
RESPONSIBLE APPROACHES TO RODENT PEST CONTROL: A HOMEOWNER’S GUIDE

Recent distressing incidents of owls, eagles, and other birds of prey dying after ingesting rodenticide have brought the 
toxicity of rat baits into sharp focus, and underscore countless interconnections between human activity and the wildlife 
food chain. It’s clear that different ways of addressing rodent infestation can have very different impacts. Fortunately, 
there are responsible and effective methods which minimize the risks to other wild animals, humans, and pets. 

An age-old vexation
Mice and rats are among Cape Cod’s most common household pests. Although not native to North America (having 
hitched a ride on early European settler ships centuries ago), they’ve forged a place in our ecosystem and generally don’t 
present a problem when they stay outdoors. Being intelligent and adaptable, however, just as they did with sailing 
vessels, they’ve worked out that human dwellings and outbuildings offer a cushy lifestyle: weathertight shelter, security 
from predators, and most importantly, food and water. Aside from being unsanitary—if you’ve ever had a mouse in your 
house, you’ll know that smell—they’re also destructive, carry parasites and disease, and multiply astonishingly quickly.

Peoples’ quest for a better mousetrap dates back tens of thousands of years, spanning hunting, trapping, and poisoning. 
The 20th century saw the introduction of anticoagulant rodenticides (based on the human blood-thinning drug, Warfarin). In 
recent decades, more potent second-generation anticoagulant rodenticides, dubbed ‘SGARs’, were introduced after 
resistance to first-generation compounds was identified in the late 1950s. While both inhibit vitamin K, thereby preventing 
blood from clotting, SGARs build to higher concentrations in rodents that ingest them, yet they also kill more slowly: rats 
and mice will consume available baits well beyond the point they’ve eaten a lethal dose. That makes the rodents much 
more toxic to predators, scavengers, and pets. (Although dogs may eat carcasses, it’s rare for a well-fed household cat to 
eat a mouse or rat—dead or alive. Dogs will devour rat bait if accessible to them.)

Collateral damage
The risks are particularly acute in late spring, when the animals eating mice and rats—including coyotes, foxes, hawks, 
eagles, owls, and other birds of prey—are having babies, says Zak Mertz, Executive Director of New England Wildlife 
Centers’ Cape Cod facility in Cummaquid. “When you use [rodent] traps, it affects an individual animal, but with poison, it 
can affect the predator as well as its young,” Mertz advises. 

New England Wildlife Centers are among the few local not-for-profit emergency wildlife veterinary facilities with a 
veterinary staff. 300 to 500 cases of rodenticide toxicity feature among the 5,000 or so animals they treat annually, most 
frequently involving SGARs. “It has to do with exposure.” Mertz says. “You can have different outcomes depending on 
how much [SGAR] is ingested: acute effects, lesser or chronic effects. If we could get people to stop using these 
[SGARs], it would help save the lives of thousands of wild animals.” 

When an affected animal can be helped, the hospital administers an artificial clotting factor, vitamin K, fluids, and 
antibiotics. In the worst cases, the animal needs to be euthanized—as was the fate of a bald eagle the center treated last 
year—or is found dead, like a great horned owl in Centerville in April (its baby survived thanks to New England Wildlife 
Center treatment; with hope it can recover and return to the wild).

Concern about misuse of SGARs has led the Environmental Protection Agency to restrict consumer access to them at 
retail outlets, though SGARs remain available online in extra-large sizes. Homeowners frequently over-administer the 
products, despite clear EPA-mandated labelling and application guidelines. In light of persistent misuse, Bill HD.4206, An 
Act Relative to Pesticides (https://malegislature.gov/Bills/192/HD4206) will be introduced to the Massachusetts House of 
Representatives. Based on a recent California law banning the sale of SGARs, which was passed after several years of 
debate and counter-lobbying from pesticide and pest control companies, it may face a protracted legislative journey here 
as well.

To catch a mouse
Michael Parsons, Service Manager at pest control company Fowler & Sons, says, “We're aware of and do everything we 
can to not contribute to [SGAR] problems. Baits are at the very bottom of our tool box and a last resort.” When 
administered, responsible rodenticide application is vital, but Parsons often gets called out to homes where consumers 
have over-applied it. 

“The consumer may read the label and see one block per bait station and think ‘if I double it up, it will speed up the 
process’. That’s not the case, it just makes the poison more available and increases the odds of something else getting 
into it,” he says.



The fact that SGARs are sold online in large quantities exacerbates the problem. “The bait blocks that we use used to sell 
in 8-lb buckets. Now they are 18 lbs,” Parsons explains. “Six mice can consume one block. A pregnant female rat will eat 
that in one sitting, and take as much as she can back to store at the nest so she doesn’t need to leave her babies to get 
more food. And if the family dies before all the baits stored are gone, a mole, chipmunk, or squirrel can ingest it.”

