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News & Views
August 2019

From the Dorset Mammal Group
Website: www.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

The View from the Chair
The AGM was quite well attended, given it was a nice 
evening and I suspect most people can find better things 
to do than sit in warm rooms listening to a business 
meeting. So may I thank all those who gave up better 
things to sit and listen to our meeting report. Those 
members who came to the bat walk afterwards enjoyed 
lots of bat activity along the river, the detectors were 
clicking and ticking and I believe we heard and saw, 
soprano pipistrelles, common pipistrelles, and serotines. 
So thank you to Jan Freeborn for leading it.

It’s been a privilege to lead the team who work so hard 
for all of us. Mel our treasurer, for keeping the books in 
good order; Susy for her hedgehog and dormouse work, 
running the events list and lots of other things. Ian for 
his badger group and marine mammal liaison work, 
Jo and Diana for doing the tedious job of adapting the 
constitution for our application for charitable status, 
and for helping with other things as well, not least 
hedgehogs. Ken has done a brilliant job as always with 
the otter surveys and liaising with various universities, 
Rachel for keeping our facebook page up to date as well 
as coping with a new baby and her husband Jason, who 
looks after our website. Steve, our recorder of mammals 
who is still accepting records - he likes to keep busy - so 
do send them in.

Sadly, Julia , our secretary, had to resign for health 
reasons so I thank her for the help she gave us and wish 
her well.

House mouse in potting shed

Two members not on the committee also deserve my 
thanks, Colin, for providing us with the newsletter 
despite his other commitments, including his Hedgehog 
Predicament talks, which are excellent, and who has 
agreed to do the newsletter for another year. The second 
member to whom I’m most grateful is Mike Lowing, who 
has guided me through the mail distribution service at 
least twice this past year and who is looking after setting 
up the Mammal Atlas on the internet - along with many 
other things.

That’s the problem, the whole committee and other 
active members are busy people as I’m sure most of our 
members are too. We had three vacancies at the AGM, 
only one of which would have involved being on the 
committee - unfortunately, we had no takers - obviously, 
you’re all far too busy. 

I’m sure we all want the DMG to prosper, to grow 
in membership and influence, to ensure that future 
generations will be able to enjoy seeing, studying and 
sometimes interacting with the wild mammals of this 
beautiful county, they and we call home. Please consider 
how you might help us achieve it, even if it’s only for the 
odd hour at a talk or a walk, or persuading a neighbour 
to join us. A group is only as good as its members, please 
help us make this one as good as we can - thank you.

Angela Price 
- Chair DMG

https://twitter.com/intent/follow?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk%2F&screen_name=DorsetMammal&tw_p=followbutton&variant=2.0
https://twitter.com/intent/follow?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk%2F&screen_name=DorsetMammal&tw_p=followbutton&variant=2.0
https://www.facebook.com/Dorset-Mammal-Group-466914263500079/
https://www.facebook.com/Dorset-Mammal-Group-466914263500079/
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Dorset Mammal Group Otter Section
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nThank you to the 77 Surveyors who consisted of 
Members and non-Members  who took part in the DMG 
Otter and Water Vole Spring Survey which revealed 
the most daytime sightings of Otters across Dorset to 
date. Also a good amount of photo evidence and site 
information was gathered.

Although Otter signs were encouraging, Water Vole 
recordings were down across the Dorset catchment. 
Unfortunately Mink are still present in the County.

The next DMG Otter & Water Vole Survey will be on 
Saturday 28th September and Sundat 29th September 
2019. 

 

DORSET RIVER CATCHMENT SPRING SURVEY 2019.          
77 SURVEYORS.        428 RESULTS RECORDED. 

147 POSITIVE SITES. 135 NEGATIVE SITES. VISITED SITES 282.

147 Old Otter Spraint 104 Recent Otter Spraint 44 Fresh Otter Spraint 49 Otter Pad Marks
9 Anal Jelly 6 Slides 10 Tracks 2 Castling
3 Mussel shells Areas 3 Possible Holt 17 Otter Sightings 2 Scratch/Scrape Marks
1 Fish scales 5 WV Prints 7 WV  Holes
3 WV Tracks 1 WV Barrows 2 WV Droppings 2 WV Sightings

3 Mink Scats 2 Mink Tracks 1 Mink Prints
1 Mink Sightings 2 Badger print
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A new Otter Project in conjunction with 
Bournemouth University is being undertaken in 
partnership with the DMG over the next 2/3 years.

The Main Aims of this proposed Study are:

•	 A better understanding of Otter numbers.

•	 Otter movements and effect of Human encroachment.

•	 Compare Otter Diet in different River systems and 
Urban and Rural Environments. 

•	 River Water Quality. 

•	 Record Invasive Species both Flora and Fauna.

