
This is all about our smallest mammals of the province.  We’ll touch on 
selected moles, voles, shrews and mice.  We won’t cover them all!  We’ll 
talk a bit on estimating population sizes at the end.
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Photo:  a mole “push up”   Note in a dry hardwood stand such as this, this 
mole is likely the hairy-tailed mole.  An 8-10cm high pile of black muck 
near water would be the star-nosed mole.
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Special adaptations for subterranean life. Powerful front limbs and feet for 
digging and a well-developed crest on its sternum to attach its huge 
pectoral muscles.  Where else have we seen well developed crests??? 
(saggital crest on canines)
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In general, they have brown to grey-coloured fur that does not lay in any 
one direction. Good when moving around in tight tunnels.
Small eyes and no external ears.  Largest number of teeth of any NB 
mammal (44).  Tail thickens (3-4x normal size) with stored fat late winter, 
likely to do with upcoming reproductive period. 
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Likes leeches and will take the occasional small fish.
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Tail thickens (3-4x normal size) with stored fat late winter, likely to do with 
upcoming reproductive period. 

6



With a metabolism that is 60 times the rate of a human’s, shrews are 
more often the predator than the prey. Wielding sharp teeth, shrews can 
consume more than their own weight each day, so they are not fussy 
about who or what they eat. Insects, worms, and spiders are fair game, as 
are centipedes and salamanders. Their front teeth are almost horizontal, 
hooked at the tip, not very sharp and intended to grasp, rather than cut.  
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Most abundant species of shrew in the conifer forest of NB.  Less 
common in hardwood.
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The rusty red tooth colour comes from iron deposited in the enamel of the 
tooth, which serves as a strengthening tool, hardening the enamel against 
the constant wear of day-to-day life, which is why it’s mostly found 
concentrated at the tips, where wear is greatest. Makes sense, as this small 
mammals teeth do not constantly grow as do members of the rodentia 
family such as mice and voles.    Communication- 1) clicking of tongue, 2) 
inhales/exhale thru nose, 3) Sound from larynx.
Can echolocate!  30-60hz sort pulses from mouth
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Because Sorex cinereus inhabits a wide range there is great geographic 
variation in diet. Ants represent 50% of the food source for common shrews 
in Michigan, whereas insect larvae are the dominant prey item in New 
Brunswick. Kelp flies and marine amphipods are major dietary items in Nova 
Scotia. They are also important predators of forest insect pests such as Jack 
Pine Budworms and Larch Sawflies. In general, common shrews consume a 
variety of invertebrates including insect larvae, ants, beetles, crickets, 
grasshoppers, spiders, harvestmen, centipedes, slugs, snails. Seeds and fungi 
are also consumed.  Their wt avg 4 g
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In 1958, a dozen pair of masked shrew were captured in Green River 
area (NNB) and shipped to St George NFLD in  hopes that they might 
help with a larch sawfly outbreak in the Island.
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Note:  Runway in photo – Vole will chew off the grass stems and trample 
them into the ground, forming these paths.
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.. Deer mice have brownish-gray fur and are about 17cm long (9cm 
body, 8cm tail)  Difference between Deer mice and white-footed mice:   
Both species get their name from their coloring. Deer mice have 
deer-like brown and white fur, while white footed mice take their 
name from the hue of their paws. Unfortunately, these names 
don't help with identification: Deer mice have white feet as well, 
and white footed mice are also brown and white.
A closer look reveals subtle differences in white footed mouse vs. 
deer mouse appearance. A deer mouse has small legs and a 
sharp color contrast between the top and bottom of its tail. A 
white footed mouse has larger hind legs and a bicolored tail 
with less definition between the two hues. Still, it may take an 
expert to tell these mice apart.
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Counter Shading: Camouflage designed to hide an animal’s three-
dimensional form. Animals such as the Canada Goose, mice, and the 
White-tailed Deer use counter shading. They are lighter on their bellies 
and darker on their backs. When seen from a distance, the two colours 
blend together, making it difficult to pick out the animal’s outline from 
surrounding patterns. If the bottom was as dark as the top, you would see 
the bottom part, shadowed by the sun and stick out.  Dark on top allows 
for camo from aerial predators.   
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Mice eat as much as a third of their weight in food each day, including lots 
of seeds, grains, nuts, and fruits. They cache sizeable stores of food in 
all seasons.  (one cache held over 3.8 liters (1 gal) of de-winged spruce 
seed)  One mark- recapture was recorded over 3.25km from home site!   
Hanta virus symptoms:  Fever and chills. Headaches and muscle 
aches. Vomiting, diarrhea or abdominal pain. Fluids begin filling lungs -
After a person with HPS starts having trouble breathing, he or she 
may die within hours. Most deaths occur within 1 to 2 days after 
severe breathing problems begin. About 4 out of 10 people who get 
HPS do not survive.
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Of the small mammals, the Deer Mouse and the Meadow Vole are the 
most prolific breeders. As such they are very important in the food chain. 
Predators keep them from getting out of control
Some of the common predators are: owl sp., Short-Tailed Weasel, Red 
Fox, coyote, bobcat, and raptors such as merlin, Northern harrier

