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Wiltshire & Swindon Biological Records Centre (WSBRC), based at Wiltshire Wildlife Trust, is the
county’s local environmental records centre and has been operating since 1975. WSBRC gathers,
manages and interprets detailed information on wildlife, sites, habitats and geology and makes this
available to a wide range of users. This information comes from a considerable variety of sources
including published reports, commissioned surveys and data provided by voluntary and other
organisations. Much of the species data are collected by volunteer recorders, often through our
network of County Recorders and key local and national recording groups.

Wiltshire Mammal Group
Wiltshire Mammal Group is a volunteer-led recording group, comprising a mix of professional
ecologists and keen enthusiasts, which supports a variety of mammal projects across Wiltshire. It
coordinates several projects (such as dormouse monitoring schemes, the hedgehog project, brown
hare surveys and owl pellet analyses) and offers support to other organisations and groups in
Wiltshire running their own projects. Launched in 2002 the mammal group continues to grow and
support mammal conservation across Wiltshire.

Wiltshire Bat Group
Wiltshire Bat Group is also a volunteer-led recording group, comprising a large membership of
professional ecologists and keen enthusiasts. Bat group members coordinate a series of projects in
the county, many of which are long term monitoring and survey programmes, such as the Savernake
Forest bat project, Cotswold Water Park Bat Initiative, hibernation counts and swarming surveys of
the Bath & Bradford-on-Avon bat Special Area of Conservation and the Trowbridge woodlands
Bechstein’s bat study. Bat group members promote and undertake research and surveys on sites
across the county and in recent years have transformed our understanding of bats in Wiltshire.
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Foreword
Many of Britain’s most iconic species are mammals. It is no coincidence that hedgehogs, seals,
badgers and foxes feature large in the advertising campaigns of many organisations: they capture
the attention and love of the public in a way that outstrips most other wildlife. So how can it be that
so little is known about the distribution and conservation status of British mammals? There is no
equivalent of the systematic monitoring programme for birds. There is not even a British ‘red list’ to
highlight the most threatened species, meaning that mammals lag behind vascular plants, butterflies
and even fungi. This lack of information is partly a quirk of history – The Mammal Society and other
interested groups never received the large injections of cash required to pay for the staff needed to
initiate and support formal monitoring programmes. However, it also reflects the difficulty of
actually observing many mammal species, particularly those that are small or nocturnal. In my own
experience, I have yet to spot an otter on the small river at the bottom of my garden, despite the
copious spraint that the blighters leave to taunt me!
Mammal recording depends on dedicated volunteers, committed to not only observing wild
mammals and their signs, but also to sharing the data they collect with others. There is also a huge
amount of ‘back-room’ effort that goes into verifying records; without this quality control, an Atlas
such as this one would not be possible. The Mammal Society is currently pulling together
information from across the country to make a National Atlas, a task that would be completely
impossible without the help of local recorders, county recorders and data verifiers. Some people
question the need for atlases, but understanding the distribution of species is vital for both local and
national planning and policy decisions. Atlases also enable future change to be tracked, enabling us
to understand better the impact of a multitude of pressures – ranging from climate change to
urbanisation – on our wildlife.
Wiltshire is a special place for mammals. When I recall my 10 years in the county, I think of
surveying for water shrews in Urchfont, battling to stop the yellow-necked mice invading our house
in Corsham, seeing brown hares almost daily around Highworth, monitoring water voles on Caen Hill
Locks, Devizes, and a having host of first encounters with bats: barbastelle at Savernake Forest;
Bechstein’s at Green Lane Wood, Trowbridge, and greater horseshoe bats at Bradford-on-Avon.
And yet, I have much trepidation for the future. The pressure from development on many key sites
seems almost overwhelming; and any glance at aerial images on the internet shows the extent to
which the landscape is being fragmented by urbanisation. This Atlas is a crucial step in putting
mammals on the map – not only by showing important regions for priority species – but also by
illustrating the diversity present within the county. So hats off to all who have contributed. The
Wiltshire Mammal Atlas is a testament to your hard work.
Fiona Mathews, DPhil
Associate Professor of Mammalian Biology & Chair of The Mammal Society
University of Exeter
March 2017
***
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A little over forty years ago, the late Marion Browne and I embarked on an ambitious project to map
the distribution and status of mammals in Wiltshire. This was before computers became everyday
tools and our methods were labour intensive: organising field work, travelling the county giving
presentations, conducting postal surveys. As the work developed, I turned to a detailed study of the
historical record and Marion became county mammal recorder, taking responsibility for day-to-day
survey work. Her twelve county mammal reports, published between 1972 and 1988, and her
systematic accounts of seven species of mammal, published between 1975 and 1989, were
acknowledged at the time as exemplary. She died in 1990 and it was several years before I collated
the material for the first edition of Mammals in Wiltshire, published in 1997. What a pleasure it is to
write a foreword for the second edition edited by Gareth Harris and Purgle Linham. The new edition,
bringing together the work of the Wiltshire Mammal Group and the Wiltshire Bat Group with local
data from national and specialist surveys, provides a more nuanced overview of the status and
distribution of mammals in the county, augmented by superb state of the art maps. Marion would
have been delighted at the coverage and presentation, if a little surprised at what some of the data
reveal.
A superficial comparison of distribution maps from the two surveys would suggest that, generally,
mammal populations in Wiltshire are holding up quite well. The coverage in the new atlas is far more
comprehensive; the maps for many species are a rich spread of dots. But the data behind the maps
tell a mixed story.
Grey squirrel, muntjac, roe deer, otter, and polecat are among the species that have either extended
their range and/or increased in number in recent decades. Whereas for some the gains might have
been predicted, for the last two they have been against the odds. When otters were at their lowest
point, the talk was of local extinction, not recolonisation which has seen the species return to all the
major river systems in the county. Polecats were moving in from the west but nobody expected
them to regain more than a tenuous foothold.
I have a sense that small mammals have fared less well although, as yet, there may be insufficient
data to verify my concerns. In the 1970s, I corresponded with people whose memories went back to
the turn of the century. They described a countryside teeming with rodents, not least because the
practice of storing crops in ricks provided conditions for populations to explode. When the ricks
were dismantled and the grain threshed during the winter months these animals dispersed into the
fields and hedgerows, and to people houses. And what of the harvest mouse? My interest in
mammals was stimulated by finding a thriving colony in the early 1970s. I went on to make a special
study of the nest ecology of the species for my undergraduate dissertation. Gilbert White first
described the harvest mouse, but then it apparently ‘disappeared’, meaning that later naturalists
were largely unfamiliar with it. It has undoubtedly declined; recently I have scoured some of my
earlier study sites without finding a single nest, but I suspect this rodent has always been susceptible
to cyclical population explosions and crashes. The problem now is that with each cycle the
countryside becomes less favourable, making recovery all the more difficult.
I am also concerned about the insectivores. The maps for hedgehog and mole show wide
distributions. Both species are in the top ten for occupied 1 km squares in the county, but this may
be a reflection of ease of recording. Hedgehogs are in trouble wherever their territories intersect
with roads, and moles are vulnerable to deep ploughing and generally to changes in farming
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practice. The impression is of far fewer shrews than forty years ago: their high-pitched calls were
frequently heard in hedgerows, much less so now. I see far fewer common and pygmy shrews, either
dead or taken by domestic cats.
Bats are important not least because they are indicative of the status of insect populations and, by
extension, of the general health of ecosystems. The much more comprehensive maps in the new
edition of Mammals in Wiltshire are due testimony to the dedicated effort of the Wiltshire Bat
Group working on detection and conservation over many years. New species have been recorded in
the county since the earlier survey. This is the result of taxonomic splitting, improved species
identification and advances in detection technology.
The new edition of this publication demonstrates that national and specialist surveys can make a big
difference: we now know so much more about the status of dormouse, water vole, and Bechstein’s
bat. It is good to see the dormouse holding its own, and the water vole recovering lost ground when
earlier there was concern that it was heading for extinction in the county.
Since the first edition of Mammals in Wiltshire, the re-introduction of former native species has
become an issue. Re-introduction can be official or unofficial, or it can happen accidentally (i.e.
through escaped animals). When native species have been lost in recent times, their return is to
environments where ecological conditions have changed little. For species that have been absent for
longer periods, for example wild boar, the habitats they re-enter are very different from those with
which they were associated historically. There may be unforeseen consequences, as ornithologists
have found with the red kite in central southern England.
There are always consequences when non-native species are introduced. When grey squirrels were
brought in as a novelty in the late nineteenth century nobody could have foreseen their rapid spread
across the country, contributing to the demise of the native species in the process. In the 1960s,
early sightings of escaped mink caused some excitement, which quickly turned to despair when it
emerged that they were decimating populations of water voles. If the red-necked wallaby
establishes itself in Wiltshire what will we be saying about it in forty years time? Perhaps it will be
necessary to control the population, as it was with coypu in the 1980s?
Major impacts on mammals between the two surveys have been the intensification of agriculture,
urbanisation, and the associated growth in road traffic. Road casualties were a major source of
records for many species in the earlier survey. On some of the distribution maps the major road
systems in the country are traced out as records of dead animals. It was commonplace to see the
remains of fox, badger, stoat, brown hare, rabbit, brown rat and hedgehog. That some of these
species, for example stoat, brown hare and hedgehog, are seen far less frequently nowadays
testifies to their decline. The once quiet country lanes of the county are now busy with traffic. It is
not just the volume of vehicles but also the speed at which they travel. It used to be possible to take
avoiding action to save an animal, now there are fewer safe opportunities to do this. The continued
success of fox and badger is at first sight counter-intuitive, given the large numbers culled on roads.
But they are opportunist omnivores and less specialised than smaller carnivores like stoat and
weasel.
Having reflected on changes during the last forty years, what might we expect in the next few
decades? More land will be built over and agriculture will continue to intensify. There will be
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structural changes in the rural economy if only because the system of subsidising agriculture, and
the associated schemes for protecting wildlife, will change when Britain leaves the European Union.
Management of the landscape for wildlife will require increasingly more refined and fine-tuned
methods, informed by comprehensive data on status and distribution. Marginal and less intensively
managed land, of which the military training area on Salisbury Plain is of national and international
significance, will be a precious resource, with gardens increasingly important. Joining up
conservation areas and marginal land to create wildlife corridors is a proven form of management
for birds and insects. This may also help to overcome the problem of isolation for populations of less
mobile mammal species, but it must be set against the hazard posed by busy roads wherever
corridors cross them. Targeted re-introductions are likely to be a part of formal wildlife management
policies.
I started studying mammals primarily as an ecologist. Very soon I realised that changing patterns of
land-use explained much of what I saw in the field and I turned to environmental history. Now I work
in cultural ecology. Broadly this is concerned with the relationship between how people experience
the world and how they come to understand it. It takes us into the territory of how people think
about mammals, their attitudes towards them, and how they value them.
For most people today, mammals are not part of their frames of reference. They do not have the
access to the countryside enjoyed by previous generations and thus lack the opportunities for the
first-hand experiences that are formative of interest. Such knowledge that they do have typically
comes second hand through television and other media, and these technologies profoundly
influence how they value the environment and the species that inhabit it. In parallel with active
management of wildlife in the landscape there is a need for public education in the broadest sense,
of working with people’s perceptions and values as well as developing their knowledge. The
ecosystems of townscape and countryside are shaped by human enterprise and ultimately it is the
choices we make collectively, enacted through policy, that determine what the next generation will
have access to. There is a long tradition of public engagement with natural history in the county; the
work of the Wiltshire Mammal Group and the Wiltshire Bat Group represents one of its enduring
strengths.
Patrick Dillon
Woodbury Salterton, Devon
February, 2017
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Preface
This publication isn’t finished; but then, will it ever be? Mammals in Wiltshire, second edition, has
been produced to provide an up-to-date statement of our knowledge and understanding of mammal
populations at the present time. It is imperative that this knowledge is shared and contributes to
wider conservation efforts in Wiltshire and further afield because in recent years so much has
changed, with new species arriving and being discovered, existing species recovering their range and
others declining. Knowledge and understanding facilitates conservation.
We intend to publish occasional updates to this document; already the past winter has seen the
start of intensive survey effort for harvest mice and their map now needs to be updated! This will, of
course, be the value of a web-based document rather than a printed publication – so please watch
this space for occasional updates. With that in mind, please forgive the occasional typographical
error or stray formatting.
And most importantly, if you have data that can fill in some of the gaps then please get in touch. We
don’t presume that we have ALL data. This project has been supported by a spectacular range of
recorders and professional ecologists but we know that there is more out there.
GH January 2017
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1. Introduction
1.1.

Mammal fauna of Wiltshire

The current official list of accepted mammal species in Wiltshire is detailed, along with the year of
most recent record, in Table 1.1.
Species referenced by Dillon (1997) but not recorded in later years are included for completeness.
Additions to the species list require a full and detailed description prior to consideration.
Species

Date of last record

Rodents - Order Rodentia
Red squirrel

1965 (Dillon 1997)

Grey squirrel

2016

Eurasian beaver

2016

Hazel dormouse

2016

Bank vole

2016

Field vole

2016

Water vole

2016

Harvest mouse

2016

Wood mouse

2016

Yellow-necked mouse

2016

House mouse

2016

Common rat

2016

Black rat

1974 (Dillon 1997)

Coypu

1983 (Dillon 1997)

Rabbits and hares - Lagomorpha
Rabbit

2016

Brown hare

2016

Insectivores: Orders Erinaceomorpha and Soricomorpha
Hedgehog

2016

Mole

2016

Common shrew

2016

Pygmy shrew

2016

Water shrew

2016

Bats: Order Chiroptera
Greater horseshoe bat

2016

Lesser horseshoe bat

2016

Whiskered bat

2016

Brandt's bat

2016

Daubenton's bat

2016

Natterer's bat

2016

Geoffroy's bat

2013

Bechstein's bat

2016

Leisler's bat

2013 (last confirmed record)
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Noctule bat

2016

Nyctalus sp.

2016

Common pipistrelle

2016

Soprano pipistrelle

2016

Nathusius' pipistrelle

2015

Serotine bat

2016

Parti-coloured bat

2002

Barbastelle bat

2016

Brown long-eared bat

2016

Carnivores - Order Carnivora
Fox

2016

Badger

2016

Otter

2016

Pine marten

1953 (Dillon 1997)

Stoat

2016

Weasel

2016

Polecat

2016

Feral ferret

2007

American mink

2016

Ungulates: Order Perissodactyla and Arteriodactyla
Wild boar

2015

Reeves muntjac

2016

Red deer

2016

Sika deer

2001

Fallow deer

2016

European roe deer

2016

Escapes & exotics
Red-necked wallaby

2016

Wild felids

2016

Table 1.1: The official mammal list for Wiltshire
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1.2.
Introduction to the landscapes and habitats of Wiltshire and
their relevance to the county’s mammals
From the Cotswold Hills Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) in the north-west of the
county, to the chalk plateau of Salisbury Plain and Porton Down and the chalk downlands of the
North Wessex Downs, West Wiltshire Downs and Cranborne Chase AONBs, limestone and chalk are
the dominant geology and perhaps the strongest influence upon the county’s landforms and land
use. The immediate result of these areas’ geology is the abundance of limestone mines, particularly
around Bath, Bradford-on-Avon, Corsham and further south in Chilmark, many of which produced
important building stone for some of the UK’s and Wiltshire’s most iconic buildings as well as
generating considerable wealth. Today, many of these mines are Sites of Special Scientific Interest
(SSSI) for the populations of hibernating bats that they support (greater horseshoe, lesser horseshoe
and Bechstein’s and barbastelle bats) and some are recognised for their international importance
through inclusion in the Bath & Bradford-on-Avon and the Chilmark Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs).
The river valleys and clay vales below the chalk offer further opportunities. The glacial sands and
gravels of the Upper Thames valley have produced a wide floodplain with mixed farmland and more
latterly, primarily since the 1950s, an ever-increasing area of mineral extraction. The sand & gravel
quarries and lakes of the Cotswold Water Park dominate the landscape here, covering an area of
forty square miles and comprising over 160 lakes with increasing areas of reedbed, marsh and a
network of rivers and streams. The area supports a healthy population of wetland mammals such as
otter, water vole, water shrew and harvest mouse – Eurasian beavers were introduced to a private
enclosure in the 2000s and have demonstrated how they can positively engineer and sculpt their
environment with considerable biodiversity benefits. Fourteen species of bats have been recorded in
the Cotswold Water Park through a ten-year study, including the elusive Nathusius’ pipistrelle bat.
To the south of the Cotswold Water Park, lying on heavy clay, is the Braydon Forest, an ancient royal
hunting forest, comprising a network of species-rich meadows, improved pastures, woodlands and a
dense hedgerow network. This extensive area supports brown hare, as well as comprising a Wiltshire
stronghold for our rare woodland bat, the Bechstein’s bat. This area previously supported the hazel
dormouse, however its current status here is in question and this species may have been lost from
this landscape.
Further south, lying between Devizes and Marlborough, is the Marlborough Downs, itself a part of
the larger North Wessex Downs AONB, extending further east into Berkshire and Oxfordshire. This
extensive area of downland is dominated by rolling arable farmland and fragments of species-rich
grassland that support brown hare and harvest mouse. The interstitial river corridors, tributaries of
the Thames such as the Og and Kennet, support otter and water vole. The Savernake Forest, a large
SSSI forest on the edge of Marlborough supports barbastelle bats, radiotracking of which has
demonstrated how these bats feed across the surrounding chalk downland and river corridors. The
Savernake Forest and wider wooded landscape supports barbastelle bat and hazel dormice, known
and studied at a number of locations.
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In the north-west of the county lies the southern end of Cotswold Hills AONB, including Bradford-onAvon and Corsham and their limestone mines. The Bristol Avon bisects this area en route from the
Braydon Forest, through Chippenham, Melksham and Bradford-on-Avon, supporting otter and water
vole populations and providing important foraging areas for bats such as greater horseshoe, lesser
horseshoe and Daubenton’s bat. The By Brook valley and wider area, through Castle Combe and Box,
is a rich wooded valley supporting a diversity of rare and common bats throughout the year,
including the infamous Box Mine SSSI. Bowood Estate, Bowdens Hill and Spye Park, lying between
Chippenham and Calne, includes a series of woodland and parkland habitats, supporting some
interesting woodland species such as barbastelle bat and lesser horseshoe bat as well as a large
unconfined herd of fallow deer.
Lying in the centre of Wiltshire, and comprising the boundary between the vice counties of South
Wiltshire and North Wiltshire, is the Kennet & Avon Canal, bisecting Wiltshire west to east. Although
a man-made feature, it is nonetheless an important landscape feature, creating habitat for otter and
water vole and commuting routes and foraging areas for a diversity of bat species. Notably, it
provides a corridor west-to east across Wiltshire, connecting two different river catchments (Bristol
Avon and Thames) and offering new corridors for dispersal across the county.
To the south of the North Wessex Downs AONB lies a wide clay vale, from the Pewsey Vale in the
east, widening out in the west to Westbury and Trowbridge. This low-lying, damp vale comprises
extensive areas of pasture, copses and arable farmland, criss-crossed by field boundaries. The two
spurs of the Salisbury Avon rise here, close to Devizes and Pewsey respectively, meandering through
the vale before cutting south through the Salisbury Plain plateau to Amesbury and beyond to
Salisbury, gathering in tributaries from the vale and adjacent chalk downland. The clay vales support
a diversity of bat species, ranging from the foraging barbastelle bats of the Savernake Forest and
Devizes woodlands, through to Wiltshire’s well-studied Bechstein’s bats of the Trowbridge
woodlands in the west. The river corridors and surrounding landscape support a diversity of bat
species, including the horseshoe bats, whilst water vole and otter are frequent.
The Salisbury Plain chalk plateau is dominated by the military training estate but is surrounded by
arable farmland and further chalk downland. It supports its own unique assemblage of habitats and
species, typically comprising specialists of plains, grasslands and open countryside, which from a
mammal perspective includes roe deer, brown hare, harvest mouse and polecat. Interestingly,
Salisbury Plain has not previously been associated with notable populations of bats, but evidence is
gathering of a greater-than-expected activity of species such as noctule, serotine and intriguingly,
barbastelle bat. Furthermore, a number of recent surveys have confirmed that the river corridors of
the Salisbury Avon support a series of lesser horseshoe roosts.
South-west Wiltshire is characterised by the rolling chalk downland of West Wiltshire Downs and
Cranborne Chase AONBs. A network of woodlands support hazel dormice, linking to populations in
Dorset and Hampshire, as well as rarer woodland bats. Chilmark Quarries SSSI and SAC lie in the
centre of this area, comprising a series of internationally-recognised sites for horseshoe bats and
other species. The river corridors, such as the Wylye and Nadder, both tributaries of the Salisbury
Avon, support water vole and otter.
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Lying to the east of Salisbury lies a vast wooded landscape, characterised by Bentley Wood and
Blackmoor Copse, famous for its butterfly assemblage but also well-known for large populations of
hazel dormice. Recent work has highlighted the importance of this area for bats such as barbastelle
bat, as well as a diversity of other woodland species such as Natterer’s bat.
The southern edge of Wiltshire is characterised by the woodland landscapes of the New Forest
National Park and although only a small part of the national park lies within Wiltshire, the landscape
between Salisbury and the New Forest is well wooded, which like elsewhere in the county, supports
Bechstein’s and barbastelle bat. The Salisbury Avon continues its flow south through Downton and
to Fordingbridge, leaving Wiltshire for Christchurch Harbour. The extensive water meadows offer an
abundance of habitat for otter and water vole, whilst bats such as greater and lesser horseshoe bat
reside here.
Wiltshire is well-known as a biodiverse county, particularly for its chalk downland and its water
meadows associated with the Salisbury Avon. What is less well known and appreciated is the
importance of its woodlands for hazel dormice and woodland bats, the importance of its chalk
downland for mammals such as brown hare, harvest mouse and polecat and the importance of its
river corridors for riparian mammals. It is hoped that this publication will promote Wiltshire’s underappreciated importance for mammals to a wider audience.

