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2016 was a busy one for PTES. We held a 
two-day dormouse conference in Reading, 
aimed at both our NDMP volunteers and 
consultants - as well as anyone else who is 
passionate about dormice. To tie in with the 
event we compiled the first ever State of 
Britain’s Dormice 2016. In this issue we report on 
both.

Fraser Combe has been working hard on learning more about the hazel dormice here in the UK 
- and on the continent - to help inform our conservation practices so that can turn around the 
decline that this species has been undergoing for so long now. Based at MMU,, Fraser’s PhD has 
entailed a huge amount of laboratory work - investigating the ins and outs of the genetics of the 
species. In this issue he reports on several findings. 
We hope you enjoy reading all the articles here - do feed back and let us know!

Nida Al-Fulaij & Susan Sharafi 
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Hazel dormouse 
conference 2016
It is incredible that there is so much interest 
and enthusiasm for a creature that we rarely 
see and which is so elusive. But there is so 
much enthusiasm in terms of research, 
practical conservation projects and local 
groups, dotted not just around the country 
but the entire continent, that we felt 
justified in holding a two-day conference 
- such is the passion for hazel dormice. 

On Friday there were a variety of talks 
aimed predominantly at ecological 
consultants and those whose work involves 
surveying for dormice and providing sound 
mitigation measures. Saturday was devoted 
to talks of interest to our NDMP volunteers 
and others who are interested in the general 
ecology of the species. Goedele Verbeylen 
travelled from Belgium to explain the range 
of trapping techniques that she uses to 
monitor her local population, giving her 
incredible insight into the behaviour and 
ecology of hazel dormice at her study site.  
Björn Schulz and Sven Bucnher also 
journeyed from the continent to report on 
their work in Germany, both looking at the 
impact of roads and infrastructure on 
populations and their wider context in 
Europe.

Consultants Tristan North Ben Kite and 
Tom Gray talked about searching for 

Following on from the successful conference held by PTES in 2013, a longer two-day 
dormouse conference was held in September 2016, at the University of Reading.

dormice using trail cameras and historical 
maps and overcoming the challenges of 
wrongly held presumptions to ensure 
impacts caused by developments are kept 
to a minimum - read more on page 4.

We learned more about woodland 
management and balancing the needs of 
wildlife conservation and forestry works 
from Roger Trout, Ben Ditchburn and Cecily 
Goodwin. Their experiences with the 
Forestry Commission and the National 
Forest Inventory were enlightening but also 
show how much more we need to 
understand with the uncertainties of 
climate change looming.

Simone Bullion, from Suffolk Wildlife 
Trust, and Catherine Wyatt, Bat 
Conservation Trust, spoke about how to use 
nest tubes to best effect and how to ensure 
biodiversity is taken into account fully in the 
planning process. And Fraser Combe 
revealed more about UK hazel dormice 
based on analysis of their genetics - see 
page 12 - and how they relate to their 
European cousins. 

It was a fascinating two days; thank you 
to all those who came to support us. Over 
the coming editions we will feature articles 
from most of the speakers, so please keep an 
eye out for them over the next few months.
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held by the Hampshire Biodiversity 
Information Centre (HBIC) and those 
submitted with planning applications (but 
which have never been submitted to HBIC), 
we are able to see at a glance where the 
records lie in the varied landscape of 

Hampshire and it has become notable that 
there are some obvious hotspots in 
apparently unlikely places. These places 
highlight why it is important that non-
wooded habitats need to be approached in 
a much more robust manner than they 
often are.

Thinking outside the 
tube: planning & dormice
Tristan Norton, a senior ecologist, reports on his work in Hampshire as part of the ecology 
team at Hampshire County Council.

The Ecology Team at Hampshire County 
Council (HCC) provide planning 
consultation advice to around one third of 
the local authorities in Hampshire, plus 
parts of West Sussex and West Berkshire. We 
are consulted on roughly 2,000 applications 
a year, ranging from huge multi-phase sites 
to small householder proposals. We also 
provide an in-house ecological service for 
HCC’s own developments such as schools, 
housing and infrastructure. In other words, 
we see a lot of planning applications and 
this gives our team a unique perspective on 
what’s going on across a huge geographical 
area of wildlife-rich southern England.

Hampshire is a good place for hazel 
dormice, containing many rich ancient 
woodlands, acres of scrub and thousands of 
miles of hedgerows. The species is well-
distributed throughout although with 
notable anomalous gaps in places such as 
the New Forest. Having access to both data 

The small village of Four Marks in 
central East Hampshire is a good case study. 
For the last few years there has been an 
unprecedented rush of development in the 
village. The landscape here comprises small 
paddocks typically surrounded by 
hawthorn-dominated hedges, adjacent to 
residential gardens with similar boundaries. 
There are no large woodlands present 
within close proximity.

Development-related surveys have 
revealed a persistent dormouse population 
inhabiting these garden and field hedges: 
records go back to the mid-late nineties 
(when we started looking). It would appear 
that dormice have permeated the suburban 
realm, or perhaps vice versa: maybe they 
were always there and we have encroached. 

Faced with a glut of individual planning 
applications, it has unfortunately been 
necessary to address dormouse mitigation 
in a reactive, site-by-site way rather than a 

At Hampshire County 
Council, we are 

consulted on 2,000 
applications a year

Dormouse habitat at Picket Piece, 
Andover.
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strategic manner. There is no doubt that a 
situation like that at Four Marks would 
benefit hugely from a strong overarching 
strategy for dormice, enshrined in local 
planning policy, but rarely do issues such as 
this coincide with the once-a-decade 
opportunity to influence strategic local 
plans. Local authorities are under huge 
pressure to permit more housing and 
ecology very rarely provides that 
‘showstopper’ that local people may wish it 
does. We are left dealing with individual 
sites as they come forward and it is simply 
not always realistic to say no to smaller sites 
which, on their own, may not result in 
substantial impact.

