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Well, the season has started, and our dormouse 
nest box checks have begun in earnest. The 
first check to take place at our woodlands on 
the Isle of Wight in May was very successful 
and we found over 20 dormice. An 
encouraging start to the year. We hope that 
you’ve had similarly robust numbers.
In this edition we report back on the results of 

the NDMP data up to the end of last year. Our statistician, Steve Langton, has carried out some 
extra, more detailed analysis to give us a clearer picture of changes at indivdual sites over time. 
With so many sites now included in the programme we are able to look more closely at the data.
Matt Parkins describes the restoration of Fingle Woods - a large project in Devon - and our 
European colleagues report on the status of dormice in Flanders and in The Netherlands, We 
hope you enjoy reading this edition.

Nida Al-Fulaij & Susan Sharafi 

03 Woodland management in 
Briddlesford Woods

Emma Sheehy investigates the 
dormouse population of Ireland

How are dormice faring at 
Freeholders Wood, Yorkshire?

Jamie Edmonds reports on the 
award-winning success of Goblin 
Combe Wood

NDMP results - how did our 
dormice do in 2014?

Finding dormice in Flanders - 
Goedele Verbeyen reports on her 
project

Woodland restoration at Fingle 
Woods in Devon

Hazel dormice in Holland - how do 
they survive?

Hibernation nests on the forest 
floor

16

In this issue
12

05

The Dormouse Monitor2

04

05

18

06

08

16

12

18

20

people’s 
trust for

species
endangered

Contact us 
The Dormouse Monitor
3 Cloisters House
8 Battersea Park Road
London SW8 4BG

www.ptes.org
enquiries@ptes.org
020 7498 4533

 facebook.com/ptes.org
 twitter.com/PTES

Welcome
Editorial team: Nida Al-Fulaij, Susan Sharafi, Zoe Roden
Illustrations: Hayley Cove
Print: 4-Print

Cover image:  Anne & Steve Toon

The opinions expressed in this  
magazine are not necessarily those of  
People’s Trust for Endangered Species. 



The Dormouse Monitor 3

Woodland management 
in Briddlesford Woods

Luckily it wasn’t as cold as it’s been in 
previous years, but I did pack my thermals 
just in case. Ian White had managed to 
muster even more support than usual and 
on 20 January, 28 volunteers congregated at 
The Black Hut, in Sanpdpit Copse, to discuss 
what work needed to be undertaken. 

The first thing to do was light a fire - 
actually a couple, one for tea and lunch, the 
other for burning some unwanted brash. We 
split into several groups and headed off to 
different sections of the reserve, laden down 
with tools, and keen to get started. Although 

there was no snow it was a bit chilly, but we 
soon warmed up as we began to saw, lop, 
chop and clear. We had a team of 
arboriculturalists again, who did the noisy, 
heavy work. And we did ourselves proud.  
Coppicing, tree felling, ride clearing, 
sycamore removal - and we built a tree cage. 
A heartfelt thank you to all of those who 
came down to help. If you’ve been busy 
clearing your patch of woodland too please 
share your images on the forum and help 
inspire others. See you next year.

In January, PTES took a party of enthusiastic, hard working volunteers down to the Isle of 
Wight. Nida Al-Fulaij reports back on what can be achieved in just a weekend.
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The first thing to do was 
light a fire - actually a 

couple

A huge team of 
volunteers worked hard 
clearing, coppicing, 
creating and lighting 
fires.



encouraged to provide photographic 
evidence to support any dormouse sighting 
reported. 

All reports were either listed as 
confirmed sightings (if they’d supplied a 
photo or video) or suspected dormouse 
sightings. A Minimum Convex Polygon 
(MCP) using all point locations of confirmed 
sightings was constructed to calculate the 
area of distribution. A second MCP, 
including unconfirmed but potential 

sightings within close proximity to the 
confirmed sightings, was also constructed. 

Over the course of the study, a total of 
fourteen hazel dormice were confirmed at 
eleven locations within a 29.6 km2 area of the 
Newbridge-Naas region of County Kildare 
between 2010 and 2014. At one location, a 
hazel dormouse was first seen in 2011, a pair 
photographed in 2013, and a single animal 
was then captured in 2014. A further four 
potential but unconfirmed dormouse 
sightings were recorded in close proximity 
to the confirmed range, potentially 
increasing the area of the species range to 
58 km2.

There were some moderately 
convincing (but unverified) reports from 
around the country of one-off sightings 
dating as far back as 1990, however all of the 
confirmed sightings came from the 
Newbridge-Naas region of Kildare within 
the last four years. The number of confirmed 
sightings within this area would suggest 
that there is in fact a breeding population of 
hazel dormice in County Kildare. 
Furthermore the 29.6 km2 area of occurrence 
is a predominantly stud farm/agricultural 
area where hedgerow and rural gardens 
provide the only suitable habitat. The radius 
of the area of occurrence is slightly greater 
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Mapping 
Ireland’s dormice
Emma Sheehy, of the University of Aberdeen and Waterford 
Institute of Technology, and Colin Lawton, from the National 
University of Ireland, Galway, have been investigating the 
occurance of hazel dormouse records in Ireland.
Hazel dormice were first recorded in Ireland 
in 2010, when two animals were 
photographed in a garden in Co. Kildare. 
Then a live animal was captured in the same 
county in 2012. Up until then Ireland’s small 
mammal community included the wood 
mouse, red squirrel and pygmy shrew 
(established in Ireland for a long time, and 
considered native); the house mouse, black 
rat and brown rat (long established 
commensal rodents); and the bank vole, 
grey squirrel and greater white-toothed 
shrew (introduced invasive species). 

Before we can find out how the hazel 
dormice will fit in, it is necessary to establish 
its current status and how far it’s spread 
from its presumed point of introduction in 
Co. Kildare. So we launched a national 
citizen science survey, asking the general 
public to report any sightings they had had 
of the species.

