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Dormouse conservation 
has produced some very 

positive results over the past 
20 years and declines in the 
national population have slowed. 
But it is important that we both 
maintain and increase the 
momentum. The key to helping 
us to achieve this is knowing 
where they are and how they 
are doing and so the submission 
of records from both new and 
existing sites continues to be 
crucial. These data enable 
us to see if the measures we 
are putting in place to help 
dormice – be it coppicing, 
hedge-laying or mitigation in 
the form of creating new habitat 
– are working. By increasing 
our knowledge we can ensure 
that the creation of future 
opportunities can build on past 
successes. 

The Great Nut Hunts of 1993 and 
2001 demonstrated that dormice had 
been lost from seven counties in the 
preceding century. Their status in 
counties in which they remained had 
not been recorded since Victorian times 
and hence the population change over 
a hundred years in southern England 
and Wales could not be properly 

understood. It is possible that in more 
wooded areas the dormouse population 
remained stable but it is likely that with 
less woodland management, changes in 
hedgerow management and increased 
urban development, the national 
dormouse population was in decline.  
When the National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP) was established 
in 1988 early results suggested that 
this was the case and that dormouse 
populations were suffering. This 
led to the creation of the dormouse 
Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) in 1997 
which had the aims of maintaining, 
enhancing and re-establishing dormouse 
populations. 

Maintaining Dormouse 
Numbers
Progress has been made on all three 
of these aims. The NDMP is the 
surveillance tool set up to monitor the 
national dormouse population trend. It 
is the largest small mammal monitoring 
programme in the world and involves 
approximately 600 volunteers checking 
nest boxes at over 250 sites. The data is 
submitted annually online to the People’s 
Trust for Endangered Species (PTES), 
who manage the programme. Analysis 
undertaken in 2009 suggested that while 
the dormouse population decline had not 
been arrested in the previous 21 years, 
it had slowed. This was good news 

and while it would be nice to attribute 
the improvement to two decades of 
conservation effort, the influencing 
factors are as yet unknown. PTES 
also manages the National Dormouse 
Database (NDD) which is the national 
dataset of dormouse records in England 
and Wales. Records are submitted online 
or by telephone by the general public, 
dormouse volunteers and ecological 
consultants; the degree of validation 
depends on recorder experience but 
members of the public are always 
contacted and questioned or asked to 
submit a photograph. Data is exchanged 
with Local Record Centres to ensure 
that the NDD is the most accurate and 
comprehensive national dormouse 
dataset. It very important to ensure that 
all dormouse records are submitted 
to PTES to maintain its accuracy, and 
updated advice on the Natural England 
and Countryside Council for Wales 
licence return form encourages all 
holders to submit their data to PTES. 

Are Dormouse 
Populations Being 
Enhanced?
There has been a recent upsurge of 
interest in dormouse conservation 
and an increase in the number of 
sites submitting data to the NDMP. 
There has also been an increase in 
the number of new local dormouse 
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groups. If more people are looking for 
dormice it is likely that more dormouse 
populations will be found but this does 
not mean that dormouse populations 
have been enhanced. More people 
involved in dormouse conservation 
however, also means that there are 
more volunteers prepared to undertake 
habitat management and more people 
aware of poor management practise. 
There was a recent situation in Kent 
where a contractor, working for a power 
company, cleared an area underneath 
power lines within a known dormouse 
site. The inappropriate management was 
quickly identified and after negotiation 
with the company, the situation was 
rectified to the satisfaction of all parties. 

Re-Establishing 
Dormouse Populations
The final element of implementing the 
original dormouse BAP is releasing 
captive-bred populations back into 
those seven counties where the animals 
became extinct, and bolstering numbers 
in counties where only a few natural 
sites are known. PTES, along with 
many other partners, has successfully 
reintroduced dormice into 10 counties 
and at five sites they are known to have 
dispersed beyond the original release 
wood. Although the dormouse release 
programme was initiated 18 years ago 
it is still too early to suggest that they 
are securely re-established within any of 
the counties in which they had become 
extinct (Mitchell-Jones and White 2009). 
Further, strategic, reintroductions 
close to existing sites could enable the 
formation of dormouse metapopulations 
which would consolidate their re-
establishment within an area.

Dormice are protected under UK 
legislation and under European law. 
The wording of The Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 
implies that if the presence of dormice 
is identified in an area, no further work 
there should be undertaken. In reality, 
appropriate management work is usually 
required to ensure suitable areas of 
habitat are maintained for dormice in 
the long-term – hence many of us find 
ourselves in a slightly odd situation 
where following regulations to the letter 
may well result in much greater damage 
to an endangered species. One of the 
positive aspects of this legislation is 
that ignorance of dormouse presence 
is not a defence for inappropriate 
management, which removes any 
necessity for landowners to be secretive 
about dormice being on their land. We 
can use this to our benefit by using 
these records to further improve the 
accuracy of the NDD. 

While there is much we do know about 
dormouse ecology there are still 
large gaps in our knowledge. There 
is empirical and anecdotal evidence 
of dormice coming to ground and 
crossing roads and paths but there 
is also evidence of them going out of 
their way to cross tracks using branch 
and twig linkage (Bright and Morris 
1991).  Dormouse physiology suggests 
a predominantly arboreal lifestyle and a 
number of dormouse bridges have been 
erected recently as part of development 
mitigation schemes. Although the design 
of these bridges has been based on 
experiments with captive animals, they 
have yet to be shown to work in the wild. 
This should not preclude their continued 
use but it is imperative that any 
dormouse bridge schemes incorporate 
an aspect of long-term monitoring to 
assess their functionality. 

We have come a long way since 
dormice were considered common 
in some counties and sold as pets in 
Surrey schoolyards. They might still be 
considered locally common in certain 
areas but their presence should be 
considered as a privilege rather than 
an expectation and it is important that 
populations are recorded to ensure 
their longevity. If you have any nest 
box monitoring data or one-off survey 
records please submit these to the 
NDMP or NDD respectively. This can be 
done simply online at www.ptes.org/
dormousemonitoring or alternatively 
posted to PTES, 15 Cloisters House, 8 
Battersea Park Road, London, SW8 4BG.  

PTES produces bi-annual copies of The 
Dormouse Monitor newsletter and also 

administers a Google forum – both 
of these free resources have reports 
and articles on dormouse work and 
research that may be of interest to IEEM 
members. If you would like to subscribe 
to either, please e-mail  
Susan.Sharafi@ptes.org. 
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Do you already have a dormouse 
licence and would you be prepared 
to mentor new volunteers seeking to 
obtain their licence?

PTES are planning on setting up 
new National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP) sites that will 
require monitors. If you can help 
please e-mail Ian.White@ptes.org.
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