We will also be looking at past Records from 2013 to 
2019 of Positive and Negative sites, and monitoring 
trends, and Hotspots.  Volunteers will be required to 
collect samples of Spraint for DNA testing, ID Kits will be 
issued. Further information to follow.

Dorset Otter Catchment Area. 

Volunteers required for Dead Otter Collection. 

There is a need to look at re-establishing a network of 
volunteers to collect any dead Otters that are found 
in our area to send to Cardiff University via our Local 
Environment Agency. This is to establish cause of death 
and collate any viable information that may assist both 
Cardiff University and the Environment Agency.

Dorset Mammal Group Otter Section Contd . . .

Those who are interested to be put on the List please 
Email: otters@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Hopefully we can look forward to the rest of 2019 as a 
positive year for our Dorset Otters with your continuing 
support. 

Kenneth Hutchinson 
- DMG Otter co-ordinator

DMG Otter and Water Vole 
Autumn Survey 2019

Saturday 28th September 
and 

Sunday 29th September 2019

Please register your interest 

via Email at: 

surveyotter@btinternet.com

Cats and Bats
One of the Dorset Mammal Group members is also 
a bat rescuer. She is absolutely inundated this year 
with injured bats. Here is some advice from the Bat 
Conservation Trust about how we can keep bats 
safe.

Cats do not eat bats but they like to play with 
them. If a bat has been caught by a cat, it will need 
expert help from a trained bat carer as soon as 
possible. Even a tiny amount of cat saliva in a bat’s 
bloodstream can cause infection and without help 
they are likely to die. Cats will often learn where a 
bat roost is and catch bats as they leave the roost, 
putting a whole colony at risk.   

By following a few simple steps 
responsible cat owners can stop 

bats being harmed.  

Bring your cat indoors half 
an hour before sunset and 

keep it in all night when 
bats are most active (April – 

October). If you cannot keep your cat 

in all night, bring it in half an hour before 
sunset and keep it in for an hour after 
sunset.  It is very important to keep cats 
indoors at night from mid-June until the 
end of August because bats will be looking 
after their babies.  

If your cat often brings in bats he/she might have 
found a roost and may return to it.

Bat Carers estimate that over 30% of bats they 
rescue have been attacked by cats. 

And only 14% of bats injured by cats are released.  
Over half (56%) do not survive a cat attack and 
30% cannot be returned to the wild. 

If you find a bat on the ground only handle it if you 
have to, as with any wild animal use gloves or a tea 
towel to avoid getting bitten. Place the bat in a box 
with small air holes in and put in a small, shallow 
container with a few drops of water. Contact the 
Bat Conservation Trust Bat Helpline for advice on 
0345 1300 228.  

mailto:otters%40dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk?subject=
mailto:surveyotter%40btinternet.com%0D?subject=
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Dorset Mammal Group Badger Section
Badgers & bTB - A Bit of History

It was 1882 when Robert Koch announced his discovery, 
ironically in London, that tuberculosis (TB) is in fact a 
micro-bacterium and not, as had been thought, a wasting 
disease caused by “bad air” and that bovine TB (bTB) 
could be passed to humans in cow’s milk.

Koch’s discovery was received very differently in different 
parts of the world. In the USA, a country open to new 
ideas, the Public Health Board quickly set about a 
programme requiring milk producers to have their herds 
attested as being free from bTB or, alternatively, to have 
their milk pasteurised. 

American farmers quickly adopted the new measures and 
milk was advertised as being a complete food containing 
protein, vitamins, fats and minerals, and obstetricians 
recommended that expectant mothers drink plenty of 
milk (we didn’t know about cholesterol back then). It is 
said that in just 20 years the height of the average young 
American increased by 2 inches!

In the UK, by comparison, the new ideas were treated 
with suspicion. Farmers’ groups maintained that 
pasteurisation would remove the “goodness” from milk 
and the big landowners, with powerful influence over 
the governments of the time, ensured that no action was 
taken and it was not until the 1950s that pasteurisation 
of milk and compulsory herd attestation became the 
norm in the UK. 

It is a little known fact, initially kept secret, that London 
school children, evacuated to the countryside during the 
second world war, drank “fresh” milk for the first time 
and immediately became infected with bTB.

Badger Culls
Well, nothing much has changed, has it! We still have 
a government that kills animals for political gain at the 
behest of the “Country Land and Business Association”, 
the “National Union of Farmers (NFU)” and several 
shooting interests and, despite the science and 
increasing evidence of failure, the Government continues 
with the scientifically illiterate and morally bankrupt 
badger culls.

The NFU try to portray the bTB debate as “farmers versus 
protesters” and “cattle versus badgers” but we should 
not be blinded by this misrepresentation. Many farmers 
oppose the badger culls and recognise that the enemy 
is bTB and that it is not a choice between cattle and 
badgers.