In November 2012 we collated all 
previous reports of confirmed or suspected 
dormouse sightings. Then in July 2013, we 
launched a national media campaign asking 
members of the public to look out for and 
tell us about any hazel dormice that they’d 
seen. Articles about the campaign appeared 
in national and local newspapers. Social 
media and numerous radio interviews 
helped to boost our coverage and, in 
addition, posters promoting the survey 
were put up in towns and villages within a 
20km radius of the location of the first 
confirmed sighting. Everyone was 

than 3 km, suggesting that the species is 
likely to have been present in the region for 
a minimum of seven years (i.e. since 2007), 
based on juvenile dispersal rates of up to 
500m. Their range may be continuing to 
expand locally. 

As hibernators hazel dormice are not 
usually active until spring. Of the eleven 
confirmed records, the timing of some 
sightings was somewhat unusual, with 
animals seen in November, December, 
February (three records) and March (two 
records). These animals may have been 
disturbed while hibernating, or may have 
been behaving uncharacteristically for the 
species in being active during the winter.

It is highly unlikely that the hazel 
dormouse has been present in Ireland for a 
long period given their confirmed confined 
range and the lack of records prior to the 
recent flurry of sightings. Recent genetic 
investigations (reported on by Debbie Glass 
in The Dormouse Monitor winter 2014) 
suggest at least some of the hazel dormice 
found in Ireland originated in France. 
Whether they were brought in accidentally 
(e.g. via the transfer of horses and horse feed 
to and from Britain/continental Europe), or 
deliberately, is unknown. 

It is difficult to know the future of the 
hazel dormouse in Ireland. We recommend 
that nest tube surveys, focussing on 
hedgerows and rural gardens, are carried 
out within the area to learn more. If you’re 
interested in reading more about our work 
please visit www.facebook.com/
DormouseSurveyIreland

It’s unlikely they’ve been 
present long in Ireland



Historically found in at least 90 localities in 
Yorkshire, hazel dormice haven’t been faring 
as well here in recent years. Although they 
were still present in lower parts of all the 
major Dales and the fringes of the Vale of 
York up until the first quarter of the 20th 
century, they appeared to have become all 
but extinct by the turn of the century. Two 
reintroductions, near Helmsley, in the North 
York Moors National Park, in 1999, and 
Masham in 2004, have begun the process of 
returning the species to the county.

In 2007 PTES and the Yorkshire Dales 
National Park Authority (YDNPA)  assessed 
Freeholders’ Wood as another potential 
release site.  Freeholders’ Wood is 14.87ha of 
semi-natural ancient woodland in 
Wensleydale in the eastern part of the 
Yorkshire Dales National Park (YDNP), close 
to the villages of Carperby and Aysgarth.  It 
has been wooded since at least 1778 and, 
although owned by the YDNPA, is registered 
common land with 30 properties in the 
village of Carperby which have the right to 
gather or cut underwood between October 
and March each year. The woodland is the 
only semi-ancient natural woodland in the 
YDNP that is coppiced with standards 
management and for this reason was 

designated a Site of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSI) in 1988.

Luckily it was agreed that the woodland 
was suitable and in June 2008, 35 animals 
were brought to Freeholders’ Wood. Since 
then, we have been carrying out box checks 
and the results of that work to date are very 
promising. 

The results from other reintroduction 
schemes show that there is normally a drop 
in dormouse numbers in the year after a 
release, followed by stabilisation, and then a 
gradual increase in subsequent years. The 
dormouse population at Freeholders’ Wood 
has followed this pattern, albeit with a slight 
decrease in numbers in 2012 due to the poor 
weather that spring and summer. It would 
appear that winter survival in 2012/13, or 
early breeding at Freeholders’ Wood, may 
have been better than in some other areas of 
the country but the post-breeding data 
would imply that breeding was comparable 
to the national average. The weather during 
most of the 2014 season was particularly 
beneficial for the species, leading to the 
most successful season since the 
reintroduction. Although it is too early to 
make comparisons with the national data 
set Ian White the PTES Dormouse Officer, 

shared the results from the PTES reserve at 
Briddlesford. It showed that the number of 
adults recorded at Freeholders’ in June (i.e. 
the number of adult dormice per 50 boxes) 
was higher than at Briddlesford, suggesting 
that over winter survival may have been 
higher ‘in the north’. There were no litters 
recorded at Briddlesford in June whilst at 
Freeholders’ Wood, 77.8% of the females had 
litters, suggesting that breeding started 
earlier at Freeholders’ Wood. These 
comparisons raise some interesting 
questions about whether there are any 
differences between dormouse populations 
in the north and south of the country.    

Overall, the monitoring work to date 
shows that the Freeholders’ Wood 
dormouse population is conforming to the 
trends shown by other released 
populations, and it is pleasing to report that 
it may now be slowly increasing. Copies of 
the annual monitoring reports and further 
information on wildlife and wildlife 
conservation in the Yorkshire Dales National 
Park can be found at http://www.
natureinthedales.org.uk/ 

The work is a team effort and I would 
like to acknowledge Roger Gaynor, David 
Preston, Paul Sheehan, Suzannah 
Barningham and Meghann Hull.  I would 
also like to thank Ian White for his 
continued support of the project and help 
in putting together this article.

How are dormice faring at 
Freeholders’ Wood, Yorkshire?
Since their release in 2008, this dormouse population is 
establishing itself well, as Ian Court reports.



At only four years old the Goblin Combe 
monitoring site is a mere baby but it has 
certainly attracted a lot of attention. Goblin 
Combe, situated in a valley in North 
Somerset, is a picturesque site with a 
mixture of ancient woodland, plantation, 
steep rock faces and scree slopes. It is also 
home to many important and protected 
species including the hazel dormouse.