The site-by-site approach to Four Marks 
has resulted in some considerable habitat 
losses and poor compensatory actions, even 
on sites which were supposedly subject to 
licensed mitigation strategies. Hedges have 
been lost and fragmented, compensatory 
hedges have been poorly-established and 
dormouse bridges have been installed with 
no reasonable likelihood of being 
successful. There have been some 
successes, and the approach going forward 
is to ensure substantial planted buffers of 
native species alongside every hedgerow. 
The issue of dormice in Four Marks has 
been consistently highlighted by an active 
and well-informed local residents group 
and it is hoped that a baseline expectation 
for dormouse mitigation has now been set.

A very similar issue has been taking 
place at Picket Piece in Andover in the 
north-west of the county. Again, a mixture 
of larger and smaller development plots 
within a local hedgerow-dominated 
landscape formed from post-war 
smallholding plots, devoid of significant 
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woodland cover or links, have 
resulted in the fragmentation 
and isolation of what would 
appear to be very good 
dormouse habitat: a population 
appears to have thrived in the 
fairly dense network of 
boundary hedgerows as well as 
well-managed agricultural 
hedgerows in an expansive 
arable landscape. 

At Picket Piece there was, 
initially, an overarching 
development plan to support 
major development for housing 
and local infrastructure, which 
included a well-considered 
dormouse habitat strategy. The 
idea was that each development 

phase would bolt onto the wider plan, 
ensuring that habitat connectivity was 
maintained and strengthened. In reality, 
individual plots were sold-off to various 
new developers, while other developers 
speculatively submitted smaller 
development proposals on adjacent plots, 
and the overall vision was diluted until, 
through a mix of ‘cute’ ecological practices 
and poor communication between 
developers, some excellent habitat was lost 
and other areas were ‘accidentally’ cleared 
with apparent scant regard to dormice. 

Planning officers have been incredibly 
supportive and through working closely 
with them and consultant ecologists 
involved on these projects as they come 
forward, we are hopeful that in the long 
term, the dormouse population here will 
survive. But the success of this is not 
certain, and would have been more likely 
had it been possible earlier on to develop a 
strategic, area-based approach to dormice.

One might justifiably ask why local 
authorities, and their ecological consultees, 
can’t do more. It’s a fair question but the 
answers are complex and if LPAs are to have 
a chance at securing meaningful mitigation 
for species such as dormice (in the face of 
mounting pressure to provide more 
housing) it will take a combined effort from 
them and ecological consultants and their 
clients, not to mention the statutory 
regulators.

The role of the consultant ecologist is 
key and it is worth reflecting on how 
ecological planning submissions can 
influence the success or failure of dormouse 
mitigation. Too often do we read reports 
which do not approach the issue of dormice 
in a realistic manner. In a county such as 

Hampshire, slap bang in the centre of the 
species’ core UK range, the default position 
must surely be that the species is present 
until proven otherwise: anything else makes 
no sense ecologically. We have known for 
many years that this species is not 
restricted to lovely ancient woodlands: it is 
an early-successional species with catholic 
tastes, inhabiting that scruffy, scrubby, 
tangled fringe of brambles, briars and 
climbing stems. We know they will cross 
open ground if they have to. We know they 
inhabit suburban areas and gardens in 
Hampshire. We know they disperse, albeit 
not huge distances, but over extended time 
periods who knows? And yet assessments 
will still state that dormice don’t occur 
because ‘there is no hazel’, ‘there are no 
woodlands of at least 2 hectares’, ‘there are 
gaps’, ‘there are no records’ or even because 
‘the habitat is not suitable’ (without any 
qualifying explanation given). There is an 
over-reliance on outdated definitions of 
suitable habitat and misunderstandings of 
the species’ ecology which too often smacks 
of ‘going through the motions’. There is 
clear, unambiguous guidance available on 
the required standards for dormouse 
surveys and this is the minimum 
expectation for any planning-related 
assessment in Hampshire. 

Where a desk-based assessment is 
carried out, there is often a failure to 
interpret the data properly. If the species is 
present in hedgerows in the wider 
landscape, why not on this site? There are 
multiple other sources available for 
investigating dormouse occurrence: other 
nearby planning applications can be a mine 
of useful data; EPS licence details are now 
available for free; local recording groups 
have data; and even LPA ecologists may 
know something…

What is required for a three-dimensional 
species like the dormouse is a three-
dimensional approach to assessment: 
moving outside the confines of the 
application site and looking at the 
landscape spatially and temporally. What 
about a fully quantitative and qualitative 
appraisal of the on-site and off-site habitat? 
What about mapping landscape 
connectivity? What about a tube/box 
survey backed up by nut and nest 
searching as standard? Thinking outside 
the tube is necessary.



consent. The applicant has their permission 
and the LPA can be confident that a robust 
strategy forms part of that permission and 
can be checked for compliance. A licence 
should be issued and the dormice 
population will benefit: win-win.

On a more positive note, the Ecology 
Team has been busy over the last two years 
advising HCC Highways on major road 
improvement schemes in and around 

Fareham in the densely-urban south of the 
county. We have recorded high densities of 
breeding dormice within thin roadside 
plantings of tall mixed scrub within a 
landscape typified by industrial estates and 
busy commuter routes. Much of the habitat 
now occupied is less than ten years old and 
so it is encouraging that, in the right 
location, the species can thrive within a 

As planning ecologists we routinely 
review all relevant planning documents – 
this includes arboricultural, drainage and 
traffic reports. We very often see 
discrepancies between the assessments of 
impact in ecology reports and the 
recommendations for tree removal or 
visibility splays: that 90m x 2.4m splay may 
result in a huge impact to dormouse 
habitat! We appreciate that ecologists are 
often seen as an add-on in the design 
process but there is a case for a more 
muscular approach by consultants in 
getting their views across to their clients. A 
sub-standard dormouse assessment is not 
likely to succeed through planning, and 
ultimately may well result in (sometimes 
costly) delays in the consent being granted.

We like nothing better than being able 
to recommend to planning case officers that 
a well-written, rational and realistic 
dormouse mitigation strategy be secured 
by condition. When ecological reports are 
well-written and well-evidenced then 
planning becomes very straightforward 
and there need be no delay in issuing 

superficially-hostile environment. It will be 
interesting to see how these animals move 
through this landscape in the years to 
come.

