
Burrowing Animals
Meet the Burrowers
Burrowing animals are an important part of the grassland ecosystem in Alberta. One of the 
most numerous burrowers in Alberta’s grasslands is the Richardson’s ground squirrel. While 
not at risk, ground squirrels are a keystone species that many other species rely on. 

MULTISAR focuses on the following animals that live and nest in underground burrows:

Burrowing Owl - At Risk - Endangered
• In 2004 their population was estimated 

at 200 - 400 pairs in Alberta. 

• Disappearing from Alberta since the 
1990s due to cumulative changes to their 
habitat. 

• Cultivation and urban sprawl has led to a 
dramatic range contraction.

• Pesticide use and increases in the 
numbers of some of their predators 
contributed to their decline.

• A reduction in other burrowing animals 
has reduced the number of nest sites 
available.

American Badger - Sensitive
• There are no reliable population estimates 

for badgers in Alberta.

• Populations thought to be declining across 
Alberta due to habitat loss, hunting, 
trapping, poisoning, vehicle collisions and a 
decline in their prey species.

Swift Fox - At Risk - Endangered
• Swift foxes were hunted and trapped 

extensively in the 1800s and early 
1900s during the fur trade. Combined 
with habitat loss, vehicle collisions and 
disease, swift foxes were extirpated from 
Canada in the early 20th century. Some 
were still surviving in the United States 
but there were none left in Canada.

• They have since been reintroduced into 
Alberta (between 1983 and 1997) and 
are increasing in the wild. 

• A 2005/6 census estimated 647 swift 
foxes in Canada.

Long-tailed Weasel - May be At Risk
• There are no population estimates for 

the long-tailed weasel in Alberta.

• Able to adjust to habitat alterations 
more readily than other burrowing 
species. 
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Digging 
up the
Facts

Burrows enhance soil 
aeration and humus 
development. They 
also allow water 
to penetrate more 
deeply into the soil. 
Consequently, you 
can often see greener 
grass around burrows 
compared to the 
surrounding area. 

Burrows are used by a 
variety of other wildlife. 
Salamanders, toads, 
spadefoots and snakes 
all use burrows dug 
by other animals. They 
provide safety from 
predators and cooler 
temperatures in the 
summer. 

Many grassland spider 
species, including the 
black widow spider, 
rely on burrows dug by 
squirrels and badgers. 
Bees will also use 
burrows for nesting. 
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American Badger
• Badgers feed mainly on Richardson’s ground squirrels and northern 

pocket gophers. They will cache and store carcasses for future 
meals especially during the winter and during lactation.

• Badgers are nocturnal and while they mate in July and August, they 
have a delayed implantation which results in litters of one to five 
offspring in the spring. 

• Predators include bears, wolves, cougars, golden eagles, bald 
eagles, coyotes and other badgers.

• They require flat native grasslands with moderately coarse or fine 
well-drained soils and little to no woody cover. They prefer areas 
with low road densities. 

Burrowing Owl
• Burrowing owls eat mostly deer mice and meadow voles but also 

eat insects such as grasshoppers and dung beetles.

• For nest sites, they rely on burrows excavated by other mammals 
such as ground squirrels and badgers. 

• Predators include skunks, American badgers, coyotes and raptors.

• Their ideal habitat is flat native grasslands with no trees or shrubs 
and moderate to coarse soil. Taller grass is preferred for foraging 
areas. In the immediate vicinity of their nesting burrows, they 
require short grass that allows easy detection of predators. 

Swift Fox
• Swift foxes are omnivorous, feeding on voles, ground squirrels, rabbits, 

insects, seeds, berries and grass.

• The primary predator of the swift fox is the coyote but other predators 
include golden eagles and other birds of prey.

• They require extensive tracts of dry native grassland on flat or gently 
rolling terrain. They prefer sparse vegetation for good visibility and soils 
suitable for denning.

Long-tailed Weasel
• Feed on Richardson’s ground squirrels, 

rabbits, mice and voles.

• Predators include coyotes, foxes and 
birds of prey.

• Weasels are brown in summer and turn 
white in winter. 

