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THAT ORNERY ‘SNAKE IN THE GRASS’ MAY ONE DAY SAVE YOUR LIFE, AS NATURE REVEALS IN THE VENOM CURE
Film Encoring June 6 on PBS Explores Potential Medical Uses of Deadly Toxins

Beware the Gila monster, the death adder and the fugu puffer fish...and never turn your back on a Sydney funnel web spider. There are thousands of venomous animal species on Earth, and these are just a few of the most lethal. 

But medical researchers are finding a positive side to this danger: the complex and highly sophisticated poisons produced by these creatures have components that might save lives rather than kill. 

On Sunday, June 6 at 8 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings), Thirteen/WNET New York’s NATURE presents the encore broadcast of The Venom Cure, illustrating how some of the animals we fear most may one day soon be helping us solve or alleviate a wide range of life-threatening medical problems. Veteran film, stage and TV actor Jay O. Sanders narrates. 

“In the wild, venom is designed to produce lethal effects, by either clotting or thinning blood, for example, or by blocking nerve signals to cause paralysis,” said Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “But in the world of medicine, those same effects, if properly controlled, can be life preservers. Our film focuses on the most promising research into the beneficial use of animal toxins.” 

Venomous animals use their toxins to capture prey or defend themselves. They inflict their poisons by biting, stinging, and, in the case of some marine animals, by emitting venom into the water so it can be absorbed through the skin. The venom itself typically comprises many different substances that have various effects on their victims. 

The film introduces us to carefully trained researchers around the world who are risking harm — even death — to themselves by “milking” the venom of live animals so that the various components of these poisons can be studied in great detail and better understood, perhaps preparing the way for clinical trials against a variety of diseases and medical conditions. It’s not only a dangerous job but a laborious one, since only tiny amounts of venom can be extracted at a time. 

Much of the research is going on in Australia, because that is where many of the most deadly venomous creatures are found. In addition to the Sydney funnel web spider, which is a menace to city dwellers, the desert of the land down under is home to the five snakes with the deadliest venom: the tiger snake, the death adder, the taipan, the fierce snake, and - most feared of all - the brown snake, whose venom is 12 times more potent than the much-feared Indian cobra. 

More Australians die each year from brown snake venom than from any other type of animal poison. But that venom is highly coveted for medical purposes, partly because it’s used to produce anti-venom, but also because of an extremely powerful clotting agent it contains. Researchers believe it could eventually be used by emergency response teams to save the lives of trauma victims who might otherwise bleed to death before reaching a hospital. 

It’s not just snakes that are being studied, of course. The roster includes certain spiders, scorpions, fish, cephalopods (such as the blue-ringed octopus), and lizards. 

For example, in another desert environment, that of the Southwestern U.S., much of the focus is on the Gila monster, a type of lizard whose venom contains a substance that allows the animal to maintain a steady level of insulin in its blood, even though it eats only a few large meals a year. The hope is the same chemical will help human diabetics to avoid the dangerous swings in blood sugar levels that can afflict those who take insulin. 

Heart disease, stroke, various cancers, and the management of chronic and severe pain are other potential targets of the chemicals that comprise venom. But the application that may strike the most vibrant chord in people the world over could be the one that targets a different type of human scourge: cockroaches. 

Those sneaky funnel web spiders that sometimes catch Australian homeowners unawares are really more interested in insects than people. Their venom contains different toxins that have evolved to concentrate with deadly results on specific insects, including roaches. Funnel web venom may prove to be the most effective — and environmentally compatible — insecticide known to humans. 

The Venom Cure is a production of Image Impact and Thirteen/WNET New York. Producers: Nigel Marven and Rob Harvey. 

...........…

NATURE has won nearly 450 honors from the television industry, the international wildlife film community, parent groups, and environmental organizations, including eight Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club. 

NATURE video podcasts, available on iTunes and at NATURE Online (www.pbs.org/nature), range from two to 10 minutes in length and feature behind-the-scenes interviews with filmmakers and producers, program excerpts and outtakes. In addition to the weekly video podcasts, NATURE Online includes a newsletter, streaming video clips, an RSS feed, user bulletin boards and polls, new teacher lesson plans, photo slideshows, and more.  

NATURE is produced by Thirteen/WNET New York for PBS. Fred Kaufman is executive producer; William Grant is executive-in-charge. Major corporate support for NATURE is provided by Canon U.S.A., Inc., and Ford. Additional support is provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the nation’s public television stations.  


The series is closed-captioned for the hearing-impaired and distributed with Descriptive Video Service (DVS) for the sight-impaired.  

..........…

Thirteen/WNET New York is one of the key program providers for public television, bringing such acclaimed series as Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, Charlie Rose, Religion & Ethics NewsWeekly, Wide Angle, Secrets of the Dead, NOW With David Brancaccio, and Cyberchase – as well as the work of Bill Moyers – to audiences nationwide.  As the flagship public broadcaster in the New York, New Jersey and Connecticut metro area, Thirteen reaches millions of viewers each week, airing the best of American public television along with its own local productions such as The Ethnic Heritage Specials, The Thirteen Walking Tours, New York Voices, and Reel New York.  Thirteen extends the impact of its television productions through educational and community outreach projects – including the Celebration of Teaching and Learning – as well as Web sites and other digital media platforms.  More information can be found at:  www.thirteen.org.
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