1.3.

Designated sites in Wiltshire and other important landscapes

In Wiltshire 134 locations have been designated Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), of which
four have been designated primarily for their bat interest (Box Mine, Chilmark Quarries, Fonthill
Grottoes and Winsley Mines). A further four SSSIs include hazel dormice within their cited features:
Blackmoor Copse, Chickengrove Bottom, Cranborne Chase and Savernake Forest.
Two Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) are notified in Wiltshire, relating to the bats they support:
Bath & Bradford-on-Avon SAC, notified for Bechstein’s bat, greater horseshoe bat and lesser
horseshoe bat and encompassing Box Mine SSSI, Brown's Folly SSSI, Combe Down and Bathampton
Down Mines SSSI, Winsley Mines SSSI (of which two of these are located outside of Wiltshire); and
Chilmark Quarries SAC, notified all four Annex II species, encompasses the quarries of Chilmark
Quarries SSSI.
A number of additional SSSI are not designated or notified for their mammalian interest but are now
known to support important mammal populations, in particular a number of bat species such as
Bechstein’s and barbastelle bat and the hazel dormouse.
For further information regarding these locations and other designated sites please see the Natural
England website.
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1.4.

Legal protection

The legal status and protection afforded to the mammal species of Wiltshire is complex and draws
upon international legislation (primarily the EU Habitats Directive), domestic legislation (ranging
from the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 as amended, to the Conservation of Habitats and Species
Regulations 2010 and more recently, the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006) and
national plans and policies (such as the UK Biodiversity Action Plan). Furthermore, the Wiltshire
Biodiversity Action Plan 2008 and the Cotswold Water Park Biodiversity Action Plan (2007-2016)
detail species of local or county conservation concern.
Detailed information regarding the international and domestic legislation may be found on the JNCC
website1
This information is provided simply as a summary – this document does NOT constitute a legal
document. F or more detailed information, or for interpretation of legal status, please seek
professional advice.

1.5.

Mammal species of local importance

Mammal species of county or local importance in Wiltshire include those listed as follows. These are
species found within the county and considered to be requiring specific conservation action and
support. This publication contributes to the delivery of conservation action supporting these species
by establishing their current status in the county.
Species listed upon the Wiltshire Biodiversity Action Plan 2008:










All Bats (included within the Bat Species Action Plan)
Water vole
Hedgehog
Brown hare
Otter
Harvest mouse
Hazel dormouse
Polecat
Water shrew

For further information please consult the Wiltshire Biodiversity Action Plan 2008.

1

Conservation Designations for UK Taxa, JNCC website: http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-3408. Update:
24th November 2016 (Accessed 29th January 2017) of which part is summarised and presented in
Appendix 1. Only information relevant to European and domestic legislation and to Wiltshire (i.e.
excluding Scottish and Northern Irish law and legislation) is included.
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Species listed upon the Cotswold Water Park Biodiversity Action Plan 2007-2016:




All bats (included within the Bat Group Species Action Plan)
Water vole (Water vole Species Action Plan)
Otter (Otter Species Action Plan)

For further information please consult the Cotswold Water Park Biodiversity Action Plan 2007-2016.

1.6.

Recording and data collection

In the previous county mammal Atlas (Dillon, 1997), published in 1997, Patrick Dillon drew upon the
considerable number of records generated in the 1970s and 1980s by the then county mammal
recorder Marion Browne and other recorders.
Coordinated mammal recording dipped somewhat during the 1990s and 2000s with an increased
focus upon species-specific survey and monitoring, at national and local levels. Vincent Wildlife
Trust’s national water vole and otter surveys delivered high quality surveys in the 1980s and 1990s,
whilst the Wiltshire Wildlife Trust-led North Wiltshire water vole recovery project (latterly a countywide project) and the Cotswold Water Park Society’s (latterly Trust’s) riparian mammal surveys
commencing in 2000 and ongoing today helped to establish survey and monitoring regimes. The
emergence of the People Trust’s for Endangered Species’ National Dormouse Monitoring
Programme in the early 1990s led to a number of sites contributing regular monitoring and survey
effort.
Wiltshire Mammal Group was established in 2002 by key folk in the county at the time, including
Mark Satinet, Lisa Wade, Sarah Wood and Hannah Price, further promoting mammal survey and
conservation. The group had some notable successes with dormouse survey with Forestry
Commission, as well as harvest mouse survey on farmland in central Wiltshire.
During the 2000s and 2010s a series of organisations initiated mammal-related projects and
monitoring programmes across the county, demonstrating that there was considerable interest and
a demonstrable need for understanding the status of key species on specific sites, not least driven by
the protected status of certain species on domestic and European legislation such as the bats, hazel
dormouse, badger, water vole and otter. This led to a plethora of projects across the county quietly
led by motivated individuals, including dormouse and bat monitoring on National Trust estates,
Wildlife Trust reserves and Forestry Commission sites. Excitingly much of this monitoring work was
initiated outside of the resource-limited Wiltshire Mammal Group and Wiltshire Bat Group, thereby
ensuring a more sustainable solution to mammal survey involving a greater number of people.
Despite an increasing number of species-specific projects, often focussed upon protected species,
wider recording of common and widespread species appeared to decline. This was highlighted when
the recent Atlas project was launched and records and distribution maps were noted to be
somewhat sparse in nature and often dated.
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In 2013, supported by WSBRC, the mammal group commenced a reinvigoration and reorganisation
of the group, to encourage greater involvement and greater interest in mammal conservation and
recording in Wiltshire. New committee structure and constitution were voted into place in 2014 and
new chairpersons from 2014. A county mammal Atlas project was launched in 2013 and surveys
were set up to encourage contribution to this, including allocating 10km squares, brown hare
surveys, tracks & signs training, hedgehog surveys, dormouse surveys and owl pellet analyses. At the
same time members and the wider public were encouraged to record all casual observations of
mammals and contact was made with key organisations in the county undertaking regular fieldwork
to promote mammal recording. In this way organisations, such as RSPB and members of Wiltshire
Botanical Society have generated significant records to support the Atlas. Living Record, an online
recording tool, was promoted as the group’s favoured method of data submission, generating
thousands of records for the Atlas project.
Wiltshire Bat Group, under the steer of Dick Last in the 1990s, Steve Lawrence until 2015, and more
latterly by Will Ponting (2015) and Richard Dodd (2016-) follows a similar model to Wiltshire
Mammal Group, comprising a group with minimal committee structure but with a committed group
of project leaders delivering excellent monitoring projects across the county. Key long-term projects
continue to include the swarming and hibernation surveys of the Bath & Bradford-on-Avon SAC, the
Savernake Forest, the Cotswold Water Park Bat Initiative, Braydon Forest Project and the Bechstein’s
project in the Trowbridge woodlands. In 2015 the bat group agreed to support the Atlas project and
initiated surveys of under-recorded parts of the county to plug gaps in current knowledge. As part of
recent efforts to refresh the bat group, historic datasets were submitted to WSBRC and increasing
numbers of records continue to be provided by the bat group members.
Like the mammal group, the bat group is limited by numbers of project leaders, but nonetheless
delivers many high quality long term studies. In recent years, new projects have been initiated across
the county, often in response to interest from landowners, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust, Natural England
and Forestry Commission. The surge in interest in rare woodland bats, exemplified by Bat
Conservation Trust’s National Bechstein’s Project, has led to considerable interest in Wiltshire and
the discovery of a series of new sites supporting Bechstein’s bat and barbastelle, as well as widening
the area of interest of the Trowbridge Bechstein’s study. The species maps for these species,
included later in this publication, will likely be a source of surprise and interest for many.
Five Rivers Bat Group was active up until 2015 in south Wiltshire, promoting bat survey and
conservation. Although the group was drawn to a close in 2015, its members were active and
generated records for locations such as Blackmoor Copse and Langley Wood NNR. Of note is Anne
Cozens who coordinated bat and dormouse monitoring at Bentley Wood for many years as well as
undertaking herculean efforts in bat care in south Wiltshire and Hampshire, as well as much, much
more. Anne’s passing in 2015 has left a considerable vacuum in the county.

Sources of data
The availability of datasets from, for example, the Mammal Society, Bat Conservation Trust and
People’s Trust for Endangered Species through the National Biodiversity Network Gateway ensures
that additional data collected in the county through national recording schemes is not lost and
remains available for use at a local level. These data have been included in this project.
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Furthermore, mammal data has been harvested and downloaded from online recording tools
including Living Record and iRecord, following ongoing verification by Wiltshire-based county
recorders and verifiers.
WSBRC routinely receives data from a variety of sources including members of the public, Wiltshire’s
county recorders and recording schemes, the Wildlife Sites Project, Wiltshire Wildlife Trust staff,
reserves and projects and an array of ecological consultancies. Furthermore, several organisations in
the county also submit large datasets each year and comprise a significant contribution to the
mammal Atlas project and include Cotswold Water Park Trust, Defence Infrastructure Organisation
and (perhaps surprisingly!) the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.
Significant numbers of records have been shared by Wiltshire Mammal Group, Wiltshire Bat Group
and other projects in the county study and monitoring of mammals in Wiltshire. Considerable thanks
go to those individuals and teams who survey and monitor on a weekly and monthly basis, for
example, those undertaking Volunteer Bat Roost Visits on behalf of Bat Conservation Trust / Natural
England, monitoring on behalf of the National Dormouse Monitoring Programme and National Bat
Monitoring Programme, those undertaking bat box monitoring of key sites or hibernation counts
and those who submit mammal records on an almost daily basis.
Those contributing data are too numerous to mention but all are warmly thanked and encouraged to
continue their support of Wiltshire’s environment by sharing their biological data.

1.7.

Frequency of occurrence in Wiltshire by kilometre square

Over 60,000 records have been analysed in the production of this document. Analysis of records by
occupied kilometre (km) square is present in Table 1.7 below. The top ten are highlighted in bold
italics. A small number of assorted records submitted at genus level or less are excluded from this
analysis, including records submitted as Microtus sp., Apodemus sp., Lagomorph asp. and Sorex sp.
The top ten species noted by Dillon (1997) were, in order, badger, brown hare, fox, rabbit, mole,
hedgehog, roe deer, grey squirrel, weasel and common rat. Badger remains the most widely spread
mammal species and roe deer, brown hare, rabbit, mole, fox, hedgehog and grey squirrel remain in
the top ten. Weasel and common rat have been pushed out of the top ten by water vole and
common pipistrelle bat.

Table 1.2: Frequency of occurrence of mammals in Wiltshire by occupied km square

Species
Meles meles
Capreolus capreolus
Lepus europaeus
Oryctolagus cuniculus
Talpa europaea
Vulpes vulpes
Pipistrellus pipistrellus

Common name
Badger
Roe deer
Brown hare
Rabbit
Mole
Fox
Common pipistrelle
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1313
1260
1096
942
876
752
683

Ed. V1_20170305
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(Total=3701
km
squares)
35
34
30
25
24
20
18

Ranked - % of
total
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
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Arvicola amphibious
Erinaceus europaeus
Sciurus carolinensis
Plecotus auritus
Pipistrellus undet
Pipistrellus pygmaeus
Lutra lutra
Rattus norvegicus
Muntiacus reevesi
Eptesicus serotinus
Nyctalus noctula
Myotis undet
Apodemus sylvaticus
Neovison vison
Rhinolophus hipposideros
Sorex araneus
Microtus agrestis
Mustela erminea
Myotis nattereri
Plecotus undet
Myotis daubentonii
Myodes glareolus
Mustela putorius
Mustela nivalis
Dama dama
Rhinolophus
ferrumequinum
Muscardinus avellanarius
Barbastella barbastellus
Myotis mystacinus
Neomys fodiens
Myotis bechsteinii
Sorex minutus
Micromys minutus
Apodemus flavicollis
Myotis brandtii
Mustela undet
Nyctalus undet
Mus musculus
Cervus elaphus
Pipistrellus nathusii
Nyctalus leisleri
Felis catus
Sus scrofa
Cervus nippon
Mustela putorius subsp.
furo
Myotis emarginatus
Macropus rufogriseus

Water vole
Hedgehog
Grey squirrel
Brown long-eared bat
Pipistrellus sp.
Soprano pipistrelle
Otter
Common rat
Reeves muntjac
Serotine bat
Noctule bat
Myotis sp.
Wood mouse
American mink
Lesser horseshoe Bat
Common shrew
Field vole
Stoat
Natterer's bat
Plecotus sp.
Daubenton's bat
Bank vole
Polecat
Weasel
Fallow deer
Greater horseshoe Bat
Hazel dormouse
Barbastelle bat
Whiskered bat
Water shrew
Bechstein's bat
Pygmy shrew
Harvest mouse
Yellow-necked mouse
Brandt's bat
Mustela sp.
Nyctalus sp.
House mouse
Red deer
Nathusius' pipistrelle
Leisler's bat
Feral domestic cat
Wild boar
Sika deer
Feral ferret
Geoffroy's bat
Red-necked wallaby
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614
604
588
581
413
401
397
363
360
358
271
253
205
198
192
192
188
186
178
177
151
149
144
144
125
119
103
95
91
86
71
61
49
48
34
32
31
26
26
21
20
14
3
2
1
1
1
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16
16
16
11
11
11
10
10
10
7
7
6
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
4
4
4
4
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
0.4
0.1
0.1
0.03
0.03
0.03

8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
50
51
53
54
55
56
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2. The Species Accounts
2.1.

Introduction to the species accounts

The accounts for those species recorded in Wiltshire are presented as follows. For each species, a
brief account is provided of their ecology, behaviour and global and Great Britain range. For more
detailed information on these subjects, readers are encouraged to consult some of the many superb
texts detailed in the bibliography at the end of each species account, as well as the general
bibliography provided at the end of this document.
The second section of each species account includes a comparison with Dillon (1997) and an
assessment of the current distribution. The sources of information used in each account are detailed
at the end of each account. A number of references were used throughout the atlas including Dillon
(1997), Harris & Yalden (2008), Dietz et al (2009) and the Mammal Society Online Species Hub; these
are not listed below each species account.

2.2.

The maps

There are three map types within the species accounts. For all mammal species, other than bats, a
single map is presented. For bat species there are two map types which display roost records and
field records separately. All maps display occupied one kilometre squares (monads) for each species,
the data for each map type has been split into two date ranges of records for the period 1996-2006
and the period 2006-2016.
For maps presenting bat roost data, it should be noted that no attempt has been made to present
different roost types. These records relate to confirmed roosting sites recorded through roost visits
and emergence/re-entry surveys. Maps presenting field records include trapping records, detector
records and radiotracking records.

Figure 2.1: Map Key

2.3.

The study area

For the purposes of this publication the administrative boundary of Wiltshire and Swindon Borough
has been used, thereby incorporating the 3,701 km squares within or overlapping this boundary.
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Figure 2.2: The county of Wiltshire and Swindon Borough, highlighting the key
landscapes, river catchments and settlements.
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2.4.

Overview of records

Thus far WSBRC, Wiltshire Mammal Group and Wiltshire Bat Group have received over 60,000
mammal records (including bats) for the period 1996-2016. This number is steadily increasing as
additional datasets are received.
These records are spread remarkably evenly across the county. The spread of all mammal records is
presented in Figure 2.3 and all bat records (field and roost) are shown in Figure 2.4.
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Figure 2.3: Mammal record distribution
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Figure 2.4: Bat record distribution
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Rodents: Order Rodentia
Eastern Grey Squirrel, Sciurus carolinensis (Gmelin, 1788)
Ecology
The Eastern grey squirrel (commonly shortened to ‘grey squirrel’) was introduced to England in 1876
(Gurnell, 1987). It is a rodent characterised by its grey fur (often with reddish-brown tinges and pale
underside) and long bushy tail. This species is commonly thought of as a woodland species but it can
also be found in urban parks and gardens where they feed on nuts, seeds, buds and insects
(MacDonald & Tattersall, 2001) amongst other sources of protein including bird eggs and
occasionally, other rodents.
This invasive species has increased its range considerably from its early introductions to England, an
advance that has threatened our native red squirrel (Sciurus vulgaris Linnaeus, 1758). This is
commonly associated with the grey squirrel’s larger size which enables it to outcompete the smaller
native species, however, it is also a carrier for the parapox virus which, if spread to the native red
squirrel, can result in death.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 956 records, relating to 415 occupied km squares (12% of km squares in
Wiltshire). Of these records 86% related to live animals, whilst 52 records related to field signs
including feeding signs and dreys. At this time, records were focussed in the woodlands of eastern
Wiltshire (the Savernake and wider area), the woodlands of south Wiltshire (including Bentley Wood
and the New Forest fringe) and wooded areas in the west of Wiltshire, with fewer records across the
chalk downs.
The eastern grey squirrel can now be found all over Wiltshire and infilling of range since Dillon
(1997) perhaps relates to improved recording effort as well as an increase in range. Notable changes
include widespread records in North Wiltshire, within Swindon Borough and the Braydon Forest;
distribution elsewhere in Wiltshire is largely the same. During 1996-2016, 1360 records (over 1545
individuals) of the species were received, relating to 588 occupied km squares (16% of the total).

Bibliography
Gurnell, J. (1987) The natural history of squirrels. Christopher Helm (Publishers) Limited, Kent.
MacDonald, D.W. and Tattersall, F.T. (2001) Britain's mammals- the challenge for conservation. The Wildlife Conservation
Research Unit, Oxford University, Oxford. Available at: http://www.wildcru.org
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Figure 2.5: Eastern grey squirrel
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Eurasian Beaver, Castor fiber (Linnaeus, 1758)
Ecology
The Eurasian beaver, once native to the UK until its extinction in the 16th century, has recently been
given native species status in Scotland following an extensive trial. In England, localised
reintroduction projects and escapes from captive collections have created some small populations,
with a well-publicised group existing on the River Otter in Devon. Such populations are the subject
of controversy, particularly through fear of landscape alteration, impacts on agriculture, and
flooding, particularly as they have no natural predator in this country.
An iconic wetland dweller, this rodent species is entirely herbivorous, favouring riparian tree species
and aquatic herbaceous vegetation. Beavers are predominantly nocturnal but can occasionally be
seen in daylight if risk of disturbance is low. The species does not hibernate but may remain in its
lodge during cold winter periods, relying on stored food caches. Breeding occurs during the winter
with litters of up to half a dozen young born in spring and summer. Young disperse from small
family units in year one or year two, except in captive collections where such dispersal may be
inhibited.

