
Northern Short-tailed Shrew   (Blarina brevicauda) 
 
Key features 

• This shrew has a total length of 4.3 to 5.5 in, of which 0.7 to 1.3 in.is tail. 
• The dorsal fur is thick and velvety, and can be black, brownish black,                                                            

or silvery gray, with the ventral fur being a bit lighter and grayer. 
• The male is slightly larger than the female. 
• The shrew molts from a summer coat, which is shorter and paler than winter fur, in October and November, 

and back again sometime in February through July.  

Habitat 
• The northern short-tailed shrew inhabits grasslands, old fields, fencerows, marshy areas, deciduous and 

coniferous forests, and household gardens, though the preferred habitats are those which are moist with leaf 
litter or thick plant cover.   

• This shrew is found throughout central and eastern North America and is probably the most common shrew 
in the Great Lakes region.  

Diet 
• This shrew consumes up to three times its weight in food each day. It eats small quantities fungi and seeds, 

though it is mostly carnivorous. It prefers insects, earthworms, voles, snails, and other shrews for the bulk 
of its diet, though salamanders and mice are also eaten.  

• The short tailed shrew consume vertebrates more often than other shrews. They forage within a few hours 
after sunset, and are active during cloudy days. They need a source of water, though they do obtain water 
from food, as well.  

• The shrew often hoards food, especially in the fall and winter, or during a time of prey abundance; one 
study found it caches 87% of the prey it catches, while 9% is eaten immediately and 4% is left where it was 
killed.  

• It can consume almost anything it can catch, which allows it to survive the cold winters of temperate 
regions. 

• Food consumption is higher in winter, which allows it to increase its metabolic rate in cold conditions. 
 

 Young 
• Mating occurs from March through September,  
• Male shrews in captivity were observed to make clicking sounds while courting a female...  
• Gestation lasts 21–24 days, the six to eight young are suckled for up to 25 days before being weaned.  
• They have Two to three litters per year. The female strengthens the nest when the young are nursing, 
• Babies are born hairless and blind and weighing less than a gram, they may become sexually mature in as 

soon as 2–3 months;  
• Those born in the spring mature more quickly than those born late in the season, and may even reproduce 

in the same year they were born.  
• The juvenile fur is pale and similar to the adults' summer fur, it is molted when the young reach adult size.  

 Interesting facts 

• Northern Short-tailed Shrews have poisonous saliva. This enables them to kill mice and larger prey and 
paralyze invertebrates such as snails, and store them alive for later eating. 

• The saliva is not dangerous to humans, but a bite may swell and be painful for several days 
• The shrews have very limited vision, and rely on a kind of echolocation, a series of ultrasonic "clicks," to 

make their way around the tunnels and burrows they dig.  
• The shrew constructs a nest up to 8 inches in diameter underground or under a log, and lines it with leaves 

or the fur of the Meadow Vole .This nest is kept clean, with wastes deposited outside the nest in a latrine 
area. Other parts of the burrow system are used for food storage. 
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