The way ahead must be to improve cattle testing and the 
“actiphage” test, recently used with considerable success 
in Devon, and now being trialled on the Gower Peninsula 
in South Wales, should be introduced at the earliest 
possible opportunity. Only then can we hope to remove 
bTB from the national herd and leave our badgers to live 
in peace.

This years “supplementary culls” (post the initial 4 years 
of culling) began on the 1st June and can continue until 
31st January, this despite 20% of cubs being born in 
January and the possibility, therefore, that cubs could be 
left to starve underground if their mother should be shot 
as part of a legal cull!

So, the cull has already begun in North Dorset, which is 
now in its fifth year, and the main culls will begin in the 
rest of Dorset in late August/early September. 
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Vaccination
Legally, the vaccination programme can begin on June 
1st and continue until November 30th but no self-
respecting vaccinator would work to these extremes. 
In early June there are still some very young cubs to be 
found and it could go very hard on them if they were 
caught and their mother had no option but to leave 
them behind. Later in the year the nights are much 
longer and the weather more inclement and a trapped 
badger could spend many hours of confinement before 
being vaccinated and released.

I also work with the “Dorset Badger Vaccination Project” 
and this year we vaccinated our first badger of 2019 on 
July 3rd and hope to be finished by the end of August. 
Thus far I have never needed to vaccinate beyond the 
first week of September.

Dorset Mammal Group Badger Section Contd . . .

On all vaccination projects we put out trail-cameras to 
assess the number of badgers present before committing 
to capture thereby allowing us to determine our success 
rate. We always hope to vaccinate a minimum of 70% of 
the badgers present but at the first 3 setts of this years 
programme we have a 100% record. Unfortunately, sett 4 
is proving far more difficult, there are no badgers! We are 
hoping they have just gone on their holidays and will be 
back soon, fingers crossed, but in the meantime we have 
moved to sett 5.

I hope to give a full report in the next issue of the Dorset 
Mammal Group Newsletter.

Ian Mortimer 
-DMG Badger section 

The season has been quite a quiet one so far. 

Thorncombe Woods has thrown up two wood mice, but no 
dormice. 

Netherbury has been slightly more successful with one torpid 
dormouse and one very fresh, beautiful nest. 

Wood mice have also been recorded on both surveys at 
Netherbury, on the last survey there was also a nest of wood 
mouse babies.

There are still a few places available for these dormouse 
surveys if you are interested:

Saturday 24th August    Thorncombe Woods

Tuesday 17th September  Netherbury

Saturday 19th October   Thorncombe Woods

Saturday 23rd November  Netherbury

Susy Varndell 
- DMG Dormouse Leader

Dormouse Update
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Dorset Mammal Group Hedgehog  Section
Hedgehog Update July 2019

As you already know 
 Bridport,       Piddletrenthide, 
 East Stour,       Halstock, 
 Blandford,       Dorchester, 
 Bere Regis,       Portland, 
 Hazelbury Bryan,     Shipton Gorge, 
 Stourton Caundle,     Pimperne, 
 Crossways,       West Milton and 
 Wareham 
are already hedgehog friendly towns/villages. 

 Beaminster,       Milborne St Andrew, 
 South Perrott,      Hinton St Mary and 
 Corscombe 
have just started the project. 

 Chedington,      Upton, 
 Shaftesbury,      Broadwindsor and 
 Portesham 
are to start on the hedgehog friendly journey soon. 

A Facebook page has been developed where 
interested people can put up information about 
hedgehog sightings in Dorset or information about 

hedgehogs generally (https://www.facebook.com/
Dorset-Mammal-Group-Hedgehog-Friendly-Towns-and-
Villages-618295131546568/). 

The business plan for the hedgehog hospital will be 
put before the committee at the next meeting. Fingers 
crossed.

A DMG hedgehog conference is planned for April 4th 
2020 in Dorchester. A selection of speakers has already 
been invited. 

Subjects to be covered include 

•	 the national picture of hedgehogs, 

•	 the care of hedgehogs, 

•	 what Dorset is doing for its hedgehogs both within 
the Dorset Mammal Group and with the Natural 
Environment Team at county hall. 

Do get in touch if you have any suggestions or would 
like to help in some way.

Susy Varndell - 
DMG Hedgehog Leader

Hedgehog Carers Meeting June 2019
If only caring for hedgehogs was as simple as a poster I saw in 
Turkmenistan.  A cheeky hedgehog peers out from underneath an 
enormous sticking plaster, which adheres firmly to its prickles.  This 
quick fix seems to solve the hog’s problems and off it runs - but reality is 
of course very different. 

For the DMG’s Hedgehog Section, caring for hedgehogs is part of a 
carefully developed strategy which began with the Vale Wildlife Hospital 
(Glos) running training courses in Dorchester in 2018 and 2019.  The 
participants, from across the county, were subsequently invited to form 
a carers’ network to provide mutual advice and support.  On Saturday 
1 June they held their first meeting at Bere Regis, and after introducing 
themselves and describing the levels of care they could provide, they 
soon pitched in to detailed discussions about the nitty gritty of caring for 
hedgehogs.  

