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Why are dormice important? 

• Classified as of Least Concern by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

• UK Considered as vulnerable - individuals, their breeding sites and resting places, protected by law under Schedule 5 of 

the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended)

• European Protected Species under the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as amended).

• On Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 (NERC) as ‘Species of Principal Importance 

for the Conservation of Biodiversity’. All public bodies must pay due regard to biodiversity conservation, restoration, and 

enhancement.  

• Local authorities are also required to conserve and enhance biodiversity by the National Planning Policy Framework 

(NPPF).





What do we know?

Nocturnal

Woodland and hedgerows

Active summer in the canopy 

Eat insects, plant material 

Make nests of plucked green leaves

Rarely come down to the ground 

Hibernate in winter 

Long lived – perhaps more like squirrels than mice

Keystone species – if present implies good for others 

Widely distributed 



https://peoplestrust.wpenginepowered.com/wp-
content/uploads/2023/11/State-of-Britains-Dormice-2023.pdf

https://peoplestrust.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/State-of-Britains-Dormice-2023.pdf
https://peoplestrust.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/State-of-Britains-Dormice-2023.pdf


To find a trend you need a baseline 
https://www.gov.uk/gover
nment/statistics/england-
biodiversity-indicators/6-
woodland-species

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/england-biodiversity-indicators/6-woodland-species
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/england-biodiversity-indicators/6-woodland-species
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/england-biodiversity-indicators/6-woodland-species
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/england-biodiversity-indicators/6-woodland-species


Historical Records 

 Rope G T

(1885) 

On the range of the 

dormouse in England 

and Wales 

The Zoologist 9(102) 

Pages: 201-213



Another sad report is the author being shown 
a dormouse frozen to a piece of wood



But how reliable is Rope as a baseline?

• Makes the comment that scarcity of reports may be because 
dormice are common (p 203)

• He also says “The value of such communications would be 
greatly enhanced if accompanied by the name of the writer”. 



Lewis Carroll AKA Charles Dodgson 1832-1898



Where are dormice?

Mammal Society Dormouse 
Survey (Hurell & Mclntosh, 
1984), more than 16% of the 
records were from hedgerows.

Surveys in Kent & Somerset 
found evidence of dormice in 
many species-rich hedgerows 
including those beside busy 
roads. 

Dormice have also occurred in 
hedge row nestboxes on the Isle 
of Wight and been trapped in 
this habitat in Herefordshire

(Bright & Morris 2008)



https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormi
ce/surveying-and-monitoring-
hazel-dormice/dormouse-nut-
hunt/

Small mammals have 
different dentition and 
tooth marks on hazel 
nuts can be used to 
distinguish them  

https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/dormouse-nut-hunt/
https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/dormouse-nut-hunt/
https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/dormouse-nut-hunt/
https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/dormouse-nut-hunt/


The Great Nut Hunt 
1993 250,000 nuts found 

13,000 were sent for verification

1,352 had been eaten by dormice

identified 334 new sites in 29 counties 

(81 in Devon and 41  in Dorset).

2001 repeat: 136 positive sites  

Total known dormouse sites to > 800



• a few sites in the very 

A few sites in the 
very south of 

Oxfordshire  were 
positive



National Dormouse Monitoring Programme NDMP

Set up in early 1990s

50 nest boxes placed on trees 1.4 metres from 
the ground

Checked by Natural England licence holder

Nests and/or dormice, recorded

Annual reports returned to PTES 

https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/national-dormouse-monitoring-programme-ndmp/

https://ptes.org/campaigns/dormice/surveying-and-monitoring-hazel-dormice/national-dormouse-monitoring-programme-ndmp/


Tubes and footprint tunnels

https://www.nhbs.com/dormouse-nest-tube

https://www.wildcare.co.uk/10725-dormouse-
footprint-tracking.html



Welfare issues 



NDMP data 
analysis

72% drop in nest box 
occupancy 
1993- 2014 

(Goodwin et al 2017)

78% decline over 27 
years 1994–2020  

(Scopes et al 2023)



Dormice in Oxfordshire 



The National Forest Inventory (Forestry Commission, 2012) estimated that 9.9% of the total land 
area of England was woodland. The equivalent figure for Oxfordshire is similar at 8.9% (23,203 ha, 
as calculated using the National Forest Inventory).



NDMP sites on Oxfordshire 

2 have never submitted data

3 never reported dormice 

1 only nests 

2 reported dormice



Dalton Barracks Abingdon 



But ………..

IF dormice are arboreal living in the canopy 

and they rarely come to the ground 

WHY are we monitoring them using artificial 

nest boxes/tubes at 1.4m from the ground?



Early 1990s 



RESEARCH 

PROJECTS







Denge study 

49 boxes on 23 trees 

23 1.4m above ground

paired with higher boxes, 

between 3 and 14m. 

Some trees had an 

additional mid-height 

box.