21



Short-tailed Shrew skull in pellet (rusty red incisors – all other have wht to 
beige/yel incisors)
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The standard for live trapping as they are light, durable and fairly easy to 
clean. Importantly, they keep the trapped animal secure inside solid walls 
rather than a wire mesh cage. This provides the captured critter with more 
protection from weather and they may feel more secure as the closed trap 
is similar to a hole or burrow that most small mammals would seek for 
shelter. The flag serves several purposes. First, it makes the trap easier 
to locate..  If animals are not processed at the spot they are collected, a 
flag allows field workers to return the animal to the exact location it was 
captured.
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The Mark and Recapture Technique By far the most popular way to 
measure the size of a population is called the Mark and Recapture 
Technique. This technique is commonly used by fish and wildlife 
managers to estimate population sizes before fishing or hunting seasons. 
The mark and recapture method involves marking a number of individuals 
in a natural population, returning them to that population, and 
subsequently recapturing some of them as a basis for estimating the size 
of the population at the time of marking and release. Basic premise:  in a 
small population you are more likely to recapture marked 
individuals.  In a large population you are less likely to recapture 
marked individuals Example, suppose you took 200 mice out of a forest 
having an unknown number of mice, put leg bands on them, return them 
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to the forest and let them mix thoroughly. If you then take 250 mice from the 
forest and find 50 of them to be have leg bands, then M = 200, T = 250, R = 50, 
and the unknown total number of mice (N) could be estimated as: N = M*T/R = 
(200)(250)/50 = 1000 mice
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The Mark-Recapture technique is used to estimate the size of a population 
where it is impractical to count every individual. The basic idea is that you 
capture a small number of individuals, put a harmless mark on them, and release 
them back into the population. At a later date, you catch another small group, and 
record how many have a mark, do a bit of math to estimate the population in the 
area. In a small population, you are more likely to recapture marked 
individuals, whereas in a large population, you are less likely. Different 
methods of marking small mammals. Ear tags are available in various 
sizes and easily attached to most critters (not shrews). For non-
permanent, no ear tag but use non-toxic markers to make an X on the 
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belly. It does not last very long, but it works for a quick mark-recapture study. 
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Writing in another age A. H. Thayer (1896,), painter and naturalist, 
proposed a ‘beautiful law of nature’ which he described ‘as the law of 
gradation in the coloring of animals [that] is responsible for most of the 
phenomena of protective colouration except those properly called 
mimicry’. Thayer noted that ‘animals are painted by nature, darkest on 
those parts which tend to be most lighted by the sky’s light, and vice 
versa’; and according to Thayer, this pattern of shading (now called 
countershading) ‘makes [an animal] appear not to exist at all’. Thayer 
used painted animals and models to demonstrate this vanishing trick
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