Distribution
There are no previous records of this species cited by Dillon (1997); however, a captive population
was introduced to a site on the Gloucestershire-Wiltshire border in the Cotswold Water Park in
2005. All but one of the submitted records between 1997 and 2016 are believed to have emanated
from this population with sightings from within the enclosure or through occasional escapes into
neighbouring Wiltshire sites prior to being retrapped. Records generated from field signs rather
than sightings have solely comprised of evidence of tree felling/bark stripping which cannot
generally be confused with any other species. The single additional record for this species was a
deceased individual believed to have escaped from another private collection near Castle Combe.
It is possible that with the current view of the Eurasian beaver taken by government agencies, an
increase in biological record submissions may occur in Wiltshire. Where sympathetic individuals
may previously have been wary of reporting field signs or encounters for fear of agency intervention
or public persecution, it may now become less of a concern. Field signs can remain evident for years
after they have first occurred, and these may become more widely recognized and reported. The
temptation for deliberate yet unsanctioned releases may also increase, which will do little to
diminish the aforementioned controversy.

Bibliography
BBC News – ‘Reintroduced beavers to stay after being granted native species status’
th

th

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-38096751, 24 November 2016, accessed 7 January
2017.
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Hazel Dormouse, Muscardinus avellanarius (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
A distinctive rodent in the UK, comprising our only native dormouse species (compared with five
species elsewhere on continental Europe). The hazel dormouse is a small, nocturnal rodent, with
bright, orange-brown fur in adults, greyish in juveniles, with a notably bushy and prehensile tail, and
therefore distinctive from other rodents in the UK and notably smaller than the introduced Edible
dormouse, Glis glis.
The hazel dormouse is a species of woodland, particularly deciduous woodland with a welldeveloped shrub layer, as well as thick hedgerows, scrub and conifer plantations. Although
historically associated with broad-leaved woodlands and hazel coppice, this is a species increasingly
recognized for its ability to utilise a wider range of habitats, particularly in a well-connected wooded
landscape, utilising for example, roadside verges, scrub belts and disused railway lines. Key
requirements include well-connected under-storey / shrub layer ensuring arboreal connectivity and
a diverse food supply in late summer and autumn.
Hibernation sites comprise woven nests on the ground surface, perhaps at the base of trees or in
leaf litter, whilst summer nests include woven nests within nest boxes, cavities and hollows and
within the shrub layer. Breeding females typically construct larger nests, than those of non-breeding
animals.

Distribution
A striking change in our understanding of hazel dormice has occurred since publication of Dillon
(1997) when only 66 records had been received, from 51 km squares (1% of the total number of km
squares). At this time this species was considered widespread but localized, with core populations
noted in the Savernake, Bentley Wood – New Forest fringe and woodlands in south-west Wiltshire.
Records were primarily of nests and feeding signs, with 27% of records relating to live animals.
During the period 1996-2016 a total of 2216 records were submitted to WSBRC and PTES, through
the National Dormouse Monitoring Programme. These cover 103 occupied km squares, 3% of the
total squares in Wiltshire. With up to nine NDMP sites in Wiltshire monitored each year, plus a
further seven regularly monitored sites, plus additional sites (such as gardens), many of these 2212
records represent ongoing monitoring of the same sites. However, with records received for 101
different km squares, this highlights a massive increase in knowledge and recording effort in
Wiltshire since the late 1990s. Whilst much of this can be attributed to PTES-coordinated efforts,
Wiltshire Mammal Group, Forestry Commission and a range of volunteers have also undertaken
extensive survey across the county.
Core populations in the county include the wider Savernake area (including the Savernake Forest,
West Wood), Collingbourne Wood area, Bentley Wood & Blackmoor Copse area, New Forest fringe,
Cranborne Chase (including the Vernditch Chase, Tisbury and Vale of Wardour populations),
Stourhead & wider area and North Wraxall–Colerne area. There is also a scattering of records
between Trowbridge and Warminster, some in woodlands but several arising from hedgerows – this
area needs further investigation, particularly in relation to pressure from built development.
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An area with a notable near absence of records is the Braydon Forest; this area was known to
support dormice in the 1980s-90s and yet by the 2010s none have been found despite extensive
searching, aside from a single gnawed hazelnut and nest in 2009. Surveys within a number of
woodlands continue in 2016, but the largely negative results are a surprise given the high habitat
quality and connectivity between woodlands. The Braydon Forest may comprise a future suitable
reintroduction site if the reasons for the losses can be clarified and rectified.
The Cotswold woodlands, overlooking Bath, also appear optimal for dormice and yet no records
currently exist for those areas in Wiltshire. Considering their size, biological richness and high
connectivity, this absence of records is unexpected. It is not known if these areas have been
surveyed and assessed – further information is welcome.
It is clear from the data that much volunteer effort has been expended in many of the large
woodlands and wooded landscapes in Wiltshire in the search for dormice, however, in recent years,
the efforts of ecological consultants undertaking development-related and infrastructure-related
work, have highlighted records in other habitats, such as hedgerows and roadside scrub. It is
noteworthy that a number of dormouse records in south Wiltshire have arisen in this way (for
example, following the route of the A36 to the south-east of Salisbury and within hedgerows and
gardens at Whiteparish and Redlynch). It is likely that the densely-wooded landscapes of south
Wiltshire will yield more dormouse records in the near future and efforts to survey non-woodland
habitats is encouraged.

Bibliography
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Figure 2.6: Hazel dormouse
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Bank Vole, Myodes glareolus (Pallas 1811)
Ecology
The smallest of the British vole species the bank vole reaches between 80 and 120mm in length from
the nose to the base of the tail, identifiable by a red chestnut coat, stout round body, blunt nose,
non-protruding ears and a tail less than half the length of its body. Bank voles can be found in
broadleaf deciduous woodland, hedgerows and habitats with thick ground cover. Bank voles are
gregarious and can be active any time, with crepuscular activity peaks. Primarily herbivorous feeding
on a range of leaves, berries, seeds with the addition of some small invertebrates.
The bank vole is widely distributed across Great Britain apart from the Channel Islands, Isles of Scilly,
Northern Ireland, Isle of Man and on Scottish islands. Population density can fluctuate between 5
and 135 individuals per hectare exceptionally, dependent on season, seed crop and hedgerow
availability in arable spaces. The pre-breeding population has remained stable at an estimated
23,000,000 with an average of 25 individuals per hectare. Populations are observed to peak in
autumn followed by a decline in wintering months.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) received 238 records and analysed 235 of these; distribution was noted to be
widespread and gaps in range a result of under-recording.
During 1996-2016 a total of 391 records have been submitted, relating to 149 occupied km squares
(4% of the total number). Of these records 57% of the records are from live animals, often noted in
woodland, farmland and gardens. Widespread distribution is noted across the county but arising
mainly through casual observation rather than formal surveys. Twenty-five records arise through owl
pellet analyses, including the Wiltshire Mammal Group Owl Pellet Project. Small mammal trapping
studies account for 107 records with numerous records of predation by cats and of being found in
gardens and outbuildings.

Bibliography
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Figure 2.7: Bank vole
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Field Vole, Microtus agrestis (Linnaeus 1761)
Ecology
The field vole is a small, grey-brown vole with a short tail (formerly known as the short-tailed field
vole or field mouse) that creates networks of runs and tunnels in long grass which are often strewn
with the remains of chewed grasses and leaves. They create small nests of chewed grass found at
ground level, whilst breeding nests are typically below ground. Utilising a range of habitats including
rough grasslands, pastures, forestry plantations and woodland edges where there is adequate grass
cover, the field vole forages upon a range of grasses and herbs.
Found widely distributed across the western Palaearctic, from Iberia, through central and southern
Europe, east to Lake Baikal, the field vole is the only species of Microtus in the majority of Great
Britain (except the Orkney islands and Guernsey where it is replaced by common vole, M. arvalis, a
larger vole species), although it is absent from Ireland, the Isles of Scilly and most of the Channel
Islands.
The field vole is an important prey item for many mammalian and avian predators, including notably
the barn owl Tyto alba. Dissection and analyses of barn owl pellets across the UK indicates that field
voles account for the majority of prey items and consequently cyclic fluctuations in their populations
directly impact populations of barn owls. Shawyer (1998) demonstrated that in grassland-dominated
landscapes nest site occupancy and breeding productivity of barn owls decreased every third year in
line with the vole cycle, when vole populations declined. This has also been demonstrated in
Wiltshire (Maj. Rtd. Nigel Lewis, Imber Conservation Group, personal communication, 2016).

Distribution
Dillon (1997) commented upon 270 records, of which 244 were analysed, presenting a widelydispersed distribution in Wiltshire, particularly central and western Wiltshire. Gaps in distribution,
especially for areas with suitable habitat, including much of Salisbury Plain and Cranborne Chase
AONB is considered a result of low recording effort. Records were received for a total of 145
occupied km squares, 4% of the total number of squares.
In contrast, during 1996-2016, 312 records were received from 188 occupied kilometre squares,
representing 5% of the total number of squares. Records remain widely spread across the county
with greater concentrations resulting from recording efforts in specific areas (such as the Cotswold
Water Park and Salisbury Plain Training Area – Imber Ranges). As such however this species remains
sporadically and poorly recorded. Some 74 records were submitted resulting from owl pellet
analyses, the majority arising during 2013-2015 from Wiltshire Mammal Group’s Owl Pellet Project,
coordinated by Paul Wexler.
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Figure 2.8: Field vole
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Water Vole, Arvicola amphibious (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The water vole is the largest of the three vole species found on mainland Great Britain, a rat-sized
rodent with non-protruding ears, blunt nose, dark brown fur and short hairy tail approximately half
the size of overall length of body, reaching 140-220mm from nose to base of the tail. It is often
mistaken for the common rat (Rattus norvegicus) which may be found in similar habitats.
The water vole is typically a wetland species in Great Britain, frequently slow-moving river corridors
and ditches as well as densely vegetated banks of lakes, reed beds and wet grassland. Active
through daylight hours, water voles forage on a wide range of wetland plants as well as willow bark,
tubers and soft fruit.
Water voles create extensive burrows with both aquatic and terrestrial entrances. Water-side
burrow entrances are associated with runs, feeding stations, latrines and scattered droppings. Males
maintain territories, marked by latrines, of approximately 130 metres (m) along the water’s edge,
overlapping with the female’s shorter 70 metre territories.
Widely distributed throughout mainland Britain but absent in many offshore islands, the water vole
is less widespread and abundant on higher ground and the very north of Scotland. Long term
population declines resulting from changes in agricultural land management and engineering works
to river corridors were compounded by the establishment of the American mink, Neovison vison,
which eradicated water voles from much of their range (Strachan, 2013). The water vole has
therefore suffered a significant and dramatic long term national population decline and by 2004 was
lost from 94% of sites formerly occupied in the 1980s. This catastrophic decline is all the more
noteworthy considering the water vole’s widespread abundance even within recent memory.
The water vole has been subject to national surveys by Vincent Wildlife Trust during 1989-1998 and
is now the subject of national monitoring by the People’s Trust for Endangered Species, as well as by
numerous wildlife trusts and county mammal groups.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) received 454 records, of which 354 were analysed; these related to 241 occupied km
squares (7% of the total). These records presented a wide distribution across the county, with
concentrations of records along the River Kennet, Kennet & Avon Canal, the Salisbury Avon and the
Wylye, with numerous records on smaller watercourses.
During 1996-2016 a massive survey effort by a range of organisations led to the submission of 6400
records, from 614 occupied km squares (17% of the total). These records continue to represent a
countywide distribution of water voles but water voles are now evident contiguously along the main
watercourses in the county, including the Salisbury Avon and its tributaries (the Wylye, Nadder, Till,
Bourne), the Bristol Avon, Thames catchment (including the smaller watercourses and wetlands of
the Cotswold Water Park, and the River Kennet) and the Kennet & Avon Canal. A scattering of
records across Swindon hints at the importance of the borough for water voles.

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 26

Many of the water vole records in Wiltshire originate from the detailed long-term monitoring of the
Wiltshire water vole recovery project, initially coordinated by Mark Satinet, then of Wiltshire Wildlife
Trust and supported by a range of partners (including Environment Agency and Wessex Water).
Detailed monitoring commenced in the Cotswold Water Park in 2001, led by Cotswold Water Park
Trust, formerly Society, and supported initially by Wiltshire water vole recovery project.
Consequently, submission of water vole records peaked in the late 1990s and 2000s with for
example 1400 records submitted in 1998, 794 records in 1999 and 630 records in 2000; since this
time records submitted each year have fallen to less than 100 records in most years (except 20082009 when over 1000 records were submitted). Concerns are therefore raised that much of our
knowledge of water vole distribution and populations in Wiltshire is based on data collected some
time ago – updating these surveys is considered a priority, particularly as Wiltshire likely supports
important populations given the scale of national declines.
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Figure 2.9: Water vole
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Harvest Mouse, Micromys minutus (Pallas, 1771)
Ecology
The smallest British rodent attains only 6g as an adult and is usually easily recognizable by the small
size, long prehensile tail, blunt muzzle and small hairy ears. They are also the only British rodent to
build nests of woven grasses above ground level, in the stalk zone of grasses, cereals, rushes and
bramble. The height of the nest varies from close to ground level in short grass, 30-60cm in long
grass and herbs, and up to 1m in dense reeds. Nests are spherical; breeding nests are up to 10cm in
diameter, whilst non-breeding nests are often smaller and less well constructed.
Harvest mice have an extensive global distribution, extending from northern Spain and England &
Wales, through central Europe, through Asia to Japan, South China and Taiwan. In Great Britain, the
range is primarily focussed upon southern and eastern counties of England extending as far north as
Yorkshire with sporadic populations beyond this, including South Wales, Northumberland, Durham
and Edinburgh.
Nests comprise the most obvious field sign and favoured breeding habitat includes arable fields and
their margins, roadside verges, reedbeds & sedge beds, ditches and dykes and saltmarsh, wherever
vegetation may support nest building. In areas of intensive arable farmland the margins and agrienvironment options such as headlands and beetle banks may support breeding populations as well
as acting as a reservoir supporting wintering animals. Populations utilising land prone to winter
flooding must relocate in order to survive flood events. During the winter months, harvest mice
utilise the ground rather than the stalk zone, using the runs and burrows of other small mammals as
well as sometimes building temporary nests at ground level. Although nest searching is currently the
favoured non-invasive survey method, authors such as Kettel et al. (2016) suggest that live-trapping
may be a more effective survey method, with nest-searching frequently producing false negatives.

Distribution
A national survey undertaken in 1970-1975 commissioned by The Mammal Society, highlighted that
the harvest mouse was still common and widespread across southern England. A repeat of these
surveys in 1996-97 found harvest mice at only 29% of the 800 positive sites re-surveyed (Battersby
2005, from Cresswell et al. 2012).
Dillon (1997) therefore benefitted from a period of intensive national survey with 190 records of
which 182 were analysed; 81% related to nests, 13% related to live animals and the remainder to,
for example, owl pellet analyses and cat kills. The harvest mouse was therefore considered to have a
widespread distribution in Wiltshire with 158 occupied km squares (5% of the Wiltshire total),
spread evenly across Wiltshire, with no perceptible concentration of records.
During the period 1996-2016 only 66 records were received and accepted, amounting to 49
occupied km squares (1.3% of the total squares in Wiltshire). Of these, 32 records related to nests
found and 13 records related to skulls found in owl pellets, following the Wiltshire Mammal Groupled Owl Pellet Project (2013 onwards).
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The current distribution map therefore suggests a dramatic contraction in range within Wiltshire,
however this is considered to be the result of reduced recording effort since the previous Atlas.
Anecdotally, surveys undertaken in 2016 (data not included in these analyses) found nests at the
majority of sites searched including within the Cotswold Water Park, Braydon Forest, Marlborough
Downs and Salisbury Plain. Based upon these initial findings, the harvest mouse is considered to be
widespread in the county but much under-recorded.
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Figure 2.10: Harvest mouse