Contd..... page 7

https://www.facebook.com/Dorset-Mammal-Group-Hedgehog-Friendly-Towns-and-Villages-618295131546568/
https://www.facebook.com/Dorset-Mammal-Group-Hedgehog-Friendly-Towns-and-Villages-618295131546568/
https://www.facebook.com/Dorset-Mammal-Group-Hedgehog-Friendly-Towns-and-Villages-618295131546568/
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Carers work with vets throughout the county and there 
is considerable discrepancy in which vets charge for 
what, and whether vets recognise the RSPCA’s payment 
system. It was evident that most carers relied on having a 
good personal relationship with their local vet, although 
even this could be affected by which veterinary nurse 
they dealt with.  There was a consensus that it would 
be helpful to have a vet centrally located who could be 
relied upon to deliver urgent veterinary care and this is 
being investigated.

Getting the admin right underpins care work, particularly 
admission forms and daily care records, and Abbi 
from Iford Meadows Hedgehog Rescue and Hayley 
from Hayley’s Hedgehog Rescue in Dorchester have 
volunteered to try and create templates to standardise 
the forms used by carers.  Hayley is also updating her 

foster care manual and foster care contract.  Sharing and 
standardising paperwork in this way should help ensure 
good practice and in some cases facilitate research.

Hedgehogs over 200 g can safely be chipped, a procedure 
which the Vale Hospital carries out on admission, the 
chip being injected into the hog’s rear left hand side.  A 
vet from Girling and Bowditch has offered to train carers 
on injecting chips.  The group decided they would prefer 
to use 8mm chips rather than the standard 12mm chips 
used for pets, but they were keen to press ahead with 
the scheme.

There was also plenty of chat about how to source 
medicine and equipment.  The group had also hoped 
to discuss release criteria but they ran out of time.  The 
meeting was very worthwhile and everyone agreed to 
another meeting in the autumn.

Linda Poulsen

Hedgehog Carers Meeting Contd. . . .

Anthea’s miniature wildlife friendly garden
Anthea, hedgehog co-ordinator for Dorchester with 
Linda, has been busy creating a wildlife friendly garden. 
However, it was no ordinary garden, it was a miniature 
wildlife friendly garden with special emphasis on 
hedgehogs. It was made in a basket with all the 
necessary features to keep hedgehogs (and other 
wildlife) happy: a pond with sloping edges to drink 
from, a shed for nesting under, a wild patch to forage 
in and collect nesting material from, a woodpile where 
hedgehogs can find lots of invertebrates to feed on, a 
compost heap for hibernating in and a lawn which isn’t 
cut too short. It is a masterpiece which she entered 

into the Purbeck Arts and Crafts competition and show. 
Anthea’s commended prize is well deserved.

However, this garden is not just for winning 
competitions, it is now going to be doing the rounds 
of fetes and events. It is a wonderful resource for 
discussing the needs of hedgehogs, and it creates a lot 
of interest when out and about meeting the public.

Well done Anthea and thank you for being so creative 
and generous with your creations.

Susy Varndell 
- DMG Hedgehog leader
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I am very pleased to report that we are now receiving 
numerous mammal records from across the county; this 
is helping us build up a picture of the current status of 
our mammal population and, in time, to see if there are 
any changes in individual species distribution. Knowing 
how our mammals are faring is particularly important 
in the case of badgers, which continue to be culled 
needlessly. As I have said before another reason for 
keeping records is that we can monitor the numbers of 
non-native species which have been recorded in Dorset 
or record any that might appear. Examples include Edible 
Dormouse, Muntjac Deer and American Mink. There 
are native mammals that either have not been recorded 
in recent years or have not made it into the county yet 
such as European Beaver and Pine Marten. All the data 
we receive will be incorporated into the county mammal 
atlas, which will be published soon.

Herd of mainly sika stags photographed on the 
army ranges, below Whiteway Hill July 10th 2019

Mammal Recording
As I have said before please submit records of the 
mammals you see, dead or alive, including records 
of signs of the animals, even if you have not seen the 
creature itself. Examples of signs include molehills, 
badger setts, paw prints and droppings (if you are 
confident you can identify them). Submitting the records 
is easy via the mammal recording link on our website, 
or the Dorset Environmental Records Living Record 
scheme or by sending me details by email at records@ 
dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk – just make sure you let 
me have: the species, date seen and the location grid 
reference to six figures (or a good description of the 
location so that I can find the grid reference myself).

