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Perspectives in Conservation
Carl M. Barden is the Owner and Director of Med-Toxin 

Venom Laboratories and Reptile Discovery Center in DeLand, 
Florida. Carl has been working with venomous snakes for 37 
years and antivenom projects for 15 years. He was interviewed 
by Section Editor Jennifer Stabile in April of 2020. 

At what point in your life did you realize you wanted to 
work with reptiles? 

I was living in New Rochelle, New York at that time (mid-
1970s) and, coincidentally, I happened to have a science 
teacher in middle school who worked part-time as a reptile 
importer. This science teacher/importer had reptiles coming in 
from all over the world, and so myself and two buddies would 
spend our weekends helping care for these animals. That 
same science teacher took us to the Everglades on a field trip 
collecting snakes. Around that same time, I saw Bill Haast on 60 
Minutes and I knew that was it, I wanted to work with snakes. 

I understand you worked at the Central Florida Zoo for 
a period of time, what led you there? 

 
My parents had retired to Florida when I was graduating 

from high school, so I decided to relocate and move down here 
to Florida to be with my folks. This was in the early 1980s. At 
that time, Florida was still in the early stages of all this terrible 
development, so it was still a really rich reptile state. I was 19 
and working at a grocery store when a co-worker got a job as a 
bird keeper at the Central Florida Zoo. I went to visit and saw 
the collection in the reptile house, which was brand new in 
1984. I thought it was an awesome collection. That same friend 
that had come to work as a bird keeper said, “Hey, there’s a 
reptile position open at the zoo, would you be interested?” So, 
I interviewed for that position with the General Curator, who 
was Ed Posey at the time, and he offered me the job which I 
gladly accepted! I worked in the reptile department for Andy 
Snider, who is now the curator of herpetology at the Brookfield 
Zoo. Andy was, and still is, a wealth of knowledge on reptiles. I 
worked there for five years before going back to college in 1989 
at the University of Central Florida. During this time, I would 
sometimes wake up at 5 a.m. and drive down to Miami from 
DeLand to catch Bill Haast’s morning venom programs. I would 
often stay for his afternoon and evening program, then I would 
drive right back to DeLand. I was becoming fascinated with 
venom production, but I needed to figure out how I was going 
to make this dream a reality. 

From reptiles to airplanes, how did you find yourself in 
the sky? 

While I was in college, I earned all of my flight ratings and I 
learned to fly. I had two brothers that were airline pilots at the 
time, and they said to me, “hey, this flying thing might afford 
you time and money to build your serpentarium”. So that’s 
what I did. I had big stretches of time off, I could fly a trip for 
three or four days and then I’d be home for three or four days. 
When I was home, I spent my time looking for property for 
the serpentarium. And at the same time, I had over 350 snakes 
at my house along with lab equipment in the kitchen and 
bedrooms. I began collecting and selling venom to Bill Haast 
and some others that George Van Horn with the Reptile World 
Serpentarium (St. Cloud, Florida) introduced me to. So, I knew 
I had a market. Since my aviation career was going well, I knew 
I could take all the money that I made selling venom, which 
wasn’t very much at that point in time, and put it back into the 
snakes. Between working as a commercial pilot and getting the 
serpentarium set-up, I was working all the time, but these were 
two disciplines I greatly enjoyed. 

Would you consider Bill Haast and George Van Horn 
mentors?

Oh, sure, no question. George and I remain close friends to 
this day and we have worked together on a number of venom 
projects. Fred Antonio, former General Curator of the Central 
Florida Zoo, was unquestionably a mentor as well. Jack Facente, 
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FIg. 1. Carl Barden, Bill Haast, and George Van Horn in Punta Gorda, 
1997. 
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who was a partner with the Reptile World Serpentarium and 
dear friend of George Van Horn and Bill Haast, was also a 
mentor. These guys were an important part of the big picture 
for me and very inspirational. Had they not been around, I 
would have had a much harder time finding success. 

You mentioned looking up to Bill Haast from a young 
age, and you eventually became friends and colleagues. 
What was that like? 

