
Vermin Control When Growing Winter Greens 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

Most gardeners wrap up their vegetable gardens once the first frosts hit in 
fall; however, a hearty few continue growing well into the fall and through 
winter. Through a combination of cold frames, high tunnels, row covers, 
and the occasional heated greenhouse, an increasing number of market 
gardeners are able to coax cool-weather vegetables like spinach, lettuce, 
kale, and mache into growing through the winter months. Greens are 
often planted during late summer and grown until a lack of daylight in the 
fall hinders any substantial further growth. These greens can then be held 
in “cold storage” under row covers until they are harvested in mid-winter. 

Unfortunately, crops grown or held through the winter are a delicacy for 
vermin. With most plants dormant for the winter and food in short supply, 
green vegetation becomes a preferred target for mice and voles. As the 
weather grows cold, these critters face the prospect of decreasing food 
supplies and the need to fatten up. Within a high tunnel, mice have access 
to a bounty of juicy salad greens and a warm, dry environment. Mice will 
relish the spinach that you’ve carefully protected under row covers for 
your holiday dinner.  

Root crops are also another prime target for vermin. Those lovely fall 
carrots that you had planned to hold in the ground until just before the ground freeze in November or 
December can be an irresistible treat. Mice and voles will go down an entire row and eat the tops out of root 
crops like carrots, beets, and turnips. Even roots held in root cellars and other cold storage become 
temptations. In the basement of my old farmhouse, where pests can enter easily, I occasionally find a potato 
with a fresh bite taken out of it despite having an aggressive tomcat on the prowl. 

Fortunately, there are a number of steps you can take to minimize losses from pesky rodents. Trapping 
remains an effective method. Because rodents can smell your scent on traps, handle traps with plastic 
gloves. The best baits resemble their preferred food. Mice are attracted to seeds whereas voles tend to go 
for starchy roots. Old-fashioned spring traps baited with peanut butter are a proven and time-honored 
method but you might also try oatmeal, bread, gumdrops, and small seeds. Use only a tiny amount carefully 
placed within the center of the trigger. Because of their fear of open spaces, place traps around the 
perimeter of the high tunnel near walls or between equipment. To increase the likelihood of success, set 
many traps. One trick in high tunnels is to place mouse traps in cardboard or wooden boxes with small 
access holes cut into them. The mice will go into the boxes to hide where they will find dinner waiting at the 
end of the trap’s trigger. 

Sticky traps are another method, though they may be less effective in cold temperatures when the glue loses 
its tackiness. Particular care must be used with poisoned baits. Pets or wildlife, to include natural predators, 
may eat the bait or eat poisoned mice. Killing off predators may actually worsen your vermin problems in the 
long run.  

Many farms and households keep cats on the property for the control. Unfortunately, use of cats is 
discouraged in high tunnels due to the likelihood that the cat will use the soil as a litterbox, potentially 
contaminating salad greens or other vegetables with fecal coliform bacteria. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

While manufacturers claim that ultrasonic speakers repel mice, there is little evidence that this method is 
effective. The Federal Trade Commission sent manufacturers warning letters in 2001 demanding that they 
substantiate their claims. Consequently, many manufacturers replaced unsubstantiated claims with 
carefully worded verbiage on their product’s packaging. 
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