
Warm, sunny winter days, when there is snow on the ground, give 
us an opportunity to observe an insect that is seldom seen during 
the rest of the year. The snow flea is a tiny insect (2mm) that lives 
in damp soil, leaf litter, and decaying wood where it feeds on 
rotting organic material. They become visible in the winter, often at 
the base of trees. It may look like pepper has been sprinkled on the 
snow. Look closely and you will see that these specks are moving - 
jumping in fact. 

This jumping activity is why these critters are called ‘fleas’. They 
won’t bite because they are not true fleas. They are springtails - a 
group of insects that have a catapult-like organ called a furcula on 
their abdomen. When the furcula is forced downward, the insect 
will spring up to 100mm into the air. 

Springtails are found throughout the world, from the Arctic to 
Antarctica. They are beneficial as one of the many ‘garbage men’ of 
the insect word. They clean up the environment by feeding on 
decaying matter in addition to algae, pollen, and fungal spores. 
Most springtails prefer cool, dark, and humid conditions. Some 
species are found on water and others live in trees. 

The snow flea in particular is one of the few insects that 
overwinters as an adult. They are abundant the rest of the year, 
but are not visible because they blend in with the soil and frequent concealed spaces. In the winter they stand 
out on the surface of the snow, offering a chance to view this rarely seen component of the ecosystem! 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 

 and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