Steve Kourik 
- Dorset Mammal Recorder

The unexplained behaviour of a bank vole 
Having tea in the garden on the Saturday of the late 
May long weekend, we spotted a vole dashing to and 
fro at high speed.  It seemed very bulky at the front 
going in one direction but not when returning.  By the 
time I’d got the camera, it had disappeared.  Then, on 
Bank Holiday Monday, exactly the same behaviour was 
observed and this time I was ready.

She sprinted the same return journey as before five 
times and was clearly moving youngsters but the 
strange thing was that the laden trips were all in the 
same direction as on the Saturday!  Had she moved 
them back the other way on the Sunday?  We’ll never 
know.

Mike Lowing
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Notes on attending the Otter Survey Course
A couple of weeks ago I found myself arguing with the 
sat nav in the middle of Dorchester. OK, so that doesn’t 
sound very wild, (even though keeping up with the sat 
nav trying to deal with road closures can feel pretty wild 
at times) but I was on my way to learn about something 
very wild indeed.  Otters!!

I had become pretty proficient at otter spotting in 
Scotland, I could even make out their low-slung shape in 
the water, nostrils just raised slightly above the surface, 
as we drove past in the van. But I knew it would be an 
altogether different game back down south: here otters 
dwell in the thick cover of rivers as opposed to exposed 
sea lochs. Here they become more elusive, secretive and 
well-hidden and I was desperate to improve my otter 
spotting skills and increase my chances of seeing them 
closer to home.

Luckily, the DMG were looking for volunteers to help 
survey various sites throughout Dorset, to gain a better 
idea of how otters were coping throughout the county. 
Obviously I answered the call and signed myself up for 
the Otter Survey training workshop, which is why I found 
myself in deepest Dorchester, armed with my trusty 
notepad and pen, ready to get a bit more otter savvy.

It turns out there are quite a few other otter spotters 
within the Dorset area, and I was greeted by a packed 
room, full of eager otter enthusiasts keen to contribute 
to the survey. Everyone was so welcoming and friendly, 
it was a great chance to meet other people, both 
professional ecologists and amateurs with a keen interest 
like myself.

The talk was led by Kenneth Hutchinson, DMG’s “resident 
otter expert” and in charge of the otter survey for the 
group. I had spent time chatting with Ken via email over 
the summer and it was evident he knew his stuff but 
hearing him actually talk about otters was quite inspiring. 
It was clear, not only through his dedication to them, but 
the way he spoke of spending time with them in the wild 
that he loved otters. 

As well as lots of technicalities, health and safety 
messages, and field signs there were plenty of personal 
anecdotes about time spent in the field, which made for 
an interesting and insightful presentation. I certainly left 
inspired to pay more attention when I am out walking to 
clues and signs I might have otherwise missed.

As well as chatting about what to look for and how to 
keep ourselves safe, there was also a strong emphasis 
on how to keep the river safe. The importance to Check, 
Clean, Dry, both ourselves and our equipment, was 
strongly highlighted. This campaign helps prevent the 
contamination of river habitats from the introduction 
of invasive flora and fauna to the delicate river eco 
system. With twelve different rivers in Dorset, cross 
contamination could easily occur so great care should 
be taken to prevent this. Something all river users, not 
just otter surveyors, need to be aware of. 

Alongside the powerpoint we were given handouts, 
otter skulls were passed around the table, as well as a 
plastic Tupperware container filled with otter poo, yes, 
actual otter spraint. Now, I have heard people say that 
otter spraint smells faintly of Earl Grey tea, that it is a 
soft smell with a delicate finish. After sticking my nose 
in that tub and inhaling a decent whiff, I would like to 
clarify that although it wasn’t at all gag inducing, there 
was nothing particularly Earl Grey like about it. It smelt 
like fish, nothing more, nothing less, just - fishy (not 
surprising considering that the majority of an otter’s 
diet comprises of fish). 

So, with a nose filled with fish, an awareness of the 
Check, Clean, Dry campaign and a head filled with more 
Ottery knowledge then you could shake a stick at I left 
Dorchester feeling both inspired and excited.

I am so keen to get stuck into exploring the rivers of 
Dorset this summer in search of possibly, my all time, 
favourite mammal. 

Jeni Bell
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Net Team Report
The other work of the team goes on and we are 
thrilled to report the early success of the NET Barn 
Owl Project which saw the installation of 11 nest 
boxes last year on County farms. The results are 
in following a round of monitoring visits during 
June and July this year and two breeding pairs are 
occupying two of the boxes with four stunning 
healthy chicks (see photo). The NET has worked 
in partnership with colleagues from the County 
Farm Team and tenant farmers and have greatly 
appreciated the help of ringers from the British 
Trust for Ornithology. More boxes are planned with 
enthusiastic farmers and we’re looking forward 
to working closely with all involved to expand the 
project and widen its scope to include good foraging 
habitat and a plentiful supply of small mammals!

