NEWS FROM THE HAH ROUNDTABLE, OCTOBER 7, 2017
VOLE CONTROL
Pamela Harwood

It has been the gardening and lawn topic of the summer, many calling it this year’s cyclical epidemic. Mary Meyer of Eastland Nursery told me that this summer complaints about vole damage were to 10 to 1 over deer damage. And little did I know when I chose this topic a month ago that it would also be one of the lead stories in the current issue of Fine Gardening magazine, which was delivered to my mailbox this past week. To quote the Editor’s Letter, “Voles are probably the worst problem a gardener can face…” (well, considering that one winter deer defoliated up to 5 feet of my holly and arborvitae hedges in one night each, I may beg to differ--PH)…”Anyone who has ever tugged on a  healthy plant only to find the roots sheared off just below the soil, is willing to take a few steps to strike back…” I’d like to share the information I’ve learned from the research, along with valuable, local tips from our roundtable attendees, all of whom I thank for attending and sharing their knowledge and experience. 
IDENTIFICATION: MOLES OR VOLES? 
Moles are insectivore mammals that eat earthworms, grubs, and insects. 

· Moles leave mounds of soil dug up from tunneling, and voles do not. They have deep dens with connecting tunnels as well as shallow, raised runways for feeding. 

· Moles are seldom seen because they live and feed underground. They’re gray to dark brown in color, about 6 to 7 inches long and distinguishable by their long noses and paddled, webbed front feet – perfect for tunnel excavation. They have no visible ears. Those paddled front paws allow moles to dig tunnels at a rate of 1 foot per minute.

· They eat quantities nearly equal to their body weight every day; moles are constantly tunneling in search of meals. This action pushes up mini mountain ranges over the lawn and garden beds or mounds of soil in random spots. On a good day (for the mole, not the property owner), a hard-working mole can dig 100 feet of new tunnels. 
·  Moles are anti-social, so in general, only one or two is active in a given property. Moles seek each other out only at mating time and typically have two to five babies at a time. A mole’s life span is 2-3 years.
· Benefits: moles loosen and combine different layers of soil, provide aeration, and eat grubs and insects.
Voles are herbivore rodents that eat plant matter like grass and plant roots, seeds, and bulbs; in winter they may gnaw the bark off trees and shrubs.  
· Voles look like furry mice with shorter tails. They’re dark brown, about 5 inches in length and have eyes and ears that you can readily notice. There are several different species of voles in North America – some that do most of their damage above ground (i.e. meadow voles) and some that do more insidious root- and bark-chewing from underground (i.e. pine voles). 

· Look for surface runways about 2” wide and golf ball-sized holes near where damage is occurring, but no mounds of earth.
· Voles are active 24/7, 365 days a year. If the ground freezes, they will go deeper, hopefully beyond reach of many of your plants. If we have a warm winter, and the ground does not stay frozen for any significant period of time, they will stay active making surface tunnels on your lawn, and feeding on grass and plant roots. 
· Voles are prolific reproducers that can quickly colonize an area. To make up for a short life span of 16 months or less, voles can go from impregnation to baby delivery in 21 days. Because voles reproduce quickly, have an abundant food supply in lawns and gardens, and are usually out of sight, they can do a lot of damage before the results are visible. The vole population just below your lawn and garden beds may be in the hundreds.
VOLE CONTROL: KILL OR REPEL? 
So now we come to the most-asked question: how do I get rid of these pests? (It is a sign of our desperation that when I asked for a show of hands at the roundtable, all but one attendee said “KILL!”) Here are a few suggestions:
Encourage natural vole predators.
· Maintain a poison-free garden so you will not kill your best allies in this venture.
· Cats.  Adopt a cat to patrol your property; most  hunt for and kill rodents

