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ABSTRACT 

 Our Mammalogy class ran an experiment in and around Itasca State Park to test whether prairie or forest 

habitats supported a more diverse small mammal population. We set traps on several grids in the forest and on the 

prairie. The traps were checked for three consecutive days. We found that while the forest traps caught more 

individuals, the prairie traps captured a more diverse group of species. 

INTRODUCTION 

 Minnesota lays on three biomes. The prairie, deciduous forests and coniferous forests all 

come together in and around Itasca State Park, Clearwater County, Minnesota. As a result, it is a 

convenient and interesting place to investigate and compare the productivity of these three 

habitats. Varying degrees of woody vegetation can have a profound impact on small mammal 

species richness and biodiversity (Matlack et al 2008). The field mammalogy class of the Itasca 

Biological Station set out to compare the species diversity of the forest and prairie of Minnesota. 

While some people are fooled by the prairie’s lack of trees and believe it to be infertile, we 

believe that the prairie may be just as capable as the forest in supporting a diverse group of small 

mammal species (Winsor et al 1975). 

METHODS 

 As a class, we laid one grid in six different forest types. The habitats were burned 

deciduous, unburned deciduous, burned coniferous, unburned coniferous, aspen and bog. Several 

grids were laid in the prairie, consisting of both wet and dry sites. Each grid had five lines with 

ten trap sites on each line that were spaced ten meters apart. At nine trap sites per line, a 

Sherman trap was laid. Both a Russian shrew trap and a Longworth trap were laid at a random 

trap site on the line. In total, 55 traps were laid per grid. Forty-five were Shermans, five were 



Longworths and five were Russians. Each trap was checked on three consecutive mornings. Any 

animal caught was identified, individually marked and released at the point of capture. 

RESULTS 

 Overall, 1100 traps were checked on the prairie and 990 traps were checked in the forest. 

The total number of species captured on the prairie was eight while the total number of species 

captured in the forest was six. 

Species 

Captured Number Captured Traps Checked 

Frequency of 

Capture 

SPTR 36 1100 0.032727273 

MIPE 16 1100 0.014545455 

MUER 2 1100 0.001818182 

MIOC 1 1100 0.000909091 

SPFR 2 1100 0.001818182 

BLBR* 1 1100 0.000909091 

PEXX 2 1100 0.001818182 

ZAHU* 2 1100 0.001818182 

TOTAL 62 1100 0.056363636 
Table 1. The number of prairie animals captured per species and their frequency of capture. Starred (*) species 

were captured in both the forest and the prairie. 

 

Species 

Captured Number Captured Traps Checked 

Frequency of 

Capture 

PEXX 45 990 0.045454545 

MYGA 41 990 0.041414141 

TAST 8 990 0.008080808 

TAHU 1 990 0.001010101 

ZAHU* 1 990 0.001010101 

BLBR* 1 990 0.001010101 

TOTAL 97 990 0.097979798 
Table 2. The number of forest animals captured per species and their frequency of capture. Starred (*) species were 

captured in both the forest and the prairie. 
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Figure 1. The total number of individuals captured in all of the prairie and forest sites is compared here. 
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Figure 2. The total number of species captured in all of the prairie and forest sites is compared here. 

 

 



DISCUSSION 

 Our data shows that in and around Itasca, the prairie supports a more diverse small 

mammal population than the forest. While the diversity of the two habitats is close, the prairie 

caught a lower overall number of animals yet managed to have more species captured. There are 

also two overlapping species in both types of habitats: Blarina brevicauda (Short-tailed shrew) 

and Zapus hudsonius (Meadow jumping mouse). This can be accounted for by considering the 

habitat preferences of these species. Both the meadow jumping mouse and the short-tailed shrew 

have been found to prefer a particular soil saturation rather than a certain vegetation type 

(Hazard 1982). It is evident that the prairie is an ecologically valuable biome in need of 

protection and restoration. The importance of preserving the prairie from farming and 

development cannot be stressed enough. Once the prairie has been destroyed restoring it to its 

natural species richness and diversity is a near impossible challenge (Debinski et al 1998). 
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