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Volesaremouse-like rodentsthat occur throughout
most of Idaho. Though they commonly arecalled
meadow miceor field mice, they aredistinguished
fromtrue miceby their short tails (about oneinch
long), stocky build, and small eyes. Volescan cause
problemsby damaging lawns, gardens, tree plantings
and other plants.

Themaost common speciesof voleinnorth Idaho are
the prairievole (Microtus ochrogaster), meadow
voles(Microtus pennsylvanicus), and pinevolesor
woodland voles (Microtuspinetorum) whichlivein
wooded areas.Volesaresmall, weighing oneto two
ouncesasadults, withabody length of threeto five
and one-half inchesinthe pinevole, to about four and
one-half to seveninchesinthe meadow and prairie
voles.

Volesareanimportant food sourcefor many preda-
tors, including snakes, hawks, owls, coyotes, weasels,
foxes, mink, and badgers. Mortdity ratesfor volesare
very high. Lifeexpectancy inthewild often doesnot
exceed two months, and few ever livelonger than 16
months. Not surprisingly, volesarevery prolific
animals, dthough the pinevoleisless so than meadow
or prairievoles.

Thebreeding season for al volesencompasses most
of theyear athough peaksoccur in spring and fall.
Prairieand meadow volesnormally havefiveto 10
litters per year and averagethreeto five young per
litter. The gestation period isabout 21 days. One
meadow voleheldin captivity had 17 littersduring one
year, totaling 83 young. One of thefemaesfrom her
first litter had 13 litters, totaling 78 young beforethe
mother was one-year-old.

Many volepopulationsarecyclic. InNorth America,

popul ation peaks occur about every four years. These
arenot necessarily regular cycles, nor dothey usually
involve spectacular population explosions. Occasion-
ally, population explosions occur that last about ayear
beforethe population crashes. These peakshave
resulted in severetree seedling and crop damage
problems.

Prairie and meadow volesinhabit pastures, roadsides,
afalfafields, and other grassy or weedy Sites. Pre-
ferred habitatsincludeareaswith fairly denseground
vegetation. Meadow volesaremore commoninlow,
moist areas or upland sitesnear water. Pinevoleslive
intimbered areas, underground, or under theforest
litter. They dsoinhabit fieldssurrounding timber, if
enough ground cover ispresent. Prairie and meadow
volesconstruct surface runwaysthat areeasy to
recognizeby theclosaly clipped vegetationwithin
them. Small holeslead to underground runwaysand
nesting areas. Pinevoleshave extensive underground
runway systems, and spend littletime aboveledf litter
and ground cover layer. Since pinevoles spend almost
all of their timeunderground control strategiesmay
need to bedifferent from thosefor prairie or meadow
voles. It may be easiest to determineif pinevolesare
suspect by thelocation of the damage (underground
versus above-ground) and thelack of surfacerunway
sysems.

Economic I mportance. Probably themost extensive
and costly damage caused by voles occursto woody
plantsinwinter. At timesvolesseverely damageor kil
many young treesand shrubs, including plantations,
orchards, windbreaks, and landscape plantings. Voles
will eat thegreeninner bark layer (cambium) of trees
and shrubswhen preferred foods are unavailable.
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Pinevolesspend amuch greater part of their time
underground and eat amuch larger portion of roots
and tubersthan meadow and prairievoles. Volesa so
cause damage by clipping and feeding on other plants
wevalue, especially new plantationsbordering forests.
They eat |eaves, shoots, roots, tubers, and seeds of
most grasses and forbs, or broad-leaved flowering
plants. Voles can damage or consumeflower bulbs,
garden plantsand vegetables, field cropsand forage
crops. Volescan damagelawnsby constructing
runwaysand clipping grassvery closeto theroots.
Though thedamage done usudly isnot permanent, it
may detract from the appearance of awell-kept lawn.
Thoselivinginareaswhere snow coversthegroundin
winter will noticetheserunwaysor trailsinthe spring
when snow melts.

Damagel dentification. Signsfound at the damage
scenewill help youidentify the speciesat fault. The
presenceof prairieand meadow volesinan area
usudly isdetermined by finding their characteristic
surfacerunways. Therunwaysconsst of closely
clipped vegetation, about oneto two incheswide.

Vole damagetowoody plantsusualy occursduring
latefd | through early spring. During these months
green vegetationisscarce, so volesfeed on woody
plants, whichthey prefer less. Volestunnd through
snow, and may gnaw on seedlings, trees, and shrubs
up to the height that snow accumulatesduring winter.
Individua tooth marks (about one-sixteenth inchwide)
maly bevisible onthewood after winter vole damage.
Rabbitsleavetooth marksthat arelarger, about one-
eighthinchwide. Thegnawing marksleft by voleswill
beirregular in appearance and at variousangles. Pine
voles, and occasionaly meadow and prairievoles,
tunnel bel ow ground and feed on roots of treesand
shrubs. Volesoccasiondly will usetunnelsdevel oped
by molesto gain accessto flower bulbsand other
plant roots. Thisdamage oftenisblamed on molesby
mistake. Molesfeed oninsectsand earthwormsand
rarely consumeplant materias.

Controlling Damage. The presence of volesdoes
not alwaysresultinsignificant property damage.
However, because of their prolific and cyclic nature,
high populations can build up quickly and can be
causefor concern. Before undertaking control,

consider theextent of the probleminrelationtothe
cost of control. For example, afew volescould
damage ahighly valued tree or flower bed and warrant
control. At other times, they may go virtualy unno-
ticed, making control unnecessary. Generally, thereisa
direct relationship between vole popul ationsand the
expected overdl level of damage. Remember that
damage preventionismore beneficial than population
control after the damage has occurred.