· Hawks and owls. If necessary, plant more trees on your property for them to live in and/or build nest boxes and perches by erecting a 15-foot pole with a 1–2 inch perch at the top. Downside: they also prey on other small mammals including cats as well as smaller birds.
· Snakes are vole predators.  Ordinary garter or garden snakes are native to North America and are shy of and harmless to humans.  Downside: they also feed on frogs, toads, fish, and birds.
Snap traps manufactured mainly for mice also are effective at catching voles. Peanut butter and apple slices are good bait. Place traps along active runs, inserting the bait side into the hole, and disguise them with an inverted box and/or leaves and grasses (make sure any vegetation doesn’t impair the traps). Some people allow voles to take the bait for a few days before actually setting the traps. If you don’t want to kill the voles, use the same baits in a Havahart or similar cage trap. When the vole trips the plate, the doors close. But then what do you do with the captured, live vole? Relocating the rodent might only make them a nuisance to other property owners…Remove dead voles immediately and dispose in garbage. 
Add sharp materials into your soil. Voles, like humans, do not like the feel of anything sharp. These can include shards of glass, rock, larva rock, or shells. To discourage voles from tunneling into beds, dig a moat around your garden beds, trees, shrubs, and plants, and fill it with sharp materials. Commercial products such as Permatil (available at Marder’s) and Soil Perfector are ideal for this purpose, but expensive. About 10 percent sharp materials to 90 percent soil are enough to make uncomfortable tunneling for a vole. 
Metal screens in bulb beds, can be laid over the base of the beds to prevent voles and other rodents from burrowing down. Or the bulbs can be completely surrounded by wire to protect them. Bulb shoots will poke through the openings. 
Scent and taste-based repellents - the most widely used repellent is castor oil – whether it’s in a commercial product such as Mole-Med or pelletized Volescram or mixed as a homemade treatment. To make your own safe mole repellent at home, combine 6 ounces of castor oil and 2 tablespoons of liquid detergent in 1 gallon of water. Mix well. Then dilute to spray on the entire lawn or garden bed at a rate of 1 ounce per gallon of water applied per each 300 square feet of lawn. This may work for a while, but when the scent goes away, they may move back to familiar and already-mined territory.

Other repellents like Ro-Pel, Plantskyyd, and Liquid Fence, hot-pepper sauce, and the fungicide Thiram are effective at keeping voles from eating live plants and bulbs. However, these must also be reapplied periodically and after heavy rains.

Create a barrier around trees and shrubs. Hardware cloth is stiff and can be wrapped around the base of the trunks of young trees and shrubs to prevent bark-gnawing by voles. You can also use ¼ wire screen mesh. Be sure to bury the screen 4 to 5 inches deep and go up the trunks at least 2 feet or the height of a typical snow fall. 
Cultural and habitat modification 
· Eliminate hiding places like weeds, high ground covers, plant and leaf litter in and around garden beds and lawns. Mow lawns regularly. Mulch should be cleared 3 feet or more from the bases of trees. 
· Remove fallen fruit, pine needles, and mulch. Voles eat nuts, most fruits, and tree needles. In particular, voles enjoy apples. 
· Soil tillage is effective in reducing vole damage as it removes cover, destroys existing runway-burrow systems, and kills some voles outright. Because of tillage, annual crops tend to have lower vole population levels than perennial crops. Voles are nevertheless capable of invading and damaging annual crops, especially those that provide them with cover for extended periods of time.
REPELLENTS THAT HAVE NO PROVEN RESULT:

· Sonic chasers: battery-powered spikes or similar gadgets that vibrate underground
· Sunken soda bottles with the open tops just above ground (the wind supposedly creates vibrations similar to sonic chasers)
· Gas cartridges lit and inserted into runs
· Flooding the burrows with water
· Mothballs in active tunnels (these are also toxic to the environment)
· Setting out chewing gum, which supposedly clogs their intestines

· Dumping used kitty litter down their burrows
· Frightening agents 
HERE ARE ADDITIONAL TIPS FROM OUR ROUNDTABLE ATTENDEES

· Our local dumps may be a free source of glass shards. Southampton Masonry may be a good source of rock shards. “Burgundy Chip” comes in bags of 70 pounds @ $60 per bag.

· Chicken grit is also a good source as an organic, sharp material. You can contact Eastport Feeds, 140 East Moriches Blvd., Eastport, NY or phone 631-325-0077.
·  Thorns of roses, barberry, and other thorny shrubs make another good, sharp material to use
· To reduce habitat of pine voles, do not use pine needles as a mulch
· Make your own custom screen box
· Even though this month’s issue of Fine Gardening magazine lists ornamental onions, daffodils, and grape hyacinths as vole-deterring plants and fritillaria and hellebore as vole-proof plants, our attendees did not find these suggestions to be reliable. 
· For new plantings, mix sharp materials right into the soil in which you plant or place a metal or hardware cloth cylinder around the new plant, buried 6” deep. 
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