Massachusetts is a strict label law state. Licensed contractors have to abide by the law to the letter: any deviation could 
and does lead to fines, or loss of license. “We’re obligated to limit the number of baits within a container based on the 
rodent targeted, we put bait stations on posts (so they can’t be knocked off or dislodge the contents), and any exterior bait 
station must be placed within 100 feet of a structure,” he notes.

Parsons adds that Fowlers’ approach to rodent control has changed over the past decade. “In the past, if we knew there 
were mice in the house, we would start by putting baits inside. Now we start by finding out why they are there. What’s the 
food source—chickens, a koi pond, birdfeeder?—and working with the customer to remove the problem. Take the 
birdfeeder away, two weeks later the rats may be gone. Call us back if that didn’t fix it.”

If it didn’t, the next step is to set numerous snap traps to find out where they’re coming in—a technique that homeowners 
can also use, as mice usually nest within 20 feet of an entry point or food source. “If it was my house and I found a dead 
mouse, or there’s a smell, and I didn’t want to use poisons, the first thing I would do is put snap traps on the sills,” 
Parsons advises. “Depending on where you catch them, it will point you towards the holes and the entry point. Bear in 
mind they only need a hole the size of your pinky. You’ll find the mouse, you’ll find the hole, and you can address it, and 
you won’t have to trap further.”

Sometimes, for older homes with porous foundations that are impossible to fully seal up, baits are needed as a 
maintenance and control mechanism, but ideally only after the population has been cut down considerably by repeatedly 
setting and clearing traps over a number of weeks. Parsons says Fowler uses first-generation anticoagulants where 
essential, as well as smoke machines and continual trapping. 

Deterrence: the ideal mousetrap
“The best way to avoid having to get rid of animal pests is to not let them in your home in the first place,” advises Jeff 
Miele, owner of Integrity Home Inspection. He notes securing the ground perimeter is key.

“The majority of mice infestation starts down low,” Miele observes. “It’s rare that an infestation starts high: that’s more 
squirrels, flying squirrels, raccoons—things that can get off the trees. I can’t remember in 22 years of doing [home 
inspections] that it’s bad in the attic and nothing in the basement.” 

(An exception is the white-footed mouse, which will climb the exterior of a structure and enter via gable vents or another 
gap in the roof line, such as dormers or cupolas.)

The best approach is to go around the entire foundation of your home, sealing every crack, gap or hole around pipes. 
Also, “know that garage doors and basement bulkhead doors are highways for mice, but they still will find a way in things 
like air conditioners, gas line pipes. In that case, you need to decide how to deal with them: a snap trap, or other device 
that they die inside the container (which is a little more discrete and easier to stomach) to try to avoid using poisons.” 

Telltale evidence that mice have got inside include black stains and little droppings in the corners of the garage and, 
especially, basement insulation. They leave grease from their skin on wiring and floor joists up on the foundation area in 
the basement (ceiling height). The smell is obvious. 

Early action is vital, Miele adds. “As a home inspector, I often find mice so infested in a home that the seller has to spend 
up to $8,000 cleaning it out, or, because of the smell and how it looks, the property sells for less than it would. Buyers 
have walked away because of it.” 

Another practical reason to avoid using poison is the likelihood that the animal will die in an inaccessible place inside the 
home, with the inevitable highly unpleasant results. Rodenticides cause lethargy and thirst, and affected animals don’t 
always return outside to their usual water sources. “Maybe 30 percent of the time, they’ll find a water source inside—a 
sweating pipe, dripping faucet—and that’s where they die,” Miele says. “And if you’re lucky, you can see them.” 

Safer approaches to rodent control
 Deterrence. Survey your property carefully and block all access holes. Don’t feed pets outside or leave food scraps 

around. Some people report cayenne pepper or mint leaves are good natural rodent repellents.
 Containment. Use snap traps to find the source of ingress: plug access holes to prevent reentry.



 Ongoing management. For persistent infestations requiring supplemental use of baits to back up to snap traps and 
other deterrents: look for first generation anticoagulants, scrupulously read and adhere to EPA application guidelines 
for rodenticides, or work with a reputable pest control company.

References:
EPA guidelines: https://www.epa.gov/rodenticides/restrictions-rodenticide-products
Massachusetts Bill HD.4206, An Act Relative to Pesticides (https://malegislature.gov/Bills/192/HD4206)
New England Wildlife Centers:
If you see wildlife that’s injured or looks to be poisoned, contact New England Wildlife Centers: 
Website: https://capewildlifecenter.com
Wildlife Hotline at: 508-362-0111
After Hours Number: 617-835-6845
Donations are always needed and appreciated.

By Maggie Fearn
May, 2021


