
 

Moles 

Moles are small, insect-eating mammals that are highly 

specialized for living underground. Unlike voles, moles 

have very small eyes, no external ears, a hairless, pointed 

snout, and forefeet that are enlarged and turned outward 

for digging in the soil. 

The two commonly encountered species of mole in New 

York State are the star-nosed mole (Condylura cristata) 

and the hairy-tailed mole (Parascalops breweri). The 

Eastern mole (Scalopus aquaticus) may occur in the 

lower Hudson River Valley and Long Island. All three 

species have short, thick, dark velvety fur that lies flat in 

either direction as the mole makes it way through a 

burrow system. The hairy-tailed mole, found throughout New York, grows up to 5 ½ inches long and has a 

short, hairy tail. The star-nosed mole, which also can be found throughout the State, reaches 5 inches in length. 

Its nose is surrounded by 22 small, fingerlike projections, which readily distinguishes it from other moles. The 

Eastern mole (Fig. 1) grows up to 6 ½ inches long and has a naked tail. 

General Biology 

Moles spend most of their lives in extensive systems of underground tunnels where circular a nest chamber is 

excavated and lined with leaves and grass. They produce a single litter of three to seven young each year in 

April or May after a gestation period of about 42 days. Young moles leave the nest in four to five weeks. 

Habitat and Food Habits 

Moles are primarily insectivorous, feeding on insect larvae (including grubs), earthworms, or other invertebrates 

encountered while digging in the soil. They must consume 70 to 100 percent of their body weight each day to 

supply energy for burrowing through the soil. Therefore, moles can be very beneficial mammals because they 

remove many damaging insects and grubs from lawns and gardens. Occasionally, moles may feed on seeds, 

roots or bulbs. 

Moles prefer loose, moist soil in fields and woods shaded by vegetation. Hairy-tailed moles tend to occupy 

fairly well-drained but moist sandy loam, whereas star-nosed moles tend to occur in low, wet ground especially 

near open water. Burrow systems are either shallow or deep. Deep systems are fairly permanent, located 6 to 24 

inches below the surface, and are used for cover and for raising young. Shallow systems are more temporary, 

and moles use them as runways while they forage just below the soil surface. 

Description of Damage 

Burrowing moles occasionally damage lawns, gardens, and golf greens, uprooting plants as they tunnel through 

the soil in search of food. Star-nosed moles dig deep tunnels and can leave volcano-shaped hills of soil as large 

as 6 by 12 inches wide. Hairy-tailed moles and Eastern moles burrow close to the surface, and ridges in the soil 

surface are indicative of their activity. 

Laws and Regulations 

Moles are classified as unprotected animals in New York State. 

 
Fig. 1. An Eastern mole. Note the hairless, pointed snout 

and the enlarged forefeet. (Image from Moles, 

Pennsylvania State University, 

http://pubs.cas.psu.edu/FreePubs/pdfs/uh084.pdf) 

http://pubs.cas.psu.edu/FreePubs/pdfs/uh084.pdf


Preventing Damage 

Population Control - Because moles are not prolific breeders and do not occur 

in high population densities, removing just one or two individuals will often 

solve damage problems. The best time to conduct mole control is in the spring 

and fall when soil moisture levels are higher but the ground is not frozen. The 

most effective control is special body-gripping traps designed to trap moles as 

they move through their tunnels. Harpoon-shaped or scissor-jawed traps (Figs. 

2 & 3) of several types are available in garden stores. 

Before setting a trap, locate a surface tunnel that appears to be active. Depress 

part of the tunnel with your foot and return the following day. If the tunnel has 

been repaired, then it is an active tunnel and a suitable place to set a trap. If the 

tunnel has not been repaired it is probably inactive. Once you have found a 

suitable location, depress a portion of the tunnel with your foot again and set the 

trap over the depressed area. As the mole moves through the tunnel it will push 

upward on the depressed tunnel roof and trip the trigger of the trap. Covering 

traps with an inverted bucket can conceal them and prevent tampering. 

Toxicants and Repellents - There are several different toxic products which are 

available commercially and legally registered for use against moles in New 

York State. Although such baits are available for mole control in lawns the 

results obtained with such products are often poor. 

The use of insecticides on lawns (“grub controls”) to reduce the food supply of 

moles is not recommended. Treatment of a single lawn or small areas will be 

ineffective because moles may still burrow through the treated area in search of 

food. Moles may also move into the area from adjacent untreated areas. Routine 

use of insecticides on lawns for “prevention” purposes may kill predatory 

insects that keep lawn pests under control naturally and should thus be avoided. 

Use appropriately labeled pesticides to manage insect problems if they exist, but 

not for controlling mole damage. Monitor grub populations in your lawn. Only 

apply insecticides if grub populations have been found to be high enough to 

cause damage to your lawn. Information on how to determine the size of a grub 

population including the current grub control recommendations can be found in 

the leaflet titled Lawn Insects which can be obtained from the Cornell 

Cooperative Extension – Suffolk County web site. Copies of this leaflet may 

also be purchased directly from the Cornell Cooperative Extension office. 

Exclusion - For small areas such as seed or ornamental beds, a 24-inch-high 

sheet metal or hardware cloth fence can be installed. Bury the fence at least 12 

inches underground and bend the bottom out at a 90-degree angle. 

Cultural Practices - Moles are often found in low, moist areas in a lawn. 

Improving soil drainage may reduce invertebrate numbers and, subsequently, 

mole abundance. 
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Fig. 2. A harpoon-shaped mole 

trap. 

 
Fig. 3 A scissor-jawed mole 

trap. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/75263/Lawn_Insects.pdf?1762194083

