Basic Care of the Ball Python (and other Snakes)
Housing: Small snakes will do well in a 10 or 20 gallon aquarium, but as they grow, will require larger enclosures.  The snake should be able to stretch out to its full length and move around comfortably.  The cage should be lined with substrate that is easy to clean and non-toxic.  Newspaper, Astroturf, towels, or other non-toxic papers are often used.  If Astroturf is used, it is recommended that you obtain 2 pieces, each cut to the size of the enclosure, so that when one piece is soiled, you can use the second piece until the first one is cleaned.  Clean the Astroturf, and the cage, with ordinary soap and water, rinse thoroughly, and dry.  Avoid sand, gravel, wood shavings, corn cobs, nut shells, and cat litter as they are difficult to clean and can also cause impactions if ingested.  Cedar wood shavings are also toxic to snakes.  Many snake species of snakes will use branches if placed securely in the cage.  Large rocks allow for basking areas, and hiding areas should be provided as well.  Artificial plants, clay pots, cardboard boxes, or even PVC pipes can be used for both hideboxes and as decoration.  
Heat Source and Humidity:  All reptiles require a heat source, as they are cold-blooded.  A heat-gradient should be established, so that one end of the cage is warmer than the other.  You should find out what temperature range is best for your particular species of snake.  For Ball Pythons, this range should be between 70-75˚F at the cool end and 90-95˚F at the warmer end.  Two thermometers should be used, one at each end, to monitor the temperature.  The heat source should be placed outside and above one end of the cage, and covered by a screen to prevent the snake from escaping or burning itself on the bulb.  The temperature at night should remain between 65-70˚F.  100 watt incandescent bulbs with a reflector hood work well for this purpose.  “Hot Rocks” or “Sizzle Rocks” should not be used, as they will not provide adequate heat for most reptiles, and often burn the snakes as they lay on them.  Heating pads may also be used under the cage, but it is easy to under or overheat the cage with these devices, and caution should is advised.  Most species of snakes will also require a certain level of humidity in order to shed their skin properly.  This can be achieved by daily misting, warm-water baths to soak in, or maintaining the humidity inside the enclosure at the proper level.  Be sure that if your snake is soaking in its drinking water, that the water is changed daily to keep it clean and prevent bacterial infections and parasite transmission.
Lighting: Although snakes eat whole prey from which they obtain some Vitamin D, it is necessary to provide UV lighting to help them synthesize enough to keep them healthy.  Most experts recommend a two-light system: one regular light, and one UV light.  The UV light should provide UV-B in the range of 290-320 nanometers.  The UV output of these lights decreases over time, and should be replaced at least once a year, or better, every 6 months.  Also, there should be no obstructions between the light source and the reptile, or the UV will be filtered: this includes glass and plastic..  Plant lights and black lights alone are not recommended, as they do not provide the proper UV-B range.  If possible, expose your snake to direct, unfiltered sunlight , but be careful to monitor the temperature within the enclosure, and take steps to avoid escape or attack from other pets or wild animals.  Some reptiles may become aggressive after exposure to sunlight, so be careful when handling them after their “sunbath.”  Ball Pythons should receive 12 hours of daylight, and 12 hours of darkness each day.  Infrared heat lamps placed outside of the cage can be used at night to provide heat during the dark periods.
Feeding: Fresh water in a sturdy crock should be available at all times.  If your snake bathes or defecates in its water, be sure to clean and disinfect the bowl, and provide clean water.  Snakes eat live or killed whole prey.  Ideally, the prey should be frozen, then thawed just before feeding to reduce the risk of transmitting disease from the prey to your snake, and eliminate the risk of the prey biting your snake before it is killed.  Freshly killed prey is also acceptable.  Some snakes may refuse to eat-pre-killed prey however, and must be fed live prey.  If this is the case, be sure to observe your snake and its prey until the prey is dead, as even a small mouse can severely injure or even kill a snake if the snake is not hungry and doesn’t attack first.  Unweaned, infant prey (“pinkies”) are safe to feed live as they are not able to injure the snake.  The most common prey are mice and rats, though some snakes will refuse these, and prefer to eat gerbils or other small rodents.  Healthy ball pythons can go several months without eating with no ill effects.  However, it is important that your snake be checked by a veterinarian and appropriate tests be done to be sure there is no underlying illness if a snake will not eat.  If a snake is ill, it may need to be force-fed.  A new snake should be left alone and not handled for 2-4 weeks so that they may become acclimated to their new environment and not be overly stressed.
