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Since the late 1970's flow cytometry has been accepted as a and 
accurate technique for the quantification of nuclear DNA content 
(Deaven 1982). However, use of technology has typically 
confined to clinical settings due to the high cost of the 
instrumentation and the requirement for trained personnel. Flow 
cytometry recently has been applied to the study of genetic damage in 
wild populations. McBee and Bickham (1988) detected DNA damage 
in wild rodents inhabiting a dumpsite contaminated with 
petrochemicals, and Bickham et al. (1988) detected DNA aneuploidy in 
turtles found in seepage basins contaminated with radiation. Given 
these few studies, there is a need to establish a data base for the 
application of flow cytornetry to environmental screening. 

We chose to study the western cottonmouth snake, Agkistrodon 
piscivorus leucostoma, which is a common inhabitant of aquatic 
environments of the Southeastern United States. Accumulation of a 
variety of contaminants could potentially reach high levels in 
predatory species given its generalized diet which includes fish, 
rodents, birds, turtles, and snakes (Burkett 1966). Our objectives in 
this study were: a) to examine the variation in nuclear DNA content 
within and among three populations of cottonmouth snakes, and b) to 
survey for evidence of possible genetic damage in individual snakes. 
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