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Scientists Confirm the Presence of Snake Fungal Disease in Barry County 

and Two Other Locations in Michigan 

 

Hastings, MI–A group of scientists confirmed in early February that snake fungal disease has been found in 

three populations of eastern massasauga rattlesnakes in Michigan. The group of scientists, including Grand 

Valley State University faculty member Dr. Jennifer Moore, sampled 100 rattlesnakes from three sites in 

Michigan during the summer of 2014. Using genetic analysis, they confirmed the presence of the fungus 

Ophidiomyces, which caused disease in five snakes. The snakes were found at Pierce Cedar Creek Institute 

in Barry County, near Grayling in the northern Lower Peninsula, and near Cassopolis in the southern Lower 

Peninsula. 

Snake fungal disease is a skin disease that causes swelling, crusty scabs, or open wounds on the skin, 

which can lead to death. A number of snakes can carry the disease, but the eastern massasauga rattlesnake 

is particularly vulnerable to the fungus. In 2008, three eastern massasauga rattlesnakes in Illinois were 

found to have the disease, and another was discovered in 2010. All four snakes ultimately died. In 2013, 

two cases of snake fungal disease in Michigan, each of which resulted in death, were confirmed through 

diagnostic testing. 

Researchers in Michigan are monitoring the disease to determine how it is spread and how likely an 

outbreak is for larger populations. The eastern massasauga rattlesnake is currently found in small 

populations throughout Michigan, though it is listed as a state species of special concern and is also a 

federally-protected candidate species. The eastern massasauga rattlesnake has already seen dramatic 

population reduction due to human activity and habitat loss. A disease outbreak may lead to a rapid decline 

from which the species cannot recover. 

For more information about the disease and research call Institute Education and Field Station Director 

Dr. Sara Parr Syswerda at (269) 721-4434. Pierce Cedar Creek Institute is located south of Hastings at 

701 W. Cloverdale Rd, 2.5 miles west of M-37 and 4.5 miles east of M-43. Trails are open to the public, 

seven days a week from dawn to dusk. 
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Attached Image: 

An eastern massasauga rattlesnake with swelling of the neck and skin lesions identified as snake fungal 

disease. (Photo courtesy L. Brian Stauffer, Science World Report) 
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