Based on our experiences in planning, 
in Hampshire we would expect the default 
position to be that this species could occur 
in any potentially-suitable habitat such as 
scrub, hedgerows and woodland even 
within suburban/urban and intensively-
farmed areas with little overall woodland 
cover. We would expect all assessments to 
be accompanied by fully-justified and 
evidenced statements and to look beyond 
the site-scale. The national data collated by 
PTES are unambiguous: this species is in 
trouble and therefore it is imperative that 
dormouse surveys for planning look 
beyond the standard tube survey and take 
an holistic, three-dimensional approach to 
assessment. The more we look the more it 
appears that dormice are present, and 
persisting, in non-wooded habitats and that 
these may in fact be some of the most 
important habitats for this species’ 
long-term survival in a changing landscape. 
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Dormouse habitat at Picket Piece 
cleared without EPS licence. The 
argument used being that it did not 
constitute a ‘resting place’ if dormice 
were not actually present and was 
‘normal hedgerow management’.
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muscular approach by 

consultants



heritage is what we’re all about. So finding 
such rare dormouse on our doorstep is 
fantastic, especially at a time when Britain’s 
dormouse population is under threat.”

Ian White, PTES Dormouse Officer 
confirmed that the animal was indeed a 
black hazel dormouse - just like those found 
in Germany just over a year ago.  

“The National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme has been running for more than 
25 years, with volunteers collecting data on 
thousands of dormice at nearly 400 sites. 
Not once has anyone come across a black 
dormouse.”

Sadly, Britain’s dormice are under threat 
of extinction, with changes in the way we 
manage farmland and woodland making it 

A black dormouse, never before recorded in 
the UK, has been found in the Blackdown 
Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) on the Devon/Somerset border. First 
recorded in 1972, and not seen again until 
last year, black dormice have only ever been 
recorded in small numbers in northern 
Germany. So this is a first for the UK. In 
Britain we only have one native species of 
dormouse, the hazel dormouse. With the 
exception of this unusual individual, hazel 
dormice have golden-brown fur.

The discovery was made when a team 
from the Blackdown Hills Natural Futures 
(BHNF) project were checking dormouse 
boxes, as part of The National Dormouse 
Monitoring Programme. The BHNF project 
works across the AONB to survey wildlife 
sites and raise awareness of nature 
conservation. This year, the project provided 
300 nest boxes and has involved more than 
60 volunteers in installing and regularly 
checking the boxes.

Project Officer Conrad Barrowclough 
was part of the team that found the animal. 
“Learning about and protecting our natural 

harder for these delightful little creatures to 
survive. Dormice need well-managed 
woodlands connected by hedgerows rich in 
fruiting plants so that they can spread and 
prosper. They thrived at a time when we had 
many more hedgerows, and when hazel 
trees in woodlands were regularly coppiced 
providing plenty of nuts for food. 

This black dormouse was discovered on 
farmland which is being managed with 
nature conservation in mind. The farm’s 
hedgerows are managed by hand using 
traditional techniques, bringing great 
diversity of wildlife including a healthy 
population of dormice. They are 
exceptionally rich in wildlife, supporting a 
wide range of species in addition to a 
healthy population of dormice.

The team sent genetic samples of the 
animal to Fraser Combe at Manchester 
Metropolitan University, who is studying 
dormice as part of his PhD. Read about what 
he found on page 13.
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First black hazel dormouse 
discovered in the UK
Conrad Barrowclough and Clare Groom report on the first British sighting of a black 
dormouse in the Blackdown Hills AONB.
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We have data on 
thousands of dormice at 
nearly 400 sites - this is 

the first black dormouse



Hazel dormice aren’t the charismatic 
megafauna, or giants, that capture public 
attention in conservation. But at about the 
same size as wood mice, golden-coloured 
with large, black eyes and a furred tail, their 
good looks have an undeniable appeal.

Dormice are found predominantly in 
established, semi-natural, traditionally 
managed woodland and are a flagship-
species for that habitat and wider 
conservation efforts. However, a long-
term decline in their numbers in England 
and Wales continues across their range. 
National monitoring shows the population 
has fallen by a third since the end of 20th 
century.

Native dormice (Muscardinus 
avellanarius) are largely arboreal, occupying 
overgrown, species-rich hedgerows or 
mixed deciduous forest, moving between 
the shrub layer, understorey and canopy. 
Although associated with broad-leaved 

woodland, dormice are also found in conifer 
plantations and coastal scrub. They’re 
typically active from April to October, 
hibernating the rest of the year on the 
ground. The species’ popular name is the 
hazel or common dormouse, to distinguish 
it from the fat or edible dormouse (Glis 
glis), which was introduced into England in 
1902, but today hazel dormice are far from 
common.

Historic and current status
Dormouse numbers in Britain declined 
during the 20th century. Writing as early as 
1905, one author noted: ‘in Middlesex the 
dormouse is now scarce: it was formerly 
common,’ and an article in Country Life, 
in 1945, remarked that dormice were less 
commonly encountered than in 1930. It’s 
thought that their range has shrunk by 
around a half in the last hundred years. In 
1885, dormice were present in 49 English 
counties; today, they’re known in 32 
(excluding those counties where they 

have been reintroduced—Figure 2), almost 
entirely south of a line between Shropshire 
and Suffolk, with the exception of remnant 
and reintroduced populations. The species’ 
currently known northern limit is a single 
population in the limestone woodlands 
around Morecombe Bay to the south of the 
Lake District National Park. There has been 
no recent evidence of the population at 
Staward Gorge, further north, suggesting 
their range may still be contracting. Even in 
counties where they are widespread, hazel 
dormice have a very patchy distribution 
across poorly connected sites.

Hazel dormice are absent from 
Ireland and Scotland, and widespread 
in continental Europe, from the 
Mediterranean to southern Sweden, and 
eastward to Russia. They’re a priority 
species of conservation concern, protected 
under national and European legislation, 
but classified as ‘Least Concern’ on the 
IUCN Red List.

The Dormouse Monitor8

The State of Britain’s dormice 2016
David Wembridge, Nida Al-Fulaij and Steve Langton explain how our only native 
dormouse is faring and what we’ve learned about their distribution and how their 
numbers have changed over the past century and half. 



