
Voles are a frequent pest of turf, ornamental plantings, 
orchards, hay and pasture in Utah. They are active 

throughout the year and damage can occur at any time. 
Winter can be a particularly hard time for voles to locate 
preferred food sources, and instead will feed on the lower 
bark of woody plants, girdling them beneath the snow 
line. 

Damage during the rest of the year includes burrowing 
and feeding in turf, and root damage to vegetables, 
tubers, grass pasture, and alfalfa hay fields, where 
production can be reduced by 10 to 50% by vole activity. 
Voles can also play minor roles in disease cycles and 
occasionally enter homes. They are listed as non-game 
animals in Utah and are protected, though controls can 
be implemented when voles are causing damage. 

There are five vole species in Utah, but the meadow vole 
(Microtus pennsylvanicus) is the most common (Fig. 1). 
The biology and control methods for all voles are similar, 
and the focus of this fact sheet is the meadow vole. 

IDENTIFICATION

Voles range in size from 4 to 7 inches with tails that span ¾ 
inch to 4 inches. Their average weight is 3 to 4.5 oz. Voles 
are stocky rodents with short legs, small ears and a blunt 

nose. They are typically brown to gray mixed with black 
hairs. Younger voles may be darker with nearly black feet. 

Voles are active year-round, and do not hibernate. 
Their populations vary from year to year, depending 
on environmental factors. In epidemic years, they can 
number over 400 per acre. Voles are prolific breeders, 
and produce an average of 3 to 5 litters per year in 
outdoor locations. If food is plentiful, the number of yearly 
litters can soar to 17. There can be multiple voles per 
burrow and runway system. 

Litter size ranges from 1 to 11 individuals, and can be 
affected by the quality and quantity of food and the 
environment. Peak breeding occurs in early spring with 
another spike in the fall. Voles live from 2 to 18 months, 
with predation being the top killer: up to 88% in some 
cases. 

ACTIVITY AND DAMAGE

Voles are difficult to observe during the day, as they tend 
to be most active in the morning, evening, and night. 
Signs of activity include gnaw marks at the base of trees 
or on roots, measuring about 1/8-inch wide and 3/8-inch 
long. The presence of 2-inch wide runways in turfgrass 
(Fig. 2), and burrow openings about 1.5 inches wide in 
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Quick Facts
• Voles do not hibernate and can cause damage 

at any time of the year. 

• Vole populations can vary widely each year, 
depending on environmental factors such as 
food availability and climate.

• Monitor for voles by searching for signs of activity, 
including gnaw marks on trees, and runways, 
grass clippings, feces and burrows in turf or 
groundcover.

• Control includes trapping, habitat modification, 
and baiting.

Fig. 1. Adult meadow vole1.
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fields or cultivated areas (Fig. 3) are all indicators of voles. 
Runways often include multiple borrows and can be 
littered with vegetative clippings, feces, and soil. 

Voles love low cover. Groundcovers and thick litter 
provide preferred nesting habitat (Fig. 3). Often, runways 
can be seen leading from turf into areas with low-growing 
vegetation where the burrow or nest is located. Voles 
prefer to stay close to home if food is readily available, 
but territories can range from 0.5 to 1.5 acres. 

MANAGEMENT

Control for Homeowners

Monitoring. Monitor for signs of activity such as runways, 
burrows, feces, plant clippings, gnaw marks, damage 
and voles (Figs. 2 & 4). Locating areas of high activity is 
critical for implementing control strategies. These areas 
include runways that are wide and worn, active burrows, 
and other areas where ample feces or signs of activity or 
voles can be seen. 

Traps. Standard mouse snap traps with expanded triggers 
(the kind used for mice) can be used to kill voles. Unlike 
mice, traps for voles do not need to be baited, but some 
use a peanut butter-oat mix or apples to help attract 
voles. Expanded-trigger snap traps can be placed 
directly in vole runways near burrows or areas of high 
activity. Place traps at right angles, flush with the bottom 
of the runway to catch voles as they accidentally run 
over the triggers. Traps should be attached to the ground 
with a wire or chain, to prevent predators from removing 
them. Traps can also be covered to protect children, pets 
and animals.

Though voles do not often enter homes, they can 
occasionally find their way inside. Indoors, traps should 
be placed in sets, 1 inch apart, along baseboards with 
expanded triggers facing the wall. Check traps and 
remove dead voles daily. 

Live trapping options include multiple-catch traps in 
runways and Sherman live traps (10”x3”x3”) next to walls. 
Due to possible disease transmission, always handle 
rodents with rubber gloves and bury dead voles. 

