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Snakes in Sri Lanka

• There are about 96 species of snakes in Sri Lanka 
and they belong to 8 families and 49 genes

• 35 species are venomous ant 13 species are see 
snaes

• 59 species are non venomous

• 6 sppies are highly venomous

• These snakes are important to maintain the 
equilibrium of the echo system
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Highly venomous snakes in SL

Cobra
Russell’s viper 

Sri Lankan krait Common krait

Hypnale hypnale Hypnale zara
(MERREM’S HUMP 
NOSED PIT VIPER)

(LOW LAND HUMP 
NOSED PIT VIPER) 
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Highly venomous snakes in SL-
(2021 SLMA Guide lines)

1. Highly venomous : ( envenoming by these snakes is possibly life –
threatening with reported fatalities)

Naja naja (Cobra),
Bungarus caeruleus (Common krait),
Bungarus ceylonicus ( Sri Lankan krait),
Daboia russelii (Russell;s viper),
Hypnale hypnale (Merrem’s hump- nosed pit-viper),
Hypnale zara (Lowlands hump- nosed pit- viper).
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Potentially Highly venomous snakes in SL

Hypnale nepa
Sri Lankan Hump nosed pit viper

Green pit viper

Craspedocephalus trigonocephalus
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2. Potentially highly venomous: (envenoming by these 
snakes is potentially life-threatening , no reported 
fatalities)

Hypnale nepa (H. walli) (Sri Lankan hump-nosed pit-
viper),

Craspedocephalus trigonocephalus (Green pit –viper)
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Venomous snakes in SL

Saw scale viper

(Wali Polanga)

Echis carinatus

Sri Lankan keel back

(Mal Karawala)/Blosm Krait

Rhabdophis ceylonensis
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3. Venomous: (bites by these snakes may result in 
systemic envenoming that is not life- threatening, 
responds to treatment, no reported fatalities)

Echis carinatus (Saw- scaled viper),
Rhabdophis celonensis (Sri Lankan keelback, Blossom 
krait.)
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• Cobra has a hood.

• The head is oval with ill-defined neck.

• The ventral scales extend the full 
width of the body contrasting with the 
divided scales of the tail.

Identifications

Cobra (Naja naja)
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The ventral scales extend the full width of the 

body, contrasting with the divided scales of 

the tail (subcaudals), posterior to the anus.
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Two black spots
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Cobra: Naja naja
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Russell’s viper (Daboia russelii russelii)

• Triangular head with no enlarged scales and a narrow neck.

• The dark brown oval-shaped patches edged with black and white.

• Young pythons may be mistaken for russell’s vipers, but differ in having 
elongated heads and rectangular brown patches.
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Russell’s viper-How differ from Python?

Three longitudinal 
rows of chocolate-
brown oval patches 
along the body, each 
outlined with black 
and white magins

The python, by 
contrast, has 
squarish patches 
along the body
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Saw scaled viper (Echis carinatus)

Triangular head  with narrow neck .

A white dagger of either sides of the body and bird’s foot shaped patch on the dorsum of the head.

The body is light brown with darker blotches and a white wavy line on each side 
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Kraits
There are two species of kraits.

1. Sri Lankan krait (මුදු කරවලා / දුනුකරවලා)
2. Common krait (තෙල් කරවලා / මග මරුවා)

•

Common krait

Common krait: Narrow white 
rings in pairs on the dorsum.  
Black glossy snake. White belly.

Sri Lankan krait has single white rings 
contrasting with the paired rings of 
common krait. Markings fade with 
age.

They are bluish-black in colour with white 
rings and are very shiny.  Old animals may 
be brownish with faint white rings. The head 
is oval with ill-defined neck like cobra.
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Sri Lankan krait
Bungarus ceylonicus

Hexagonal enlarged dorsal (vertebral) 
scales larger than the rest of the 
scales of the body - characteristic of 
kraits.
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The head is oval with ill-
defined neck – a
character it shares with
the cobra.

The subcaudal scales are NOT divided
(divided in cobra).

Subcaudal scales
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Sea snake
• Tail is short, laterally compressed, paddle-

shaped, with a rounded tip.

• Most are silvery in colour with dark bands. 
The back is darker than the belly.

• Head often small in comparison to the body, 
with a slender neck and forebody.
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Hump nosed viper
(Hypnale hypnale)

• Triangular head with well defined neck.

• Has an upturned snout and a pit (loreal 
pit)between the eye and the nostril on each 
side.

Scales on head are large.

