The Alabama Beach Mouse

By Sara Fawcett

Small and cute, the Alabama Beach Mice are endangered because of predators, erosion, and residents destroying them along with their habitat.  These beach mice, peromyscus polionotus ammobates, have a head to body length of 2.5-3.5 inches and a weight of about one oz. Unlike the males, pregnant females can weigh up to twenty grams. Though this animal is very small, it has dark eyes and large ears. This pale gray creature has a white abdomen, a faint dark strip running down its tail and a hint of brownish, grayish color on its back. With a very strong amount of pigmentation, one adaptation is that its color helps it blend in with its sandy habitat. 

Threats to this animal not only come from our wants but from its predators’ needs of survival. Skunks, raccoons, snakes, red foxes, and great blue herons, domestic dogs and cats cause the decrease in the population of these mice as much as humans do. Though we believe building houses or even having more businesses, tourists, and residents along the coast is a wondrous idea, it destroys beach mice coastal environment. Weather, such as wind and water erosion, damages their homes, and reduces dunes creating a loss of vegetation and protection from the barriers taken away. All of these dangers have made the Alabama Beach Mice from the Muridae family endangered.

Habit, food, and reproduction are of major importance of survival to this rodent. They live in a habitat range of about 5,000 square meters, including Baldwin County, west of Perdido Key, and from Mobile Bay to Perdido Bay in beach dunes. Adjacent to these dunes is pine areas that have a big impact on them. Within a home range, approximately twenty or more burrows exist in the area. These burrows provide it with sleeping, nesting, feeding, caching seeds, and predator protection. Burrows have a one-two inch triangle opening and a two-three feet tunnel leading to the main chamber. Just below the surface of the sand is a second tunnel or escape tunnel; therefore, if the burrow is disturbed they can run away safely. Nevertheless, seeds are not the only part of their diet. Insects, sea oats, and fruit form the plants. In addition, bluestem, ground cherry, evening promise, beach pea, dune spurge, jointweed, seashore elder, and seaside pennywort come along with the seasons. Without knowing, these mice keep their dunes alive by making trips back and forth form their burrows to gather food-bringing germination to the plants. Through the monogamous mating system, the male “germinates” with only one female in its life. Less than 3% of mammals, use monogamy, which puts humans with the other 97%. Mating season usually comes in winter but lasts year-round. Averages of four pups per litter are born twenty-three days after pregnancy, and then they are ready to be breed within twenty-four hours.                       

During the years, there have been more ideas and programs to help these tiny, unusual critters. These unusual facts are it being nocturnal, live ONLY in dunes, and always live in pairs whether it is male and female or mother and her pups. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, is only huge program to help. Some of the ideas that may help keep these species are to stay off dunes by remaining in visitor spots or walkways to reduce damage to their homes. Another way is to encourage growth of native plants for food and color. Last, share what you have learned to help save these small lives.    
