Alan Bosch Reptiles
Ball Python Care Sheet

The Royal Python, Python regius, or Ball Python as it is known in the USA, is one of two snake species most recommended for the beginning herpetologist (someone who studies reptiles and amphibians). This species is an excellent choice for a number of reasons including: small adult size, very long lived (47+ years is the longest recorded lived snake according to the Guinness Book of World Records), gentle, beautiful and it has simple habitat and feeding requirements. These traits are most applicable for baby ball pythons, especially babies that were conceived and born in captivity under very controlled conditions.
Habitat Requirements
The first task when choosing an animal is to research the animal’s needs. The first need is habitat.  Fortunately, the ball python’s needs are simple. A standard 20-gallon long aquarium, a screen top, an under tank heat pad (NO heat rocks!) secured to one end of the underside of the tank, suitable substrate like newspaper is preferred; shredded aspen is also very good (Cedar shavings should NEVER be used, as these are poisonous to your snake), a plastic hide box and a clean water bowl are the barest necessities.

A thermometer is needed to maintain the cage temperature at approximately 80° F at the cool end and between 85° and 86° F at the heated end. Place the hide box on or near the heated end and the snake will spend most of its daytime hours there. Night time is when your snake will be the most active, but many snake keepers enjoy bringing the animal out of the cage in the day and most snakes adjust to this well.

A humidity level of 60 – 70% is ideal for a ball python. This is especially critical in the hide box and during shedding. Additionally, the proper humidity rate helps the snake maintain a healthy respiratory system. Keeping the substrate moist but not wet by spraying the cage daily is a good way to develop this humidity level. 
Choosing a Healthy Animal
Most ball pythons enter this country via the import trade. Figures indicate that at least 100,000 baby ball pythons are brought into the USA from ranches in West Africa annually and are distributed through large brokers to pet stores. The vast majority of these animals never make it past the first year. For this reason it is always best to find a breeder who produces these animals from captive adults. This is by far the best way to insure a healthy, parasite free animal and it takes the pressure off the wild populations. The investment for the animal will be higher initially, but the long-term cost and heartache will be greatly lessened by going this route.
Buying Your First Ball Python
Many areas do not have ball python breeders but do have periodic reptile shows where breeders bring their animals for sale to the general public. Look in some of the pet stores or bookstores for magazines such as Reptiles Magazine or Reptiles USA where the local events will be listed. Talk to these breeders and get as much information as you can. The advice is priceless.

When choosing an animal, look for these traits:

· The animal is captive bred and born (CBB)

· The animal is active

· The animal uses its tongue every few seconds to taste the environment

· The animal’s overall body conformation is good

· Body weight is solid

· No scars, parasites (ticks, mites, etc.) This indicates a wile animal

· Mouth tissue is pink and not swollen. Have the breeder open the mouth for you!

Once the animal has a clean bill of health you may be interested in choosing a boy or girl. Most breeders can determine this quite simply and painlessly, so do not hesitate to ask. There is no difference in temperament between the sexes, so this is a personal choice only.
Feeding
Give your new baby a few days to acclimate to the new case and then introduce a small live mouse (preferably just weaned, as this is the ideal size) when the snake is in its hide box and watch closely. Chances are the snake will sense the food and wait for it to pass the entrance of its lair. When it does it will strike and coil around the mouse and continue squeezing until the mouse has suffocated. Luckily, this is a very short time, usually less than one minute or so.
Feed once a week on the same day, if possible. Remember, your snake will become conditioned to this schedule and may become very interested in your hand when you open the cage. It is not interested in eating your hand but may strike instinctively toward the anticipated food source. Be prepared for this and many bites can be avoided.

Many snakes will switch from live food to frozen-thawed food. This is the preferred feeding method as it avoids most parasite problems, makes storage easy, is generally much cheaper, is more convenient, and dead mice / rats doe not bite your snake thus avoiding potential injury. Most pet stores can supply frozen mice / rats or you can secure them from your local snake or rodent breeder. Thaw the mice in lukewarm water and present them to the snake as you would a live animal. BE CERTAIN THE MOUSE / RAT IS COMPLETELY THAWED.
