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T11.8 LAND MAMMALS

LIFE ZONES

Nova Scotia lies within the Canadian Biotic Prov-
ince, which includes New England, southern Que-
bec, southern Ontario and parts of the western
Great Lakes. Nova Scotia can be subdivided into
two life zones.

The Atlantic Upland (Regions 100, 200, 300, 400,
800) is cool and humid with many conifers and bogs.
Here the species include Varying hare, Lynx, Red
Squirrel, Moose, Marten, Beaver and Deer Mouse.
The Acadian Plain (Regions 500, 600, 700) is low,
fertile, flat, and well drained with large agricultural
areas. It is sometimes included in the Alleghanian
Life Zone, which is, in turn, part of the more south-
erly Austral Region. Here the species include Rac-
coon, Skunk, White-tailed deer, Short-tailed Shrew
and White-footed Mouse. Beyond this broad divi-
sion, it is not easy to delineate distinct regional fauna,
although certain species (e.g., the White-footed
Mouse) do show a marked regional distribution. In
general, however, mammals are too mobile, and
habitats in the province too widely distributed, for
distinct mammal regions to develop.

ENVIRONMENTS

Nova Scotia encompasses a variety of terrestrial and
aquatic environments for mammals, including for-
ests, wetlands, agricultural areas, mountains, val-
leys and seashores. Browsing mammals thrive in
areas of new hardwood and shrub growth associated
with early-successional forests in disturbed areas.
Others, like the marten, require mature vegetation.
Certain species, like the fox and the raccoon, favour
more open areas and edge habitats. The lynx needs
large areas of wildland; however, it can exist next to
human habitation if there is no competition and
appropriate habitat.

NATURAL BARRIERS

A large expanse of water presents a very definite
barrier to the distribution of mammals. Cape Breton
is an island separated from the mainland by the
Strait of Canso, which is over a mile in width. A
causeway was built in the 1950s. Compared with
other islands in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, Cape

SPECIES

Fifty-seven land-mammal species have been re-
corded in Nova Scotia (Table T11.8.1). The mammal
fauna of Nova Scotia includes fewer species than are
found, for example, in southern Ontario. This is be-
cause a number of central-continental species which
occupy habitats similar to those in Nova Scotia have
not yet penetrated this far north and east. This differ-
ence is generally more pronounced in the diversity
of small mammals, which are less mobile and are
constrained by tighter habitat restrictions than the
larger, more mobile mammals.

The composition and distribution of the mam-
mal fauna in Nova Scotia is influenced by a number
of factors:
1. climatic change and colonization routes
2. life zones
3. variety of available environments
4. natural barriers
5. introductions and extinctions, and the impacts

of human settlement

COLONIZATION

The existing mammal fauna populated Nova Sco-
tia after the last retreat of the ice sheet by four 
different routes:
1. moving in from the glacial refugia on what is

now the continental shelf
2. moving in from unglaciated areas on the coastal

side of the Appalachians via the Chignecto
Isthmus (land bridge) (Unit 533)

3. over sea by swimming, rafting on ice, or
crossing ice bridges

4. by human introduction

Of these four routes, the land bridge was the major
entry point for the largest number of species. Thus,
the interaction between the relative mobility of dif-
ferent species and the shifting of climatic zones in
relation to the position of the landbridge is signifi-
cant. As the ice retreated, the first animals to appear
would be those with more northerly affinities. Cer-
tain southern species, such as the porcupine, rac-
coon, skunk and woodchuck, have arrived compara-
tively recently. Coyotes are a western species and are
the most recent colonizers in Nova Scotia.

T11.8
Land Mammals
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Breton has a relatively rich mammalian fauna. Only
seven of the mainland Nova Scotia species are miss-
ing: the Fisher, Porcupine, Skunk, Arctic Shrew,
Smoky Shrew, Long-tailed Shrew and White-footed
Mouse. The Raccoon was also originally missing but
has been recently introduced. The islands which are
more isolated (Newfoundland, Magdalen and
Anticosti) have approximately half the species found
on the adjacent mainland.

