
Vole (Water)

Water vole: 

Arvicola terrestris

Distribution:
throughout British Isles (except northern Scotland & Ireland), and Europe (except for southern parts of 
France, Portugal, Spain, Italy & Greece). Also USSR, SW Canada & north western parts of North America.

Habitat:
rivers, canals, streams, ponds, lakes, marshes. Sometimes found far from water, in woodland, meadows, 
crop fields and gardens.

Description:
rat-like in appearance but with a rounder face with a blunt nose, short furry ears, shorter tail; long, glossy, 
dark-brown fur.

       

Size:
male:- head and body, 20cm; tail, 12cm. Female slightly smaller.

Life-span:
about 5 months in the wild - usually no more than 18 months. Up to 5 years in captivity.

Food:



mainly grasses and waterside plants. Also twigs, buds, bulbs, roots and fallen fruit.

Water voles are often mistakenly called water rats, but they are only distantly related to rats. 'Ratty' from the 
famous book 'Wind in the Willows', should really have been called 'Voley'! Although it is the same size as a 
brown rat, the harmless water vole differs in having a chubby face with a blunt nose and short furry ears 
almost hidden by long fur. Brown rats do, like the voles, sometimes live in waterside burrows and may be 
seen swimming, but they are usually near buildings and often in polluted water. Water voles prefer clean 
water in less disturbed areas by lowland river banks or the edges of ponds and lakes.

Water Vole Habits

Territory
. A male water vole occupies an area of waterbank of about 130m and will usually live in this narrow strip of 
land at the water's edge for a long time, sometimes all its life. A female has about half the range of a male 
and will sometimes leave her territory to live elsewhere. The voles leave small piles of droppings to mark the 
edge of their territories. Secretions from flank glands are also used to mark territories, particularly by the 
male. If overcrowding becomes a problem, males, and sometimes females, will fight, with loud high-pitched 
squeaks. Large social colonies are not usually formed and when numbers are high, after a good breeding 
season, some voles will leave the overcrowded area and look for somewhere else to live. During times of 
peak population, more than 100 water voles may live in one hectare of land (area of two football pitches).

The vole excavates a system of burrows in a waterside bank and the entrances may be above or below 
water. Inside the burrow, it builds a ball-shaped nest of grass and other plant material. These nests may also 
be built under driftwood or on the water bank if there is thick vegetation there. It may also build a small 
platform of grass and twigs on tufts of weed where it will sunbathe.

The water vole does not always live at the water's edge. In central Europe, it lives rather like a mole, some 
distance from water, burrowing in woodland, meadows, crop fields and gardens.

It burrows just under the surface, pushing the dug-out soil upwards into little heaps.



Daily Life.
The water vole is active by day and night, and spends most of its time eating. It moves through grasses, 
sedges, willow shoots and other waterside plants, grasping the stems in its forepaws, tearing at them and 
biting out the best parts. A trail of discarded fragments and stumps is left behind.

The water vole is, of course, a very good swimmer, paddling with all four legs, blunt nose held clear of the 
water. Its short dense undercoat, covered by the long outer fur, keeps the vole warm and dry.

Enemies.
Water voles have a few natural predators including herons, owls, pike, mink and otters. When chased 
underwater by an enemy, such as an otter, the vole kicks up a cloud of mud that acts like a smokescreen, 
giving the vole a chance to escape via one of its underwater burrow entrances.

Breeding
. This begins in March and may carry on through the summer into early winter, depending on the weather. A 
nest is made of woven grass stems and this is usually below ground in a burrow, or it may be at the base of 
sedges on marshy ground. After a gestation period (time between mating and birth) of 20 - 22 days, the 
female gives birth to up to eight young, usually five. The babies are blind and naked at birth and weigh only 5 
grammes. During its first week of life a baby vole puts on 1 gramme in weight per day. At five days old, they 
have grown their furry coats and their eyes are open three days later.

At fourteen days, the young are weaned and are about half the normal adult size. Young voles are a very 
dark brown with an almost black tail and are sometimes found away from water in damp woodland and 
grassy areas.

Females usually have three or four litters in a year and sometimes the young of the first litter may produce 
litters of two young by the end of the summer.

Water Voles and Man



In Britain the water vole is regarded as inoffensive and harmless. Although the populations fluctuate widely, 
they rarely increase to a level where they do much damage - just occasionally their burrows undermine 
banks. In fact, it is thought that populations of water voles may be decreasing in Britain. This is probably due 
to the effects of habitat destruction and pollution of rivers and other water habitats.

Water voles are regarded as pests in continental Europe. ?Plagues? of water voles sometimes occur and when
this happens they eat so much vegetation that they reduce their environment to semi-desert, undermined by 
burrows and worn pathways. Crops are also attacked. Straight after this kind of event, the population drops 
dramatically, most likely due to a lack of food.

In Holland, water voles can be a serious threat to the tulip harvest as they eat the young bulbs in winter. In 
some areas, fruit trees may be attacked, the voles gnawing their roots so they wither and die.

In USSR the water vole is hunted for its fur.
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