normally result in a 
complete recovery. Contact a veterinarian if 

your pet has been bitten.

Who to call

It is illegal to kill rattlesnakes, possess 
rattlesnakes or their parts, or damage 
denning areas.

There are significant charges and fines 
for killing a rattlesnake in Alberta.

Status

Back away slowly. Remain calm. Give the snake space.
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