Has an upturned snout
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Hump-nosed pit vipers 
in Sri Lanka

Hypnale zara

Hypnale hypnale

Hypnale nepa
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HIGHLY 

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE

Hump nosed viper 
- Hypnale hypnale

• Average length of fully grown snake is 45cm.
• Head is triangular and neck is well defined.
• Upturned snout and a pit (loreal pit) between the eye and the 

nostril on each side can be seen at the front part of the head.
• Snout is not elevated but small wart like growth is seen at the tip 

of the snout.
• Head is kept 45 degrees angular to the lying surface. 
• Dorsal aspect of the body color changes from yellow to brown.
• Tail is short.
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Features after bite

• Swelling, redness , blistering  and regional lymph 
nodes enlargement  may seen .

• Bleeding in to the internal organs and kidney failure 
may occur.
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• Average length of fully grown snake is 45cm.
• Head is triangular and neck is well defined.
• Upturned snout and a pit (loreal pit) between the eye 

and the nostril on each side can be seen at the front 
part of the head.

• Snout is elevated and small wart like growth is seen at 
the tip of the snout.

• Head is kept 45 degrees angular to the lying surface. 
• Dorsal aspect of the body colour changes from yellow 

to brown or to deep red.
• Brown or black marks can be seen over the body.
• Tail is short.

Low land hump nosed pit viper

Hypnale zara

HIGHLY 

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE
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Features after bite

• Swelling, redness, blistering and regional lymph 
nodes enlargement may be seen.

• Bleeding in to the internal organs and kidney 
failure may occur.
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Hump nosed viper - Hypnale nepa
• Average length of fully grown snake is 45cm.
• Head is triangular and neck is well defined.
• Upturned snout and a pit (loreal pit) between the eye 

and the nostril on each side can be seen at the front 
part of the head.

• Snout is elevated but small wart like growth is not seen 
at the tip of the snout.

• Head is kept 45 degrees angular to the lying surface. 
• Dorsal aspect of the body color changes from yellow to 

brown.
• Tail is short.

POTENTIALLY 

HIGHLY 

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE
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Features after bite

• Swelling, redness , blistering  and regional lymph nodes 
enlargement  may seen .

• Bleeding in to the internal organs and kidney failure may 
occur.

• No reported death cases found in Sri Lanka so far.
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SRI LANKA GREEN PIT-VIPER 
Craspedocephalus trigonocephalus) POTENTIALLY 

HIGHLY 

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE
• Average length of fully grown snake is 1m.
• Head is triangular and the neck is well defined.
• There is a pit/hole between the nostril and the eye 
(Loreal pit)

• Body is bright green in colour.
• Black marks can be seen over the body. 
• Ventral aspect is light yellow or green in color. 
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Sri Lankan keel back
(Mal Karawala)/Nihaluwa-Blosm Krait

Rhabdophis ceylonensis

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE

• Average length of fully grown snake is 45cm.
• Head is oval in shape and the neck is distinct.  
• Orange colour can be seen over the head.
• The large eyes are protruded . 
• The dorsal aspect of the body is coloured with brown & blue.
• Black cross bars and red colour spots can be seen along the 

body.
• Yellow spots can be seen either side of black cross bars.
• Ventral aspect is white in colour.
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THE SAW-SCALED VIPER and its BITES

Echis carinatus is distributed in the dry and
sandy arid coastal plains of Sri Lanka.

It is found near the sea in the North-
western (Kalpitiya & Wilpattu National
Park), Northern (Mannar & Jaffna) and
Eastern Provinces extending to the south of
the Ruhunu National Park (Yala) where it
prefers a habitat of sparse vegetation.

VENOMOUS 

SNAKE
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Snakes of Low Medical Importance in Sri Lanka
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ගැරඬියා (Rat  snake)

දාර කරවලා (Wolf’s snake) පිඹුරා(Python)

මාපිලා(Cat’s snake) 

Snakes of Low Medical Importance in Sri Lanka
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Sri Lanka wolf snake  (Cercaspis
carinautus)

Common wolf snake (Lycodon aulicus)

Green whip snake (Ahaetulla nasuta)
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Brown whip snake
Ahaetulla , pulverulenta
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Other Mildly Venomous Snakes
Flying snake - Chrysopelea ornata
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Family Boidae
Python (Python molurus)
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Kills by asphyxiation with tightening 
coils around thoracic region of victim
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Some Clinical features after snake bites-Fang marks and 
tissue gangrene
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Ptosis of eyes
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Bilateral ptosis in a patient bitten by a common 
krait in Sri Lanka
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Strokes after Russell’s viper bites:
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