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 31

Wood Mouse, Apodemus sylvaticus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Ecology
Wood mouse may frequently be confused with the larger yellow-necked mouse (Apodemus
flavicollis), but lacks the unbroken yellow collar pelage in favour of a smaller yellow spot or its
complete absence. Upper fur is dark brown in colour (grey in juveniles), with pale grey or white
underside. The more common of the UK’s two Apodemus species, it can be found in a wide variety of
habitats across the UK and is readily trapped as part of small mammal studies. Mainly nocturnal and
will feed from a variety of sources including seeds, berries, plant stems and fungi, as well as
invertebrates such as earthworms.
Breeding can occur throughout most of the year but predominantly between March and October,
with a litter size of 2-11 young. Multiple successive pregnancies can result in rapid local population
growth, but few adult individuals survive into a second summer.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) and Harris & Yalden (2008) both reference the same population data presented by
Harris et al. in 1995; with a strong pre-breeding population estimated at 38 million. Dillon (1997)
goes on to present 364 records for Wiltshire; during the period 1996-2016 804 records were
submitted and probably indicates an increase in the county recording effort. Monitoring schemes
and trapping demonstrations for small mammals are widespread amongst conservation groups,
academic studies and commercial consultancy. Wood mice are relatively easily trapped and can also
commonly occur as non-target species in nest boxes of dormice, bats and birds. It is possible
therefore that the increase in number of Wiltshire records is more indicative of previous recording
gaps as identified by Dillon (1997). With the relatively high UK population number and an apparent
adaptability to a wide variety of habitat types, it is likely that those areas not yet recorded as
positive for wood mouse, would easily become so with further investigation and survey.
The wood mouse is considered a common small mammal species and is therefore possibly at risk of
being disregarded and going unrecorded, particularly when encountered informally rather than as
part of a targeted species survey. This has the potential to negatively skew the data and present an
inaccurate overview of the species’ distribution. Conversely, there may be examples of an opposite
data distortion through the misidentification of yellow-necked mouse where it occurs.
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Figure 2.11: Wood mouse
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Yellow-necked Mouse, Apodemus flavicollis (Melchior, 1834)
Ecology
Similar in appearance to the wood mouse (Apodemus sylvaticus) but larger in overall size and in tail
length, the yellow-necked mouse also has an unbroken yellow fur band around the front of the neck
(grey in juveniles). The species is more aggressive and mobile than wood mouse with increased
vocalisation. Distribution is largely confined to southern England and Wales with scarce records or
total absence further north. Despite the common names, yellow-necked mouse is more likely to be
found in areas of woodland or with mature trees, compared with the more diverse habitat
adaptability of wood mouse which can also be found in urban areas and buildings close to suitable
habitat.
The yellow-necked mouse is largely nocturnal, with much of its time spent within extensive burrow
networks or foraging arboreally. The diet is similar to that of the wood mouse, although may be
more a specialist of tree seed. Winter breeding is known, although the main breeding season is
between February and October where females will produce litters of 2-11 young.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) presented relatively few records (19) for yellow-necked mouse with those records
submitted from 16 occupied 1km grid squares around the county where the traditional woodland
habitat was likely to be present. Such low numbers may be indicative of the difficulty in identifying
the species, with 63% or records arising from dead animals where such identification is more
practical.
The current data identify yellow-necked mouse in 48 occupied 1km grid squares with a total of 352
records. Current distribution is therefore much more widespread across the county, although still
largely focused on areas where woodland habitat is available.
The increase in records for this species can possibly be attributed in some part to a far greater
recording effort, with many of these data generated by box checking schemes for other species.
Yellow-necked mice are now regularly identified in nest boxes designed for bats, dormice and birds,
with opportunity for having the animal in the hand allowing for better identification and distinction
from the more common wood mouse. The propensity for misidentification with wood mouse is still
fairly significant however, and the true number of yellow-necked mice may be higher than indicated.
There is a risk that those encountering Apodemus species other than in the hand will default to
identification as wood mouse, whereas elements of the yellow-necked mouse’s behaviour may
provide clues in these circumstances (increased aggression, vocalisations, agility).
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Figure 2.12: Yellow-necked mouse
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House Mouse, Mus musculus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The house mouse is one of the smallest and most common and widespread mammals in Great
Britain typically associated with people, dwellings and farm buildings – this species has been
described as the most widespread of mammals other than humans. Whilst the original range would
have included southern Europe, North Africa and east to Nepal, its strong association with people
enabled colonization of new continents as a ship’s stowaway, including the Americas, Australasia
and south-east Africa.
The house mouse has a greyish coat, large ears and a scaly tail. It is nocturnal and often considered
to be a pest as it is omnivorous. Females can produce up to 10 litters a year each with 4-8 young
which are independent within 3 weeks of birth. They are active throughout the year. Typical field
signs in dwellings include faeces, runways, footprints, smears, holes, chewed food and chewing
damage.
Originally an inhabitant of rock crevices in the desert steppe of Iran and central Asia, the house
mouse has adapted to dwellings and farm buildings (including cavity walls and cracks in walls), but
globally also inhabits a range of habitats and conditions including coral atolls, sub-Antarctic islands,
woodlands, farmland and desert.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 91 records of which 42% were of live animals and 39% were dead; these
related to 67 occupied km squares (2% of the total number).
During 1996- 2016, only 41 records of this species were submitted and accepted from across the
county, relating to 26 occupied km squares, 1% of the total. This marks a notable decline in known
range in Wiltshire, simply considered to be a result of low recording effort. The distribution map
from the previous Atlas remains largely unchanged although there has been a reduction in the
number of records submitted. This species remains under-recorded and perhaps misidentified.
Once again, the majority of records related to dead animals including cat kills, as well as animals
observed around inhabited buildings. This species has occasionally been recorded in owl pellets as
part of the Wiltshire Mammal Group Owl Pellet Project.
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Figure 2.13: House mouse
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Common Rat, Rattus norvegicus (Berkenhout 1769)
Ecology
The common/brown rat can be distinguished from other rodents in Great Britain through its large
body size, long hairless tail, prominent pointed ears, pointed muzzle and bulky hind legs. Since its
arrival in Great Britain through shipping during the 18th century, the common rat has spread
throughout the country and is only absent from mountainous regions and small islands. The species
has an omnivorous and opportunistic diet, resulting in an association with human settlements such
as farms, refuse tips and sewers.
Colonies inhabit runs and burrows throughout the year, with activity mostly occurring at night.
Young can be reared throughout the year but are produced at a peak from April-September, with an
average of five litters produced per year by an individual female.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 402 records relating to 279 occupied km squares (8% of the total). At this
time, common rat was (unsurprisingly) considered ubiquitous across Wiltshire, with the greatest
number of records arising within large human settlements such as Salisbury, Swindon and
Trowbridge, as well as many records from rural areas.
During 1996-2016 a total of 622 records were received, occupying 363 km squares in the county
(10%). This is considered under-recorded. Approximately 40% of records (249 records) were
generated through water vole surveys carried out by organisations such as Wiltshire Wildlife Trust,
Cotswold Water Park Trust, and others, comprising field signs. A further 300 records relate to casual
observations by field workers, recorders and house-holders. A further 13 records relate to Wiltshire
Mammal Group’s Owl Pellet Project.
Common rat and water vole may sometimes be confused in the field; distinguishing features of the
two species include prominent ears, long hairless tail and pointed muzzle of the common rat,
compared to the hidden ears, short hairy tail and rounded face of the water vole.
Intriguingly, 30 records (4.9%) are of dead individuals, contrasting with Dillon (1997) in which 50% of
the sample comprised of dead individuals. The possible explanations for this difference are
unknown.
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Figure 2.14: Common rat
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Rabbits and hares: Order Lagomorpha
Rabbit, Oryctolagus cuniculus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Ecology
One of two lagomorphs found in Wiltshire, the rabbit is smaller than the brown hare, utilising
communal burrows (warrens), producing blind, naked dependent young (compared to the hare’s
independent young) and lacks the black-tipped ears and large yellow iris. Rabbits are widespread
across Wiltshire, often found in similar habitats to brown hares (farmland and pasture) but typically
associated with linear habitats such as hedgerows, woodland edge and field boundaries where
warrens are created.
Rabbits are herbivorous, consuming a variety of grasses and herbs, as well as browsing seedlings and
saplings of trees and shrubs. Exclusion of rabbits is noted to cause significant changes in ground
flora, particularly noted on chalk grassland where rabbits may prevent succession to scrub;
widespread loss of rabbits through, for example, myxomatosis infection is recognized to often
negatively impact chalk grassland. Rabbits may cause significant crop damage and impact newly
planted forestry.
Rabbits are prolific breeders, starting breeding 6 months of age. They have a gestation period of 31
days and can re-breed every 6 weeks throughout the year, giving birth to 5-7 kits at a time. A male is
called a Buck and a female is called a Doe.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) collated 1686 records of which 1482 record were used in the analyses. These records
related to 730 occupied km squares (21% - the fourth most widely recorded species at this time).
Records were distributed across the county, with some concentration in the north-west of Wiltshire.
During 1996-2016 a total of 2272 records were submitted for rabbit, relating to 942 occupied
kilometre squares (25% of Wiltshire). The rabbit continues to be the fourth most widely distributed
mammal in Wiltshire.
No county-wide survey for rabbits has been undertaken and consequently all records are casual
observations, often on roadsides (69 records) or predated (25 records noting predation by fox and
buzzard).
Sixteen records mention myxomatosis either being a cause of death or present with the rabbits
seen. These occurrences of myxomatosis are widespread across the county. Anecdotally there is
evidence of recent population declines across the county with a recently noted recolonization of
vacant sites suggestive of recovery. Recent national declines have been noted, e.g. Harris et al.
2015),
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Figure 2.15: Rabbit
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Brown Hare, Lepus europaeus (Pallas 1778)
Ecology
One of two lagomorphs found in Wiltshire, the brown hare is somewhat ubiquitous in Wiltshire,
being widely spread across the county often in high numbers. Its ubiquity in Wiltshire is recognized
in being featured upon the logo for Wiltshire Mammal Group.
Easily recognized, the brown hare is larger than the rabbit, longer-legged with very long black-tipped
ears and a black-topped tail. Their characteristic gait, a loping, leaping bound, is a familiar sight
across the Wiltshire downs and farmland. Whilst rabbits utilise burrows and warrens and generate
latrines around the warrens to mark their territory, brown hares use above-ground “forms” and the
droppings are larger, flattened on one side.
Globally the brown hare is distributed across northern Spain, central Europe and across Asia to
Siberia, and was introduced to the Americas, Australia and New Zealand. Within Great Britain it is
found throughout England, Wales and Scotland, although typically more abundant on lower ground
and on farmland (whereas mountain hares, L. timidis replace them on higher ground). Their
introduction to Northern Ireland and resultant naturalisation is resulting in possible negative impacts
upon the native Irish hare, L. timidus hibernicus (Reid & Montgomery 2007).
Brown hares prefer open habitats with short vegetation for foraging and longer vegetation for
sheltering. Preferred habitats include arable farmland, especially when associated with other habitat
types or mixed farming where there is a greater diversity of crops providing year-round foraging
opportunities, as well as grasslands and downland. Within arable farmland hares select areas of
longer vegetation to shelter, such as uncut field margins, game cover crops, wild bird cover and
beetle banks, leaving these areas at night to forage nearby. Brown hares therefore benefit directly
from several agri-environment scheme options. In the winter months hares will often shelter within
woodland and scrub. Hares are known to undertake significant seasonal movements between
breeding grounds and winter grounds, which must be accounted for when planning surveys –
Wiltshire Mammal Group-led surveys in 2015 and 2016 highlighted that breeding grounds were
often totally vacated during the winter (personal communication. Gareth Harris, Wiltshire Mammal
Group 2016).

Distribution
Dillon (1997) noted that 1130 records had been submitted at that time, and 982 were analysed for
the publication. Brown hare distribution was described as widespread and gaps in range the result of
under-recording rather than absence. This species was the second most widely recorded with 990
occupied km squares, 28% of the total number of squares.
Interestingly by 2016, the brown hare had slipped to the third most widely recorded mammal
species, with 1096 occupied km squares accounting for 30% of the total number. During 1996-2016 a
total of 2952 records had been submitted and accepted. The greater numbers since Dillon (1997) are
thought to reflect greater awareness of hare conservation and greater recording effort, rather than a
genuine population increase.

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 42

The brown hare remains widely distributed in Wiltshire, with notable numbers of records on
Salisbury Plain (the military training estate as well as the associated farmland) and on chalk downs
across the county as well as areas of pasture such as the Braydon Forest. The brown hare was the
subject of surveys by Wiltshire Mammal Group in 2015 and 2016.
Brown hares receive low levels of legal protection since they are game animals managed by farmers
and landowners (sometimes through necessity due to crop damage). Nationally the population may
have declined from 4 million to 800,000. The brown hare is a UK BAP species, and relisted upon the
section 41 list of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006, in recognition of
national declines. Hare coursing (hunting with dogs) was made illegal in England by the Hunting Act
2004; despite this hare coursing remains rife in Wiltshire and is likely having local effects on
populations at the least.
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Figure 2.16: Brown hare
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Insectivores: Orders Erinaceomorpha and Soricomorpha
Hedgehog, Erinaceus europaeus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
A much-loved and easily identifiable species, the hedgehog is the only British mammal with spines,
able to roll into a protective ball when threatened. Feeding primarily upon ground-living
invertebrates particularly beetles, caterpillars and earthworms, hedgehogs are a nocturnal species,
travelling up to 2km per night. Hedgehogs gain weight during the autumn and enter hibernation as
the temperature drops from around October, emerging from hibernation in early spring.
Hedgehogs need a mosaic of habitats, requiring grassland in combination with hedgerows,
woodland, urban gardens and parks and requiring adequate cover for nesting during the breeding
season and for hibernation. Hedgehogs are increasingly associated with urban or suburban
environments, including amenity grassland and gardens. Conversely, hedgehogs tend to be absent
from arable and upland areas.
Hedgehogs are non-territorial (and suitable habitat may support many animals) and both sexes are
promiscuous. Fecundity varies widely, however, average litter sizes are usually 3-4; young from the
same litter may be from different males.
There is accumulating evidence to suggest a national population decline (e.g. Johnson 2015, Roos et
al. 2012), the reasons for which are not fully understood but are likely to be complex and include a
loss of suitable habitat, predation (primarily by badgers (Meles meles)), fragmentation of the
landscape and mortality caused by roads and a changing climate.

Distribution
The hedgehog is one of Wiltshire’s top ten most recorded mammal species, occupying 604 kilometre
squares within the county (16% of the total km squares). Dillon (1997) noted hedgehogs in 601
occupied km squares (17%) indicating that hedgehogs remain recorded in a broadly similar area. Key
populations of the species, and perhaps where hedgehogs are most likely to be observed by
recorders, occur in densely populated towns and cities such as Chippenham, Trowbridge, Swindon
and Salisbury. Records in rural areas are scattered across the county, except for Salisbury Plain upon
on which very few records have been made; this could be due to low recording effort and / or
unfavourable habitat.
A total of 1978 records were received during the study period of which the greatest single
contributor (759 records) was the People’s Trust for Endangered Species (through their campaigning
and national surveys) with a further 1066 records received by WSBRC through various surveys and
recording schemes across the county including Wiltshire Mammal Group’s Hedgehog Project,
Cotswold Water Park Trust and notably the Wiltshire Wildlife Hospital (New Farm, Newton Tony).
These include numerous records from members of the public noting hedgehogs in gardens and
green spaces, highlighting the ongoing popularity of this species. The Wiltshire Wildlife Hospital has
contributed over 100 records of hedgehogs brought into the hospital for medical treatment.
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The majority of records are of the animal itself, rather than of harder-to-identify signs such as
droppings. 14% of records are of dead individuals, typically of road casualties. In contrast, Dillon
(1997) noted that 75% of records were of dead individuals. The change in proportions of dead and
live hedgehog records is considered to be the result of recent campaigns resulting in greater
awareness of hedgehogs and their conservation plight.
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Figure 2.17: Hedgehog
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European Mole, Talpa europaea (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The European mole is a small mammal, with an elongated cylindrical body covered in black velvety
fur, approximately 113-159mm in body length and with a tail of approximately 25-40mm, with
distinctive large front paws for digging. The eyes although complete are tiny and often hidden by
fur, while the nose is naked except for numerous sensitive whiskers. There is little visual variation in
the sexes however the males are usually slightly larger.
Moles spend much of their lives underground feeding on soil invertebrates, particularly earthworms
and especially during the winter. Caches of live earthworms are stored in underground chambers;
the earthworms are immobilized by a bite to the back of the head segment.
They are typically solitary and maintain a territory. Females produce a single litter a year typically
with 2-7 young which are blind and naked when born and become independent at around 33 days.
Female moles uniquely possess a ‘ovotestes’ which is a reproductive organ which contains a normal
functioning ovary in addition to testicular area which produces a large amount of testosterone. This
is thought to account for the high level of aggression females display when defending their territory.
Moles can be found in many habitats that allow tunnelling such as arable fields, deciduous woodland
and pasture. Moles are widespread across the UK but are absent from Ireland.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 985 records of which 905 related to field signs such as mole hills. These
related to 692 occupied km squares, accounting for 20% of the total squares. During this time
records were widely spread across the county, although records appeared more abundant in the
lower clay vales and river valleys; this may of course represent recorder activity and the location of
settlements.
During 1996-2016, 1954 records were submitted; once again, the majority of these records relate to
mole hills, however 39 of the records were of observations of dead moles (for example, due to
predation and road casualties), and 3 records related to live sighting of moles burrowing into the
ground. One record related to the observation of a “white” mole in Devizes, presumed to be leucistic
colour form – mole catcher folklore holds that killing a white mole will result in the death of the
catcher! During this period moles were recorded in 876 occupied km squares, 24% of the total,
making this the fifth widely spread mammal species in Wiltshire at present.
The European mole remains widespread across the county and the distribution remains similar to
that of the previous Atlas. Concentration of records in the north of the county, in the Marlborough
Downs, Devizes area and the clay vales around Chippenham presumably relate to recorder effort.
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Figure 2.18: Mole
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Common Shrew, Sorex araneus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The common shrew is a small insectivorous mammal whose elongated, pointed muzzle, velvety fur
and small eyes and ears distinguish it from mice and voles. The common shrew can be identified by
its tri-coloured markings, with a dark brown-grey back fading to mid-brown sides, and then a whitish
underside. It falls between the other two shrew species of mainland Great Britain in terms of size; at
5-8cm in body length it’s smaller than the water shrew but larger than the pygmy shrew. A
proportionally shorter tail (50% of head and body length) further distinguishes it from the pygmy
shrew.
The common shrew is widespread across the mainland of Great Britain, exploiting a range of
habitats but found in highest densities in woodland. While information on population trends is
limited, they are thought to be the most abundant of the three species within England (Battersby,
2005).
Common shrews are mainly insectivorous, but earthworms, snails and slugs can also compose large
proportions of their diet (Churchfield, 1991). They themselves are prey for larger mammalian
predators and birds of prey. They are a highly territorial species, known to aggressively defend their
territories and do not socialize outside of breeding. Breeding occurs throughout spring and summer,
with females producing 3-4 litters a year and the first young weaning around May (Pernetta, 1977).
Most common shrews will live for a single year.

Distribution
Between 1997 and 2016 a total of 327 records of common shrew were available, which marked it as
present in 192 squares (5% of the total kilometre squares). This makes it the most commonly and
widely recorded of Wiltshire’s shrew species. In 1996 the distribution of the common shrew in
Wiltshire was described as widespread but very patchy. New records of the past two decades have
helped add many new kilometre squares to the map, particularly filling in the larger gaps of the
previous Atlas in the north of county and across Salisbury Plain. However, the distribution of
common shrew in Wiltshire remains sparse and sporadic.
Small clusters of records likely signify variation in survey effort, rather than any patterns in shrew
presence. Indeed, the main patches of multiple records are in areas where other surveys have taken
place, for instance the main cluster of records at the north of the county are associated with surveys
in the Cotswold Water Park for water shrews and Sandpool WWT Reserve for reptile monitoring. The
sporadic and low level of recording is also likely the reason why squares from the previous Atlas
have not been re-confirmed in this update, rather than a loss of common shrews from these areas.
Most records (>50%) of common shrew, similar to the other shrew species, have been recorded in
the past 3 years, many as part of the Wiltshire Mammal Group Owl Pellet Project. An earlier batch of
records was provided through a small mammal trapping project run in 1999 by WildCRU otherwise
records have been provided in small numbers from various groups and individuals, casually
recorded.
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Figure 2.19: Common shrew
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Pygmy Shrew, Sorex minutus (Linnaeus 1766)
Ecology
The pygmy shrew is the smallest of the three shrew species found in Wiltshire, reaching 4-6cm in
length. It most resembles a common shrew, with similar markings on its coat, and the same
elongated, pointed nose, and small eyes and ears. However, it can be distinguished from the
common shrew by its smaller body size and its proportionally thicker and longer tail; the pygmy
shrew’s is around two-thirds of its head and body length.
The pygmy shrew is widespread across both Britain and Ireland, though it is less common north of
central England. It is not as abundant as the common shrew, but the population in England is still
thought to be over 4 million (Battersby, 2005).
It can be found in similar habitats to the common shrew including arable, woodland, hedgerows and
gardens. Differences in diet help to limit the competition between the two species, the pygmy shrew
preferring above ground invertebrates including arachnids and woodlice (Churchfield, 1991). The
species is solitary and highly territorial, with an exception for the breeding season from April to
October. They produce two to three litters of up to seven young. They have a short lifespan of just
over one year.

Distribution
The distribution of the pygmy shrew is wide across Wiltshire but patchy, with large areas lacking
records. The records of pygmy shrew are the most localized of Wiltshire’s shrews, with only 61
occupied kilometre squares from the 126 records available. This is lower than the 169 records
identifying 89 occupied km squares in Dillon (1997). While these new records have helped to fill-in
the large gaps present across Wiltshire, large blank areas are still present. As noted by Dillon (1997),
these absences remain due to under-surveying.
Very few of the current records have overlapped with records analysed by Dillon (1997). This is
particularly interesting for small clusters of records which have not been re-recorded since the
previous Atlas, or not to the same extent. For example, a well recorded area for pygmy shrew in the
mid-east of the county in Dillon (1997), was not so during the time period studied in this Atlas. This
change is likely because records are incidental in nature.
Over one third of pygmy shrew records were recorded in the past 3 years. Over 20% of all pygmy
shrew records have been taken in Blackmoor Copse WWT Reserve, during dormouse nest box
monitoring. Overall however, the Wiltshire Mammal Group is the main source of records, with data
collected predominantly through the group’s recent Owl Pellet Project (22% of all records). Other
records have also been generated through live-trapping and field records of dead animals (typically
arising from territorial disputes between individuals of the same species).
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Figure 2.20: Pygmy shrew
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Water Shrew, Neomys fodiens (Pennant 1771)
Ecology
The water shrew is the largest of Wiltshire’s shrews, with a body length up to nearly 10 cm. It can
further be identified by very distinct colouration; black on top and pale brown-white on their
underside, often with additional white marks around ears and eyes. Otherwise the water shrew
shares the very small eyes and ears, and pointed muzzle typical of shrews in general. Its velvety fur is
particularly dense, allowing it to survive through winter without hibernating.
Water shrews are found throughout Britain, but are most concentrated in central and eastern
England (Carter and Churchfield, 2006). Of the three shrew species present in Wiltshire, they are
thought to be the least abundant (Battersby, 2005).
The water shrew is a capable swimmer and has been found in various riparian habitats including
both fast-flowing streams and rivers to static canals and ponds, though water quality may be an
important factor (Carter and Churchfield, 2006). While the species is often associated with
waterbodies it does not appear to be restricted to riparian habitats, having often been found some
distance (up to 3km) from waterbodies (Arnold, 1993). Water shrews have a mixed diet of both
terrestrial invertebrates and aquatic animals, including fish and frogs. Water shrews have a lifespan
of just less than two years.