I was approached in 2010 by the Goblin 
Combe Environment Centre to help them 
make best use of a government grant by 
managing their wood for dormice. As the 
Environmental Manager for a civil 
engineering firm – Kier – I was encouraged 
to get involved and support the project. The 
Centre is now part of Groundwork South, a 

environmental education charity which 
targets all ages and sectors of the 
community, including vulnerable adults. 
The woodland adjacent includes an 80 acre 
SSSI, an additional 50 acres of woodland, 
4.5km of footpaths and a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument. The Combe, which also has four 
acres which are managed by Avon Wildlife 
Trust, was known to have a good number of 
dormice, but the question was: ‘how do we 
improve the woodland to encourage the 
dormice to thrive?’

A year earlier some small-scale work had 
already started such as cleaning pockets of 
pine trees and replanting the areas with 
hazel. Thinning of areas dominated by 
beech and pine allowed light to penetrate 
the canopy and encourage growth on the 
woodland floor. The following summer saw 
the first dormouse nest boxes being made 
by volunteers from the Woodwise Recovery 
Programme. The programme supports 
mental health service users or people 
engaged in alcohol and drug rehabilitation 
programmes, allowing them to learn new 
skills and increase their confidence and 
self-esteem. Conservation volunteers and 
young mums groups were also encouraged 
to bring their children along and help make 
boxes in the woods. Kier saved and donated 
its unwanted plywood to make the boxes, 
whilst other projects from around Somerset 
and Bristol donated wood too, saving us 
much-needed funds.

By April 2011, we had reached our magic 
target of 50 boxes and registered with the 
NDMP. We encouraged anyone who showed 
an interest in the species, students and 
graduates from local universities and 
ecologists and other professionals. By July, 
nests were appearing in the boxes but the 
dormice eluded us until October, when three 
boxes produced eight dormice and an 
ecstatic survey team. The hard work of the 
previous 18 months had all been worth it!

Having ended the first season on a high, 
we had big expectations for 2012 but were 
soon brought down to earth with a bump. 
We found just two empty nests all year. Even 
the wood mice, yellow-necked mice and 
blue tits were absent.  Posts on PTES 
Dormouse Forum indicated similar news 
from all over the country; the poor weather 
was having a dramatic effect on the number 
of animals being found.

Not to be defeated, the volunteers went 
out in February 2013 to repair and clean the 
boxes and our first dormouse in 15 months 
presented itself in full torpor, much to the 
delight of everyone. Several more dormice 

Award success at Goblin 
Combe Wood
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Jamie Edmonds explains how a Goblin Combe monitoring project scooped a national 
award at the Houses of Parliament.  

We decided to see if we 
could get recognition for 

our successful project



place in the Environment Centre.
The work hasn’t stopped there.  Over the 

winter we worked closely with Avon Wildlife 
Trust to align our two monitoring projects 
at Goblin Combe. We put up additional 
boxes, creating a cross boundary link, with 
130 boxes throughout the woodland. The 
plan for 2015 is to help each other with 
surveys and to share data which should 
help both parties understand where the 
dormice are in the woodland and gain a 
better understanding of their population 
size and structure. Hopefully this working 
relationship will allow us to combine 
woodland management techniques and 
ultimately improve the woodland further 
for dormice.

Since writing this article Jamie 
Edmonds has learnt that they have also won 
an International CRS Excellence Award, 
which they will collect later this year – 
congratulations Goblin Combe team!

and nests were found that year and we 
seemed to be back on track. The project 
even featured in BBC Wildlife magazine. 
Buoyant with success, we held two PTES 
events and, although dormice were hard to 
find, everyone seemed to enjoy themselves 
with many of those who attended now 
being regular volunteers.

2014 started on a promising note with 
nests being found early in the season and a 
steady flow of dormice throughout the year. 
Then, as autumn arrived, the dormouse and 
yellow-necked mouse populations exploded 
and we were inundated! We found 30 
dormice in just two surveys and almost as 
many yellow-necked mice - even a pygmy 
shrew joined in the party!

Having gone from strength to strength, 
we decided to see if we could get some 
recognition for such as successful 
community project. We applied for a Green 
Apple Environment Award run by the Green 
Organisation. The awards have been 
running for 20 years and are well 
established as one of the major 
environmental recognition schemes, both in 
the UK and internationally. Although only a 
small project, we thought we may be in with 
a chance of at least being short-listed - we 
had nothing to lose. Our submission was 
written with great care and to our delight, 
after the judging had taken place, we were 
invited to the House of Commons to the 
award ceremony. Several of us made the 
journey to London in November and, after 
watching lots of other people collecting 
their awards for various sustainability and 
environment projects, we were called to the 
stage to collect our Bronze Green Apple 
Award in the Habitat and Biodiversity 
category. What a way to top off a great year! 
The Green Apple trophy now takes pride of 
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create a trendline for the national 
population, as well as looking at various life 
history traits of the species.

Since the scheme was set up, you have 
helped us enter 94,255 dormouse records. 
This year we should top 100,000 – an 
amazing achievement! Last year, in 2014, 
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NDMP results - how did our dormice do in 2014?
Nida Al-Fulaij reports on the results of the data collected for the NDMP during 2014 and 
tells us what the current state of affairs is for hazel dormice in the UK.

The National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP) has been running since 
1990 and is a unique long-term study of a 
small rodent. Although it is a voluntary 
monitoring scheme and the animals are not 
individually marked, the large amount of 
data that has been generated enables us to 

data from 388 sites were submitted, which 
included 6,831 hazel dormouse records 
during a total of 2,072 visits. 