Population monitoring 
Dormice are small, nocturnal and arboreal, 
which makes encountering them often a 
matter of luck. They do, however, readily 
use existing bird boxes and the design of a 
nest box specifically for dormice by Doug 
Woods in the 1980s has enabled systematic 

monitoring of the population at sites 
across the country since the early 1990s. 
This work forms the basis of the National 
Dormouse Monitoring Programme (NDMP), 
described on the previous page.

Recording dormice 
Great Nut Hunt 
To date, three Great Nut Hunts have taken 
place (1993, 2001 and 2009-11), the last, 
marking the 21st anniversary of the NDMP. 
These built on work by Elaine Hurrell 
and others from 1975-79 that formed the 
Mammal Society’s dormouse survey.

National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme and National Dormouse 
Database 
In 1988, Paul Bright, a graduate student 
under the supervision of Dr Pat Morris at 
Royal Holloway, University of London, set 
up nest boxes at five ‘key sites’ with the 
aim of monitoring dormouse numbers 
and breeding success. Bright and Morris 
subsequently recruited volunteers to 
monitor additional locations, including the 
then most northerly known population, in 
Northumberland, and by 1992 a network 
of 24 sites in ten counties was in place. The 
‘National Key Site Monitoring Scheme’ 
developed into the NDMP which is now the 
longest-running annual, terrestrial, small 
mammal monitoring project in the world. 
Around 600 sites have contributed data 
and, since 2011, over 300 have submitted 
records annually. Almost one site in ten has 
been monitored for at least half the lifetime 
of the NDMP.

Monitoring at sites is undertaken by 
trained and licenced volunteers, inspecting 
nest boxes at a site at least twice each year 
(in May or June and September or October), 
but often more or less monthly during the 
period.

In 1999, the management of the NDMP 
was taken over by PTES and the survey 
was put online in 2009, allowing monitors 
to submit and view data for individual 
sites. Ian White and Susan Sharafi oversee 
recording and the database, which 
currently stands at 100,000 records. The 
website also holds incidental records 
of dormice in the National Dormouse 
Database (NDD), originally the Dormouse 
Inventory, set up by Dr Tony Mitchell-Jones 
at Natural England. NDD records, together 
with those from the NDMP, are made 
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Figure 2 The geographical range of dormice in Britain has shrunk since the 19th century. 
Distribution in 1885 (described by G. T. Rope), left; current distribution, right.

1885 2016



available through the National Biodiversity 
Network (NBN) Gateway.

As well as counts, the NDMP represents 
a wealth of biometric and other data. 
Fittingly, the first analysis of this dataset 
was by Paul Bright’s own graduate student, 
Fiona Sanderson, who looked at the effects 
of weather and habitat on dormouse 
abundance, using data from 1991 to 2002. 
Her analysis showed that cold, dry winters, 
and warm springs boost numbers of 
dormice in subsequent years, while hot 
summers are associated with a greater 
survival of offspring. The effect, however, 
is dependent on the type of habitat: 
warm springs and hot summers benefit 
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populations only where tree species provide 
food early in the breeding season, such 
as oak, which supports large numbers of 
insects.

Breeding success is susceptible to cold, 
wet weather at peak breeding times. Our 
climate is changing, with wetter springs 
and hotter summers forecast. The effect on 
dormice populations remains to be seen.

The NDMP has also been used in other 
studies, including work by the Disease 
Dynamics Unit of Cambridge University’s 
Department of Veterinary Medicine (looking 
at disease and seasonal breeding) and 
two studies by the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology at Lancaster Environment Centre 
(looking at changing phenology).

The state of Britain’s dormice remains 
precarious: the population decline apparent 
at monitored sites continues and a changing 
climate makes their future uncertain. The 
pressing need for conservation action, 
and the form that action might take, have 
become clear through the work described 
here, by professionals, volunteers and 
students alike, and the NDMP is testament 
to a remarkable collaboration.

Figure 4 The change in population index measured in the NDMP differs between sites. Sites 
with five or more years’ data are shown above in blue or green to indicate a decrease or increase 
respectively. The size of the change is shown by a small or large triangle.

National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP) analysis

The population index (Fig. 1) is estimated 
from peak counts of adult dormice 
in either May or June at sites with a 
minimum of 20 nest boxes, surveyed 
in five or more years, and excludes 
reintroduction sites. Annual values 
(circles) and a smoothed trend (solid 
line) are estimated using a Generalised 
Additive Model, taking 2000 as the base 
year (=100); 95% confidence limits are 
shown by broken lines.

The NDMP has grown markedly (Fig. 3). 
The number of sites contributing data 
each year varies from 27 in 1993 to 206 in 
2011, with over 80 sites each year since 
2000. The analysis adjusts for the different 
number of boxes at sites. The highest 
count from site visits in either May or June 
is taken as an indication of the size of the 
pre-breeding (adult) population. Adults, 
juveniles and offspring that have not yet 
been weaned are identified separately, 
but older juveniles, later in the year, 
can be mistaken for the previous year’s 
adults. Using May and June counts avoids 
potential confusion.

Counts of dormice since the mid-1990s 
show a steady decline (Fig. 1). Since 
1993, the smoothed index of counts has 
halved and fallen by over a third (38%) 
since 2000. The current rate of decline, 
since 2000, is equivalent to a fall of 55% 
over 25 years.
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Figure 4 The change in population index measured in the NDMP differs between sites. Sites 
with five or more years’ data are shown above in blue or green to indicate a decrease or increase 
respectively. The size of the change is shown by a small or large triangle.

Why are dormice becoming scarcer?

Loss and fragmentation of habitat – the loss of woodland cover since the early 20th 
century and the removal of hedgerows as farming intensified after 1945, have reduced 
the extent of available habitat. Remaining patches of habitat are increasingly isolated, 
restricting movement between populations and increasing the risk that individual 
populations become extinct.

Changes in woodland and hedgerow management – traditional coppicing and 
selective felling are now much rarer than they were. As a result, woodland is less 
structurally diverse, with fewer open spaces and less new growth of understorey that 
provides food and nesting sites for dormice. Flail cutting hedgerows, too, leaves less 
suitable and available habitat.

