
 RODENTS  by Roger Urbaniak 

Mention rodents and most of us become uncomfortable as we form images of rats and house mice and 

recall destruction they have caused.  Rodents are much more diversified than these images however and 

are very important in maintaining a diversified ecosystem.  Rodents comprise about 40 percent of all 

mammal species.  Without them, much of our planet would change both in its physical appearance and 

in wildlife we are able to sustain.  Various rodents are critical in the food chain of larger birds and 

animals.  Rodents continue to be used as food, for clothing, as pets, and laboratory animals in research.   

Rodents are characterized by a single pair of continuously growing incisors in each of the upper and 

lower jaws.  This strict definition means that rabbits, hares and pikas technically are not rodents. The 

largest species capybara can weigh up to 146 pounds but most rodents weigh only a few ounces.   

Pursuit of beaver for its valued pelt helped settle much of the west in our early history and the wetlands 

formed by their building dams continues to physically change our planet.   These newly formed wetlands 

modify the wildlife directly inhabiting them plus the wildlife that will ultimately occupy adjacent areas.   

Squirrels and chipmunks bury nuts and seeds for later consumption.  Those that they forget help 

generate new growth.  Prairie dogs with their burrowing activities help aerate the soil which contributes 

to healthier grasslands.  Bison and pronghorn prefer to graze near prairie dog colonies with their 

resulting higher quality forage.   

In animal testing, house mice are most commonly used and it is estimated that as many as 50 million 

house mice are used annually worldwide.   Millions of guinea pigs and brown rats are also used as 

laboratory animals for specific applications.  Rats have been even trained to detect land mines and have 

been studied for use in hazardous situations in disaster zones.   

There are downsides to rodents also such as spreading disease, predation of ground birds and crop 

consumption.  Numerous methods have been tried to control their populations including introducing 

animals such as mongoose, monitor lizards, and ferrets, but feral cats have proven to be the most 

effective, provided the rodent population is not too large.  Trapping will work for rodent control in the 

right locations. Some pesticides have been proven effective at select locations but have drawbacks in 

that they can affect livestock and man.  When chemicals work their way up the food chain, they can also 

kill birds and larger animals.   

Fossils have proven that rodents of some type have been around for 20 million years, since the dinosaur 

age and before.  They have proven themselves successful at survival and likely will be around for a long 

time to come.  Since rodents are a critical part of the food chain for creatures such as fox, coyote, 

hawks, a long list of other wildlife that we enjoy seeing, I suspect that we need to be a little tolerant of 

them if we want to continue to enjoy the variety of wildlife that we have on our planet.  I tell myself this 

when I discover that they have entered my vacation cabin and chewed things up and left a mess or 

when I visit my back yard and discover newly formed dirt mounds where voles have tunneled.    If I 

remember to remind myself that they are important to our overall quality of life, I eventually gain 

control of my muttering, then get to work at cleaning up, and plot my retaliation for our next encounter.   

 