The graph below shows the mean 
counts for the four months of primary 
interest plotted over time. The most obvious 
feature of the data is that the autumn 
counts, particularly October, are more 
volatile that the spring ones. This reflects 
the natural fluctuations we would expect in 
post-breeding months.

Looking at the records from individual 
months more closely (right) reveals more 
detail. All the data included in the graphs on 
the right are from sites that have been being 
monitored for at least five years and that 
have at least 20 nest boxes erected (even 
though ideally all sites should have 50 boxes 
– sometimes this isn’t possible). The data are 
adjusted for the different number of boxes 
being monitored at different sites, to make 

them comparable. The green crosses are the 
estimated annual means and are shown to 
illustrate the variation about the fitted line. 

The  baseline value is set at 100 in the 
year 2000 because it was at this stage that 
the number of sites submitting data to the 
NDMP reached 100. Prior to this, and in the 
early years of the NDMP, the number of sites 
submitting data was relatively small and 
therefore these estimates are less reliable, 
with higher standard errors, reflecting the 
greater uncertainty about the difference 
from the base year . 

Unfortunately the decline in the 
national population still continues. We 
asked our statistician, Steve Langton, to look 
at the data once again and see if he could 
help us find out exactly what is happening. 
Are populations of dormice declining across 
their entire range? Are there areas in which 
they are actually doing well? Are the 

Over 94,000 dormouse 
records have been 

subtmitted since  the 
NDmP was established

Pat M
orris



declines occurring in the same parts of the 
country? Are factors such as weather, 
woodland management and habitat 
fragmentation having a significant impact?

Firstly we asked Steve to split the 
country regionally to see if the trends 
varied.  Initially we tried looking at counties 
or groups of nearby counties, but the 
sample sizes were too small to draw firm 
conclusions. Using the dormouse records for 
May, June, September and October, we then 
split the southern part of the country into 
two: south Wales and south west England, 
and south east England.  Sites north of a line 

NDMP results - how did our dormice do in 2014?
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LEFT: Graphs showing the trendlines for dormouse 
numbers since 1998 until 2014. The graphs represent 
data from (top to bottom) May, June, September and 
October nest box checks. The most recent year of 
the trendline for each graph is shown as dotted to 
emphasise its provisional nature. The green crosses 
are the estimated annual means and are shown to 
illustrate the variation about the fitted line.



England and south Wales.
In the top image on the facing page we 

have shown these trends of the NDMP sites 
more graphically, using results from a 
statistical model of change at each site. The 
symbols indicate the direction and 
magnitude of the trend for each site during 
the period 2001-2007. Sites are included if 
they submitted data for at least four of the 
years between this range.  There is a higher 
proportion of green upwards arrows in the 
south west during this time.  

The two graphics below show the same 
information for more recent time periods: 
2007-2011 and 2011-2013. Sites were included 
in these graphics if data had been collected 
for at least half of the years covered in the 
trend period to ensure we have sufficient 

data to record any 
actual changes. The 
changes shown are 
relative, but the 
statistical model does 
allow for the larger 
random fluctuations 
that may result at some 
sites due to the small 
numbers of captures.  So 
it is best to interpret the 
information in terms of 
the overall balance of 
green and red points, 
without placing too 
much emphasis on 
individual sites.

The data collected 
between 2011 and 2013 
shows a more alarming 
picture across much of 
the UK. The data appear 
to reflect the poor 
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running east-west across the country level 
with Northampton were excluded from this 
analysis due to the lower density of sites.

The two trendlines below show the 
results for the two halves of the country. The 
results are significantly different with the 
most striking difference occurring during 
the period 2001-2007. During this time there 
was a consistent decline in the south east, 
which was statistically significant year on 
year across most years. During the same 
period in South Wales and the south west of 
England the dormouse population stayed 

more or less 
stable. Prior to 
2000 the decline 
looks steeper in 
the south west of 

breeding year that many sites reported in 
2012. 

The graphics were created with the data 
up to 2013 and do not include last year’s 

data. We plan to create these graphics every 
three or so years.

 
Results from 2014

Over 6,800 dormice were recorded in 2014 
(from 135,024 boxes). In 2013 a similar 
number was recorded (6,773 dormice from 
127,710 boxes) and in 2012 it was 5,903 (from 
124,206 boxes).However in 2011 a whopping 
9,333 dormice were found in 116,833 boxes so 
the resulting decline between the two years 
was substantial. However, perhaps the fact 
that the population was quite robust and at 
a healthy level in 2011 means that the poor 
breeding year in 2012 didn’t have as bad an 
impact on our dormice as it could have 
done. 

From 2003 through to 2005 a similar 
pattern occurred. In 2003 2,853 dormice 
were found in 58,970 boxes, Then in 2004 
the population seemed to boom and 3,967 
dormice were recorded in 56,179 boxes. In 
2005 only 2,859 dormice were found in 
58,233 boxes. 

Are these numbers indications of 
natural population cycles or are other 
factors responsible? We need further, more 
detailed analysis to tell us more. With the 
information that we have gathered about 
the habitat types at each of your woodland 
sites and whether or not management is 
being carried out, we hope to begin to 
answer these questions. 

The decline in the 
national population still 

continues
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TOP Trendline for the hazel 
dormouse population in south 
east England

BELOW Trendline for the hazel 
dormouse population in South 
Wales and south west England

Year
No. of 
sites

No. of 
boxes 

checked

No. of 
dormice

No. of 
litters

2010 294 101,481 6,642 506

2011 339 116,833 9,333 688

2012 376 124,206 5,903 330

2013 389 127,710 6,773 562

2014 388 135,024 6,831 485

RIGHT: the NDMP sites were 
divided into two categories: south 
west England & South Wales, and 
south east England.
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TOP: The symbols indicate the 
direction and magnitude of the 
trend for each site during the 
period 2001-2007. There is a higher 
proportion of green upwards 
arrows in the south west during 
this time. 
MIDDLE: The same information for 
the period 2007-2011 
BOTTOM: The same information 
for the period 2011-2013.