Traditional coppicing of trees such as hazel, sweet chestnut and hornbeam as 
part of woodland management maintains new growth and the woody understorey 
that dormice need. As these practices have declined, so has the quality of habitat for 
dormice.

A changing climate and unpredictable weather – poor weather adversely affects 
foraging and breeding success, as well as winter survival rates. Hazel dormice hibernate 
over winter. During the rest of the year, when they are active, they undergo periods 
of ‘torpor’ if the weather is bad (dormouse fur is not very waterproof and they will 
avoid rain). This sensitivity to weather conditions suggests climate change – with 
warmer, wetter seasons and more extreme weather events – is likely to affect dormouse 
populations. How it does so, however, will depend on the type of habitat.

In oak woodland dormice tend to breed in spring and early summer, when food is 
available, and they benefit from warm, dry summers. In hazel woodlands, however, food 
is more plentiful in autumn and dormice tend to breed later than they do in oak forest. 
In this case, dormice benefit from cold, dry autumns, which provide ideal foraging 
conditions and may prolong the time that food is available.
 
At individual sites in the NDMP, some of these issues will be significant and others 
will not: they identify the broad threats to dormice nationally. Management 
practices at NDMP sites are often sympathetic to dormice populations but there is 
little or no management at some. The threats facing dormice and the efforts needed 
to preserve populations depend on the location and characteristics of particular 
sites.
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Genetics reveal insights 
into UK dormice
With genetic samples collected from dormice across the UK Fraser Combe, PhD 
researcher at Manchester Metropolitan University, is uncovering the species’ secrets.

As conservationists, we want species or 
populations to survive and persist long into 
the future. To achieve this, we monitor 
populations to observe abundances to 
identify populations that are at risk of 
becoming extinct in order to inform 
conservation practices. This is difficult for a 
species such as the hazel dormouse, which 
is elusive and like to spend most of its active 
time in dense tree canopies.  Another tool 
available is an area known as conservation 
genetics, were we aim to use genetic tools to 
relate dormouse ecology, biology and 
physiology with population genetics. This 
allows us to understand how genetic diverse 
populations of dormice are and investigate 
how related populations or individuals may 
be to each other. Interestingly we can also 
use this information to trace the historical 
movement of animals using their modern 

day genetic information.
Understanding genetic diversity within 

a particular species and populations is 
important because it is variation that allows 
species to adapt to environmental change 
and avoid problems associated with 
inbreeding. This is especially important as 
climate change is considered the greatest 
threat to modern day species, a problem for 
the dormouse, which has a narrow habitat 
requirement. As such species need to adapt 
to these changing environments something 
which can only be achieved in populations 
which have a diverse genetic make-up. We 
can also use this information to identify 
populations or species which are unique in 
genetic terms, which can help us recognise 
and protect them as such. We’re also 
interested in using genetic tools to measure 
how genes are spread across a landscape - 

sometimes called ‘gene flow’. Studies of gene 
flow can identify the physical landscape 
barriers, such as roads or built up areas, 
which are most likely to cause reproductive 
isolation. This knowledge can help us target 
conservation activities such as restoring 
hedgerows or creating animal bridges 
across roads in areas where they will be 
most effective in reconnecting vulnerable 
populations.

Here I talk about some recent PhD 
research results were I have been looking to 
see how related UK dormice are to mainland 
Europe and identify the distribution of 
genetic variation within the UK. I remember 
reading several years ago a blog post by the 
wildlife presenter Chris Packham were he 
questions how much money the UK invests 
in conservation of dormice, an iconic species 
in the UK that is difficult for naturalists to 
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see in the wild, whilst is also prevalent in 
continental Europe. I’m sure this article was 
in ‘jest’ but it does question just how similar 
are UK dormice to the mainland, as if they 
are unique in genetic terms it can help to 
further motivate conservation efforts to 
ensure we don’t lose important variation 
that may exist. I also present some recent 
results in two woodlands in Suffolk that 
were recently connected through hedgerow 
restoration and look to see if we can identify 
the flow of genes between these 
populations after this management effort.

How are UK dormice related to 
Continental Europe?
Our findings revealed that UK dormice are 
all genetically distinct from those found in 
continental Europe. It appears that our 
dormice ancestors moved to the UK from 
Central Northern Europe (from the area of 
Germany, Denmark, Poland and Lithuania). 
Using this data, we also estimated that 
dormice first reached the UK between 8,000 
and 10,000 years ago, sometime after the 
last Ice Age around the beginning of the 
Holocene period. At this time period a land 
bridge existed which connected mainland 
Europe stretching from Belgium to 

Denmark and over to South-East England. 
Geological information at the time also 
suggests that during this period suitable 
woodland was present to help facilitate the 
movement of dormice into the UK. If we look 
at temperature records as well this reveals a 
period when temperatures became warmer 
and more stable. The Isle of Wight, which 
has dormice on the island separated from 
the UK mainland around the same time 
period which would fit into the timings that 
we found.

Does genetic variation exist within the 
UK?
So once we found that UK dormice were 
genetically distinct we wanted to observe if 
there was any regional genetic variation in 
the UK. This is important because if we find 
dormice are different genetically in different 
regions, if we want to move an individual or 
a group to another geographical location we 
need to consider whether any genetic 
variation we find may play an important role 
in how they survive and breed in their new 
environment.  So as part of a regular 
monitoring session people from around the 
UK collected hair samples which was sent to 
us for genetic analysis. If we look at the map 

(Figure 1) we can see that six different 
genetic groups around the UK exist. We 
found clusters of populations having the 
same genetic makeup (Devon and Cornwall, 
Wales, West England, South East and North 
England, Suffolk and the Isle of Wight). A 
similar analysis from before that included 
European dormice allowed us to determine 
that the South East genetic cluster is the 
ancestral group to the UK, which then 
spread out and dispersed throughout the 
UK. 