            Dorset Council Natural Environment Team

As most will know the councils of Dorset have 
been undergoing a Local Government Review 
and there are now two overarching authorities. 
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole form one 
council covering the conurbation and Dorset Council 
which encompasses the rural districts as well as 
towns including Weymouth, Portland and Dorchester. 
The Natural Environment Team (NET) have been 
incorporated into Dorset Council and are operating 
much the same as before. The new structures are still 
under review and there will be many organisational 
changes in the months to come. However, the NET 
is in a good position to influence environmental and 
planning policies and we continue to run the Dorset 
Biodiversity Appraisal Protocol (DBAP).

As many will remember the DBAP is the system 
by which we secure the mitigation required for 
legally protected wildlife that may be impacted by 
development in the County. The scheme also delivers 
positive enhancements in addition to protection 
measures, these enhancements include things like 
bat boxes, bricks for bees built into houses and ponds 
and trees. We are looking forward to talking more 
about this at the 2020 Dorset Hedgehog Conference 
organised by the Dorset Mammal Group.

In the meantime, we are focussing on a scheme that 
will provide more strategic benefits for Great crested 
newts through the planning system and adding a 
new section to the DBAP to deliver the Government’s 
objectives of an effective Environmental Net Gain 
policy. This is an emerging and important area and 
we’ll have more news as it develops.

© Photos - Natural Environment Team
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The Brown Hare
EASILY recognised by its long, black-tipped ears, the brown hare has 
always been a creature of mystery and superstition - hence the old 
English poem called “The Creature No One Dares to Name” which 
describes

  The stubble-stag, the long lugs,
  The stook deer, the frisky legs,
  The wild one, the skipper,
  The hug-the-ground, the lurker.

True creatures of the open grasslands, they are thought to have 
originated on the Central Asian steppes and were introduced 
into Britain in Roman times. Being nocturnal, they spend 
most of the day resting in their forms (shallow 
depressions in the grass) and unlike rabbits 
they live exclusively above ground, breeding 
at any time from February to September and 
producing up to four litters a year.

When I first came to live in Dorset I often saw 
them where the Roman Road runs over the 

This piece by Brian originally appeared in the Eggardon 
View Parish mag earlier this year.

downs between Dorchester and Eggardon Hill. But 
the old sheep walks and their ancient pastures have 
long since been ploughed into oblivion, harebells, 
blue butterflies, Bronze Age barrows and all. Now, 
making it still harder for hares to survive, the 
downland fields are disappearing under alien seas 
of plastic, laid down in order to increase the maize 
harvest.

To make matters worse a deadly rabbit virus has 
jumped the species barrier and is now bearing down 
on the UK’s rapidly dwindling hare population, with 
Dorset among the first parts of the country to be 

affected. Yet despite this sorry state of affairs, brown 
hares can still be shot at any time throughout the 
year and are the only game species in the UK without 
a closed season when hunting is prohibited. A cause 
for shame, you might think? The brown hare has 
proved itself to be a natural survivor, but it will need 
more than its uncanny alertness and astonishing 
turn of speed, if it is to stay ahead of the disease and 
changing agricultural practices that are tipping the 
balance against it. 

Brian Jackman

Quick Mammal Quiz
1. In identifying Stoats and Weasels name three diagnostic differences between them.
2. Which one of these mammals found in Dorset is the odd one out: Common Dormouse, 

Pygmy Shrew, Red Squirrel, Field Vole and Yellow-necked Mouse?
3. In Kenneth Grahame’s book Wind in the Willows which species of mammal was Ratty?
4. What are the differences between horns and antlers?
5. Excluding bats which species of mammals found in Dorset hibernate over winter?

Answers on Page 13 
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What lovely weather we are having, all the more reason 
to visit our beautiful and varied county. Not sure about 
you but it’s a nice walk that brings peace and tranquillity 
to what is usually a hectic working week. Some of you 
may recall I was injured on duty and following surgery, I 
am currently undergoing rehab to get me back fighting 
crime. My walks or rides mean I get to see quite a variety 
of mammals, but what spoils those walks along idyllic 
country paths are other people. To be precise those 
people who fail to adequately supervise their dogs, who 
have laid a carelessly left poo right on my proposed 
route. I also don’t get the poo bag left full hanging on a 
branch trick either.

It’s the point of failing to supervise the dog, which is an 
increasing problem for the rural community, specifically 
livestock farmers, and something the police both in 
Dorset and nationally have seen a huge rise in calls 
about.

Quite often those owners are normal people with their 
family pet running off the lead through a field with 
sheep.  But, so often that person will state “My labs 
alright, would not harm a fly”.  Problem is twofold, firstly 
yes it will, its instincts will kick in, its playful curiosity will 
fire up and before you know it the chase becomes an out 
of control rampage, leaving terrified sheep running for 
their lives. Secondly the sheep, perpetually worried at 
any sign of a dog will become more anxious, prone to run 
off and get injured, or when in lamb likely to abort. 