Distribution
The distribution of water shrew records is sporadic across the county. Most records of water shrews
have been found associated with waterbodies such as streams and ponds across the county. Water
shrews were also noted away from major watercourses as well, such as the scattering of records
across Salisbury Plain.
Large gaps in records for water shrew are largely due to the small number of records submitted. A
total of 130 records for water shrew were available for this Atlas, a modest increase from the
previous Atlas (98 records). A lack of formal water shrew surveys has meant it is difficult to identify
any changes in population number or distribution, although new records help to fill in many of the
gaps in distribution in the previous Atlas, notably identifying presence away from water bodies
where they might be more expected. One main dedicated water shrew survey has taken place in the
Cotswold Water Park during 2003-2004 (Lynch, 2004) which has produced the largest collection of
water shrew records for the county.
Most records were made in the last three years as part of the Wiltshire Mammal Group Owl Pellet
Project. A national bait-tube survey of water shrews was organised by the Mammal Society and
generated several records. The remainder of records have been sporadically generated by various
groups such as Wiltshire Mammal Group and ecological consultancies. Over a fifth of records were
of dead individuals, with mortality causes including accidental capture in newt traps and cat kills.
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Figure 2.21: Water shrew
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Bats: Order Chiroptera
Greater Horseshoe Bat Rhinolophus ferrumequinum (Schreber, 1774)
Ecology
The horseshoe bats can be distinguished from other British bats by the ‘noseleaf’, which is thought to act as
an ‘acoustic lens’, focusing echolocation pulses that are emitted from the nose. The greater horseshoe bat is
the largest European horseshoe species. When roosting, they hang free with the wings enfolding their body,
resembling small pears. They are long-lived animals and individuals have been known to live for up to 30
years.
Greater horseshoe bats were originally cave dwellers, but most maternity colonies today are in buildings,
choosing sites with large entrance holes which the bats can fly through with access to open roof spaces
warmed by the sun. In winter the greater horseshoe bat uses caves, disused mines, cellars and tunnels as
hibernation sites. These sites can be some distance from the breeding roost (> 50 km). Hibernation is
interrupted between once a day and once every 6-10 days (depending on the temperature and time of year)
to feed near the cave entrance or change roost site. Transitional roosts used during the spring and autumn
are important staging posts for the population moving between breeding and hibernation roosts.
Greater horseshoe bats require a diverse habitat mosaic (including cattle-grazed pastures, watercourses,
mature semi-natural woodlands including riparian woodland, meadows kept for hay and silage and welldeveloped hedgerows or lines of trees).
Favoured prey includes beetles, moths and crane-flies, caught on the wing or by gleaning prey from the
surface of vegetation; flight is typically slow and often low above the ground. Greater horseshoe bats also
frequently use a ‘sit and wait’ tactic whilst hanging from twigs and small branches within the vegetation,
‘watching’ from a regular perch and flying out to take passing insects.

Distribution
In 1900, the northern limit of the range of greater horseshoe bats spanned from London to Aberystwyth,
when it is estimated they numbered some 300,000 individuals. Today, the core population of some 9,000
greater horseshoe bats is centred on south Wales and south-west England. In recent years, however,
population trends appear to be positive and the species has seen a range expansion with new records from
north Wales and Surrey.
A total of 41 records (of which 37 were included in his analysis) were described in Dillon (1997), with 95% of
the records being live animals. Dillon describes a very limited and localised distribution in the south and west
of the county, mainly associated with roosting sites, which included 12 domestic buildings, 9 quarries and 4
churches. Clusters of records appear to be associated with abandoned limestone quarries around Bradfordon-Avon and Corsham (including Winsley Mines and Box Mines, now component parts of the Bath and
Bradford on Avon Bats SAC); and Chilmark Quarries and Fonthill Grottoes SSSIs (now component parts of the
Chilmark Quarries SAC) in the south west of the county.
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During 1996-2016 over 4100 records of greater horseshoe bats had been submitted, of which over 3500
records relate to hibernation counts at Bath and Bradford-On-Avon Bats SAC and a lesser number at
Chilmark Quarries SAC. Ongoing hibernation counts at sites within, and associated with, the Bath and
Bradford-on-Avon SAC, coordinated by Dr Fiona Mathews and Wiltshire Bat Group, have confirmed that
these sites continue to support significant numbers of greater horseshoe bats, and furthermore, ringing
studies are now providing an insight into how individuals move regularly between sites during the winter. An
approximate total of 19 separate hibernation sites (the large Box Mines complex has been treated as a single
site) are represented in the records. Low numbers have been captured at some of these hibernation sites
during autumn swarming surveys indicating that they are also used as mating and/or transitional roosts. Box
Mines SSSI is also subject to more detailed monitoring, formerly by Ian Davidson-Watts, latterly by Roger
Martindale, whose more extensive surveys of the complex yield higher counts at this location.
Sites monitored in the Bath & Bradford-on-Avon SAC offer a 10 year peak mean of 414 greater horseshoe
bats, with Box Mine SSSI supporting the majority of these. Peaks between winters and sites vary according to
weather conditions and disturbance, with Box Mine alone ranging from 6 to 629 bats recorded during the
period 2005/06 to 2015/16. Further more detailed analyses are required so these figures are provisional.
Insufficient data were received for Chilmark Mines SAC at this time but will be included in future updates to
this document.
Only two maternity roosts have been recorded during this period in Wiltshire: one in Box Mines SSSI and the
other at a residential property in Westbury Leigh. This is unexpectedly low – recorders are encouraged to
share data relating to maternity roosts in the county. Note that Iford Manor SSSI lies adjacent to the county
boundary, just outside Wiltshire – this is one of the largest maternity colonies in Great Britain.
Overall, the distribution map for the period 1996-2016 continues to show a concentration of records in the
west and south of the county associated with known hibernation sites. However, an increased number of
records are shown in the south of the county, which appear to be aligned with the Salisbury Avon river
system (particularly the Wylye, Nadder and the Avon south of Salisbury) and associated with the area around
Westbury and Trowbridge. In addition, greater horseshoes have been recorded further to the east than
illustrated in Dillon (1997) with records extending along the southern scarp slope of Salisbury Plain up to
Devizes and further to the north east, in the area between Melksham and Chippenham. The absence of
records in the far east of the county, which represents the eastern edge of the national range for this
species, continue to be evident; changes in this area may indicate range expansion in future.
It is not known to what extent the patterns observed above reflect the actual changes in distribution or the
increased levels of survey effort and sharing of data since 1996. This survey effort would be particularly
attributed to active Wiltshire Bat Group projects but also increased levels of consultancy surveys associated
with development such as the Westbury bypass and static detectors. Survey coverage of the county remains
patchy and there are undoubtedly further greater horseshoe roost sites to be discovered.
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Figure 2.22: Greater horseshoe bat
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Lesser Horseshoe Bat Rhinolophus hipposideros (Bechstein, 1800)
Ecology
The horseshoe bats can be distinguished from other British bats by the ‘noseleaf’, thought to act as
an ‘acoustic lens’, focusing echolocation pulses that are emitted from the nose. The lesser horseshoe
bat is the smallest European horseshoe species and when roosting they hang free with the wings
enfolding their body, resembling small plums.
Lesser horseshoe bats mainly roost in buildings that allow uninterrupted flight access during the
summer months, often with stone walls and slate roofs. Maternity roosts are typically associated
with buildings that offer a range of microclimates (e.g. attics, cellars and chimneys), thus allowing
bats to shift location depending on the external temperature.
Lesser horseshoe bats hibernate during the winter in underground caves, mines and cellars, which
are humid and range between 4-12 degrees Centigrade. Hibernation roosts are typically within 5km
of the maternity roost (maximum known distance 32km away).
Lesser horseshoe bats are specialised for foraging in cluttered environments, particularly woodlands,
wooded riparian corridors, and mature treelines and hedgerows, feeding within or below the
canopy, mainly taking small flying insects including diptera (flies including midges, gnats and dung
flies), tipulids (crane flies) and lepidoptera (moths). Lesser horseshoe bats fly an average of 2km per
night from roosts during the summer. They exhibit multi-modal behaviour and fly for just over 50%
of the night, resting after each foraging bout in night roosts, which appear fundamental to the
conservation of lesser horseshoe bats, particularly during pregnancy and lactation.

Distribution
In Britain, the lesser horseshoe bat is now restricted to Wales, the west midlands and south-west
England, a significant range constriction since the early 1900s. Its British population has, however,
recovered strongly in recent decades and now numbers some 50,000 animals.
A total of 34 records were described in Dillon (1997), with 94% of the records being live animals.
Dillon describes a very limited and localised distribution in the south and west of the county, mainly
associated with roosting sites, which included 8 domestic buildings and 12 quarries. Clusters of
records appear to be associated with abandoned limestone quarries around Bradford on Avon and
Corsham (including Winsley Mines and Box Mines, component parts of the Bath and Bradford on
Avon Bats SAC); and Chilmark Quarries and Fonthill Grottoes SSSIs (component parts of the Chilmark
Quarries SAC) in the south west of the county.
During 1996-2016 a total of 925 records of lesser horseshoe bats had been submitted, of which 186
relate to hibernation counts at sites within the Bath and Bradford-On-Avon Bats SAC and 23 at
Chilmark Quarries SAC. Ongoing hibernation counts continue at sites within, and associated with, the
Bath and Bradford-on-Avon SAC, coordinated by Dr Fiona Mathews and Wiltshire Bat Group. Of the
records from the Bath and Bradford-on-Avon Bats SAC, Box Mines SSSI supports significant numbers
of hibernating lesser horseshoe, with hundreds of bats regularly recorded. Several other disused
limestone quarry hibernation sites feature in the records in the vicinity of the Bath and Bradford on
Avon Bats SAC. The peak hibernation count recorded in the dataset at Chilmark Quarries SSSI was
116 bats (in February 2001).
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Lesser horseshoe bats have been captured at some of these hibernation sites during autumn
swarming surveys, albeit in lower numbers than the vespertilionids often observed at swarming
sites. This indicates that these hibernation sites are also used as mating and/ or transitional roosts.
Forty-eight of the records comprised maternity roosts of which several were in the area around
Bradford-on-Avon and Corsham (thereby close to known hibernation sites). Data from 1996 also
suggests that Chilmark Quarries SSSI supports a maternity roost for this species (perhaps in an
associated building). Other maternity roosts have been recorded at Dilton Marsh, Steeple Ashton
(near Trowbridge), Rowde, Spye Park, Devizes, Urchfont and Calne. Significant roosts with a peak
count of >100 bats include Nettleton Mill and Rowdeford School.
Overall, the distribution map for the period 1996-2016 continues to show a concentration of records
in the west and south of the county. However, there are a significantly increased number of records
compared to Dillon (1997); and it is not known to what extent this increase relates to range and
population expansion for this species or reflect increased levels of survey effort and sharing of data
since 1996.
The distribution map appears to show a strong link to river corridors in Wiltshire, with records
clearly associated with the River Nadder and the Vale of Wardour in particular, but also the River
Wylye, the Salisbury Avon, and the Bristol Avon. Records are largely absent from the chalk, which is
surmised to be a reflection of the open rolling landscape with sparse tree cover associated with this
geology, which does not provide the well-connected foraging and commuting habitat required by
this species.
Lesser horseshoes have been recorded significantly further to the east than illustrated in Dillon
(1997) with records extending along the southern scarp slope of Salisbury Plain through to Devizes
and the Vale of Pewsey; to the north east, associated with the area around Chippenham,
Malmsbury, Braydon Forest and the Cotswold Water Park; and to the south east of Salisbury. A
hibernating lesser horseshoe bat has recently been recorded at the disused railway tunnel near
Marlborough, marking the very eastern edge of this species’ range. However, lesser horseshoes
remain rare in the east of the county; and it will be interesting to observe whether records in this
area increase in the future in-line with national population and range expansion trends.
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Vincent Wildlife Trust (2014). Horseshoe Bats, leaflet, http://www.vwt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/horseshoebat-leaflet.pdf , accessed 28th January 2017.
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Figure 2.23: Lesser horseshoe bat
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Whiskered Bat, Myotis mystacinus (Kuhl 1817)
Ecology
The whiskered bat is part of a complex of cryptic bat species which in Europe includes the steppe
whiskered bat, M. aurascens, and the Alcathoe whiskered bat, M. alcathoe. It is also morphologically
similar to the Brandt’s bat, M. brandtii. Dietz et al. (2009) indicates that with further genetic studies
additional changes to the taxonomic understanding of this complex of bats are likely in future.
The whiskered bat is small, feisty bat with a dark face and ears, a long tragus and shaggy dorsal fur.
The penis is long and thin, a characteristic that enables differentiation from Brandt’s bat. Dentition is
typically used to separate this species from Brandt’s bat.
The whiskered bat is widely distributed across northern Iberia, central Europe, eastern Europe and
south through the Balkans to Greece. In the east of its range, it overlaps with the steppe whiskered
bat. In Great Britain, it is widely distributed across England, Wales, southern Scotland and Ireland.
Using a wide variety of habitats, the whiskered bat uses wooded landscapes and hedgerows, rural
settlements and surrounding gardens and meadows. They roost in crevices and splits in buildings
(such as behind shutters, cladding and barge boards) or in splits or behind flaking bark on trees.
Small numbers are found using underground hibernation sites.
Maternity colonies may comprise typically 20-50 females, whilst males summer roost individually;
they are known to roost-switch frequently. Compared to other Myotis species, they swarm in the
autumn earlier, often from early August.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) commented upon 40 records and analysed 39 of these, relating to 26 occupied km
squares (1%). The majority of records related to roosting animals in stone mines in the west of the
county, accounting for a western distribution in the county.
During 1996-2016 277 records were submitted and accepted, relating to 91 occupied km squares
(2% of the total). Of these records 93 relate to stone mines such as Box Mines, Kingsdown Mine and
Sally’s Rift and underground sites such as Box Tunnel and the disused railway tunnel in Marlborough,
comprising extensive records of swarming bats and small numbers of hibernating bats.
The remaining 179 records comprise 40 in-the-hand records from trapping surveys and hand-netting
of individuals from roosting sites and 20 records of grounded/rescued bats of which 8 relate to sites
in Devizes (this species is frequently encountered and taken into care in the county).
No confirmed records of maternity roosts were received and the majority of records relate to 1-2
bats roosting in buildings such as barns and in trees; a number of roosting sites were confirmed
through DNA analyses of droppings.
The current distribution of records in Wiltshire is widespread but with some focus upon wooded
landscapes, such as the Savernake, Bentley Wood and the New Forest fringe, the Braydon Forest and
woodlands around Devizes whilst a number of records in the west and south-west of the county
relate to swarming and hibernation records in stone mines.
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Figure 2.24: Whiskered bat
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Alcathoe Bat, Myotis alcathoe (Helversen & Heller 2001)
First described in Greece in 2001 (Helversen et al., 2001) the Alcathoe bat was confirmed in Great
Britain in 2010 (Jan et al., 2010), recorded at swarming sites in Sussex and Yorkshire. More recently,
maternity colonies have been found through radiotracking in Sussex and elsewhere in south-east
England (reported via Bat Conservation Research Unit Facebook Group, 2016).
This species is yet to be confirmed in Wiltshire and to date no individuals have been recorded
suspected to be Alcathoe bat. Observers are asked to remain vigilant for this species and to take
detailed biometrics and DNA samples from small Myotis species, in particular at swarming sites
where this species is perhaps most likely to be encountered; Jan et al. (2010) found Alcathoe bat to
comprise up to 10% of small Myotis species at swarming sites in Ryedale, Yorkshire. The large
distance between known populations in south-east England and Yorkshires hints at the possibility of
further populations elsewhere in the UK.
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Brandt’s Bat, Myotis brandtii (Eversmann 1845)
Ecology
A small bat species that is easily confused with the whiskered bats, the Brandt’s bat may be
distinguished by the penis shape (club-shaped), dentition (presence of the cusp on the large upper
premolar, P4) and the paler lower tragus and base of inner ear. Juveniles often show a darker fur and
may be mistaken for whiskered bats; with age, Brandt’s bat become brighter with golden hair-tips
and paler skin. At times, may be superficially mistaken for Daubenton’s bat, differentiated by tragus
and calcar shape and longer forearm.
Widely distributed across central and northern Europe, Brandt’s bat has a more northerly
distribution than the whiskered bat, however in Great Britain is widely found across England, Wales
and southern Scotland. Due to confusion with whiskered bats (and now Alcathoe bat) the exact
distribution is unclear.
The Brandt’s bat adopts broadleaved woodlands, often with damp areas and /or associated with
wetlands or riparian corridors, using hedgerows and tree lines for foraging. Summer roosts are
documented within tree holes, cavities and peeling bark as well as bat boxes, crevices in timber
buildings and cladding as well as roof spaces, often within a well-wooded landscape. Summer roosts
range in size from 20-60 females, which are known to roost-switch frequently. Winter roosts include
stone mines and presumably trees.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) assessed only 7 differentiated records (omitting the aggregated records of
Whiskered/Brandt’s bats) which were concentrated in the south-west and west of the county,
associated with the stone mines of Chilmark & Fonthill SAC and Bath & Bradford-on-Avon SAC. In
contrast 81 records were received during 1996-2016, relating to 34 occupied km squares (less than
1% of the total number of km squares).
The Brandt’s bat remains infrequently recorded in the county with increasing numbers of records
arising through trapping surveys, which enable detailed examination in-the-hand and regular DNA
sampling to confirm identification (including for example, Brown 2016). Autumn swarming trapping
surveys at key stone mines within the two SACs, as well as the Marlborough disused railway tunnel
continue to generate the majority of records (43 records), however increasing number of records
arising elsewhere relating to summer populations, including the Braydon Forest & Cotswold Water
Park (see also Harris et al., 2014), the Trowbridge woodlands, and the Devizes-Easterton area. Few, if
any, summer roosts known; this species remains perhaps the counties most enigmatic species.
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Figure 2.25: Brandt’s bat
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Small Myotis species; Whiskered Bat Myotis mystacinus, Brandt’s Bat M.
brandtii, Alcathoe Bat M. alcathoe
Ecology
The “small Myotis” species include the Whiskered bat Myotis mystacinus, Brandt’s bat M. brandtii,
and Alcathoe bat M. alcathoe. They are a cryptic group of similar and closely-related species and
their identification raises a number of challenges. With similar echolocation and acoustic
characteristics, as well as similar and overlapping morphology their differentiation is challenging and
increasingly DNA analyses are being employed to confirm identification.
The Alcathoe bat, like the soprano pipistrelle bat, is a cryptic bat species only recently discovered
and described to the scientific community, first described in Europe in 2001 (Helversen et al. 2001)
and then in Great Britain in 2010 following confirmation in samples collected during 2003-2009 at
locations in Sussex and Yorkshire. That this species has been present indicates that records
attributed to Whiskered/Brandt’s bats comprise an unknown proportion of records of Alcathoe bat.
As a result of these challenges acoustic records of these species are often submitted at the “small
Myotis” level, whilst individuals noted in roost sites where handling was not possible are frequently
likewise recorded.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) offered no comment upon aggregated records of small Myotis bats. At this time low
numbers of detector records appeared to have been submitted.
During 1996-2016 a total of 100 aggregated records of small Myotis bats had been submitted, of
which 82 relate to hibernation counts at Box Mine, Chilmark and Fonthill where multiple numbers
were recorded but since none were handled identification to species was not possible. The
remaining records relate to detector records and low numbers of bats found roosting in crevices
(and therefore not handled). A single record relates to a presumed maternity that was not identified
to species level.
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Figure 2.26: Small Myotis bats – Whiskered bat, Brandt’s bat and Alcathoe bat
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Daubenton’s Bat, Myotis Daubentonii (Kuhl 1817)
Ecology
The Daubenton’s bat is a medium-sized species of the genus Myotis with a strong affinity to water
and wetlands for feeding and roosting and is rarely encountered far from water.
Insect prey is largely comprised of adults and larvae of aquatic insects (e.g. mayflies, midges etc.)
which are “trawled” from on or close to the water surface using their large feet or extended tail
membrane. This species displays a characteristic oscillating flight pattern, moving from side to side
across the surface of the water in a “hovercraft-like” manner whilst foraging.
Summer roosts include tree holes, bat boxes and cracks in bridges and buildings, frequently adjacent
to water. The average breeding colony size is 20-50 bats with roost of up to 200 having been
recorded. Summer roosts frequently comprise bachelor colonies of males only – larger numbers
cannot be presumed to be maternity colonies.
Hibernation roosts are often in underground sites, primarily caves, tunnels and mines, and
individuals are hidden within crevices making hibernation roost surveys particularly challenging.
Exact numbers of hibernating bats are therefore considered to be frequently underestimated.
The calls of this species, as with most bats of the genus Myotis, are very difficult to conclusively
identify from recorded ultrasound calls due to their plasticity and the overlap of many call parameter
ranges with other Myotis species.