Year
No. of 
sites

No. of 
boxes 

checked

No. of 
dormice

No. of 
litters

2010 294 101,481 6,642 506

2011 339 116,833 9,333 688

2012 376 124,206 5,903 330

2013 389 127,710 6,773 562

2014 388 135,024 6,831 485
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Finding dormice in 
Flanders

Goedele Verbeylen, Natuurpunt Study, Flemish Mammal Working Group, describes 
how the activities of the Flemish mammal monitors have been revealing all.

Since our first excursion to find hazel 
dormice in 2003, the activities of the 
Flemish Mammal Working Group have 
developed into an intensive population 
study. The eastern part of the community 
of Voeren is the last Flemish bastion of the 
hazel dormouse, which has recently been 
categorised as critically endangered on 
the Flemish Red List. So in 2009 we took 
our first steps in a study which has been 
collecting as much information as 
possible on this species, so that in the 
future we can implement better 
protection measures for it.

To study the hazel dormouse population 
in depth, we had to find a method with a 
sufficiently large capture and recapture 
success rate. Using nest boxes and tubes 
turned out to be insufficient. Setting 
live-traps in shrubs only resulted in 
capturing a small part of the population: 
only 3% of the trap nights resulted in 
dormice being caught, just a slightly 
higher success rate than using nest boxes 
and tubes. Moreover in some areas and 
seasons up to 75% of traps were filled with 
wood mice, yellow-necked mice and bank 
voles, which meant that we were 
constantly spending time cleaning and 
resetting the traps.

In the spring and summer of 2013 
some elaborate observations allowed us to 
develop a new live-trap method, whereby 
the traps were placed on a hanging 
platform that could be accessed by 

dormice but not by wood mice, yellow-
necked wood mice and bank voles. This was 
an important breakthrough in our live-trap 
research. From the late summer of 2013 we 
put up 190 of these trapping platforms in 
two study sites: a railroad verge of 10ha and 

a forest of 14ha. Trapping using these 
platforms along the railroad not only 
yielded many more individuals than during 
nest box and tube checks, but the dormice 
were also recaptured much more often. In 
some seasons we captured animals in over 
30% of the trap nights. This method worked 

so well that during each trapping session 
(two nights every fortnight) a very large 
part of the dormouse population was 
caught. In spring-summer 2014 between 57 
and 96% of the population was caught each 
session. This compares with a much lower 
1-49% of the population being caught in nest 
box and tube checks. After May no new 
adults were caught and we are confident 
that the complete adult population was 
PIT-tagged. This gave us very detailed 
information on densities, survival, 
reproduction and movements. On top of 
that, six of our nest boxes were fitted with a 
logger that registered which marked 
animals visited the boxes at different times, 
giving us even more information on the 
animals’ movements. In the forest, where the 
dormouse density is ten times lower, the 
trapping method didn’t work as well. It’s 

We had to find a method 
with a sufficiently large 

capture rate

The number of females that gave birth in the railway 
study site, and the number of litters each one had. Open 
bars = adults, hatched bars = sub-adults. The most likely 
month in which the female gave birth is based on the 
ecological data available. In many cases it was unclear 
whether or not a female had given birth (“possibly one 
litter”). The number of females giving birth may be 
underestimated since females sometimes gave birth 
without a clear weight increase or enlargement of the 
nipples.
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possibly because the vegetation is much 
more open, which means that the dormice 
don’t want to risk being visible to predators.

Our data shows that in our dormouse 
population, some adult females have young 
up to three times a year and some young 
females do reproduce in the year that they 
are born, which is what has been found in 
the Lithuanian dormouse population. In 
2014 many adult females along the railroad 
had already given birth by the end of May or 
June. Some females fell pregnant again 
immediately after this while they were still 
nursing their first litter and some animals 
even had a third litter in August-September. 
In total four of the 34 females had a least 
three litters, four females at least two litters 
and 13 females at least one litter. Nine 
females died before June, and for the 
remaining four females that lived longer it 
was unclear whether or not they gave birth. 
Among the juveniles, several males had 
become sexually active by mid-June and 
some females had already fallen pregnant by 
the first half of August. Of the 62 juvenile 
females, at least five gave birth in August 
and two in September and for nine of them it 
was unclear whether or not they gave birth.

The mild winter and the fact that there 
was early seasonal, and abundant, food 
during 2014 had a positive influence on 
reproduction rates. Usually dormice emerge 
from hibernation at the end of March or 
beginning of April. After the cold winter of 
2013 the first sighting of dormice was 
incredibly late - 25 April. In contrast, in 2014 
we found a dormouse awake on 11 March. 
Emerging from hibernation so much earlier 
means that they could start reproducing 
earlier. One female had given birth by 4 
May, while the first known birth from 



previous years’ data was around 25 May. 
There was also an abundance of food, 
including wild cherries and hazelnuts, 
which had ripened a month earlier than 
usual. Because of the abundant food and 
the fact that in 2014 there had probably 
been no new litters after September, both 
adults and young of the year could start 
hibernating after fattening up very well. 
The heaviest animal we found was an adult 
male which weighed 37.5g on 26 September. 
We didn’t see him after then, so he had 
probably gone into hibernation early.

We know that dormice avoid moving on 
the ground as much as possible and it was 
thought that gaps in the shrub and tree 
vegetation could pose a strong barrier to 
their movements. During recent years this 
has been questioned. Some studies in the 
UK and Germany have proved that dormice 

do cross roads 
and can even 
disperse up to 
500m across 

open fields. Our study shows that not only 
do young dormice cross barriers during 
dispersal, but that adult dormice also do this 
regularly during their daily (or rather 

nightly) activities. For example an adult 
male (green dots on aerial photo below) 
crossed our railway line (12.5m wide) at least 
five times during May-August 2014. He also 
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Figure 4. Indexes 
based on the num-
ber of natural 
nests found 
during the nest 
monitoring) and 
percentage of nest 
box/tube checks 
with dormice and/
or dormouse signs 
in autumn.