Importantly the differences that we see 
are the accumulation of reproductive 
isolation causing the genetic pool of 
information to change between genetic 
clusters that we see. This may be caused by 
geographical features such as rivers. For 
example, if we look at the map (figure 1) we 
observe that Essex dormice are genetically 
different from Suffolk dormice.  If we look at 
the distance between some of these 
populations, they are only around 20-30 
miles away from each other. A long distance 
for a dormouse but over a long time period 
we would expect some genetic similarities if 
there is contiguous habitat between them. 
However, these woodlands are separated by 
the River Stour, indicating to us that these 



populations have been separated for a very 
long period. 

The pattern of regional genetic variation 
of the UK dormouse described here has a 
direct relevance to conservation 
management in the UK. Habitat 
enhancements can be directly related to 
improving connectivity between 
populations which were once historically 
connected. Alternatively, this information 
can be used to inform the genetic captive 
management or reintroduction efforts. The 
program of reintroduction of common 
dormice in the UK, in conjunction with the 
national Biodiversity Action Plan for the 
species, has a goal of both bolstering the 
quality and size of extant populations but 
also restoring additional populations to sites 
which were once formerly occupied but 
have gone locally extinct. There have been 
some important successes in these 
reintroductions but we hope that the 
information we found in this work will have 
useful role to play in the reintroduction 
program. When reintroducing animals back 
into the wild it can be important to preserve 
the natural pattern of genetic variation 
observed, however, there is also an 
argument to source individuals from a 
mixed genetic group, information that this 
work can now hopefully play a role in 

helping to guide possible reintroductions.

Genetics of the UK’s first black dormouse
Recently it the first black dormouse 
discovered in the UK made headlines in the 
media. The animal was discovered in a nest 
box as part of a routine monitoring session 
in the area of Blackdown hills on the border 
of Devon and Somerset. This was of interest 
because previously in Northern Germany 
black dormice have been observed 
mentioned in a recent edition of The 
Dormouse Monitor. During the monitoring 
session a sample of hair was taken and we 
analysed the DNA inside the hair to see how 
it compared to individuals from around the 
UK. It was found that the dormice did in fact 
belong to the same genetic group as other 
Devon and Cornwall dormice. Suggesting as 
thought that the black fur was a probably 

caused by a recessive gene being present. 
This is an interesting rarity that may be 
intriguing in the future to see if any further 

black hair relatives 
in this woodland 
turn up or around 
the UK as well. 

Hedgerow 
regeneration can 
we identify 
movement (or ‘gene 
flow’)
We have been 
working with 
Simone Bullion and 
everyone from 
Suffolk wildlife trust 
(SWT) to investigate 
the role of landscape 
features and how 
they impact dormice 
movements. SWT 
monitor many 
different 
populations in the 
region that vary in 
size and degree of 
possible isolation 
due to roads etc. As 
part of monitoring 
sessions they have 
also collected hair 

The Dormouse Monitor14

samples to allow us to identify how dormice 
move. Two of these populations are found in 
woodlands of Priestley and Bonny woods, 
North-West of Ipswich. Bonny is a wild 
population whilst Priestley was a site chosen 
for reintroduction in the year 2000. Since 
then the habitat connections between the 
populations in the form of hedgerow 
restorations was improved. So we wanted to 
observe whether this management effort 
has increased movement between these 
populations. It was found that Bonny and 
Priestley are both separate populations in 
genetic terms, however, there is genetic 
information that reveals there is a small 
amount of gene flow occurring between 
these populations.  This informs us that 
improving connections between these 
populations is successful whilst we also 
need to carry on monitoring this population 
in the future to see if we can observe an 
increase in gene flow occurring, resulting in 
increase in genetic diversity of the two 
woodlands.

We now aim to further test the influence 
of habitat and landscape features on the 
movement and dispersal of dormice. 
Specifically, we are currently analysing 
samples in the laboratory with the aim to 
test the impact of roads, railways, quarries 
and other features in order to quantify just 
how much of an effect they have on 
movement. This will hopefully play a role in 
our management efforts to prioritise 
management, which can promote 
movement and connectivity of woodlands 
and increase the genetic diversity. This will 
hopefully give the dormice a better chance 
in the face of a changing climate and the 
impact of humans.

I would like to take this opportunity to 
thank everyone who has kindly collected 
hair samples (there are far too many to 
name) and allowed us to get a better 
understanding of dormice in the UK in 
genetic terms. Since I began working with 
dormice several years ago I was astounded 
by the scale of effort that went into dormice 
conservation and the interest of ecologists 
and scientists to work together in order to 
give us greater understanding into the 
biology and ecology of the dormice. I hope 
to give further updates in future editions of 
the dormouse monitor.

It’s important to preserve 
the natural pattern of 

genetic variation



Michelle Tyrrell recently contacted us 
to say she was surprised at how many 
people were unaware that we host a 
dormouse Google forum. The forum is 
something that she, like many others, 
find useful and interesting - an 
invaluable tool for those volunteering 
at monthly hazel dormouse nest box 
checks, as well ecological consultants 
whose work often brings them into 
contact with this vulnerable species.

The dormouse forum was set up in 
2007 and currently has over 400 
members. Although the majority are 
based in the UK, we have members 
from countries all over the world.

It’s easy to join. All you have to do is 
contact Susan Sharafi at PTES and she 
will register your email with the forum. 

You can choose whether to receive 
individual emails or daily or weekly 
summaries. 

The benefits are huge. It is a truly 
cost-effective way of communicating 
with the wider community. Whether 
you have a general question about an 
issue at your monitoring site, an 
unusual find you’d like to share or a 
research project underway that you’ll 
like people to get involved with, it’s the 
perfect tool. When we first set it up we 

had no idea it would prove so popular. 
We are delighted that it’s well used.

Members have used the forum to 
upload images of gnawed seeds or mast 
to verify whether dormice are present 
in their woods. Although it’s usually 
quieter during the winter, we often 
have bursts of activity from people who 
are cleaning out their nest boxes and 
come across the first animals of the year. 
And there’s often a competition to see 
who records the last active animal 
before entering hibernation - and the 
heaviest of course!

Please do spread the word about the 
forum. We’d like to grow our dormouse 
community and welcome new 
members. And please don’t forget to use 
it yourselves.

