
Wildlife Diversity Notebook: Meadow Vole

winter months in a 70-square-mile patch of land in the 
Sierra Madre Mountains in Mexico. How can a fragile 
butterfly make the perilous journey to a place it has 
never been before? Instincts, replayed over thousands 
of previous generations, guide these butterflies to their 
ancestral wintering grounds.

Birds also travel thousands of miles before they 
reach their wintering grounds. The champion migrating 
bird in terms of distance is the arctic tern which travels 
thousands of miles every year from the northern 
hemisphere to the southern hemisphere. It is estimated 
that this bird travels enough miles throughout its 
lifetime to reach the moon! Some of the birds we see at 
our feeders in the winter have actually migrated from 
colder, more northern regions, such as Canada, choosing 
West Virginia as their “warmer” winter destination.

Migrating birds face many perils on their 
annual treks. An obvious difficulty can be its winter 
destination. Are the wintering grounds still there, or has 
the area been converted to agriculture? What physical 
obstacles will they encounter on the way south?

For example, during peak fall migration time usually 
in early October, foggy moonless nights coupled with 
certain wind conditions, can make for hazardous flying 

conditions. Birds may fly lower than normal and if there 
are lights illuminating the dark, foggy sky, the birds can 
become confused by the artificial light. They then circle 
the lighted area in a state of confusion and eventually 
collide with buildings, wires, poles or any other 
structure. This has been documented in West Virginia at 
higher elevations: near Monterville in Randolph County; 
Snowshoe Resort in Pocahontas County, and Tucker 
County High School. Hundreds of birds of many species 
have been killed this way. DNR wildlife biologists have 
found that the birds died from massive trauma received 
from colliding with manmade structures.

Other manmade structures that have created havoc 
in the migratory pathways are newly constructed cell or 
microwave towers, the guy wires holding them up and 
wind turbines. As we look for balance between human 
demands and nature’s needs, the paths of migration and 
location of these obstacles will need to be closely studied.

In spite of all the challenges of migration, many 
species will continue to use this “-ate” method of 
surviving winter’s cold. Fortunately for us humans, we can 
simply grab a sweater and put another log on the fire.

Jim Fregonara is a wildlife biologist stationed in Elkins.

The monarch butterfly leaves winter behind and gathers with tens of thousands of monarchs in the mountains of Mexico.
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The red-tailed hawk is one of the meadow 
vole’s many predators.
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Common Name:  
Meadow vole (field mouse)

Scientific Name:  
Microtus pennsylvanicus

West Virginia Status: Populations 
are stable; meadow voles are 
abundant in the state.

Description: The meadow vole is a 
stocky, mouse-like creature in the 
rodent family. Their color is variable, 
from yellowish- or reddish-brown to 
blackish-brown on their back, with a 
gray belly. The body is 3 to 5 inches 
long, with a 1- to 2-inch-long tail. 
The short tail aids in distinguishing 
them from mice. Their feet are dark. 
An adult weighs 1 to 2 ounces. 
Long, soft fur hides their small ears. 
Like other rodents, they have two 
pairs of incisors in the middle of the 
upper and lower jaw which continue 
growing throughout their life. 

Habitat: Meadow voles thrive in lush 
fields, moist meadows and open 
woodlands thick with grasses and 
sedges. The thick grass provides 
protection from its numerous predators.

Diet: They feed on grasses, sedges, 
seeds (especially pine cone), flowers, 
leaves, and roots of shrubs and small 
trees, bulbs. They may eat the bark of 
small trees, especially in the winter. 
They eat almost their own body weight 
each day. Their feeding habits may 
destroy hayfields, gardens and fruit 
trees. They may occasionally eat insects.

Range: Across Canada and much of Alaska, northern United States, dipping as 
far south as Georgia and South Carolina in the eastern United States. Meadow 
voles tend to have a larger body size in colder climates.

Life History: Meadow voles are active year-round, often traveling under a mantle 
of snow in the winter when they are more active during the day. In summer, they 
become more nocturnal. As a measure of protection, they are less active during 
a full moon. When alarmed, voles stamp their hind feet like rabbits. They are fast 
afoot, reaching speeds of five miles per hour, and can also swim well. 

Voles are prolific breeders which compensates for their short average life span 
of less than one year. After a short gestation period of 21 days, the female gives 
birth to 4 to 7 young. A vole may have 5 to 8 litters per year. They are sexually 
mature after one month. They nest in a depression on the ground under a thick 
cover of grass or in an underground burrow which they dig. As long as there 
is sufficient snow for protection, they build their spherical grass nest on the 
surface. The grass nest is about 5 to 6 inches in diameter. They build a network 
of runways, each about the width of a garden hose, out from the nest. The 
population density can sometimes reach several hundred voles per acre. 

Meadow voles, a foundation of the food chain, fall prey to many animals. 
Predators include hawks, owls, crows, herons, foxes, raccoons, skunks, shrews, 
bullfrogs, snapping turtles, and even predatory fish such as bass and musky.