• Their habitat requirements are less 
specific than other prairie burrowing 
animals. They will use native grasslands, 
agricultural areas and some treed 
habitats. 
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Species Summaries Life Cycle (in Alberta)

April
Litters are born underground within a one 
to two week period. There are usually 7-8 
young per litter. 

February/March
Males emerge from 
hibernation first. 
Females emerge 
two weeks later.

June/July
Adults enter hibernation around 

mid-June to early July (males) 
and early to late July (females).

August/September
Young of the year remain active until early to 
mid-August (females) or mid-September to 
October (males). 

Kristen Rumbolt Miller

May
Young appear above ground.

Richardson’s Ground Squirrel
Not at Risk - Keystone Species
Commonly known as gophers, ground squirrels are not a species at risk but 
are essential for providing burrows for other animals that cannot dig, such as 
the burrowing owl. They are also an important food source for many animals. 
Because they support the life cycle of other species they are considered a 
keystone species. 

American badger’s are also a keystone species because they dig burrows that 
are used by other animals.

Richardson’s ground squirrels require flat, open, dry, native grasslands with 
moderately coarse or medium soils and short vegetation for visibility. They spend 
85% of their life underground and hibernate for four to eight months of the year. 

Healthy ground squirrel 
populations support many 

species at risk.

Richardson’s Ground Squirrel

Ground Squirrels are on the Menu for:
• American Badger
• Ferruginous Hawk (75-90% of their diet)
• Prairie Falcon (75-90% of their diet)
• Swift Fox
• Red-tailed Hawk
• Swainson’s Hawk
• Great Horned Owl
• Coyote
• Long-tailed Weasel
• Prairie Rattlesnake
• Bald and Golden Eagles during migration

Squirrel Burrows are also used by:
American Badger

Burrowing Owl
Swift Fox

Long-tailed Weasel
Prairie Rattlesnake

Garter snakes
Great Plains Toad
Plains Spadefoot

Bumblebees
Spiders

Birds
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General
Maintain native prairie in its natural state.

Protect active and historical burrowing owl nesting sites.

 Leave a 500m set-back distance around known burrowing owl and swift fox dens when 
spraying chemicals and reduce general human disturbance.

 Avoid killing Richardson’s grounds squirrels around active owl and fox nesting sites. 
Badgers, swift foxes and raptors naturally control their populations and fewer ground 
squirrels means less food for them. Poisoning ground squirrels can lead to accidental 
poisoning and death of any predator that eats them. Where ground squirrels exceed 
tolerable numbers, allow vegetation to grow longer as this will naturally deter them.

  Remove marginal cropland from production and seed back to native grasses or to 
permanent cover for use as a tame pasture.

Grazed Land
Allow regular grazing within 100m of burrows to keep grass height below 10cm. 

 Graze pastures with dens and burrows in late summer or early spring. Avoid grazing 
during the breeding season and nesting seasons (May to June).

 Alter stocking rates based on forage production. Normal stocking during wetter years 
can help promote range health, but it is critical to decrease them during dry years.

 Create variability in the pasture. A range of grass heights and litter cover is desirable 
with the shortest grass near burrows. 

 Avoid high stocking rates that result in short, uniform grass height throughout a 
pasture. 

 Leave narrow strips of vegetation in tame pastures when swathing to provide foraging 
areas.

 Maintain healthy streamside (riparian) areas by restricting grazing, especially in wet 
years.  

 Cross fences may create perches for predators of burrowing owls. This should be 
considered when placing fence lines near occupied burrows. 

Graze seeded pastures heavier than native grasslands. 

 Allow grass heights to increase where ground squirrels exceed tolerable numbers. 
Ground squirrels prefer not to live in tall grass.

 Recognize the beneficial qualities of small heavy use areas such as those beside salt 
blocks and watering sites as potential habitat. Plans must be established in pastures 
containing these to mitigate use during nesting season (May and June) to avoid 
trampling or burrow collapse.

The best decision 
you can make for all 
species at risk is to 

preserve your native 
grasslands. 

Beneficial Management Practices
for Burrowing Animals
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