Li Li W
illiam

s

It’s a truely cost-
effective way of 
communicating

The Dormouse Forum - share 
ideas, ask questions and keep 
abreast of what’s going on
Nida Al-Fulaij, PTES, explains why it’s a good idea to sign up to the dormouse forum, if you 
haven’t already. Be part of the wider dormouse community.



hibernation early but fallen into a state of 
torpor on a cold morning. When handling a 
torpid dormouse it is important to be as 
quick and efficient as possible with all data 
collection as not to warm it up and awaken 
it from its torpor, before it is returned to its 
box.

Dormouse are currently declining in 
both range and numbers, mainly due to 
inappropriate management of hedgerows 
and woodlands, and are now classified as at 
risk of extinction within the United 
Kingdom. They are mainly nocturnal and 
spend the majority of their time in the trees 
with their diet varying through the year 
from tree flowers in spring, to caterpillars 
and wasp galls in summer and finally 
fattening up blackberries and hazel nuts in 
autumn. The habitat that they are most 
commonly found in is successional 
woodland, often after it has been coppiced 
but they are also found in more mature 
woodlands and even scrub and hedgerows.

Population monitoring
The National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP) is run by the Peoples 
Trust for Endangered Species (PTES). 
Checking nest boxes and handling or 
photographing dormice is only permitted 
under licence from Natural England or 
Natural Resources Wales. These checks run 
from roughly April to October and are 
carried out once a month. When a dormouse 
is found it is weighed and the life stage it is 
at recorded, this can range from ‘pinks’, 
when they have just been born, to adults 
that have to have hibernated over winter at 
least once.

RIGHT: A young dormouse around two 
weeks old. This one would most likely be 
recorded as GEO (Grey Eyes Open) although 
of course there is always an element of 
subjectivity with any biological recording. 

I am currently studying at the University of 
Exeter and am passionate about wildlife, in 
particular birds. Which is how I came across 
hazel dormice. Whilst gathering data on 
nesting birds on the Isle of Wight I realised 
that I could increase the amount of records 
to study by asking friends and colleagues 
for any records they had of birds in 
dormouse nest boxes. Which led me to 
thinking about how the different species 
interact. Consequently, this year I am 
carrying out my undergraduate research 
project on the competition and interactions 
that occur between the hazel dormouse and 
nesting birds, mainly various tit species, for 
the use of dormouse nest boxes. These 
boxes are designed for dormice to use 
during the summer for breeding. However, 
we all know that there is often heavy us of 
the boxes by breeding birds earlier in the 
year and I want to find out what impact, if 
any, this might have on the dormice.

BELOW: A dormouse found during the 
April check that has come out of 
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Hazel dormice and nesting 
birds: interactions and 
competition

When a nest of extremely young 
dormice is found, they are not disturbed. 
However, if they are found to be large GEC 
(Grey Eyes Closed) young or older, then they 
can be weighed to get a measure of their 
health. In general we weigh all the young 
together to speed up the process and 
reduce the time they are disturbed, 
obtaining an average rather than individual 
weight, if still relatively young.

The sex of the dormouse is also 
recorded as well as its breeding status, 
which is TS (testes scrotal) for males and L 
(lactating) for females when breeding.

ABOVE: This one is a male, you can tell 
its sex due to the longer distance between 
the two dots above the base of the tail 

Robbie Phillips, undertaking a degree at the University of Exeter, is investigating what 
happens when dormice and nesting birds are both using the same nest boxes?
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RIGHT: a blue tit’s nest with eight cold 
eggs, most likely meaning she will still be 
laying her clutch and hasn’t started to 
incubate any yet.

In the autumn or early spring dormice 
can sometimes be found in a state of torpor 
on a cold morning. Torpor is a state of 
decreased physiological activity in an 
animal, which usually includes reduced 
body temperature and metabolic rate, but 
only lasts a matter of hours compared to the 
more extreme version hibernation, which 
can last months. Dormice do hibernate over 
the winter however, they actually go below 
the ground to do this, where the 
temperature fluctuates less and doesn’t drop 
as low as temperatures can in a nest box. 
Both torpor and hibernation are ultimately 
used to conserve energy during cold and 
wet conditions or when food availability is 
scarce.

Sleepy dormouse.
A dormouse will need to reach a weight of 
between 15-18g by late autumn in order to 
have enough energy reserves to survive the 
winter, although they have been found to 
weigh as much as 40g in extreme cases.

Once this study is finished I will write up 

compared to what would be expected for a 
female. The slightly enlarged grey area 
which are the testes, also gives away the fact 
it is a male.

When checking the boxes you have to 
record the type of dormouse nest present 
and this can range greatly. 

ABOVE: A typical dormouse nest with 
strips of honeysuckle (although this can 
sometimes be tree bark as seen here) and 
often a lot of fresh green hazel leaves, woven 
into a neat ball.

ABOVE: A less typical dormouse nest, 
which has been made predominantly from 
woven grass.

Other species also use and build their 
nests in the wooden boxes including tree 
bumble bees, various bird species and other 
mammals such wood mice and shrews.

my results and report back the findings here 
in a later edition of The Dormouse Monitor. 
In the meantime please read more articles 
on my blog: http://
robbiephillipsphotography.blogspot.co.uk/
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As we descend into the depths of winter us 
humans may be thinking of how to keep 
ourselves warm. At home, we possibly have 
the option of turning up the heating or 
putting another log on the fire. If we are 
venturing out, we might put on a pair of 
gloves or perhaps dig out that Christmas 
jumper from last year; other suitably 
fashionable options are available.

If you are setting off for a winter walk in 
the woods, you’ll probably be wrapped up 
warm but spare a thought for the wild 
creatures that live there all the year round. 
Rain or shine, night or day, icy cold winds or 
infrequent Dartmoor warmth, each day and 
night they must find a way to cope. They 
have to adapt, to find shelter and enough 
food to stay alive. Each species has its own 

strategy for survival; some are well 
documented but others we know little 
about. We can educate ourselves by picking 
up a book or searching the internet, but 
even the experts don’t know it all. This is 

where research comes in and, in the woods 
around Dartmoor, some new work is going 
on this winter to find out more about 
hibernating dormice.