Distribution
Daubenton’s bats are distributed widely throughout the UK despite the loss of wetlands and the
degradation of riparian habitats. There is evidence of national recovery in populations following
improvements in water quality in river catchments.
A total of 52 records (of which 41 were included in his analysis) were described in Dillon (1997),
indicating the apparent scarcity of records of this species at that time. Whilst he describes these as
scattered there appears to be clusters around both Bradford-On-Avon and Salisbury (likely to be
accounted for by the presence of major rivers and their proximity to the towns and therefore the
frequency of encounters of foraging bats over these rivers by observers). Additional clusters are
found in the known hibernation sites within the Bath and Bradford on Avon SAC and Chilmark &
Fonthill SAC.
During 1996-2016 a total of 775 records of Daubenton’s bats had been submitted, of which 211
relate to hibernation counts at Bath and Bradford-On-Avon SAC, Chilmark Mines & Fonthill Grottoes
SAC and in the Savernake area.
In this period, only 10 maternity colonies have been recorded, with the majority of these being
located in disused railway bridges, riparian bridges and bat boxes, with the majority relating to
roosts found by the Cotswold Water Park Bat Initiative. A number of additional roosts have been
noted but whether they relate to breeding females or aggregations of males has not been noted.
Further work is urgently required in Wiltshire upon this species, its distribution and the breeding
status of roosts.
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Figure 2.27: Daubenton’s bat
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Natterer’s Bat, Myotis nattereri (Kuhl 1817)
Ecology
The Natterer’s bat is a medium-sized species and is one of the larger, more robust representatives of
the genus Myotis in the UK. This species has an affinity to mature woodland both for feeding and
roosting but can be found in both urban fringe and rural areas.
Insect prey is largely comprised of moths, flies, beetles and spiders which are “gleaned” from
vegetation or taken in the air. This species has a low wing loading, with broad short wings to provide
increased manoeuvrability in cluttered environments. Their calls are some of the most broadband of
all UK bats often exhibiting large frequency ranges, with rapid repetition rates to allow navigation
through densely vegetated habitats.
In the hand they can be identified by the presence of an s-shaped calcar and a characteristic row of
stiff bristles along the trailing fringe of their tail membrane.
Roost sites are commonly found in old buildings constructed of timber and stone where the roosts
can be found in crevices between joists, rafters, stonework and roof tiles. This species will also
frequently form breeding colonies in larger bat boxes and tree holes. Breeding colony size ranges
from 30-200 bats.
Hibernation roosts are found in underground sites, primarily tunnels, caves and mines, where this
species often comprises the majority of bats present; individuals may be found in crevices, often
upside-down, or hanging from stonework.
The calls of this species, as with most bats of the genus Myotis, are very difficult to conclusively
identify from recorded ultrasound calls due to their plasticity and the overlap of many call parameter
ranges with other Myotis species.

Distribution
Natterer’s bats are distributed widely throughout the UK with a range that extends into the Scottish
Highlands.
A total of 67 records (of which 62 were included in his analysis) were described in Dillon (1997),
indicating the scarcity of records of this species. The majority of these records were from “built
structures” or quarries (presumably of swarming and hibernation sites at stone mines, often
described as “quarries”). Records were distributed throughout the county, with no apparent pattern
to their distribution other than clusters around well-known hibernation sites.
During 1996-2016 a total of 795 aggregated records of Natterer’s bats had been submitted, of which
350 relate to hibernation and swarming surveys at Bath and Bradford-On-Avon SAC, Chilmark Mines
& Fonthill Grottoes SAC and in the Savernake area.
In this period, only 14 maternity colonies have been recorded, with the majority of these being
located in old buildings such as churches, manor buildings, barns and in bat boxes (for example in
the Savernake Forest and Cotswold Water Park). These range in size from 10-64 bats.
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The remaining records are widely spread across the county, often associated with population
centres such as Bradford-On-Avon, Trowbridge, Salisbury, or wooded landscapes (such as Bentley
Wood and the New Forest fringe) and also the Cotswold Water Park. This species is widespread
across the county and this pattern is likely to be attributed to surveyor effort and development
pressure rather than an absolute indication of their distribution.
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Figure 2.28: Natterer’s bat
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Geoffroy’s Bat, Myotis emarginatus (Geoffroy, 1806)
Ecology
Widely spread in Europe, throughout Spain, Portugal, France and much of south-eastern Europe, this
species favours landscapes with extensive broad-leaved woodlands, but forages within a variety of
habitats including deciduous woodland, meadows, orchards, parks, wood pasture and shrubby
gardens. This species famously often utilises cattle sheds, roosting on beams and foraging upon flies,
but also roosts within church roofs and dwellings as well as caves. During winter they hibernate in
underground roosts, free-hanging from the roof, also utilising underground sites for swarming
during the autumn.
Rare in the UK, Geoffroy’s bat may be confused with the Natterer’s bat, Myotis nattereri, but the
rusty to gingery long woolly fur of the dorsal pelage, the notch on the outer edge of the ear and the
straight calcar are diagnostic in the Geoffroy’s bat. Nonetheless, the ease of confusion with
Natterer’s bats and the unfamiliarity of this species in the UK, requires British bat workers to be alert
to this cryptic species. To be accepted, records should be of in the hand records and accompanied by
photographs and biometrics. Bat workers are asked to remain vigilant for this species, particularly at
swarming sites.

Distribution
A solitary adult male bat was recorded at Brown’s Folly Quarry during September 2013, trapped
under licence during autumn swarming surveys (Jim Mullholland). This species or individual has not
been recorded since despite various visits to same site.
This record comprises the second record for UK, the first being in West Sussex in September 2012
(which was also retrapped at a later date). Both records are of males, i.e. not confirmed nor
suspected to be a breeding species in the UK as yet.
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See 3.1 General References.
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Figure 2.29: Geoffroy’s bat
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Bechstein’s Bat, Myotis bechsteinii (Kuhl 1817)
Ecology
A medium-sized bat, with a grey-brown dorsal surface and pale belly, the Bechstein’s bat is usually
easily distinguished from other species by the very long ears which extend beyond the nose when
pushed forwards over the muzzle. The Bechstein’s bat is a species of wooded landscapes across
Europe, from southern England to central Europe and the Balkans, east to the Black Sea, Iran and the
Caucasus, typically utilising broad-leaved woodlands, often with watercourses.
In Great Britain, the species is restricted to southern England, with strongholds in southern counties
such as Sussex, Hampshire and Dorset. British populations appear to favour oak woods however
European populations also adopt beech woods and conifer woodlands where adequate under-storey
is present. The Bechstein’s bat typically summer roosts within woodlands, using cavities such as
woodpecker holes and often bat boxes, breeding within these tree roosts; in recent years, maternity
colonies have been found in mature trees outside of woodlands. Most individuals will hibernate in
tree roosts but an unknown proportion of the population hibernates in underground sites. A small
but noted proportion of bats at autumn swarming sites, typically the entrances to underground sites
such as mines and tunnels, will include Bechstein’s bat, enabling gene flow between otherwise
distant breeding colonies.
The Bechstein’s bat is considered generally rare throughout its Great Britain range, sparsely
distributed, and considered one of Great Britain’s rarest mammals in part due to genuine scarcity
but also a result of difficulties in achieving reliable surveys. The Bechstein’s bat is difficult to
differentiate from the other Myotis species through acoustic surveys and so trapping surveys with
acoustic lures (such as the Sussex Autobat, Hill & Greenaway, 2005) are considered the most reliable
survey method. This led to the national Bechstein’s Bat Project, coordinated by Bat Conservation
Trust, building upon the pilot studies of Dr David Hill and Frank Greenaway (Miller, 2011). In 2015 a
joint postgraduate research project was launched by Exeter University and Vincent Wildlife Trust as
a result of concerns over inbreeding of isolated populations (see Wright 2016).
Wiltshire has seen extensive study in recent years on Bechstein’s bats, focussed in particular upon
the breeding populations at Trowbridge, particularly the long-term studies at Green Lane Wood and
Biss Wood, following their discovery here in 1999.
Maternity colonies range from 10-50 females, rarely to 100 bats, exhibiting fission-fusion societies,
i.e. they subdivide and recombine frequently, changing roosting sites every 2-3 days.
Bechstein’s bats are considered to typically forage in broad-leaved woodland with a dense understorey, gleaning invertebrates from vegetation and often foraging over the shrub layer. More recent
research and radiotracking data indicates that they utilise the wider landscape, including pasture
and hedgerows, often commuting to foraging grounds. Cohen (in Aspect Ecology 2014 and Cohen
2014) comments that during radiotracking of bats within the Trowbridge study area, bats were
noted foraging on occasions 3-4km from their roosts; Dietz et al. (2009) indicates that previous
studies noted Bechstein’s bats rarely foraging up to 2.5km from the roost, typically up to 1km. That
Bechstein’s bats forage beyond the confines of the roost woodland, utilising the wider landscape,
has been replicated by a number of recent radiotracking studies (e.g. Palmer et al., 2013).
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Distribution
Dillon (1997) reports only nine records, all within the south-west of Wiltshire in 5 occupied km
squares.
In contrast, during the period 1996-2016 519 records were submitted and accepted, representing 71
occupied km squares (2% of the total). Many of these records represent ongoing monitoring projects
as well as scattered records from additional sites.
Trowbridge, including Green Lane, Biss, Picket and Clanger Woods, remains the most studied site in
Wiltshire. Since the discovery of this species here in 1999, twenty-eight individuals have been
radiotracked by a variety of projects and detailed ringing studies are ongoing. Considerable research
has been undertaken here culminating in the recent studies coordinated by Keith Cohen (Aspect
Ecology 2014, Cohen 2014 and Cohen 2017) whereby Cohen estimates that the Trowbridge
population comprises 7 breeding groups or subcolonies comprising 25-50 bats, comprising an adult
female population of 175-350 bats and an assumed equal number of adult males. This suggests an
approximate population size estimated to be 350-700 bats. This work represents one of the most
well-studied populations in Great Britain.
The discovery of a male Bechstein’s bat in the Cotswold Water Park in 2006 led to the discovery of a
new maternity colony in the Braydon Forest, located to the south of the Cotswold Water Park.
Studies have been ongoing for 10 years, including ringing and radiotracking of five individuals (Harris
et al. 2011). Since 2006 a number of woodlands across the Braydon Forest have been surveyed and
Bechstein’s trapped in a further three woodlands plus also Ravensroost Wood WWT Reserve where
radiotracking confirmed a maternity colony in 2012 (D. Linton, personal communication, 2012).
Bechstein’s bats are regularly recorded during autumn swarming trapping surveys at a range of
stone mines within the Bath & Bradford-on-Avon SAC (amounting to 40 records or 184 Bechstein’s
bats trapped and ringed during this time) and Chilmark Mines SAC, with small numbers noted
hibernating.
At present key Bechstein’s bat populations are found in the wooded landscapes of Trowbridge,
Braydon Forest, New Forest fringe & Bentley Wood and the Vale of Wardour area. It is considered
likely that additional meta-populations will be found in other areas of extensive woodland in
Wiltshire.
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Figure 2.30: Bechstein’s bat
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Leisler’s Bat or Lesser Noctule Bat, Nyctalus leisleri (Kuhl, 1817)
Ecology
A medium-sized bat, smaller than the closely-related Noctule bat, Nyctalus noctula, but still with the
rounded tragus characteristic of the genus. The darker, bi-coloured fur (dark brown at the base,
reddy brown tipped), size and tragus are characteristic. Distributed throughout Europe and the UK as
far north as central Scotland and the southern Baltic states and further east into Russia and the
Urals. As such this species is widely distributed in the UK, more so in southern England but relatively
infrequently encountered; in the absence of Noctule bat in Ireland the Leisler’s bat is common and
widespread. Roosts are known in counties surrounding Wiltshire including Avon, Hampshire and
Oxfordshire but paradoxically no roosting sites have been reported in Wiltshire to date.
The Leisler’s bat is considered a typical woodland bat but is frequently observed foraging over
parkland, pasture and meadows, often observed foraging along interfaces between these habitats.
Roosting sites include woodpecker holes, rot holes etc. and often in bat boxes as well as commonly
found roosting in buildings, with maternity colonies in buildings comprising 20-50 females,
exceptionally up to 1000 females in Ireland.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016 twenty-nine records of Leisler’s bat were submitted of which all but six
related to bat detector records. These records related to only twenty occupied kilometre squares, or
1% of the total km squares in the Wiltshire recording area. Interestingly, twenty-six of these records
were generated during the period 2010-2016, with only three records submitted prior to this; this
likely represents the recent technological advances in bat detectors as well as increasing awareness
of this species. Of note is that the majority of records relate to the western edge of Wiltshire, from
Castle Combe, to Bradford-on Avon, Westbury to Warminster – this perhaps relates to a genuine
distribution of this species in Wiltshire, or relates to some of the foci of built development in
Wiltshire, and therefore of the activity of consultant ecologists. The relative absence of records
elsewhere in Wiltshire is noteworthy.
Dillon (1997) commented that this species had not yet been recorded in Wiltshire up to the 1990s,
perhaps highlighting the rapid advances in technology and knowledge in recent decades.
Difficulties in identification of this species using sonogram analyses, relating to the broad overlap
with noctule bat and serotine bat, in combination with the increasing use of auto-identification
software ensures that confirming this species with any degree of confidence from bat detector
records remains difficult and often controversial.
Wiltshire’s only confirmed record of Leisler’s bat relates to a radio-tracked female in August 2013 by
Jim Mullholland, tracked from Wick, South Gloucestershire. Mullholland tagged two bats, a male and
female, which roosted communally in August in a presumed harem or lekking roost in a bat box. The
male flew no further than 300m each night during this study whilst the female flew approximately 6
km each night, with the exact direction varying each night. Towards the end of the study, on the 27th
August, the female flew 14 km east into Wiltshire along the Cotswold escarpment to woodlands
around Castle Combe, North Wraxall and Ford, foraging for 20 minutes around Castle Combe before
returning to Wick. She did not return to Wiltshire during the remainder of the study.
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In 2012 Dr Dani Linton recorded bats, to the south of Swindon, whose sonograms were strongly
consistent with Leisler’s bat.
Bat workers in Wiltshire are strongly encouraged to remain vigilant for this species and to submit
sonograms with potential records for assessment and to aid verification. Whilst we can only
speculate on the abundance and breeding status of this species in Wiltshire, breeding records in
surrounding counties suggest it is likely that this species is currently overlooked in Wiltshire.
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Figure 2.31 Leisler’s bat
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Noctule Bat, Nyctalus noctula (Schreber, 1774)
Ecology
The largest, highest flying bat of the British Isles, the noctule has long and narrow wings with
pointed tip, broad rounded ears and a mushroom-shaped tragus which is characteristic of the genus.
The short flat-lying dorsal fur shines rufous-brown and the ventral side is a little lighter and duller.
Post-calcarial lobe present. Appears to occupy similar ecological niches to the Leisler’s bat with
comparable flight behaviour, activity pattern and habitat preference.
Distributed across Europe all the way to the Urals and Caucasus region, and also occurs in Asia
Minor. In the UK, it is a relatively widespread species in much of England, Wales and to south-west
Scotland, but has become scarce in some areas of intensive agriculture. It is absent in Ireland. The
noctule is a typical migratory bat species. Populations from north-eastern Europe are known to
migrate southwest in autumn, thus covering distances of up to 1000 km. Due to the weather
conditions, western populations such as those in the UK tend to be more sedentary.
Noctule bats are primarily tree dwellers, and will use rot holes but consistently prefer cavities
excavated by woodpeckers that are larger, further from the ground and in more open situations.
Beeches are particularly frequently used. Roosts in buildings are rare.
Mixed-sex colonies tend to form after hibernation, and often break up in late spring. The maternity
colonies frequently change roosts, mothers carrying the smaller young between roosts during
lactation. Single males disperse randomly to establish mating territories during August-September
where vocalisations are used to attract conspecifics, a lekking strategy.
Noctule bats hibernate mainly in trees or rock fissures and hollows, but have also been found in bat
boxes, buildings and other man-made structures in winter. They sometimes form large mixed-sex
winter aggregations of up to 1,000 on mainland Europe, but the group sizes are smaller in the UK.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016, 804 records were received, amounting to 271 occupied kilometre
squares (7% of the total squares in Wiltshire). The majority of these records come from bat detector
surveys, with only 35 records of confirmed roosts. This is still a noticeable increase in records
compared to the 45 records used in the analysis for the previous county Atlas in 1997. The current
distribution map suggests that the species is relatively widespread across Wiltshire.
Although noctule bats are primarily tree-dwelling, and several large roosts have indeed been
recorded in the county (70–119 individuals), bat workers in Wiltshire are strongly encouraged to
remain vigilant as several noctule roosts within buildings have been found in the county, including a
maternity roost of 103 individuals which was also used by the species (albeit by only a few
individuals) in the winter.
Attention should also be drawn to sound analysis due to the recent confirmed presence of Leisler’s
in the county (see Leisler’s species account) and the difficulties in differentiating the species using
sonogram analyses, relating to the broad overlap with both Leisler’s bat and serotine bat, in
combination with the increasing use of auto-identification software.
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There is only one confirmed record of a hibernation roost in Wiltshire, in a building where a few
individuals were seen.
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Figure 2.32: Noctule bat
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Genus: Nyctalus
Ecology
Nyctalus is a Palaearctic genus of eight bat species, considered medium-large, with short mushroomshaped tragus. There are three species in Europe of which two are found in Great Britain, the
noctule bat, Nyctalus noctula and Leisler’s bat, N. leisleri.
The noctule bat is notably larger than the Leisler’s bat and identification in the hand should not
present great difficulty. Differentiating these species during acoustic surveys can be problematic due
to the great overlap in the acoustic characteristics of these two species (and also with serotine bat,
Eptesicus serotinus).
During acoustic surveys, therefore, identification to species level is not always reliably possible and
records are frequently submitted to genus only. Leisler’s bat is still considered rare but underrecorded and probably overlooked in Wiltshire. Nevertheless, the presence of Leisler’s bat in
Wiltshire has now been confirmed and observers and bat workers are encouraged to remain vigilant
for this species.
The proliferation of software enabling automatic identification from sonograms remains concerning
where inexperienced observers accept the classification without further interpretation. Observers
are therefore asked to provide sonogram evidence of Leisler’s bat with records upon submission.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016, 96 records of Nyctalus sp. were submitted, representing 28 occupied
kilometre squares (less than 1% of the total squares in Wiltshire). The distribution of these records
overlaps the known range of both Nyctalus species, but pertinently corresponds to regions of the
county where intensive bat survey has been undertaken by a number of Wiltshire Bat Group projects
and protected species surveys by ecological consultancy; i.e. where extensive detector surveys have
been undertaken.
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Figure 2.33: Nyctalus bats
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Genus: Pipistrellus
Description
Pipistrellus is a diverse genus of 31 species of which four species are known to breed in Europe and
three in Great Britain; common pipistrelle, P. pipistrellus, soprano pipistrelle, P. pygmaeus, and
Nathusius’ pipistrelle, P. nathusii. A fourth species, Kuhl’s pipistrelle, P. kuhlii, is a known vagrant to
Great Britain with recent records in southern English coastal counties suggesting some regularity in
records, suggestive of a small population. Known to be resident on the Channel Islands and
confirmed to breed here.
Common and soprano pipistrelle bats were previously described as a single species, P. pipistrellus.
During the 1980s it was noted how “common pipistrelle” bats produced calls that were bimodal in
distribution, i.e. some with peak energy at 46kHz and some at 55kHz. Furthermore, it was noted that
whilst these call frequencies were sympatric (i.e., demonstrated similar geographic distribution,
often being found at the same locations), bats within the same maternity roost contained only one
phonic type. These phonic types rapidly became known as “45kHz pips” and “55kHz pips”. Further
research highlighted how these phonic types had differing geographic range, habitat use, diet,
“social” calls, breeding strategy and roost size (see following species accounts). A significant
sequence divergence (11%) was noted in a 630 base-pair region of cytochrome-b gene of
mitochondrial DNA, confirming the existence of cryptic species. In 2003 the International
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature accepted the proposal to recognize these two species (or
neotypes).
The pipistrelle bats typically offer few challenges in identification, however overlapping acoustic
characteristics and sometimes morphology still offer some challenges. Without DNA analyses or
supplementary survey techniques, records of droppings may not always be identified to species
level. The increasing use of static detectors, generating large volumes of acoustic data, frequently
results in calls that may not be reliably identified to species level. Consequently records are
frequently received for Pipistrelle species, highlighting this, necessitated by lower confidence in
identification.
During the 1990s and 2000s many records received for the common and soprano pipistrelle, were
received prior to the final decision of the International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature, or
at a time when their taxonomy was unfamiliar for many bat workers. Records of these species prior
to 2003 may have been submitted as P. pipistrellus sensu lato (“in the broadest sense”) and may
therefore comprise records of P. pipistrellus and P. pygmaeus. Following the confirmation of two
cryptic species and description of their identification, records were accepted as P. pipistrellus sensu
stricto (“in the strictest sense”) and P. pygmaeus. Uncertainties in identification by fieldworkers
were resolved in due course and numbers of records of P. pipistrellus sensu stricto have reduced
particularly of records “in the hand” (and aside from the uncertain acoustic records).
With a significant number of records of Pipistrellus sp. it is worthwhile presenting these alongside
the accepted records of P. pipistrellus and P. pygmaeus.
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Distribution
Dillon (1997) was published prior to the confirmation of the two cryptic species and apparently prior
to any Wiltshire records of Nathusius’ pipistrelle. An analysis of 493 records indicated that 59% were
of live animals, 27% were field signs (droppings) and 14% were dead animals. Intriguingly no
mention is made of any acoustic records, although at this time the species was considered
widespread in the county in a range of habitats and probably under-recorded.
Large numbers of undifferentiated Pipistrelle bat records continue to be submitted, largely relating
to roost records of droppings or detector records.
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Figure 2.34: Pipistrellus bats
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Common Pipistrelle Bat, Pipistrellus pipistrellus (Schreber 1774)
Ecology
One of the smallest bat species in Great Britain, the common pipistrelle is a small brown species with
a slightly paler belly, with small triangular ears and a post-calcarial membrane. The penis is greybrown with a pale median band and glands in the corners of the mouth are pale-whitish (compare
soprano pipistrelle). Dentition is characteristic and enables separation from the very similar P.
nathusii.
Widely distributed across central and southern Europe, north-west Africa, Asia Minor and the
Middle East, the common pipistrelle is found throughout Great Britain excluding northern Scotland.
This species utilises a range of habitats, from city centres, rural settlements, woodlands and
wetlands. Typically forms summer and maternity roosts in crevices in buildings, whilst single bats
may often be found roosting in trees too. Small numbers may be found hibernating in buildings and
trees and increasing evidence suggests that mass hibernation of large numbers of bats may occur in
buildings and furthermore that summer swarming events are noted at these same locations. Korsten
(2016) presents a survey methodology for locating mass hibernation sites based upon monitoring of
summer swarming sites.
Maternity colonies are typically 50-100 females and the brickwork below the entrances are often
marked with droppings. Common pipistrelle bats are generalist and opportunistic in their feeding
habits, taking a range of Diptera, spending its foraging time in a greater range of habitats than the
soprano pipistrelle (Davidson-Watts et al., 2006). During studies on the Wiltshire-Hampshire border,
Davidson-Watts & Jones (2005) also found common pipistrelle bats to spend greater periods
commuting to and between foraging areas than the soprano pipistrelle and made greater numbers
of feeding bouts; such difference in foraging behaviour supported hypotheses that these species
occupy different ecological niches. In contrast, the soprano pipistrelle was found to be a specialist of
wetland habitats, making longer and less frequent commutes to feed in desirable areas.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016 a total of 3188 records of common pipistrelle bat were submitted
(including all records of P. pipistrellus sensu lato and sensu stricto). These records relate to 683
occupied kilometre squares, 18.2% of the total km squares in the county; this ranks this species as
eighth in the county per the number of occupied squares.
These records are widely distributed in across the county in a variety of habitat types.
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Figure 2.35: Common Pipistrelle bat
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Soprano Pipistrelle Bat, Pipistrellus pygmaeus (Leach 1825)
Ecology
The soprano pipistrelle is a cryptic species, separated from the common pipistrelle following
research during the 1980s-2000s and official recognition in 2003. The earliest Wiltshire records date
from 1998 and numbers of records rose sharply during the 2000s.
Perhaps Great Britain’s smallest bat species, the soprano pipistrelle has dense reddish-sandy brown
fur, paler on the belly. Bare skin around the eyes and auricles appear pale brown (compared to the
darker brown in common pipistrelle) whilst a raised ridge between the nostrils is exclusive to the
soprano pipistrelle. Distinguishing it from the common pipistrelle, the soprano pipistrelle has
yellowish-orange buccal glands in the corners of the mouth, whilst the penis and vagina are also
yellowy-orange, especially during the breeding and mating seasons. During the autumn males have a
notably musky scent.
Widely distributed throughout Europe, the soprano pipistrelle is found from southern Spain, to
northern Scotland and southern Norway and Sweden, and through central Europe and
Mediterranean coast and east to Caucasus and Siberia. It is found throughout Great Britain, often
sympatric with common pipistrelle and Nathusius’ pipistrelle.
Notably reliant upon riparian and wetland habitats in Great Britain, whether waterbodies or
watercourses, often foraging around bankside vegetation and trees. Summer and maternity roosts
are typically within crevices in buildings, often cavity walls and beneath tiles, or in tree holes.
Maternity roost size can exceed several hundred bats; roosts in the Cotswold Water Park routinely
exceed 500 adults, whilst the largest roost recorded here (and indeed in Wiltshire) was 1015 adults
in Ashton Keynes. Lacock Abbey is famous for the soprano pipistrelle bats emerging from the
mouths of gargoyles; this maternity colony numbers several hundred each year, peaking in 2004 at
996 bats. In all, 34 maternity roosts of 200 or more bats were recorded during the period 1996-2016,
with numerous smaller roosts also.
Autumn mating roosts are typically within buildings, trees and bat boxes where males display and
use song flights to attract a harem of up to 12 females, often holding such a mating territory over
several years. Ringing studies in Wiltshire (Ponting, W. personal communication. 2016) support this.