Exclusion. Excluding voles from gnawing on shrubs or 
trees can be accomplished by using ¼-inch hardware 
cloth around the stem. The mesh should be buried to a 
depth of 6 inches and extend 6 inches out of the ground, 
or to the possible snow line. Hardware cloth can also be 
used on a small scale to exclude voles from garden beds 
or other areas. To keep voles from accidently invading 
the home, install properly fitted door sweeps, door seals, 
and plug any access points into the home with metal 
flashing, hardware cloth, or a product like Xcluder. 

Habitat modification. Modify vole habitat by removing 
low groundcover or low shelter. Prune trees, shrubs and 
branches away from the ground, mow the lawn short, 
remove weeds or tall grasses in turf and around trees, 
remove mulch from around root collars, and remove 
other objects under which voles may nest or harbor. 
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Fig. 3. Meadow vole nest in groundcover3.

Fig. 4. Vole feeding injury to tree bark4.
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Baits. Rodenticides may be needed in conjunction with 
non-chemical techniques to bring vole populations under 
control, especially if larger areas are affected. There are 
a few general-use anticoagulant vole baits registered 
in Utah that contain diphacinone: Ramik Green, Ramik 
Green Mini Bait Packs, and Ramik Mini Bars. The bait 
should be placed in areas of high rodent activity and 
burrows. Tamper-resistant bait stations must be used for 
any above-ground application or any application to 
which non-target animals or children may have access. 
Ramik Green cannot be used more than 100 feet away 
from a home or structure. Always follow the label when 
applying any pesticide. 

Control for Commercial or Agricultural Settings

Traps and habitat modification. Using snap traps for large-
scale vole control is impractical. Eliminating or reducing 
protective habitat is critical to vole management. 
Vegetative cover can be managed by burning ditch 
banks, pits, and fence lines. Weed-free zones or 
cultivated areas may be established around crop areas. 
For alfalfa, grazing or mowing in the late fall when active 
plant growth is not taking place can reduce vole habitat 
and food sources, stressing winter vole populations. In 
an orchard, individual trees may be protected using 
hardware cloth.

Zinc Phosphide. Zinc phosphide products used for vole 
control are restricted-use, and can only be used by 
licensed pesticide applicators. It can be broadcast 
or placed directly into burrows or bait stations (Fig. 5). 
Application sites and methods may vary according to the 
product. Consult the label prior to making an application 
to make sure the correct product is selected for your site 
and situation. Examples include Prozap Zinc Phosphide 
Oat Bait, ZP Ag Oats,  and Wilco Zinc Ag Bait.

Anticoagulant baits. Anticoagulant baits may also be 
used on a large scale. Anticoagulants are commonly 
hand-applied as spot treatments or broadcast applied. 
Read and follow these nuanced product labels prior to 
application. Most anticoagulants registered for use on 
voles in Utah are restricted-use products and include 
diphacinone (Ramik Brown: not for use in lawns) and 
chlorophacinone (Borderline; Rozol Vole Bait: neither are 
for use in lawns). 

When using any bait product, carefully read the label. Be 
aware of use restrictions, personal protection equipment, 
potential environmental hazards, risks to children, pets 
and endangered species, application sites (home lawns 

and ornamentals vs. agricultural use) and methods (i.e. 
hand, bait stations, broadcast, aerial, trailbuilders, etc.), 
distance from or proximity ot residential structures or 
agricultural buildings, and other use restrictions. 

Natural predators. Vole populations can be reduced by 
promoting raptors and owls with nest boxes and perches, 
as described in this fact sheet. Capsaicin-based feeding 
deterrents or repellents can be effective, but have short-
lived activity in protecting plants. 

Anticoagulent baits for the consumer market have 
recently been restricted, excluding the sale of 
pelletized baits to homeowners. Diphacinone is a 
slower-acting active ingredient that allows for safer 
homeowner use, and time to administer an antidote 
(vitamin K) if a pet should accidentally consume the 
anticoagulant bait. To protect pets and other animals 
from bait poisoning, deliver baits directly into burrows, 
or in tamper-resistant bait stations. Always keep baits 
fresh and dry. Visit this web page for more information 
on the consumer rodenticide regulations. 

Oregon restrictions on zinc phosphide use 
In order to prevent exposure to geese from zinc phosphide applied on 

grass grown for seed, Oregon has issued Special Local Need (SLN) regis-
trations with specific application restrictions and timing of applications. 
Additionally, there are several other Oregon SLN labels for zinc phos-
phide use that prohibit any use in Gilliam, Morrow, and Umatilla coun-
ties. Some Oregon SLN labels restrict uses to below-ground applications 
only. Be sure to check with the Oregon Department of Agriculture or 
their website (http://www.oregon.gov/ODA/PEST/index.shtml) before 
purchasing or applying any zinc phosphide in Oregon, and read and fol-
low all zinc phosphide use directions on the Oregon SLN labels.
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Figure 7. Bait station construction. Diagrams by Sherman Takatori.

non-target animals are likely to be 
present. Dispose of dead voles and 
bait that may spill from the trap 
so there is no chance of poisoning 
pets, livestock, or wildlife.