Existing boxes (red) 
additional boxes (blue) 





Dormice found in 20 high boxes and 21 low ones. 

In 8 cases both the high and low boxes were used in the same year



More questions than answers! 

Where do the 
brown leaves 
come from?

 

How effective is current 
‘good/best practice’ 
survey methods in 

determining 
presence/likely absence?

 

How often do 
dormice come 
to the ground?

 

Where were 
nests before we 
put up boxes?

Does reduction 
in box occupancy 

= decline?

Was occupancy 
influenced by 
existing boxes 

nearby? 



How often do dormice come to the ground?



Experiment 

Picked green leaves 

Placed in dormouse box 

Observed monthly 

They don’t go brown 



SISSINGHURST STUDY 

• RQ1 to establish to extent to which dormice, considered to be mainly arboreal during the 

active season, will use artificial nest boxes at standard height, higher in the canopy or placed 

in isolation on a post so they can only be accessed from the ground .

• RQ2 was to explore the anecdotally reported trend that artificial nest boxes are more 

frequently used when newly erected with occupancy tending to decline in subsequent years.  

If this is the case, then the apparent decline in dormice in the long-term monitoring scheme 

may be a function of survey method rather than population.



3 boxes 

H= high box,  

S= Standard 

1.4 m 

P= box on 

post 



Climbable trees with arboreal connectivity





RESULTS



Dormice and nests observed 
(does not = equal number of individual dormice)



What does this mean?

• Total evidence of use: high 35; standard 32; post 29

•Dormice definitively come to the ground 

•Boxes at standard height may well miss dormice

• There seems to be a tail off in use over 5 years



Does reduction in box occupancy = decline?

• The dormice were there before artificial boxes were put up 

• Novel – curiosity factor

• Assessing trees for nest potential - difficult

• Restricting use by birds  

• Is it due to parasite loading? 



So why does it matter? 

Accurate determination of whether dormice are present on 

a site has ecological, legal, and practical significance. 

Bullion and Looser (2022) have questioned current survey 

methods in dense woodland with evidence of high risk of 

false negatives. 



Are we monitoring the right habitat? 
A protocol for use in ‘unusual’ habitats such as heathland was given by Chanin
and Woods (2003) 

On the basis of previous studies of the common dormouse Muscardinus
avellanarius concentrated on deciduous woodlands in the southern counties of 
Great Britain, it was stated that optimal habitat for M. avellanarius should 
contain a high diversity of suitable shrub and tree species to provide 
continuous food supply through activity season and appropriate physical 
structure. However, both the present review of M. avellanarius habitats within 
its distributional range and recent dormouse studies in other parts of Great 
Britain indicate that M. avellanarius actually inhabits a much wider variety of 
habitats, and do not require specialised habitats as previously supposed. 
Juškaitis (2007) 



So how can we 

do better? 



Can we use 
dogs to  
determine 
presence/likely 
absence?



https://pawsforconservation.co.uk/



Can operational bat carcass detection 
dogs find freeze dried bats? 



Moving on to dormice 





Imprinting and 
discrimination 



The captive breeding collection 
controlled conditions 



Field work this winter 

>270 PIT 
tagged 

dormice





So where are we now? 



New Handbook imminent  

This month-ish ……



So what do we know about dormice?

What is the best  conservation 

strategy to benefit dormice?



Climate crisis: 2023 was UK’s second-hottest year on record | 
Climate crisis | The Guardian

Climate crisis could cause 10,000 extra UK 
deaths a year by 2050, says health body | 
Climate crisis | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/jan/02/climate-crisis-2023-was-uks-second-hottest-on-record?utm_term=65969ef202c5ccc8700955fc348cca2d&utm_campaign=DownToEarth&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=greenlight_email
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/jan/02/climate-crisis-2023-was-uks-second-hottest-on-record?utm_term=65969ef202c5ccc8700955fc348cca2d&utm_campaign=DownToEarth&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=greenlight_email
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/dec/11/climate-crisis-could-cause-10000-extra-uk-deaths-a-year-by-2050-says-health-body?utm_term=657876a67762ea016faf9eed64dd38cd&utm_campaign=DownToEarth&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=greenlight_email
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/dec/11/climate-crisis-could-cause-10000-extra-uk-deaths-a-year-by-2050-says-health-body?utm_term=657876a67762ea016faf9eed64dd38cd&utm_campaign=DownToEarth&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=greenlight_email
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/dec/11/climate-crisis-could-cause-10000-extra-uk-deaths-a-year-by-2050-says-health-body?utm_term=657876a67762ea016faf9eed64dd38cd&utm_campaign=DownToEarth&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&CMP=greenlight_email


Responding to uncertainty

…there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We 

also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know 

there are some things we do not know. But there are also 

unknown unknowns—the ones we don't know we don't know.

Donald Rumsfeld, 

former United States Secretary of Defence 2002  
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