It is highly probable that Cape Breton had a land
connection to the mainland within the last 12,000
years. This theory is reinforced by the presence of
native mice and shrews. These small animals would
have had little chance of making the crossing safely
on an ice raft. Several of the missing species were
comparative latecomers to the region and would
have therefore been too late to take advantage of the
landbridge. The raccoon, for example, reached north-
ern New Brunswick only in the last century. Now that
a causeway is in place, a solid ice bridge regularly
forms between Cape Breton and the mainland, which
no doubt assists the movement of larger mammals
in both directions. No insular races of mammals
have developed on Cape Breton. The moose is a
different subspecies, but only because some moose
from the western provinces were released on the
island after the native subspecies had almost be-
come extinct in the 1940s.

The barriers to the colonization of Sable Island
(District 890) are obviously more formidable. Only
marine mammals are native to the island, which
they share with feral horses.

INTRODUCTIONS AND EXTINCTIONS

Four rodent species have been introduced, three of
them presumably inadvertently. The Black Rat sub-
sequently failed to compete successfully with the
Norway Rat and has not become established. Grey
Squirrels were deliberately introduced to southwest
Nova Scotia in the 1930s but disappeared from there
within a few years. They occasionally appear in other
areas.

Unsuccessful attempts were made to re-intro-
duce caribou in the Liscomb area (District 410) in
1939 and in Cape Breton in 1968 and 1969. More
successful was the release of fishers in various parts
of the mainland in the 1940s and again in the 1960s.
The Arctic Hare was also been introduced on Scatarie
Island (District 870), where it thrived for a few years
before disappearing. Marten were re-introduced to
Nova Scotia in Kejimkujik National Park (Region
400) in 1987 and subsequent years. The newest mam-
mal to appear in Nova Scotia is the coyote. The

coyote originally had an exclusively western distri-
bution, but in the 1900s (for reasons that are not
wholly clear) it began moving eastwards. It is now
found throughout the entire province, including
Cape Breton Island and Brier Island.

Three native species are known to be extinct or
extirpated. Little is known about the Sea Mink except
that it was trapped for fur in the Bay of Fundy. The
last specimen was taken in 1894 at Campobello Is-
land. The animal is now extinct. The wolf was prob-
ably never common in Nova Scotia and was extir-
pated from the Maritimes in the late 1800s. The
caribou were forced out by hunting and climatic
changes, which caused vegetation changes.

GENERAL REQUIREMENTS

The two most important requirements for mammals
are food and cover. Many mammals will eat a wide
variety of foods, although they do have preferences.
Food sources for the insectivores and very small
herbivores are linked to soil productivity and the
diversity of ground vegetation. These mammals are
therefore most abundant in the more productive
habitats, such as hardwood forests and floodplains,
and more depleted in such less, productive habitats
as Jack Pine stands and barrens. In the case of carni-
vores this link still exists, but is less direct. The largest
carnivores, which eat higher on the food chain and
do not need to eat as frequently as smaller animals,
are more mobile. Therefore they are not necessarily
confined at all times to habitats which contain a
suitable food supply.

Cover provides shelter from extreme environ-
mental conditions, concealment from predators, and
a secure place to rest, sleep, or raise young. Snow
accumulation is an important factor. Deer often win-
ter at lower elevations or near the coast where snow-
fall will be less; this enables them to move about and
to feed close to the ground. Many small mammals,
on the other hand, rely on persistent snow cover over
leaf litter for their winter shelter. T11.8

Land Mammals
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Table T11.8.1: Species of land mammal recorded in Nova Scotia.