The police, specifically the rural crime team, engage with 
local farmers to supply signage to warn those persons, 
but the attitude of “she’s not a problem” continues.

This engagement activity centres upon signage for 
landowners who can request it directly from the rural 
crime team or via their NPT. It also means reported 
incidents can be collated for statistical purposes to 
show where the county sits nationally as well as 
advising local officers around legislation matters. Most 

The Rural Crime Team

importantly information can be shared via media 
outlets to encourage lackadaisical dog owners to be 
more responsible and to highlight those cases where 
information is required or to highlight successful 
prosecutions.

So if you are out walking, be mindful of your dog and 
what it may do off the lead, and clear up your (its) mess, 
be responsible.

Lastly a reminder; if you see anything suspicious contact 
the police on 101 (or email) or if you see something more 
serious call 999. Don’t be complacent - see it - report it.

PC 740 Rob Hammond
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In search of the Orkney vole, May 2019

So, no photo of an Orkney vole, but a photo of the house I didn’t buy instead

I recently spent my seventieth birthday viewing a 
property in Orkney. It was very well constructed and 
well insulated, with a stone fireplace, food preparation 
facilities, beds, shelves, a magnificent dresser, indoor 
toilet with drainage and a nearby water source. It was in 
a village of eight similar properties built around a little 
market/meeting place. It was 5000 years old! It was in 
the Neolithic village of Skara Brae. I was utterly bowled 
over by it and I would have bought it, had it been for 
sale.

The other “must see” for my holiday was the Orkney 
vole, Microtus arvalis orcadensis. It is the only vole 
present on Orkney and resembles our field vole but is 
larger, (about 120mm head and body length, where 
the field vole, M agrestis, is only about 102mm). It was 
probably introduced by Neolithic settlers between 5700 
and 5400 years ago during trade with south west Europe, 
the same people that built the stone villages like the one 
I had seen at Skara Brae. The vole is now present in most 
of the “unimproved” habitats in Orkney, especially in 
the rough grass along fences and ditches and at old peat 
cuttings, although not on the arable land or pasture land.
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My first chance to look for the vole came on my way back 
from visiting the 5000 year old Tomb of the Eagles on the 
island of South Ronaldsay. I followed the coastal path and 
there in the long grass along the fence-line was a brown 
hare’s form (nest), beautifully swirled into a round bowl 
shape. And nearby were little runs through the grass 
made by an Orkney vole. 

That was exciting enough but something even better, in a 
way, occurred a couple of days later, while driving along 
next to a peat bog on the Island of Hoy, the high island. 
I was on my way to see the nest of a pair of white tailed 
eagles who are rearing two chicks, the second year in a 
row that two chicks have been reared on Hoy since the 
eagles returned five years ago. Ahead of me in the road 
were two gulls pulling at the guts of an Orkney vole. They 
flew off as I approached and I had a really good look at 
the vole. Not the pretty sight I had hoped to see on my 
holiday, but a sighting nevertheless and probably how a 
good many voles end up. 

Anthea Anderson

Quiz Answers
1. Stoats are larger, have a black tip to the tail and the dividing line between the brown fur on its back and side and 

the white fur on its underside is straight whereas in Weasels it is wavy.

2. Pygmy Shrews are members of the order Eulipotyphla whereas all the others are Rodentia.

3. Ratty was a Water Vole.

4. Antlers are usually branched, are made of bone and are shed each year. Horn is made of a bony core sheathed in 
keratin, are not branched and are permanent.

5. Dormice and Hedgehogs.
Thank you to Steve Kourik for the quiz
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Oh, rats!
Rats come in all forms, most of us know that, but I had 
a close encounter of the first kind with the mammal 
variety this year. Being a dyed-in-the-wool townie has 
meant a lifetime of being cushioned from the real 
wild, so moving to Dorset was a cultural shock in more 
ways than one. Did anyone warn me before I came 
here that innocent pleasures like feeding the birds 
would turn out to require policing tactics worthy of a 
drug-bust squad? First thing I knew, the postman was 
telling me he had seen ‘the mouse’ on more than one 
occasion. A mouse! How sweet, I thought, in my townie 
way. Except that when I duly started watching for it, 
it trailed a seriously long tail and was like no mouse I 
had ever seen. Mighty mouse? I wish. Dark suspicions 
assailed. Oh, the shame of it – where I come from you 
DO NOT admit to having a resident rat for fear of those 
you thought your friends inching away, acquaintances 
suddenly discovering vital reasons to move to the other 
side of the room/road/country.