Wearing tiny radio transmitters, a 

selection of dormice is being tracked to 
their hibernation nests where a team from 
the University of Exeter will learn more 
about their survival techniques during 
winter. We already know that dormice 
hibernate at ground level but our 
knowledge of exactly how, where and why 
is limited. Woodland managers and 
conservationists will benefit from this 
research as a hibernating dormouse is not 
easy to find among the leaf litter on the 
woodland floor. They are at great risk down 
there from predation and accidental 
damage and, being able to protect them will 
go a long way to ensuring the long term 
safeguarding of an icon of Devon’s wildlife.

Joining the team of human researchers 
is one particularly talented dog. Charlie 

Fingle Woods is a partnership project between the Woodland Trust and the National 
Trust. Located in the Teign Valley within Dartmoor National Park in Devon, it is one of the 
study sites for a hibernation study being carried out at the University of Exeter.  Matt 
Parkins shares the experience of working at ground level - with sniffer dog Charlie Brown.

Leo Gubert, 
undertaking his PhD 
at the University of 
Exeter, is seeing if a 
sniffer dog can help 
find hibernating 
dormice

Charlie is honing his skills 
to sniff out the nests of 

hibernating dormice



Brown, a chocolate Labrador, had previously 
been working with the University of Exeter 
Biosciences department to locate bats but is 
now deploying his skills to sniff out the 
nests of hibernating dormice. Honing his 
skills in the Bovey Valley, Fingle Woods and 
other woods around Dartmoor he spent a 
few days in December with his handler 
Katharine, searching to find more nests than 
the radio tracking would otherwise reveal. 
He has a difficult task as the leaf litter on the 
woodland floor is crisscrossed with tracks 
used by a multitude of small mammals. 
Wood mice, bank voles and shrews will all 
leave their individual scents but Charlie 
Brown enjoys his challenge and is rewarded 
with his favourite squeaky blue ball when 
he finds a nest.

By the time this research is over, 
woodland managers around the country 
will hopefully be able to identify areas 
where dormice are likely to be hibernating 
and protect them, conserve them and 
maintain dormouse numbers in our woods.

The People’s Trust for Endangered 
Species spend their time and energy 
protecting rare and endangered animals 
around the globe. Here in the UK they focus 
their efforts on species like the red squirrel 
and the hedgehog but one of their main 
areas of expertise is the protection the 
dormouse, a real woodland favourite. If you 
would like to find out more about Charlie 
Brown and his colleagues and the work of 
PTES please visit their website.

Originally posted on December 23, 2016 
by davidrickwood2014 written by Matt 
Parkins for the Fingles Wood blog  
https://finglewoods.org.uk - where you can 
find more articles about their work to 
protect dormice. 
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Charlie Brown has 
been training for 
sometime, learning to 
distinguish the scent 
of a dormouse and 
pinpoint the location 
of their nests.



The history of the Irish dormice population 
is a brief one. The first mention of a 
dormouse was of a failed introduction of 
six dormice sent from London, released by 
a naturist called Barrington in November 
1885. However the release failed and they 
were never heard of or seen again.

The next reported sighting of dormice 
in Ireland was near Two Mile House, Kildare 
in August 2010 when two were spotted 
feeding on a peanut feeder in a rural 
garden. These were verified by a local 
photographer, Caroline Mc Donald, who 
forwarded the pictures to Ferdia Marnell, 
Head of National Parks and Wildlife Service 
(NPWS). 

Between November 2012 and 2014 
dormice were spotted by the general 
public in various locations; garages, sheds, 
workshops had individuals were brought 
in to Dan Donoher in the Wildlife Unit, 

Kildare Animal Foundation. In total, seven 
animals were taken in by the end of 2014.

Sheehy and Lawton (2015) published 
their results of a photographic sightings 
survey of dormice in Kildare from 2010-
2014. Fourteen dormice were reported. One 
each in 2010 and 2011. Two were seen in 
2012. A further four in 2013 and three more 
in 2014. There were also three unconfirmed 
sightings.

The results of the previous DNA 
samples sent by Dan Donoher to Dr. A. 
Overall at the University of Brighton 
showed no genetic match for the Irish 
dormouse population. The Irish profile 
differs by three/four base pairs from its 
nearest relatives, the French and Belgium 
hazel dormice (Glass, Scott & Overall, 2014). 
There is speculation about their origins but 
no consensus about whether the dormice 
were introduced wittingly or unwittingly 

from an unknown origin or whether they 
have always been native to Ireland but 
previously overlooked. 

The dormouse is currently classified as 
a non-native species but not as an alien 
species. The species has no protection 
under Irish law. Throughout the rest of the 
dormouse range across Europe it is a 
protected species under Bern Convention 
Appendix 3 and under the EC Habitats 
Directive Annex IV. Ireland has signed up to 
both of these treaties for other species. 

So in February 2015 the Kildare 
Dormouse Group (KDG) was formed. The 
group aims to establish the origin of the 
Irish dormouse population, its current 
range and abundance and to gather 
biometric data to see if the dormice differ 
from their mainland European cousins.

The KDG have erected nest boxes and 
tubes in the sites where dormice were 
found. Nut hunts have been carried out 
and genetic samples have been collected 
for DNA analysis. Some of this work was 
funded by a Local Heritage Grant in 2015. 

The group has raised dormouse 
awareness through the provision of guided 
walks, talks and presentations, and also 
through a dedicated Facebook page.

And our efforts paid off. More dormouse 
sightings were reported in 2015 than any 
other year. We found dormice occupying 
the nest boxes that first year. More genetic 
samples were collected for analyses. 
Excitingly, both summer and winter nests 
were found for the first time. And the 
dormouse range has increased since the 
Sheedy & Lawton report s published in 
2015.

The Kildare Dormouse Group is 
currently collating data from 2016. We will 
report again shortly with our more recent 
findings. To read more now please visit 
www.facebook.com/
kildaredormousegroup/

Hazel dormice in Ireland
The Irish dormice population does not have a long history but it is an interesting one. 
Anna Collins details their presence in the country.
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