T11.8
Land Mammals

ylimaF seicepS noitubirtsiD sutatSCIWESOC
yrotsiH ytivitcAlanosaeS

AROVITCESNIREDRO

eadiciroS werhscitcrA
)werhSdekcab-kcalB(

,nommocyllacoL
,ylnodnalniam

tcnujsid
evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS
werhSnommoC
,werhSdeksaM(
)werhSsuoreniC

tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSykomS dnalniam,nommoC
ylno evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSépsaG epaC,lacol,eraR
ylnosdnalhgiHnoterB

,evitaN,elbarenluV
1791derevocsid dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSdeliat-gnoL
)werhSkcoR(

owtylnomorfnwonK
ehtniseitilacol

sdiuqeboC

derevocsid,evitaN
4891 dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSretaW nommocyllacoL
tuohguorht evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSymgyP ,lacol,nommocnU
tuohguorht evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiciroS werhSdeliat-trohS
)werhSeloM( tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiplaT eloMdeson-ratS nommocyllacoL
tuohguorht evitaN retniwnicitauqA

ARETPORIHCREDRO

eadinoilitrepseV taBnworBelttiL tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebiH

eadinoilitrepseV taBderae-gnoL nommocnU
tuohguorht evitaN rotanrebiH

eadinoilitrepseV ellertsipiPnretsaE ,erarotnommocnU
dnalniamnretsew evitaN rotanrebiH

eadinoilitrepseV taBderiah-revliS ,drocerenO
.S.Ntsewhtuos evitaN setanrebihylbaborP

eadinoilitrepseV taBdeR ylbaborp,eraR
daerpsediw evitaN rotanrebiH/yrotargiM

eadinoilitrepreV taByraoH nommocnU
tuohguorht evitaN rotanrebiH/yrotargiM

SETAMIRPREDRO

eadinimoH sgnieBnamuH tuohguorhtnommoC decudortnI/evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA
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Table T11.8.1: Continued

T11.8
Land Mammals

ylimaF seicepS noitubirtsiD sutatSCIWESOC
yrotsiH ytivitcAlanosaeS

AROVINRACREDRO

eadinaC ,floWyerG(floW
)floWrebmiT

sanommocsareveN
adanaCnierehwesle

detapritxE;evitaN
s0081etalni

eadinaC etoyoC tuohguorhtnommoC .B.NmorfdedavnI
7791dnuora dnuorraeyevitcA

eadinaC xoFcitcrA
noterBepaCeerhT

eolf-ecimorfsdrocer
srelggarts

tnargavlatimilartxE dnuorraeyevitcA

eadinaC xoFdeR tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadisrU raeBkcalBnaciremA tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebihlaitraP

eadinoycorP nooccaR

nonommoC
yltnecer,dnalniam

nidehsilbatse
noterBepaCnrehtuos

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM netraMnaciremA
tsewhtuosnilacoL
epaCdnadnalniam

sdnalhgiHnoterB

dnadetapritxE;evitaN
nidecudortnierneht
.kP.taNkijukmijeK

dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM rehsiF
avoNnretsewhtuoS

nretsaednaaitocS
dnalniam

nidetapritxE;evitaN
decudortnier;2291SN

tsewhtuosni
dnalniam

dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM )lesaeW(enimrE tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM kniMnaciremA tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM kniMaeS
evahotdetropeR

gnoladerrucco
tsaocSNtsewhtuos

;4981.c,tcnitxE
evitaN

eadiletsuM knukSdepirtS
ninommoC

fosaeralarutlucirga
dnalniam

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiletsuM rettOreviR tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadileF niatnuoM(raguoC
)noiL

ynaM
tub,skcart/sgnithgis
nemicepsrootohpon

;evitaNderegnadnE
niniatrecnusutatS

.S.N
dnuorraeyevitcA

eadileF )xnyLadanaC(xnyL
noterBepaCnilacoL

dnasdnalhgiH
dnalniamnrehtron

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadileF )tacdliW(tacboB
nonommoC

tnesba,dnalniam
noterBepaCmorf

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA
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Table T11.8.1: Continued