Habitat Modification—Reducing the suitability of
habitat for voleslessensthelikeihood of future
damage. High vole popul ations cannot become
established without food and protection from preda-
tors. Grass and weeds can be controlled around
young treesand shrubsthrough cultivation, herbicides,
and mowing. Normal cultura practicesemployedin
establishing windbreaks, orchards, and other woody
plantingsoften are effectivein reducing vole habitat
and potential population highs. When food and cover
arenearby during the growing season, extensive
damage still may occur to treesand shrubswhere
snow accumul ates because snow actsasprotective
cover. Strategiesother than habitat modification may
be needed where high vole populationsexist inthefall
near woody plantings.

Excluson—Exclusionisapractical method of
protecting small treesand shrubsfrom vole damage.
Volescan bediscouraged by installing woven wire or
hardware cloth fences (one-fourthinch or smaller
mesh) around small flower bedsor gardens. Thefence
should beabout 12 incheshigh and the bottom should
betight to theground or buried dightly. Wherepine
volesareaproblem, thefence should extend about six
inches bel ow ground. Fencesa so hel p keep out other
wildlifethat cause damage, such asrabbits, ground
squirrels, and deer.

Placewovenwireor hardware cloth cylindersaround
individua treesor shrubs. Again, thecylinder should
betight to theground or buried dightly, but should
extend higher than the maximum snow depthinwinter,
including drifts. Whererabbitsaso areapotential
problem, the height should be at | east two feet above
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thesnow depth, if possible. When making thecylinder,
overlaptheedgesat |east oneinch and fasten securely
S0 gapsdo not form that could admit voles. These
cylindersshould last about five years, so makethem
large enough in diameter to accommodate expected
trunk growthif they remainin placeduring thegrowing
season. Good success hasalso been achieved using
plainauminumfoil wrapped around thestem or bole.

Placing raptor perchesinfieldsand plantationsto
encourage birds of prey to roost/perch works.

Repellents—Variousthiram, “ hot sauce’, and naph-
thalene/sulfur repellentsareregistered for vole damage
control on certain plants. They arenot registered for
useon gardensor plant partsdestined for human
consumption. Repdllentsarerelatively expensveand
provide only short-term protection. Precipitation may
wash some off. When foodsarein short supply, such
asinwinter, the effectiveness of repdlentsusualy
decreases.

Traps—\Volescan be controlled easily by trapping if
only afew are causing problems. Set singlemouse
snap traps perpendicular to volerunways, with the
triggersintherunways. Or, set two trapstogether
withintherunway, with thetriggersfacing awvay from
each other. Peanut butter mixed with oatmeal makes
good bait to placeonthetrap triggers.

Toxicants— Reduction of largevole populationsis
accomplished mogt effectively with toxic baits. Zinc
phosphideisfederally registered for voleor field
mouse control. It usualy isarestricted use pesticide
that may be purchased and used by certified pesticide
applicatorsonly. Contact your local Extenson Office
for information on becoming acertified pesticide
applicator.

Someformulationsof zinc phosphideare packagedin
small containersand areregistered asgeneral use
pesticides. These may be purchased and used by the
generd public. Zinc phosphideisavailableinformu-
lated pelletsor treated grain. Toxic bait may be
applied by handin spot treatments by placing baitin
runwaysor burrow openings. Hand-baiting isthe only
application method that can be used in urban areas
such aslawns, ornamentd plantings, parks, and golf

courses. Toxic bait a so may be broadcast applied
accordingtolabel directions. Broadcasting will
increase the amount of bait applied per acreand the
hazard to non-target wildlife. Useof toxic baitismost
appropriatein young woody plantingsor orchards,
when habitat reduction effortshavefailed to keep vole
populationsin control. Applicators havefound that
placing zinc phosphidetreated grain under boardsor
tin, and evenin PV C pipe can be an effective meansin
keeping non-target speciesfrom coming in contact
with the product. Remember toread al pesticide
product |abel sthoroughly and comply with al direc-
tionsgiven.

Fumigation— Gas cartridges and a uminum phos-
phidetabletsmay beused to fumigatevoletunnelsif
they arelabel ed accordingly. Fumigation may not be
very effective, however, sincevoletunnelsoftenare
shdlow and complex. Aluminum phosphideisa
restricted use pesticide.

Safety Precautions. Use pesticides safely. All
toxicants and fumigants used to control voles can
be hazardous to humans, pets, livestock, and non-
target wildlifeif used improperly. Only use products
the Environmenta Protection Agency registersfor
voles, and useonly according to label directions. Read
pesticide product labelscarefully and comply with all
directionsgiven. If needed, seek assi stancefrom your
County Extension Educator.

I ntegrated Pest M anagement. Asinmost verte-
brate pest Situations, acombination of methods may
be moreeffectivethan relying on any onemethod for
vole damage control. Most vole damage problemsin
urban and backyard areasprobably involvesmall vole
popul ationsthat can be controlled with habitat modifi-
cations, fencing or exclusion, snap-trapping, and
repellents. Non-urban vole damage situations (e.g.
plantations) may involvelarger vole populationsover
greater areas, and can be dealt with by habitat modifi-
cations, repellents, and toxic baitswhen necessary.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Vol.
11, No. 2.
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