BELOW: Aerial photograph 
of railway line study site. 
Blue and green dots indicate 
records of two dormice.



This in turn will create higher dormouse 
densities and thus a higher pressure on 
them to disperse across the railway bridge.

In 2007 we established a monitoring 
programme in Voeren by counting natural 
nests along fixed transects. The population 
study provides an important contribution to 
the validation of this monitoring method, 
since for the first time we can make 
assumptions about the relationship 

between the number of natural nests found, 
the number of occupied nest boxes and 
tubes and the actual number of dormice 
present. By the end of 2012 it seemed that 
counting natural nests and checking nest 
boxes and tubes yielded data that showed 
similar annual fluctuations (graph above 
left). This was a rough comparison though, 
since both methods were not used each year 
in the same areas and on the same locations 
within these areas. In 2013 and 2014 we 
checked the same amount of nest boxes and 
tubes in our two study sites in the same way, 

crossed the adjacent access road (6.5 m), so 
his home range is certainly on both sides of 
the railway.

A possible important limiting factor to 
the expansion of the current dormouse 
population (beyond the large railroad 
bridge, red arrow on photo left), is the 
presence of cats. In the most western part of 
the railway (red ellipse), during 2013, we 
noted dormouse presence for the first time. 
By June 2014 no more dormice were present 
in the area. This is the only part or the 
railway that borders any buildings and we 
also observed four different cats hunting 
here (and none along the remainder of the 
railway). Consequently we suspect that 
these cats are at least partly responsible for 
the much lower survival rate of dormice at 
this location. Luckily, since the summer of 
2014, this area has been slowly recolonized 
by young dormice again. Some of these 
young animals (blue dots) originated from 
the other end of the railroad and covered 
distances of up to 2.1km during dispersal, 
sometimes crossing the railway line, and a 
small rail bridge, several times. To help the 
dormice disperse, a hedgerow was planted 
along the south side of the large railroad 
bridge in 2012. We would also like to manage 
the vegetation in the western part, near the 
built up area, to make it denser and more 
productive (in terms of dormouse food). 

making the data much more comparable. 
The strong increase in the amount of natural 
nests (28 in 2013 and 95 in 2014) and the 
amount of caught dormice in autumn (82 in 
2013 and 136 in 2014) along the railroad was 
not reflected in the nest box and tube 
occupation though, which remained low in 
2014. This is possibly due to the high 
occupation by wood mice and yellow-
necked mice in 2014. Our study also showed 
that dormice are present in areas where no 
natural nests are ever found because the 
suitable vegetation to build them in is 
lacking.

 We hope to carry on this study for 
another three years, to gather information 
on years with low as well as high densities. 
We would also like to undertake radio-
tracking - it would yield a lot of additional 
information on habitat use and nesting 
locations. In 2013 we carried out our first test 
with radio-collars, which resulted in us 
finding our first inhabited winter nest in 
Flanders. We also observed a collared 
dormouse using a hollow elder branch, 
which was only 10cm diameter, to rest in 
during the day, This gave us a whole 
different perspective on the requirements of 
‘tree cavities’: they certainly don’t have to be 
thick hollow trees!
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A possible limiting 
factor to their 

expansion is the 
presence of cats



long-term damage and can only be 
improved by gradually thinning conifers 
and creating the conditions for the 
indigenous species to thrive. But, where to 
begin on this gargantuan endeavour?

Before the two Trusts took over Fingle 
Woods it was used as a pheasant shoot 
when the management of semi natural 

woodland was not high on the priority list. 
Many hectares of conifers provided cover 
for pheasants being driven towards the 
guns and decades of habitat deterioration 
have made the restoration of these woods 
even more challenging. The first phase of 
conifer harvesting would need to prioritise 
the habitats of all protected species and, 
while it was known that otters lived in the 
river and goshawks nested on the steep 
slopes, accurate information wasn’t available 
at the time. Neither was there enough detail 
on dormouse habitats so the Woodland 
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Woodland restoration 
at Fingle Woods, Devon
Matt Parkins explains how the National Trust and the Woodland Trust are creating a 
wonderful wood in Devon.

It’s been a year since the Woodland Trust 
and National Trust took on the enormous 
task of restoring Fingle Woods. The 
conservation of such a vast woodland could 
only be tackled by an organisation with the 
resources and skills to match and, in August 
2013, the partnership between the two 
national charities was created to buy the 
missing link of the Teign valley. The 
purchase of 335 hectares of conifers and 
ancient woodland has opened up some of 
the most extensive woods in Devon, 
stretching 10km from the National Trust’s 
Castle Drogo to Step’s Bridge. 

Woodland restoration on this scale is 
likely to be a lifetime’s work. Over the last 
century foresters have planted conifers to 
meet the demand for timber, leaving the 
wildlife friendly oak woods to dwindle. 
Many of these coniferous giants have 
become a towering timber crop while others 
have been left to create a dense cloak of 
shade over the landscape. Now it’s the job of 
the Woodland Trust and National Trust to 
reverse this trend and bring back the semi 
natural woodland habitat more appropriate 
to this valley. In the gloom under the tightly 
packed douglas fir and western hemlock the 
wildflowers have struggled and now the soil 
structure has degraded. This is possibly 

Trust and National Trust set out to remedy 
this lack of knowledge. In writing their 
restoration management plan they 
commissioned a survey of potential 
dormouse habitats and their connectivity to 
surrounding sites where dormice have been 
found; it aimed to understand the 
movement of dormice on a landscape scale.