T11.8
Land Mammals

ylimaF seicepS noitubirtsiD sutatSCIWESOC
yrotsiH ytivitcAlanosaeS

ALYTCADOITRAREDRO

eadiuS raoBdliW

decnefanolareF
evreseretavirp
ni).I,streboR(

emos,.oChtuomraY
depacseevah

decudortnI dnuorraeyevitcA

eadivreC dnaldooW(uobiraC
)uobiraC

,5291detapritxE
;evitaN

yllufsseccusnU
IBCnidecudortnier

s0691ni

yrotargim-noN

eadivreC reeDdeliat-etihW tuohguorhtnommoC
;evitaN

decudortni/dedavnI
.0191-4981

dnuorraeyevitcA

eadivreC esooM tuohguorhtnommoC

IBCnodetapritxE
;evitaN,4291

morfdecudortnieR
atreblA

dnuorraeyevitcA

AITNEDORREDRO

eadiruicS knumpihCnretsaE tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebihlaitraP

eadiruicS kcuhcdooW
)gohdnuorG(

nonommoC
yltnecer,dnalniam

IBCdedavni
evitaN rotanrebiH

eadiruicS lerriuqSyerG nabrU;tneuqerfnI
saera

yldetaeperdecudortnI
dehsilbatsenutub rotanrebihlaitraP

eadiruicS deRnaciremA
lerriuqS tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebihlaitraP

eadiruicS gniylFnrehtuoS
lerriuqS noitalupoptcileR

niderevocsiD;evitaN
,1791PNkijukmijeK
4891yellaVuaerepsaG

rotanrebihlaitraP

eadiruicS gniylFnrehtroN
lerriuqS tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebihlaitraP

eadirotsaC revaeBnaciremA tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eaditecirC esuoMreeD
lacoltub,tuohguorhT

,dnalniamWSni
erehweslenommoc

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eaditecirC esuoMdetoof-etihW
,ylnodnalniaM
,WSninommoc

EdnaNnilacol/eraR
evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadilocivrA eloVdekcab-deR tuohguorhttnadnubA evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadilocivrA goBnrehtuoS
gnimmeL

lacoldnanommocnU
tuohguorht evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA
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ylimaF seicepS noitubirtsiD sutatSCIWESOC
yrotsiH ytivitcAlanosaeS

AITNEDORREDRO
deunitnoc

eadilocivrA tarksuM tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadilocivrA
eloVwodaeM

,esuoMwodaeM(
)esuoMdleiF

tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadilocivrA eloVkcoR
)eloVdeson-wolleY(

noterBepaC
sdnalhgiH

derevocsiD;evitaN
4791 dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiruM )taRfooR(taRkcalB stroP

decudortnI
niyldetaeper
tubstropaes
dehsilbatsenu

dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiruM taRyawroN
)taRnworB(

nabruninommoC
saeralarutlucirgadna decudortnI dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiruM esuoMesuoH nabruninommoC
saeralarutlucirgadna decudortnI dnuorraeyevitcA

eadidopaZ gnipmuJdnaldooW
esuoM tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN rotanrebiH

eadidopaZ gnipmuJwodaeM
esuoM

nommocyllacoL
tuohguorht evitaN rotanrebiH

eaditnozihterE enipucroPnaciremA
nonommoC

ylbissop;dnalniam
IBCgnidavni

evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

AHPROMOGALREDRO

eadiropeL
eraHeohswonS
,eraHgniyraV(

)"tibbaR"
tuohguorhtnommoC evitaN dnuorraeyevitcA

eadiropeL eraHcitcrA

dnadecudortnI
nodehsilbatse

ffo,dnalsIeiratacS
.noterBepaCnretsae
llitssitifinwonktoN

tneserp

dnuorraeyevitcA

ALYTCADOSSIREPREDRO

eadiuqE esroH dnalsIelbaS decudortnI dnuorraeyevitcA
T11.8
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Table T11.8.1: Continued
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POPULATION FLUCTUATIONS

Such animals as the Snowshoe Hare, the Muskrat
and several species of mice and voles show marked
population fluctuations. Their numbers can vary
considerably from year to year. These fluctuations
often appear to be synchronised over a large area
and therefore do not relate to short-term weather or
habitat-quality changes. The cycles will also affect
certain other species that are heavily dependent on
one item in their diet. Numbers of lynx, for example,
reflect the abundance of Snowshoe Hare, while the
bobcat, which has a more varied diet, is less affected.

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
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