As you might imagine, pretty amazing. I had shaken his 
hand and said hello a number of times when he was still at 
the Miami Serpentarium in the early eighties, but only as a 
patron. Of course, I told him I was a snake enthusiast, but it 
was certainly not a formal or professional meeting. Bill had 
closed down the Miami Serpentarium and was living in Utah 
for a while. He ended up returning to Florida and built a new 
lab in Punta Gorda. Once I started producing and processing 
venoms, George took me down for a formal introduction. I 
was still flying at the time, this was in 1996, so I got a hold of 
a twin-engine aircraft and I flew George, Fred, and Jack down 
to Bill’s place (Fig. 1). And that was the first time I had really 
formally met Bill. I brought a list of the venom I had in stock 
with me, hoping that Bill would be interested in buying some of 
it, and he did. Then, for the next 10 years or so, Bill and I were in 
frequent contact as he continued to buy venom from me. 

So, while I was still flying with the airlines, and before 
I actually decided to open our place to the public, I had 
purchased land where I built a house and a laboratory and 
began producing venom on a much larger scale. Bill was buying 
a large portion of that venom, which was a huge help in getting 
Med-Toxin Venom Laboratories established (Fig. 2).

What is a typical day like for you, working in the venom 
lab and Reptile Discovery Center? 

It’s funny, I always tell people the animals are exciting, but 
what we do is not especially exciting. In fact, a lot of what we do 
is production work.  Animal husbandry takes up a significant 
amount of the day. I spend about a third of my day every day 
producing venom. First thing in the morning, my assistant and 
partner, Mara Roberts, and I will handle maybe 40 rattlesnakes 
right out the gate to get a jump on the venom production (Fig. 

3). Nobody wants to watch that. It’s the same species of snake 
over and over again. It’s not monotonous of course, because of 
the nature of the animal, but it is certainly familiar. The Reptile 
Discovery Center (RDC) opens at 10:00 a.m. to the public and 
we often host school groups (Fig. 4). The groups receive a 
guided tour of the serpentarium and outdoor wildlife trail. Then 
we have our first venom program of the day at 11:30 a.m. This 
requires the handling of about 15–20 snakes from about five 
different species. We start with coral snakes and work through 
copperheads, cottonmouths, rattlesnakes, cobras, and so on 
(Fig. 5). After that it is a quick lunch and then a similar afternoon 
schedule with a 3:00 pm venom extraction program. We have 
two part-time employees and multiple college interns that we 
supervise in all aspects of husbandry. I also spend time during 
the day working on the tasks required to run the two businesses 
(Med Toxin Venom Laboratories and the RDC). Towards the end 
of the day we work on finishing up the processing for the day 
such as organizing and filtering the venoms, freezing them, 
and getting them set up to be dried. Late in the day we usually 
refrain from much handling, it’s pretty hands off by then. You’re 
beginning to feel tired, so we tend to do our hands-on work 
early in the morning. I handle about 15,000 snakes a year, a 
little more than a thousand snakes a month, or 300 a week. So, 
that’s a fair amount of labor and a fair amount of repetition. 
We also spend a good portion of the day talking to the public 
about snakes, herpetology, venom, bites, that sort of thing. 
There is a constant stream of guests coming through, which 
is great because we want to familiarize the local community 
with the snakes found right here in Florida. Conservation and 
education, that’s what it’s all about. 

Is this why you decided to open to the public with the 
Reptile Discovery Center? 

Well, yes, we thought that was kind of a win/win. In other 
words, we’re still amazed at the amount of misinformation out 
there regarding venomous snakes. We see it every day that we’re 
open, we hear it in people’s questions, we see it in their eyes. We 
wanted to give everyone the opportunity to see and learn about 
the snake and its important role in the ecosystem, but we also 
wanted to show them how this animal lends itself to this project 
and produces venom so that we can make the antivenom and 
antiserum for snakebite treatment. With that said, it’s always a 
little heartbreaking to me that you have to make it about people 

FIg. 2. Medtoxin Venom Laboratories houses roughly 1000 venomous 
snakes participating in the production of whole snake venom. 
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FIg. 3. Carl Barden handles an Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake. 
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before they care. It seems with reptiles, especially venomous 
snakes, that’s just the nature of the beast. 

How do you think antivenom production contributes to 
herpetological conservation?

