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CONTROLLING VOLES 

WHAT ARE VOLES? 
Among the voles that live in 

Virginia, there are two species that 
cause significant damage. The meadow 
vole (Microtus pennsylvanicus), some
times referred to as the meadow mouse 
or field mouse, lives in grassy 
habitats. It makes trails in the 
thick grass and constructs its 
globular nest above ground. If the 
ground has been cultivated recently, 
meadow voles may live underground. 
The other vole that causes damage is 
the pine vole (Microtus pinetorum), 
sometimes called the pine mouse. The 
pine vole spends nearly all of its 
life from one inch to two feet under
ground in its extensive trail system 
and burrow. Both voles are brown, 
have small, rounded ears, and have 

Figure la. Meadow vole. Notice the 
tail is longer than 1 inch. 
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relatively short, hairy tails 
(figures la and lb). The adult pine 
vole has smaller eyes, a more blunt 
nose, and weighs about one-half as 
much as the meadow vole. 

Voles live on plant parts, unlike 
moles which feed primarily on 
invertebrates such as worms and insect 
larvae. Voles eat green, succulent 
vegetation and fruits during the 
growing season; but, during the fall, 
winter, and early spring, the voles 
may damage blueberry plants, 
strawberry plants, stems and roots of 
trees, and bulbs of tulips and other 
flowering plants. They also gnaw on 
the stems and roots of ornamental 
shrubs, including azaleas, apple 

Figure lb. Pine vole. Notice the 
short tail, tiny eye, and the 
blunt head. Ears are present, 
but sr;1a 11 • 
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VPI trees, and pine trees. Annually, the 
S.f'~ orchards of apple growers in Virginia 

and the northeastern states sustain 
substantial damage caused by pine and 
meadow voles. Pine seedlings in 
commerical forest plantings and 
Christmas tree plantations can be 
damaged by voles. 

SIGNS OF VOLES 

To determine meadow vole presence, 
look for fresh grass clippings and 
feces at the bases of large clumps of 
grass. Feces may be brown or green in 
color and are shaped like rice grains. 
In an apple orchard, meadow and pine 
vole presence can be determined by 
looking beneath the trees for tiny, 
elongated tooth marks on chewed 
apples, for hollowed shells of chewed 
apples, and for 1-1/2 inch diameter 
holes in the ground or small earth 
piles (figure 2). In contrast with 
voles, moles push up piles of fresh 
earth that may be 9 inches high and 
produce raised ridges in the lawn 
when they tunnel for insect larvae 
and worms. Shrews, which cause little 
or no damage, may use the tunnels of 
voles and moles. When trapping to 
control voles, it is not unusual 
to catch some shrews, especially the 
short-tailed shrew. 

CONTROL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Yard and Garden Situations ----
Voles infesting ornamental 

plantings and flower gardens may be 
trapped using standard house mouse
traps o Special care is necessary to 
locate tunnels in which to set traps. 
The tunnels are in the grass thatch or 
just beneath the surface of the 
groundo Bait the traps with small 
slices of apple that include part of 
the skin. Try to place the apple bait 
on the trap trigger to prevent voles 
from stealing the bait without 
springing· the trap. For pine voles, 
the trap should be placed at right 
angles to the line of the tunnel in an 
area that has been excavated to allow 
the trap to rest flush with the bottom 
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Figure 2. Pine vole tunnels 
associated with a pile of earth. 

of the tunnel o The trap should be 
covered with a curving piece of 
cardboard or roofing shingle (see 
figure 3). The entire area suspected 
to be harboring voles should be 
trapped using at least one trap per 
100 square feet. Check the traps 
daily. Bury the dead voles and reset 
the traps. After a week of trapping, 
the number of voles caught per day 
should be near zero. If not, continue 
to trap until none are caught. When 
no additional voles are caught, remove 
the traps and leave covers for future 
monitoring. In the fall and early 
spring, check for voles by placing 
apple slices in tunnels. Check the 
slices 24 hours later. When tooth 

Figure 3. A properly set trap for 
pine voles. The covered trap is 
set flush with tunnel and at right 
angles. The base of the trap is 
covered lightly with earth. 



marks appear, repeat the trapping 
process. 

Meadow voles can be trapped by 
setting traps at right angles to their 
runways in the grass. No excavation 
is necessary to set the trap. 

Trapping conducted in these ways 
can be as effective as control based 
on chemicals, but trapping is much 
more labor intensive. However, some 
homeowners may want to try chemical 
control, but a certified-pesticide
appl icator license is required to 
obtain and use most of the effective 
rodenticides. When using chemical 
baits, always carefully follow the 
instructions on the label to avoid 
injury to yourself, other people, and 
to pets and wildlife that are not 
causing damage. 

Orchard, Nurseries, and Pine 
Plantations 

Commercial agriculturalists can 
suffer substantial economic losses 
due to vole damage. Considerable 
research has been conducted at 
Virginia Tech and other land-grant 
institutions on the effectiveness of 
various rodenticides and to 
modifications of ground-cover 
vegetation and soil conditions o 
Related research on population and 
physiological ecology has been done 
to better understand the complex of 
factors that act to regulate vole 
population growth and control. The 
research efforts have focused on vole 
populations in apple orchards, but 
the results should be applicaple to 
other situations where vole 
populations causes economic losses. 

Frequent close mowing of vegetation 
combined with tilling or herbicides 
around trees, though helpful in 
reducing vole damage, is not 
considered economically feasible. The 
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best general recommendation for 
commercial operations is to conduct a 
rodenticide program each fall after 
the frost. Vole populations can be 
monitored by placing apple pieces 
under selected trees, as described 
above for homeowners. If an 
infestation is apparent, control 
should be conducted immediately. 
After the population has been reduced, 
the annual treatment in the fall 
should be sufficient to prevent severe 
damage unless voles invade from 
adjacent, untreated areas. 

Bait placement is critical to the 
success of a poisoning program. 
Although broadcast distribution of 
pellets and placement of small 
packets of pellets at recommended 
rates will work, the best results will 
be achieved by using bait stations. A 
bait station that has been highly 
successful in Virginia orchards is an 
automobile tire split in half, 
longitudinally. Tire splitters are 
available commercially or some local 
tire companies may split tires at a 
nominal cost. Tires should be placed 
with the hollow side down. There is 
no need to provide entrances. The 
bait should be placed in a small cup 
under the tree. The tire halves 
should be distributed one per tree, or 
one every 10 yards through the area. 

Because rodenticides that are both 
effective and available to certified 
pest control operators may change 
annually, specific recommendations are 
not made in this publication. 
Commercial growers desiring more 
detailed control recommendations can 
contact ~ither the Virginia 
Cooperative Extension Service, 
Winchester Fruit Research Laboratory, 
2500 Valley Avenue, Winchester, VA 
22601, (703) 667-8330 or the Wildlife 
Extension Specialist at Virginia Tech 
(703) 961-5087. 
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