Zinc phosphide baits: Zinc phos-
phide is sold under trade names 
such as Prozap and ZP AG. Some 
zinc phosphide products are com-
bined with grains, while others are 
in pellet form. 

Some zinc phosphide products are 
restricted-use pesticides and require 
a pesticide applicator license to pur-
chase and use. These products in-
clude those labeled for agricultural 
crops such as wheat, barley, alfalfa, 

potatoes, sugar beets, grape vine-
yards, orchards, and nursery stock. 
These products can be broadcast on 
the target site. Before purchasing, 
check the label to be sure the prod-
uct can be used on the target crop.

Other zinc phosphide products 
are general-use pesticides and do 
not require a pesticide applicator 
license. These products can be used 
in turf, lawns, and other non-crop 
areas. They can be placed in run-
ways, in or next to burrows, or 
mechanically broadcast in infested 
areas. In many areas, spreaders are 
available for rental from farm or 
garden supply stores. However, it is 
always a good practice to place zinc 
phosphide in a bait station to keep 
it out of reach of children and non- 
target animals. 

Be sure to keep zinc phosphide 
from getting wet. Moisture activates 
the chemical, rendering it ineffec-
tive very quickly. 

Zinc phosphide acts rapidly, and a 
single feeding is generally lethal to 
voles within 12 hours. In rare cases, 
voles may survive and become bait 
shy. For this reason, zinc phosphide 
should not be used in the same 
field more than once in a 6-month 
period.

Zinc phosphide converts to phos-
phine gas when it is ingested by a 
vole, causing death. It does not ac-
cumulate in the vole’s body tissues. 
Therefore, predators or scavengers 
such as dogs or cats are not likely 
to be affected by eating poisoned 
rodents. However, children, pets, 
birds, and other animals can be 

Materials Needed:
3 - 2” PVC pipe cut to 8” lengths
3 – 2” PVC pipe end caps (two 

partially cut, see diagram)
1 – 2” T-connection for PVC pipe
1 – 12” metal stake (rebar works)
1 – Hose clamp 
PVC pipe prep and cement
¼ sheet of plywood or smaller

Leave at least ¾ inch 
lip on the end cap – 
this will prevent the 
bait from spilling out 
of the bait tube.

2”

8”

2”

8”

6-8”Feed 
Tube

Hose 
Clamp

Stake

1/4 sheet of plywood

Fill tube for the bait station

Note:  Place heavy object (bricks, weights) on top of the plywood to 
prevent larger animals (dogs, foxes, etc.) from disturbing the bait station.

Instructions: 
Assemble all of the pieces as seen in 
the diagram below, making sure that 
you cement all of the pipes to the 
T-connection and the two partially cut 
end caps.  Do not cement the end cap 
that will be used to fill the bait station.  
Drill or cut a hole larger than 2” in the 
middle of the plywood. The hole must 
accommodate the PVC pipe and the 
stake.

Place the bait station in a vole runway 
and secure to the ground using the 
stake and hose clamp.  Place the 
plywood over the bait station making 
sure that the tube and stake fit through 
the hole.  Fill the feed tube with bait 
and place end cap on top. Place weight 
such as bricks on top of the plywood to 
make sure larger animals cannot get 
access to the bait.

Fig. 5. Bait station construction5.

http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/factsheet/NR_Wldlife_2012-02.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/rodenticides/restrictions-rodenticide-products
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Precautionary Statement:  Utah State University Extension and its employees are not responsible for the use, misuse, or damage caused by application or misapplication of products 
or information mentioned in this document.  All pesticides are labeled with ingredients, instructions, and risks.  The pesticide applicator is legally responsible for proper use.  USU makes 
no endorsement of the products listed herein.

Utah State University is committed to providing an environment free from harassment and other forms of illegal discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age (40 
and older), disability, and veteran’s status. USU’s policy also prohibits discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in employment and academic related practices and decisions.  USU 
employees and students cannot, because of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, or veteran’s status, refuse to hire; discharge; promote; demote; terminate; discriminate 
in compensation; or discriminate regarding terms, privileges, or conditions of employment, against any person otherwise qualified. Employees and students also cannot discriminate in the 
classroom, residence halls, or in on/off campus, USU-sponsored events and activities.  This publication is issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 
1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Kenneth L. White, Vice President for Extension and Agriculture, USU.
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