Distribution
No records of this species were described in Dillon (1997). A total of 2011 records were submitted
and accepted during the period 1996-2016, relating to 401 occupied km squares (11% of the total
squares).
Core areas for this species in the county include the Cotswold Water Park (where a complex of over
160 waterbodies within a complex of the Thames and its tributaries offers rich roosting and foraging
habitat) and riparian corridors such as the Salisbury Avon, Bristol Avon and Kennet & Avon Canal. As
such this species appears abundant across the river corridors and low-lying clay vales of Wiltshire,
avoiding the tops of the “dry” chalks downs.
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Figure 2.36: Soprano pipistrelle bat
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Nathusius’ Pipistrelle Bat, Pipistrellus nathusii (Keyserling & Blasius 1839)
Ecology
A small brown bat, with often shaggy dorsal fur and slightly paler ventral fur, the Nathusius’
pipistrelle bat has a notably furrier upper surface to the tail membrane than the other pipistrelle
species found in Great Britain, as well as characteristic dentition and wing venation, as well as often
being slightly larger.
The Nathusius’ pipistrelle presents an interesting European range, being found throughout Europe
and east to the Urals and Caucasus. It is a seasonal migratory species, the subject of study in
continental Europe and latterly the UK, for several decades through ringing studies with 60,000
individuals marked and the greatest movement documented as 1905km (Dietz et al., 2009).
Populations in the Baltic region and northern Germany are known to move south-west to the
Netherlands, France, south Germany, Switzerland and the Balkan states, often following coastlines
and river valleys. Irish populations, however, appear sedentary and British populations may
comprise sedentary breeding adults and/or a mixture of sedentary males and migratory females.
Certainly the British population includes a sedentary component and numbers are supplemented
with an influx of migratory animals during the autumn, illustrated by a number of records from
North Sea oil rigs and observations of bats flying in off the sea during daylight hours and grounded
animals being found, often in coastal area (e.g. Moores, 2017).
In Great Britain, it has been widely recorded throughout, primarily through acoustic records,
however (as of 1st January 2015) only four maternity roosts have been described in England
(although a series have been documented in Northern Ireland). A large number of in-the-hand
records relate to grounded bats, often but not exclusively along the eastern and southern coasts,
whilst mating roosts of males have been widely but not commonly documented.
Nathusius’ pipistrelle bats are documented to utilise diversely structured forests, including
deciduous woodlands along river corridors and park landscapes and wood pasture, especially when
associated with large waterbodies. Recording efforts in the UK have focussed upon their association
with large waterbodies as well as association with apparent migration hotspots in coastal areas.
Roost sites include tree holes and bat boxes whilst maternity colonies have been noted in timberclad buildings and barns. Russ indicates a prevalence of roosting amongst larger colonies of soprano
pipistrelle bat, also often associated with large waterbodies.

Distribution
Another species yet to be recorded in Wiltshire when Dillon (1997) was published, during the period
1996-2016 a total of 74 records submitted and accepted across Wiltshire, from 21 occupied km
squares (1% of the total number of squares).
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The Cotswold Water Park accounts for 54 records, following intensive bat study during 2005-2015
(and ongoing) (Harris et al. 2014), which accounts for seven of the occupied km squares. The
Cotswold Water Park Bat Initiative has recorded this species in a total of 10 km squares, including
the Gloucestershire section. Of the data collected in Wiltshire, only two records relate to in-the-hand
records; a grounded bat was found in April 2001 by David Endacott in Latton, Cotswold Water Park,
whilst a male was found in a bat box by Will Ponting in May 2012 near Somerford Keynes, Cotswold
Water Park. Static detector monitoring during autumn 2014 recorded several hundred passes per
night at peak.
The remaining 22 records relate to detector records from across the county, ranging from foraging
behaviour associated with lakes by the Salisbury Avon valley in July 2011 (J. Bennett) as well as two
records along the Kennet & Avon Canal, between Seend and Devizes in September 2014 (a foraging
record, R. Dodd) and of a song-flighting male (G. Harris).
Ecological surveys associated with development proposals undertaken by ecological consultants
account for the majority of records outside of the Cotswold Water Park and all but three relate to
surveys undertaken in 2011-2014. The general increase in records over the period of this Atlas is
considered a result of increasing awareness of this species and improvements in technology
associated with acoustic surveys.
This species has a restricted distribution in Wiltshire at present; however there remains a good
chance of recording individuals on migration on many of the river corridors. Whilst the Cotswold
Water Park perhaps offers the greatest roosting and foraging resource for this species, bat workers
are encouraged to remain vigilant for this species across the county and to fully document the
circumstances of recording them, sharing acoustic records to enable verification of records.
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Figure 2.37: Nathusius’ pipistrelle bat
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Serotine Bat, Eptesicus serotinus (Schreber, 1774)
Ecology
A large robust bat with ears about twice as long as wide, and conspicuously large teeth. The upper
parts of the pelage have long dark brown hair, often with paler tips, and the underparts are paler but
with no clear demarcation. The face, ears and wing membranes are very dark brown-black. The postcalcarial lobe is long but narrow and ill-defined.
Distributed throughout Europe including southern England, southernmost Sweden and Latvia. It is
absent from Ireland, Norway, Finland and Estonia, and there are no records from the Canary Islands
and North Africa. Outside Europe, it occurs in Turkey, across the Middle East and the Caucasus to
Central Asia and China. In Great Britain, the serotine is one of our less common species, occurring
mainly south of a line drawn from The Wash to parts of South Wales. Recent records from Wales,
Central and NW England, and an increase in records from Norfolk and SW England suggest expansion
of the range.
The serotine is one of the most building-oriented species in the UK and is hardly ever found in trees
and bat boxes. Rarely found in modern buildings, they are frequently found in churches and
buildings constructed around 1900 with high gables, and are very faithful to their roosts. A crevicedwelling bat with a small colony size (normally 20-30) make it inconspicuous. Droppings are often
present in large amounts at gable ends or around a chimney base, although some long-established
colonies show no obvious signs of occupation where the roost is in a cavity wall. Roost building is
often shared with pipistrelles and/or long-eared bats.
A typical “landscape species”, the serotine prefers unimproved / semi-improved permanent pasture
adjacent to mature, semi-natural woodland, interlinked by hedgerows. Grazed permanent pasture
with a high population of dung beetles forms an important component of the bat’s foraging habitat.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016, 917 records were received, amounting to 358 occupied km squares
(10% of the total squares in Wiltshire). Half of these records were from bat detector surveys. This is
a noticeable increase in records compared to the 74 records used in the analysis for the previous
county Atlas (Dillon, 1997). The current distribution map suggests that the species is widespread
across Wiltshire, but is not considered abundant.
Serotines are rarely found in winter, which explains the very few records of hibernation sites in the
county (11 out of 865). Serotines are known to mainly hibernate in buildings, although interestingly,
in Wiltshire, almost half of these records are of mines and a disused railway tunnel.
Thirteen confirmed maternity roost sites were recorded between 1996 and 2016. This may seem
quite low, however other records of roosts (albeit not confirmed as maternity roosts) where large
amounts of droppings were noted, possibly indicating that they may be under recorded. A number
of very large maternity roosts are known in the county, with peak counts amounting to over 70 bats
during the maternity season.
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Hampshire Bat Group website http://www.hampshirebatgroup.org.uk/bats-in-hampshire/hampshire-bats (Serotine bat
Hampshire Species Action Plan, accessed 18/01/2017).
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Figure 2.38: Serotine bat
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Parti-coloured Bat, Vespertilio murinus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The parti-coloured bat is a medium-sized robust bat with shaggy, white-tipped dorsal fur and a pale
(cream to pale brown) belly. Found across central, southern and eastern Europe and as far north as
the Netherlands and southern Scandinavia, and further east into Russia and Siberia. This a migratory
species which complicates the known distribution which is considered more localized in the west of
the European range. Vagrants and migrating animals may be found beyond the northern edge of the
range, including northern Scandinavia, Belgium, Great Britain and oil rigs in the North Sea.
Parti-coloured bats utilise a variety of habitats, foraging over wetlands, open water, farmland,
meadows and river corridors, as well as around human settlements.
There are increasing numbers of records of this species in the UK. Harris & Yalden (2008) cites 4
records prior to 1980 and a further 16 to 2008, described as almost annual since 2000. Moores
(2017) describes an “unprecedented influx of migrant bats” onto the Norfolk coast with fourteen
bats noted, including two confirmed Nathusius’ pipistrelle bat – one of these records was potentially
a parti-coloured bat.

Distribution
A single record of an injured bat found in Marlborough by Geoff Birrell in May 2002, following a call
from a householder. Origin unknown, bat was taken into care.
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Western Barbastelle Bat, Barbastella barbastella, (Schreber 1774)
Ecology
An unmistakable medium-sized bat species the Barbastelle bat has almost black fur with pale tips,
with short, broad triangular ears which meet across the forehead and a pug-like face. Distributed
from southern England and Wales across central Europe, Iberia and Italy and east to the Caucasus,
although in Great Britain probably now restricted to England and Wales south of a line between the
Humber and the Dovey, with strongholds in southern counties.
Barbastelle bats are an excellent example of a species requiring a series of high quality habitats and
high landscape connectivity. Preferring to roost within trees, but rarely buildings, in areas of old
woodland, often wind-damaged with dense under-storey and located in the headwaters of a river
catchment. Individuals will often travel great distances to access foraging areas, up to 20km, utilising
well-used commuting routes. Such landscape-scale requirements leave them at risk from changes in
land management, infrastructure projects and large developments.
Considered rare throughout their range, Barbastelle bats and their distribution are generally poorly
understood. Greenaway described radiotracking 13 females from a Sussex colony foraging over an
area of 240km2, each with a foraging area of 5km2 – bats from neighbouring colonies rarely if ever
overlapped in their foraging areas. This highlights how individual colonies will be thinly spread in the
landscape, even where habitat quality is sufficient to support them. Recent advances in acoustic
surveys and bat detectors, particularly passive monitoring, has increased records from the wider
landscape, whilst increased efforts in trapping surveys has increased recording at breeding sites.
Notable numbers are trapped in Wiltshire each year at autumn swarming sites at tunnel entrances
and stone mines across Wiltshire, sites which will support small numbers of hibernating animals too.
Maternity roosts are typically small, less than 30 females, using loose bark, vertical cracks and splits.
Males are often solitary. Maternity roosts switch roosts frequently, often every 2 days, but remain
faithful to their roosting location. Barbastelle bats are known to utilise barns where natural roosting
sites are limited. During hibernation, this species uses large trees as well as unheated buildings (such
as barns and churches), tunnels and mines.
The Barbastelle bat is perhaps the species for which Wiltshire is the most famous, following the work
of Steve Laurence and Wiltshire Bat Group since the 1990s, latterly led by Wiltshire Bat Group, in the
Savernake Forest.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) received only six records, all from the south of Wiltshire, in particular the New Forest
fringe and Bentley Wood area. With hindsight, this is unsurprising given the proximity of the
Mottisfont Special Area of Conservation (designated for Barbastelle bats) to Bentley Wood. These
records relate to 6 occupied km squares only.
During the period 1996-2016 352 records have been submitted and accepted, relating to 95
occupied km squares (3% of the total number), thereby representing a marked increase in known
distribution since Dillon (1997).
Current records are spread evenly across the county, perhaps suggesting that the entire county is
within the catchment area of several maternity colonies of Barbastelle bat.
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Of these 350 records, 18 relate to maternity roosts (and may include repeat monitoring visits), 14
records relate to hibernating bats (of which 10 records relate to the disused railway tunnel in
Marlborough and 3 records relate to Fonthill Grottoes SSSI), 67 records relate to autumn or spring
swarming trapping surveys undertaken at stone mines and tunnels; 251 records relate to field
records such as bat detector records, dead bats found, radiotracking and trapping surveys.
Wiltshire’s longest-running study on Barbastelle bats in the Savernake Forest is under-represented in
the data due to missing data prior to 2015. In 2015 studies in Devizes and Easterton resulted in
trapping and radiotracking of 4 females, finding two tree roosts and two roosts in timber barns, of
which one was used by a maternity group of up to 15 females through the summer and autumn
without significant roost-switching (Harris, 2016). In the New Forest fringe & Bentley Wood area
several records from detectors and trapping surveys, the proximity to populations in the New Forest
and Mottisfont SAC suggest linkage with populations in neighbouring counties. Ongoing monitoring
at Fonthill Grottoes & Chilmark Mines SSSI & SAC during hibernation and swarming highlights longterm use of these sites by notable numbers of Barbastelle, one of the qualifying features for the
designations here. Finally, the west of Wiltshire supports a series of important sites with diverse
woodlands and river corridors, interspersed with stone mines and railway tunnels, ensuring a ready
availability of breeding woodlands, foraging areas, commuting routes, swarming sites and
hibernation sites. These sites include stone mines at Box, Browns Folly and Corsham, and woodlands
in Colerne/Slaughterford, Trowbridge and Stourhead.
Although under-recorded and generally poorly known in much of its UK range the spread of records,
availability of sites able to support Barbastelle bats throughout their life cycle and the high degree of
habitat connectivity in Wiltshire, may indicate that the county supports notable populations.
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Figure 2.39: Western barbastelle bat
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Brown Long-eared Bat, Plecotus auritus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Ecology
A medium-sized bat, the brown long-eared bat is instantly recognizable by its very large ears
(approximately three-quarters of the body length), which are not always obvious; when at rest they
curl back like rams’ horns, or are tucked away completely under the wings leaving only the tragus
visible, which can cause confusion. With large eyes and pinkish to pale brown face with little hair,
this species’ long and fluffy dorsal fur is light brown, with creamy or white underparts. Juveniles
have a dark grey dorsal fur with white underside which could potentially be confused with the grey
long-eared bat, especially since the greyish colour on juveniles may be retained for up to a year.
Therefore the colour of the pelage should not be relied upon for identification and other
morphological attributes (as well as sending droppings for DNA analysis if grey long-eared bat is
suspected) should be taken to confirm the species.
Distributed throughout the whole of Europe, the brown long-eared bats range stretches to the west
of the Urals and north of the Caucasus, however its distribution in the south of Europe is patchy.
Widespread in Great Britain except for exposed north and north-west regions of Scotland.
In summer, they are often found in older houses, churches and barns with large open roof voids
which allow the bats to fly around in the roof. Bats can be found in these roosts throughout the year,
though numbers are higher in the summer. In winter, they may still be found in roofs in small
numbers and some are seen in underground sites such as caves, mines and, ice houses and cellars.
They roost in trees throughout the year, often utilising bat boxes. Brown long-eared bats prefer to
hibernate at very cold temperatures, often just above freezing point. Unlike the males of other
species, a significant proportion of male brown long-eared bats may be present in the maternity
roosts.
Strongly associated with tree cover, the species prefers light woodland, and frequently flies amongst
foliage of different heights. Their foraging habitat comprises open deciduous and coniferous
woodland and woodland edge, parkland and orchards.