The survey uncovered a number of 
established feeding and nesting sites and 
the network of miles of both healthy and 
dilapidated hedgerows and remnants of 
ancient woodland that link these areas 
together. Quality of habitat had been 
significantly reduced by the shading of 
conifers but the dormice are defiantly 
hanging on. It soon became clear that 
dormice were using the main river corridor 
and small pockets of broadleaves and rides 
linked to other feeding and nesting sites 
surrounding the valley. One of the nearby 
sites where dormice were found to be 
present was Butterdon Woods, a mixed larch 
and broadleaved wood with small patches 
of scrub. Running Deer CIC owns this site 
and use it to provide training for armed 
forces veterans and children who are 
struggling at school. At 310 metres, this 16ha 
patch of woodland is at quite a high 
elevation, but the newly installed box 

This large restoration 
project has kept 

volunteers working hard 
all winter

Castle Drogo

Butterdon Woods

Fingle Woods 
Teign Weir

Step’s Bridge

Fingle Woods 
south
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scheme should show some good results in 
2015.

The survey highlighted the best zones 
to set up nest box schemes and two more 
have been identified within Fingle. Over the 
next few years dormouse numbers will be 
monitored at these key areas; the main river 
Teign corridor and one area on the southern 
boundary where hedgerows link Fingle to 
other known dormouse habitat including 
Butterdon Wood.

This large restoration project has kept 
the Fingle Woodland Trust volunteers 
working hard all winter. The brash from 
conifer thinnings and rhododendron 
clearance has kept the fires burning for the 
winter months but now the dedicated team 
were looking for something a bit different. 
On one sunny morning in March their task 
was to enhance a habitat for the resident 
dormouse population. Providing homes for 
a rare species isn’t something you get to do 
every day, but this was to be one of those 
rare days. This little enclosure of mixed 
woodland was identified as a probable 
dormouse hotspot but with one proviso, the 

encroaching douglas fir had to go. 
It was time to reverse the 
dominance of conifers. During the 
morning the volunteers cleared 
and burned the conifer brash, the 
sort of labour intensive task they 
had been doing for most of the 
winter. But after lunch they 
helped to set up the nest boxes, a 
much more satisfying outcome. Now they 
will look forward to some tangible results 
over the coming years. Restoration of this 
vast woodland is enough to keep us all busy 

for a lifetime, but on a shorter timescale it 
will be interesting to see how the effects of 
successive thinning of dense conifers will 
affect dormouse populations. It’s a unique 
project and a genuine adventure for all 
concerned.

Now the first phase of conifer thinning is 
over, a group of local people took the 
opportunity on a lighter spring evening to 
walk along the track beside the river Teign. 
They listened to Dave Rickwood of the 
Woodland Trust who explained what 
restoration work had been done so far. 
Standing below a steep bank and looking 
up at conifer stumps and open sky, they 

could see how the remnant hazel and oak 
had been given the freedom to grow and 
drop their seed on the surrounding ground.

This method has been repeated all along 
the valley to enhance the softer woodland 
edges and improve the valley as a 
thoroughfare for wildlife and recreation.

Along with active management of the 
riverside habitat and improvements to 
reinvigorate the wildflowers the group 
could see first-hand how a grand sized 
restoration project had been set in motion. 
All that’s needed now is the time for the 
wildlife along this magnificent Devon valley 
to develop under the watchful eyes of the 
Woodland Trust and National Trust.

To find out more and to plan a visit 
please go to www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/
visiting-woods/wood/5663/fingle-woods/

The charities have received funding 
support at Fingle Woods from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, 
Viridor Credits Environmental Company, 
Garfield Weston Foundation, a number of 
charitable trusts and individual donors.
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Over the last century 
foresters planted 

conifers to meet the 
demaind for timber
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Hazel dormice in Holland 
- how do they survive?

Hazel dormice are spread throughout 
Europe but their distribution is patchy and 
dependent on a variety of factors. Strong 
discrepancies in habitat use throughout its 
northern range have resulted in a long-
standing debate on which are the most 
appropriate dormouse conservation 
strategies to adopt. Over the last century 
the dormouse population has undergone a 
similar decline in the Netherlands as it has 
in the UK. Almost 40% of the population has 
been lost and they have been included on 
the national red list, such is the concern for 
them. Similarly, in Sweden and Denmark 
the species is also restricted to small 
isolated populations. 

This study, carried out by Jip J. C. 
Ramakers - Van Hall Larenstein University 
of Applied Sciences, Martijn Dorenbosch 
- Radboud University and Ruud Foppen of 

the Dutch Mammal Society, - investigated 
the multi-year effect of a forest edge 
clearing experiment on the number of 
dormouse nests. The research also looked 
into which key habitat characteristics 
predicted dormouse densities in forest 

edges and hedgerows in the breeding 
season.

The study took place in the Meuse-Rhine 
region (i.e. the border region of the 
Netherlands, Belgium and Germany) and 
beyond. Although conservationists have 
advocated the promotion of thick bramble 
margins, radio-tracking work carried out by 
Paul Bright in the UK showed that dormice 
primarily nest in tree hollows and nest 
boxes and that bramble is only of secondary 
importance. The authors of this study, 
though, point out the difference in 
woodlands between the Netherlands and 
the UK. Natural cavities are rare in Dutch 
forests throughout the species’ range and 

Ramakers, Dorenborsch and Foppen investigate which 
hedgerow and forest edge habitats dormice prefer.

Natural cavities are rare 
in Dutch forests



features of vegetation structure for both 
areas were generally similar. The forest 
edges that contained the highest number of 
dormouse nests had a high shrub layer, a 
high abundance of bramble and also rowan. 
Not only does bramble provide plentiful 
food in different seasons but it is also an 
important place for dormice to construct 
their nests in, whilst rowan berries may well 
provide seeds to help dormice fatten up 
during the autumn. 

