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Winter can be tough on us but for animals it means that food is scarce.  This makes our gardens and 
landscapes a target for hungry deer, rabbits and rodents.  If you didn’t take the time to protect plants last 
fall, you may be finding damaged plants as the snow melts.  You can usually figure out who the culprit was 
if you look for clues.  Signs to look for include tracks, trails and tell-tale piles.  The type of damage and 
where it occurred on the plant are also clues. 
 
You are probably well aware if you have white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) visiting your yard and 
turning it into a buffet line.  A herd of deer can make your yard look like a barnyard.  While deer are mainly 
browsers they will dig through the snow looking for something to eat.  Deer can stand on their hind legs 
and reach up 4 feet high in order to browse on your arborvitae hedge or fruit trees.  Anything evergreen is 
likely to get munched on during the winter.  According to the NYS DEC, during the winter deer prefer these 
tree and shrub species: cedar (white or arborvitae), sassafras, wintergreen, alternate-leaved dogwood, 
yew, mountain maple, alder-leaved viburnum, basswood, apple, maples, flowering dogwood and staghorn 
sumac.  Hungry deer are not fussy and will eat almost any plant. 
 
Chewing damage from deer is different from rabbits.  Deer only have lower incisor teeth.  When they take 
a bite the lower teeth meet their upper leathery gum.  This makes a diagonal slice leaving a ragged wound.  
Leaves, twigs and branches look torn or shredded.  They usually browse branches that are less than one 
inch in diameter.  If they strip bark off they do not leave teeth marks. 
 
I know that I can’t exclude deer from my property so I protect valuable trees and shrubs in the fall.  An 
assortment of temporary fencing and a variety of repellents help.  
 
Rabbits are active all winter as they do not hibernate.  Consequently, they are actively looking for food 
sources.  The amount of snow on the ground determines where they will feed.  Low snow amounts let 
rabbits feed at ground level.  Rabbits can stay on top of deep snow giving them access to trees and shrubs, 

which they will strip the bark from.  If you see girdling 
several inches above ground to 24 inches above the snow 
depth blame the rabbits.  They will also eat the buds from a 
variety of trees and shrubs, conifers and fruit trees.  Unlike 
damage from deer, rabbits make a clean, knifelike cut on 
the stems.  Stems that are 0.25 inches in diameter are fair 
game.  Rabbit teeth marks are about the width of a spoon 
and they are visible on damaged trees. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Cottontail Rabbit  



Rabbits love to nibble on burning bush (Euonymous alatus) shrubs and they will happily prune your 
favorite and most expensive sedge plants.  I had them decimate a small fothergilla shrub one winter.  They 
also like apple, pear, crabapple, dogwood, honey locust, willow, white oak, serviceberry, redbud, flowering 
quince, barberry, roses, sumac, raspberries and even poison ivy.  Small evergreens are also vulnerable. 
 
Rabbits may call your property home if you have brush piles, hedges, or dense vegetation where they can 
hide from predators.  Excluding rabbits from susceptible trees, shrubs or evergreen perennials is probably 
the best way to protect your plants in the winter.  Rabbits can stand on their hind legs to reach tasty twigs 
and buds, so if you decide to put fencing around susceptible plants it should be 24 to 36 inches tall.  
Fencing should also be pinned down so they can’t crawl under the fence. 
 
Voles are small mouse-like rodents with compact, stocky bodies, small ears, short legs and short tails.  
Voles are frequently mistaken for moles, shrews or mice.  The two species that live in New York are the 
meadow vole (Microtus pennsylvanicus) and the pine vole (Microtus pinetorum).  The meadow vole is 
more abundant and has dark brown fur with a grayish belly.  Full grown it can be 5 to 7.5 inches long.  The 
pine vole has auburn colored fur and will grow 3.5 to 5 inches long.  Pine voles spend much of their time 
underground. 
 
Meadow voles create above ground runways that connect burrow openings which are 1.5 to 2 inches in 
diameter.  The runways are usually hidden beneath a layer of grass, mulch, ground cover or snow.  Voles 
are active all winter and move around under the snow.  When the snow melts, runways are easy to spot in 
lawns and flower beds.  Nests are made of interwoven dry grass, usually built at ground level.  Where 
ground cover is sparse or in recently cultivated areas, meadow voles may dig burrows and nest 
underground.  Voles will also burrow under mulch and gnaw on trees and shrubs, potentially girdling 
plants. 

 
Voles can do a lot of damage in flower beds as they 
feed on the roots and stems of herbaceous plants.  If 
you have a perennial that “disappeared” over the 
winter, chances are it fed a vole.  Voles have upper 
and lower incisors that leave distinctive up-and-down 
chewing marks on trees and shrubs at or just below 
the soil.  They can cause damage by girdling the 
trunks and roots of trees and shrubs.  If the damage 
is extensive the plant will probably die.  Girdling 
typically occurs at ground level and the gnaw marks 
will be in irregular patches. 

 
 
Living with some of the wildlife that decides to reside in your yard requires patience.  You can’t expect to 
eliminate damage completely but you can create a plan to reduce damage in the future. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Michigan State University, Iowa State University, University of New 
Hampshire, University of Minnesota, Cornell University and NYS DEC. 
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