Well, there’s a few layers to that. The most obvious one would 
be that antiserum is available, so ecologists can safely work on 
conservation issues in the field knowing that they are protected 
in case of an emergency event involving an envenomation. So, 
I think you would see an increase in the desire and ability to 
work with and around venomous reptiles both in the field and 
in a captive setting, both of which are crucial in conservation 
efforts. Another layer, and one in which we see in real time at the 
RDC, is when the public realizes that there is in fact a tangible 
role for venomous snakes to play in the production of antiserum 
and medicine. Some of them begin to treat venomous snakes 
differently. They may not kill the animal because they have the 
option of bringing the snake to our local laboratory that produces 
its venom for medical use. And although the snake is still being 
removed from the wild, at least there’s this other option for this 
snake’s survival and wellbeing. So, lots of our animals on the 
venom line have come to us from people’s backyards, school 
yards, or nearby businesses where they would have otherwise 
been killed. 

Do you think the outreach efforts are working?

We think so. It’s a hard thing to quantify. Certainly, when 
they’re at the RDC, when they’re in the experience, when they’re 
holding an Indigo Snake in their hands, we can see that light go 
on and, in that moment, we made a difference. How far away 
from the RDC does that carry? I can’t answer that. We definitely 
think the RDC makes a difference at the local level.

What can we do to help with venomous snake outreach 
and conservation efforts?

There are a whole host of organizations to get involved 
with, the Rattlesnake Conservancy for instance, that are doing 
great venomous snake conservation work. They are getting in 
front of people, which is really the key, whether it’s at the local 
wildlife festival or a library lecture series. In our case with the 
RDC, people come to us rather than us to them, which for us is 
necessary as we have so much work to do on site, but at the end 
of the day it is all about making connections with people. 

The audience we are trying to connect with are people who 
would never go to a nature center or conservation event. They 
would never go to a herpetological symposium, because they 

FIg. 4. The Reptile Discovery Center includes an exhibit hall of 50 exhibits of venomous snakes and other reptiles from all over the world. 
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FIg. 5. Carl Barden handles an Eastern Coral Snake while visitors can 
watch learning about the ecology of the animal and the applications 
for their venom. 
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hate snakes. And so, the big question was how do we get to those 
people? And our answer ended up being through schoolchildren. 
The RDC is a desirable field trip because it is a unique learning 
experience for local classes, and because of that, it brings in a 
significant amount of people (chaperones, parents, etc.) that 
might not ever otherwise go and see a snake, so to speak. We 
get people at the RDC all the time who said, “Oh, I’ve gone to 
the zoo, but I stay out of the reptile house!” This is the audience 
we’re trying to reach. Although we love the snake enthusiasts 
of course, that wasn’t who we were targeting when we opened. 
We were targeting people that would never otherwise come in 
contact with one of these animals. We personally do an animal 
encounter with a snake before each venom program. We like 
to give non-snake enthusiasts the opportunity to hold a snake, 
and the reaction to that has been more profound than expected. 
People spend from five minutes to 30 minutes handling this 
animal, asking questions, taking pictures, and truly enjoying 
themselves. Most are surprised at how nice they feel and are 
amazed by their docile temperaments. That short amount of 
hands on time with the snake is incredibly impactful. 

What piece of advice can you give the next generation of 
conservationists? 

Focus on education and experience. This holds true to any 
discipline, but certainty working with animals, you really have to 
dive in and gain as much exposure and experience as possible. 
We used to joke that the number of bosses you have is inversely 
proportionate to the degree of education you received. Although 
that’s not always true, there is some validity to it and the further 
along you get in terms of knowledge, the more opportunities will 
present themselves.  

Another piece of advice for all young people trying to find 
a gateway to working with animals and the natural world is to 
volunteer, volunteer, volunteer. So, wherever that may be, a 
local nature center or your local zoo, as a research assistant at 
a university or lab, just get out there and do it. This is how you 
make connections which often lead to future positions. 

It is obvious that you love what you do. What keeps you 
motivated? 

Since I was six or seven years old, every time I see a snake, 
it’s the same thrill. I can’t believe how cool that animal is. That 
feeling never faded. If you are fortunate enough to work with 
something you love you are one of the lucky ones. My fascination 
with venomous snakes gave my whole life a direction. As difficult 
as owning and running a business open to the public can be, all 
of those challenges have always been overshadowed by how cool 
these animals are, and how lucky I feel to have the opportunity 
to work with them.


