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A KEY TO THE SEA SNAKES IN THE GULF OF THAILAND

John C. Murphy', Merel J. Cox' and Harold K. Voris!

ABSTRACT

A key to the fully aquatic venomous sea snakes found in the Gulf of Thailand is
presented. The key uses external characteristics, numerous illustrations, a minimum of scien-
tific terminology, and little or no complex scale counting. This key should be usable by local
biologists, Royal Thai Navy personnel, and medical professionals who wish to identify a
specific venomous marine snake from the Gulf of Thailand.

INTRODUCTION

The primary focus of this key is the fully aquatic venomous sea snakes found in the
Gulf of Thailand (Figure 1). True sea snakes (family Elapidae) have neurotoxic venom,
a paddle-like tail, dorsal nostrils, and small ventral scales or broad ventral scales with a
strong central keel. Other groups of snakes also have invaded the sea. One of these, the
non-venomous granulated file snake, Acrochordus granulatus, is common in the Gulf of
Thailand. We have thus included it in the key. Some homalopsine snakes from the genera
Bitia, Cantoria, Cerberus, and Fordonia live in the intertidal zones of Thai waters. These
are not true sea snakes; they lack the paddle-like tail, and although mildly venomous, they
are considered harmless to humans. The intertidal homalopsines are not included in our
key. The species of sea snakes found along the Andaman sea coast in southern Thailand
are also not included in our key but are covered in another publication (BUSSARAWIT, ET
AL., 1989).

Eleven publications over the past 75 years have compiled lists of true sea snake
species found in the Gulf of Thailand (Table 1). These publications have reported as few
as 7 and as many as 21 species. We have included all of the species which may be found
in the Gulf of Thailand based upon specimen or literature records. However, we have
excluded amphibious sea kraits (Laticauda) and 4 species of true sea snakes because we
doubt they are present in the Gulf of Thailand or, if present, they occur only in extremely
small numbers.
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that are not included in the key due to absence or rarity in the Gulf of Thailand.

Table 1. Sea snake species reported from the Gulf of Thailand by various authors over the past 75 years. Asterisks indicate species

Barme Cox gh:[c“c/ﬁﬁ I\gn:l)n Shuntov | Smith | Smith | Smith | Suvatti | Taylor Tu

1963 1991 1991 1965 1962 1920 1926 1943 1950 1965 1974
Aipysurus eydouxii YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES YES | YES
Acalyptophis peronii YES YES YES | YES
Astrotia stokesi* YES YES YES YES
Enhydrina schistosa YES | YES YES YES | YES YES | YES | YES
Hvydrophis belcheri YES
Hydrophis brookei YES | YES YES YES
Hydrophis caerulescens YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Hydrophis cyanocinctus YES YES YES YES | YES | YES YES | YES YES
Hydrophis fasciatus YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES [ YES | YES | YES
Hydrophis klossi YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Hydrophis lamberti YES YES YES
Hydrophis lapemoidies*
Hydrophis mamillaris*
Hydrophis melanosoma*
Hydrophis ornatus YES | YES | YES | YES YES YES | YES
Hydrophis spiralis YES
Hydrophis torquatus YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Kerilia jerdoni YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Kolpophis annandalei YES YES YES | YES | YES | YES
Lapemis curtus YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Microcephalus gracilis YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Pelamis platurus YES | YES YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES | YES
Thalassophina viperina YES | YES | YES [ YES | YES | YES | YES YES | YES | YES
Thalassophis anomalus YES YES | YES YES YES YES YES YES | YES | YES
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useful for freshly killed sea snakes whose pattern and color are still visible. Preserved
museum specimens whose color and pattern have faded may not be identifiable with this
key.

USING THE KEY

While examining a marine snake, look first at the shape of the tail. If it is small, tapers
quickly to a point, and is not vertically flattened into the shape of a paddle or oar, it is not
a true sea snake and therefore not a potential threat to humans.

If the tail is flat and paddle-like, use this key to identify the species in the following
manner. Read each couplet and decide which statement is true. If a number follows a
statement, proceed to that numbered couplet. Continue this process until you arrive at the
scientific identity of your specimen.

GLOSSARY FOR KEY
Body scales—scales on the upper portion of the body. These are small and may overlap
or be juxtaposed.

Eye-mouth distance—Distance between the bottom of the orbit and the opening of the
mouth.

Keels—a small fold or ridge on a scale causing it to rise above the rest of the scale.
Nasal scale (s)—the scale or scales containing the nostrils.

Prefronta—the scale or scales between or just posterior to the nasal scale (s).
Rostral—the scale or scales on the tip of the snout.

Supraocular—the scale directly above the eye.

Tubercles—small, rounded ornaments on a scale. There may be one tubercle in the center
of the scale or numerous ones scattered over the scale’s surface.

Ventral scales—scales on the snake’s belly. In land-dwelling snakes, these are usually
very broad; but in sea snakes, they are greatly reduced in size.
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