There was no particular association 
found with species diversity, which is likely 
to be the result of the apparent importance 
of a high abundance of bramble – the 
species most frequently used by dormice in 
which to construct nests. Thick vegetation 
(which includes bramble, bracken, holly and 
old man’s beard) appears to represent an 
alternative to natural cavities as sheltered 
nesting conditions. Therefore, the research 
team concluded that the absence of old 
trees with hollows is not necessarily a factor 
limiting population densities in the 
Netherlands, as Bright and Morris 
concluded was the case for British dormice. 
In addition to shelter and nest-building 
sites, brambles provide food for a 
considerable part of the dormouse’s active 
season, bridging the gap between the 
flowering period in spring and mast 
ripening in autumn. 

The important practical findings that 
can be concluded from this research include 
the fact that clearing up to 100% of the 

mature tree canopy can increase the light to 
the forest floor, which in turn promotes lush, 
dense undergrowth, which should increase 
the local dormouse population. Bramble 
plays a key role but occasional trees and 
shrubs such as hazel and rowan should be 
present to provide a year-round food supply. 
A managed forest edge should be 
sufficiently wide to prevent rapid 
overgrowing of mature trees; 25 m can be 
considered a reliable optimal width. The 
present study provides new insight into 
habitat requirements of the common 
dormouse, a species of conservation 
concern, in a region with a typical edge 
residence, and provides an effective 
management strategy for rapid population 
enhancement in forest edges that have 
become unsuitable as habitat for dormice, 
mainly as a combined result of edge 
management and vegetation succession.

This article has been written by Nida 
Al-Fulaij, based on the paper Surviving on 
the edge: habitat determinants for the 
common dormouse and a forest-edge 
management experiment in the 
Netherlands, written by Jip J. C. Ramakers, 
Martijn Dorenbosch and Ruud P. B. Foppen.

circumstantial evidence suggested bramble 
bushes might well represent primary 
nesting habitat for dormice in the 
Netherlands and the surrounding Meuse-
Rhine region.

In the Netherlands old woodlands with 
coppice management similar to those in UK 
within the range of the dormouse are rare; 
most of these do not have diverse 
undergrowth. Consequently, dormice are 
mainly restricted to edges and hedgerows 
with a well-developed understory growth. 

The study area is in the most south-
eastern part of the Netherlands across the 
hills and valleys of the South-Limburgian 
Loess Area. Within the study area, dormouse 
populations are found in three forest types: 
nutrient-poor beech-oak forests, nutrient-
poor wood-rush-beech forests, and 
nutrient-rich hornbeam-oak woodlands. 
Within four large forest locations six study 
sites were chosen. At these sites, the 
researchers undertook two transect surveys 
between mid September and mid 
November, looking for nests along forest 
edges and in hedgerows. The width of the 
surveyed forest transects depended on the 
extent of suitable vegetation structure, 
usually dense bramble shrubs, bracken, 
occasionally young trees and holly. 

Usually the surveyed forest transects 
were only a few metres wide, but where 
mature trees were scares or absent they 
were even wider. Years of nest-searching 
experience, combined with nest-box pilot 
studies in both forest edges and interiors, 
allowed the team to reliably estimate the 
extent of the forest edge to be surveyed. 
Hedgerows were sampled across the whole 
width. The exact locations of dormouse 
nests were recorded with GPS, as were other 
details about the nest – including the 
supporting plant species and its height 
from the ground.

Over the 2009-2010 winter period 
75-100% of mature trees were cut in parts of 
the forest edges in two of the study sites, 
with the expectation that dormouse 
numbers would be boosted. Subsequent 
dormouse nest counts in randomly selected 
areas showed a steep increase in number in 
the managed areas, compared with 
unmanaged areas in 2011. Unfortunately 
2012 was a poor mast year and there was a 
decrease in nests in both managed and 
unmanaged sections.

The forest habitat features work was the 
first of its kind in that part of Western 
Europe and results showed different habitat 
use to that reported in the UK, although 

The Dormouse Monitor 19



These photographs were taken in a 
woodland in North Essex where I found a 
dormouse hibernation nest in February, 
several years ago. I was looking amongst 
the leaf litter and discovered what looked 
like nesting material in a shallow 
depression. It was fairly flat to the ground 
but I was surprised how vulnerable it 
seemed, although also how well protected.  
If you had trodden on it with a flat foot it 
would possibly have come to no harm 
being cushioned by the nesting material, 
but I suppose it could have easily been 
uprooted by a foraging animal. When I first 
discovered the nest I could hear the 
dormouse wheezing inside it. 

The 14 hectare ancient woodland has 
mostly been left unmanaged for a good 
many years.  The nest was found in the 
vicinity of old hazel coppiced and mature 
oak about a metre from a not very well 
used path through a private area of the 
woodland.  To enable the nest to be 
located again it was 
marked nearby 

with a stick and I kept a careful eye on it. 
During this time, bluebells grew up 
through the nest and actually lifted it off 
the ground a couple of inches.  I’d have 
hardly believed it if I hadn’t witnessed it.

You can clearly see in the photographs, 
the open ground where it was discovered, 
both before and after the bluebells 
emerged. In May, during our box check, we 
noticed an exit hole in the nest. The closest 
box to the hibernation nest contained a 
dormouse which was possibly this same 
one. 

Dormouse hibernation nests on 
the forest floor
Sue and Bob Ward sent in these amazing photographs of a 
dormouse hibernation nest on the woodland floor of their NDMP 
site in Essex.

By spring the 
forest floor w

as  

a carpet of b
luebells

The bluebells are poking through the 
nest and actually lifted it off the flloor!
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