What to do about it? Because when you come from 
the Town, it’s second nature to Do Something About 
It. Except that I’m not very good at doing things 
to living creatures. For instance, I’m the world’s 
worst arachnophobe but rather than kill one, I go to 
great lengths to catch it under a glass, slide a paper 
underneath, talking all the while to encourage it to 
walk onto the paper where it will be safer than in 
the narrowing gap to the other side of the glass, and 
finally walking it to the absolute far end of the garden, 
or even out to the road, to re-home it away from my 
house.

Then again, when the resident vole made a tunnel 
pushing up my newly laid turf, I did nothing about that, 
largely out of guilt that by laying a gravel path I had 
destroyed her two nests under a pile of old timber bits, 
and inadvertently filled in a cavity at the base of the 
wall which was one of her bolt holes. I felt I owed her.

Anyway back to the rat. There was only the one and he 
was too heavy to climb the pole to the bird feeder. If he 
wanted to hoover up what they spilled, that was OK by 
me. Better than a burgeoning crop of sunflowers. Live 
and let live, I thought, as long as he doesn’t bring his 
mates. This is the country, after all. Stuff happens. 

Stuff did indeed happen. ‘He’ turned out to be ‘she’ 
and in no time Junior was running around my garden 

too. And Junior was light enough (and by then Mum 
was also light enough) to shin up the pole and enjoy 
a first course of sunflower seed followed by fatball for 
afters. Even the woodpecker kept his distance while 
Junior fed.

At this point I decided I had to Do Something after all. 
Time for consultation. Poison was never in the picture 
– it just wasn’t; when it died what would happen to the 
fox, badger, hedgehog, buzzard that saw it as lunch? 
I had vague fluffy ideas of humanely trapping Mum 
and Offspring, taking them somewhere remote and 
releasing them back to the wild. That was knocked on 
the head; they only multiply as soon as your back’s 
turned. By then Colin Varndell had heard about ‘my’ 
rat and wanted to photograph it. So its doom was 
postponed while it made coy photo opportunities and 
its offspring enjoyed feasts at the expense of the birds.

Colin’s advice was to stop feeding the birds for a couple 
of weeks; without a food supply, what self-respecting 
rat is going to hang around? And they all go nocturnal 
as the young grow. So I duly let the feeders run out. 
The birds were puzzled, kept landing on the top of 
the pole and looking at empty feeders. It’s a guilt trip, 
stopping feeding the birds. Unsurprisingly, I blinked 
first. Within ten days I had the feeders stuffed with 
fatballs and seed; the birds forgave me and returned. I 
kept a close eye, and day after day, no rat.

I suppose it was inevitable. I was just thinking of 
turning the lamp on one late evening, and who was 
up the pole scoffing for England but Junior? He’d gone 
nocturnal all right; this was his midnight feast.

So the answer? I take in the feeders each night and 
put them back in the morning. Now Public Enemy No 
1 is the woodpecker – with a beak that could skewer 
a sparrow he not only enjoys 
the lion’s share of the 
fat balls, he gets 
the whole feeder 
to himself. But I’d 
rather a rat of the 
woodpecker 
variety than 
the real 
thing.

Diana Maxwell
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Dorset Mammal Group Committee 2018/19
Chairperson Angela Price chair@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Treasurer Mel Elliott treasurer@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Secretary Vacancy secretary@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Membership Mel Elliott membership@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Events Susy Varndell events@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Badger Section Leader Ian Mortimer badgers@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Otter Section Leader Ken Hutchinson otters@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Hedgehog Section Leader Susy Varndell hedgehogs@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Social Media & Website Leader Rachel Moors media@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Mammal Recorder Steve Kourik records@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Dormouse Section Leader Susy Varndell hedgehogs@dorsetmammalgroup.org.uk

Dorset Mammal Atlas Leader Angela Price

Without Portfolio Jo Morland

Without Portfolio Diana Maxwell

Dorset Mammal Group
Chairperson: Angela Price 0793 273 0402  Secretary: Vacancy

Website: https://dorsetmammalgroup.wordpress.com/

Thursday 29th August Second hedgehog meeting, South Perrott

Friday 6 September The Hedgehog Predicament, Wareham Town Hall 7.30 pm

Saturday 7th September Second hedgehog meeting, Hinton St Mary

Saturday 14th September Upton’s first hedgehog meeting 10 am

Friday 20th September The Hedgehog Predicament at St Swithun’s Church Hall Bridport 7pm for 7.30pm

Sat 28th September or
Sun 29th September Otter and watervole survey

Saturday 5th October Blandford’s Hedgehog Extravaganza

Wednesday 30th October The Hedgehog Predicament, Halstock

Sunday 24th November Newsletter deadline for December

Saturday 4th April Hedgehog Conference, Dorchester

Wednesday 15th April The Ecology of Badgers. DWT North. Sherborne Church Hall

Dates for your Diary
Consult the DMG website to see the final details 

of all the events (as they become available)

© Photographs in this issue copyright Colin 
Varndell unless otherwise credited.
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