Distribution
The brown long-eared bat is the second most widespread bat species in Wiltshire (after the common
pipistrelle). During the period 1996-2016, 1470 records were received, amounting to 581 occupied
km squares (16% of the total squares in Wiltshire). Of these records, 73% were of confirmed roosts,
providing a rather precise distribution of the species in Wiltshire.
The lower proportion of records from acoustic surveys is a result of the low detectability of their
calls which are very quiet (as calls are particularly used for spatial orientation, and the food is, at
least partly, located by listening to the rustling sounds made by the prey rather than using
echolocation). It is also very difficult to differentiate brown to grey long-eared bat calls through
sound analysis due to their acoustic similarities and wide overlap in characteristics. It is therefore
common (and correct) practice for bat workers to identify the species down to genus level only (i.e.
Plecotus sp.) when undertaking acoustic surveys.
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There are 64 records of confirmed maternity roosts in Wiltshire, with numbers of individuals
averaging around 20, although a maternity roost of over 50 individuals has also been recorded.
Interestingly, less than ten hibernation roosts were found in buildings, with the majority of the
records in Wiltshire found in caves, mines and disused railway tunnels.
Figure 2.41 presents the distribution of records of Plecotus species. Since grey long-eared bats are
yet to be recorded in Wiltshire, Figure 2.41 presents the records of confirmed brown long-eared bats
and undetermined Plecotus species.

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 113

Grey Long-eared Bat, Plecotus austriacus (Fischer, 1829)
Ecology
Much rarer in the UK than the brown long-eared bat, being restricted to a few scattered areas
mainly to the southern coast of England, with a handful of records in Devon, Dorset, Somerset,
Hampshire, Isle of Wight (stronghold) and Sussex. Recently evidence of grey long-eared bats was
found also in south-west Wales. The distribution of the grey long-eared bat in the UK is mainly
limited by low winter temperatures, high summer rainfall and the availability of grasslands. A census
carried out in 2013 stated that there were around eight confirmed active maternity colonies in
England at the time.
Roosts are often located at the edge of villages, surrounded by open grasslands, well-developed
hedgerows and woodland patches. Five of the known maternity colonies in the UK and several
temporary roosts are located less than 5 km away from the coast. They prefer to forage in semiunimproved (unmanaged) lowland grasslands (including meadows and marshes), woody riparian
vegetation and broadleaved woodland.

Distribution
Grey long-eared bats have never been recorded in Wiltshire to date, however the species has been
confirmed in adjacent counties: in Dorset, 12 grey long-eared roosts are known, each containing just
a few bats, whilst in Hampshire, the species has been recorded in the New Forest. Bat workers
should therefore remain vigilant, especially in the south of the county.
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Genus: Plecotus
Ecology
The long-eared bat genus Plecotus is a cryptic species complex. This small genus of c. 8 species is
distributed mostly across the Palearctic but extends to Oriental and Afrotropical Regions. All species
are morphologically similar, therefore the two UK resident species, the grey (Plecotus austriacus)
and the brown (Plecotus auritus) long-eared bats, cannot be differentiated without absolute
confidence without morphological measurements or molecular tools (genetic analysis of droppings
or tissue samples).
Due to the difficulty in differentiating brown and grey long-eared bat calls through sound analysis, it
is necessary for bat workers to record the species at genus level only (i.e. Plecotus sp.) when
undertaking acoustic surveys. In-the-hand records of grey long-eared bat should be accompanied
with detailed biometrics and confirmation by DNA analyses.

Distribution
During the period 1996-2016, 346 records of Plecotus sp. were submitted, representing 177
occupied kilometre squares (5% of the total squares in Wiltshire). The distribution of these records
overlaps the known range of the brown long-eared bat in Wiltshire.
Figure 2.41 presents the distribution of records of Plecotus species. Since grey long-eared bats are
yet to be recorded in Wiltshire, Figure 2.41 presents the records of confirmed brown long-eared bats
and undetermined Plecotus species.
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Figure 2.40: Plecotus bats
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Carnivores: Order Carnivora
Red Fox, Vulpes vulpes (Linneaus 1758)
Ecology
Great Britain’s only remaining native canid, the red fox is a highly adaptable species of rural and
urban habitats, loved and reviled in equal measure. The size of a medium-sized domestic dog, the
red coat, bushy tail and large black-backed ears of the fox are characteristic.
The fox is widely distributed across the world, throughout Europe, Asia and North America. Within
Great Britain there is evidence of population expansion, perhaps relating to increasing areas of
suburban habitats in combination with reduced control by livestock managers and gamekeepers.
The success of the fox relates to its adaptability to a variety of habitats and circumstances, without
specialization or specific habitat requirements. Indeed it is found to be abundant in areas with the
greatest variety of habitats, cover and prey opportunities. The omnivorous diet includes lagomorphs,
small mammals, birds (including gamebirds, waterbirds and passerines), eggs, invertebrates and fruit
during the autumn. The majority of foraging is nocturnal or crepuscular, often during daylight hours.
Foxes live in family groups comprising a dog (male), a vixen (female) and their cubs. Subordinate
adults may also be present within a territory. Territory size varies by habitat and food availability;
urban territories may be as little as 8.5ha, whilst rural territories as much as 4000ha in upland
Scotland; in lowland England, for example, Dorset, the average size was quoted as 270ha.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) collated 1018 records and analysed 828 records of fox, representing 828 occupied km
squares (24% of the km squares in Wiltshire). Widely distributed across the county with
concentrations of records in urban centres, Dillon commented that gaps in the records were
probably due to lack of recording.
Between 1996- 2016 a total of 1699 records were submitted, relating to 752 occupied kilometre
squares (20% of the squares in Wiltshire). Since no specific survey for the fox has been undertaken,
the present distribution of records is clearly representative of observer effort rather than actual
distribution and the majority of records are the result of casual observation. Increased recorder
effort in Swindon Borough and Salisbury Plain – West is apparent in the distribution map. A quarter
of records (26%) relate to roadside records, often casualties or noted foraging, whilst 80 records
relate to cubs, juveniles and sub adults.

Bibliography
See 3.1 General References.
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Figure 2.41: Red fox
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Eurasian Badger, Meles meles (Linnaeus 1785)
Ecology
Unmistakable mammal in Great Britain, much-loved by many but now mired in politics and debates
regarding bovine tuberculosis. A heavy-bodied mustelid with a short tail and distinctive black and
white striped face, the badger breeds and shelters within extensive setts, leaving characteristic field
signs such as runs, latrines and discarded bedding as evidence.
The badger is widely distributed across the globe from Spain, Great Britain, throughout Europe, Asia
Minor and east to Siberia, China and Japan. Within Great Britain it is widespread throughout Great
Britain and Ireland, absent from areas of high altitude (such as northern Scotland), many
conurbations and often in lower densities in lowland floodplains. The optimal habitat for badgers
comprises deciduous woodland with earthworm-rich pasture in a region with a mild wet climate
(Harris & Yalden 2008) which consequently frequently coincides with livestock farming.
Setts are often excavated into existing banks, such as hedgerows, verges, railway embankments,
woodland, archaeological features such as hillforts and long barrows as well as beneath large
buildings. Harris & Yalden (2008) cite the national badger of Great Britain, 44% of main setts are
located in deciduous and mixed woodlands and 13% in open situations. In Wiltshire, badger setts are
frequently encountered in open chalk downland and arable land.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) noted 871 records, relating to 1033 occupied km squares (30% of the total km
squares), of which 57% related to field signs, particularly setts, and 25% related to dead animals. No
map of distribution was presented at this time.
During 1996-2016 a total of 3561 records were received, relating to 1313 occupied km squares, 35%
of the total km squares; badger is therefore the most widely distributed mammal species in Wiltshire
based upon occupied km squares.

Bibliography
See 3.1 General References.
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Figure 2.42: Eurasian badger
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Eurasian Otter, Lutra lutra (Linnaeus, 1758)
Ecology
The Eurasian otter is a medium to large native semi-aquatic mammal with a streamlined body, short
legs, small head, broad muzzle, webbed feet, and a long tapering tail.
Otters are predominantly solitary and nocturnal animals, utilising large home ranges which are
territorially marked using faeces (‘spraint’). Spraint is generally considered to be the most distinctive
field sign of otters. This species uses a wide variety of aquatic habitats including rivers, streams,
lakes and smaller waterbodies, wetlands, and coastal areas. Suitable habitats require bankside
vegetation and features to support otter resting sites, comprising below-ground ‘holts’ and aboveground ‘couches’, located at several points throughout an otter’s home range. Fish is the main prey
of otters and can comprise more than 80% of their diet, supplemented by amphibians, birds, small
mammals, reptiles, crustaceans and aquatic insects.
The Eurasian otter has the widest distribution of all otter species, covering three continents: Europe,
Asia and North Africa. Although previously widespread, otters underwent a significant population
decline throughout Britain and Europe during the mid-twentieth century, with the species
distribution restricted to Scotland, northern England and Wales, and south-west England. These
declines were largely attributed to persecution, habitat degradation and pollution effects.
Subsequent improvements in habitat quality and legal protection have led to the recovery of otters
to much of their former range, including every county of England, and are now present in several
major cities. Attempts at reintroduction of otters are known to have occurred across Britain but the
details of these are confidential. These population changes were documented by a series of national
surveys undertaken across England (Lenton et al. 1980, Strachan et al. 1990, Strachan and Jefferies
1996, Crawford 2003, and Crawford 2010) and the rest of Britain. However, otter populations
continue to be susceptible to threats including pollution, habitat fragmentation and incidental
mortality from road collisions or drowning as a result of entrapment in fishing gear. The species is
classified as ‘Near Threatened’ on the IUCN Red List.

Distribution
The distribution of otters across Wiltshire reflected the national decline throughout the 20th century.
Dillon (1997) described a distribution from only 24 records of otters, covering 20 occupied km
squares across Wiltshire (0.6% of the total squares). This indicated that, at this time, otters were
present in Wiltshire at low population levels and in few localities only, including the Salisbury Avon,
Bristol Avon and Upper Kennet river systems. The locations were not disclosed and no map was
produced at this time.
During the period 1996-2016, 2727 records of otters were received; amounting to 397 occupied km
squares (11% of the total squares in Wiltshire). Of these records, approximately 10% were live
sightings and 2.5% were of otters found dead, with the majority of these acknowledged as road
casualties. The remaining records comprise field signs of otters; spraint, footprints, feeding remains,
resting sites and pathways.
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The current distribution map indicates a significant range expansion for otters across Wiltshire over
the last two decades, consistent with nation-wide patterns and likely representing successful
restoration to historic distribution. Otters are now known to be present along all major
watercourses in Wiltshire. The apparent fragmentations in distribution may reflect a reduced survey
effort on minor watercourses. In addition, existing or former barriers to otter movement may still
restrict range expansion in some areas with increasing numbers of records representing road
casualties. However, it is anticipated that otters will continue to recolonise former range across
Wiltshire and adjacent counties.
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Figure 2.43: Eurasian otter
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Stoat, Mustela erminea (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The stoat is the second smallest of Great Britain’s carnivores. Males are somewhat larger (40-80%)
than females, but range in the order of 20-30 cm long and in Britain, males weigh 200-445g, whilst
females weigh 140-280g. Recognisable by its pelage, the Stoat is specifically identifiable by its black
tipped tail and clearly defined intersection between reddish brown back and white belly. A white
form (ermine) can be seen in winter but the black tipped tail remains a constant.
Its distribution is largely throughout the northern hemisphere where it can be present in a variety of
habitats up to an altitude of 3000m; this includes tundra, woodland, farmland and marshes. Stoats
are solitary by nature and hold terrestrial home ranges typically of 10-40 hectares. Activity occurs
throughout the year both during the day and night.
The diet is thought to predominantly consist of rabbit, although a broad range of small vertebrate
prey will be taken. Typical kills can be recognised by bite marks to the back of the neck.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 260 records, relating to 241 occupied km squares (7%), which demonstrated a
wide and even distribution of records across Wiltshire.
Since 1996, 292 records of stoat have been received, relating to 186 occupied kilometre squares
(5%).
The apparent reduction in distribution of this species is perhaps simply a result of a decline in
recording activity during this time. The stoat continues to be managed as a vermin species, which
may result in an unknown number of casualties each year. Their solitary nature and relatively low
density render them difficult to survey, resulting in most encounters being made by chance.
Records originate in gardens, hedgerows and waterside banks, whilst hunting animals were noted
around log piles, compost heaps and barns as well as around rabbit and rat holes. Individuals
swimming were also noted, for example, swimming across large lakes in the Cotswold Water Park to
access black-headed gull colonies. Prey species include rabbit (16 records), rat (3), small rodent (1),
moles (2) and green woodpecker (1 record). One White ermine form has been recorded in the
current data period.
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Figure 2.44: Stoat
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Weasel, Mustela nivalis (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
The weasel is the smallest of the UK’s carnivores, a mustelid with ginger-brown fur above, and cream
on the ventral surface; the tail is shorter and lacks the black tip characteristic of stoats. Additionally,
close up, the demarcation of reddish brown upper and white belly is a poorly defined ‘zig-zag’ even
with brown spots occurring on the belly.
Smaller than the stoat, it is a voracious predator of small mammals where its small size and shape
enables it to search their tunnels and burrows at any time of day and night. Populations of weasel
have been shown to cycle with small mammal prey populations (Jedrzejewska and Wojcik, 2004)
although prey switching is possible in times of low rodent numbers.
Weasels are active throughout the year, and may travel relatively long distances (2.5km) daily,
though this would relate to prey density and habitat features, in home ranges of 40-60ha. They
inhabit a broad range of rural habitats, avoiding open aspects having a close association with linear
environmental features; hedgerows, woodland edges, roads and river banks for example.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) analysed 310 records, relating to 325 occupied km squares (9%), presenting a
widespread distribution across Wiltshire in a variety of landscapes and habitats.
During 1996-2016 186 records of weasel had been received and accepted, relating to 144 occupied
km squares (4% of the total kilometre squares in Wiltshire).
Most records relate to sightings of animals foraging or crossing roads; four records of field signs
were of footprints noted by experienced observers. Four records relate to dead individuals found,
suggestive of territorial disputes with members of the same species, with a further two records
comprising road casualties. One individual was caught during small mammal trapping surveys.
Weasels are typically solitary animals and rarely seen in family groups; only two records relate to
two animals seen together with a single record of a group of three, a presumed family group.
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Figure 2.45: Weasel
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Polecat, Mustela putorius (Linneaus 1758)
Ecology
The Polecat is a distinctive mustelid with its characteristic two-tone fur (comprising pale yellow
underfur and long dark guard hairs) and “bandit” face mask, ensuring distinction from the American
Mink. Usually solitary, aside from family groups, polecats are typically nocturnal hunters, occupying
a home range that offers year-round foraging resources and resting sites. Live trapping studies
suggest a typical winter population density of 1 polecat per km2. With such low population densities,
live animals are infrequently encountered and roadkill comprise the most abundant passive record
type.
Rabbits comprise a key proportion of the diet where abundant, and indeed Polecats will use rabbit
burrows for foraging and shelter. A range of mammal, bird and amphibian species will be taken as
prey – a habit of hunting rodents in farmyards exposes polecats to risk of exposure to anti-coagulant
rodenticides; Shore et al. (2003) estimates that secondary rodenticide poisoning may affect up to
50% of the polecat population each winter.
A medium-sized mustelid, widespread in western Europe, through central and southern Europe and
into Russia, where it overlaps with the steppe polecat, M. eversmannii. Previously widespread, the
Polecat was almost exterminated from Great Britain during the late 19th-early 20th centuries by
excessive culling, often by gamekeeping interests. A mid-Wales stronghold in the early 1900s
facilitated a slow recovery and spread into the midlands and southern England by the late 1900s,
including Wiltshire, where this species has been increasingly recorded since the 1980s.
Identification of polecats has been complicated by the presence of feral or escaped ferrets, M. furo
which are interfertile with wild polecats, leading to hybrids in the wild, which are typically paler than
“true” polecats.
Polecats are typically found in greater abundance in lowlands than uplands, adopting woodlands,
farmland, wetlands and coastal fringe and settlements wherever there are adequate sources of prey
and secure resting sites. In Great Britain the greater abundance of rabbits is considered to be driving
their population recovery. Polecats utilise linear habitat features, such as river corridors, woodland
edge and hedgerows, to forage and to cross their home ranges, thereby benefitting from wellconnected, permeable landscapes.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) commented that this species was present in Gloucestershire and the Upper Thames
Valley in the late 1990s and noted two road casualties in 1996 in south Wiltshire, one close to
Stonehenge and the other in Whiteparish (A36), both confirmed as true polecats by J.D.S Birks.
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During the 1996-2016 Atlas period 189 records were received and accepted as true Polecat
(additional records received which are considered to be ferret, M. furo, or which were undetermined
potential hybrids(polecat-ferret) are accounted separately, however due to difficulties in
identification there is likely to be some overlap here). At least 90 records relate to road casualties
and 26 records relate to records confirmed (from carcass exam or a photograph) by Vincent Wildlife
Trust as part of their ongoing polecat studies. A large number of sightings are of live animals, relating
to animals seen at roadsides or crossing roads (24 records), foraging in gardens (8 records), and
caught in live traps and reported to organisations such as Vincent Wildlife Trust (7 records).
Cotswold Water Park Trust volunteers caught and released three polecats in live traps used for
control of American mink, enabling thorough exam of these individuals.
Records were received for 144 occupied kilometre squares, representing 4% of the squares in
Wiltshire. Records are scattered across Wiltshire in a range of habitats. The high number of road
casualty records is highlighted by records along major roads, including the A419, A360, A36, A303,
A354 and A345, with the A36 Bath to Southampton particularly well represented.
In recent years records collected by Wiltshire Mammal Group have been submitted to Vincent
Wildlife Trust to enable expert verification and confirmation.
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Figure 2.46: Polecat
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Ferret, Mustela furo (Linnaeus 1758) and Polecat-ferret, Mustela putorius x
furo
Feral populations of ferret are known from across Europe and Great Britain. Due to the variability in
pelage and their ability to hybridise with “true” polecats, differentiating them from polecat is
difficult, even for expert observers. Where possible, records in Wiltshire should be submitted with
photographs to aid determination.
Dillon (1997) noted 13 records of ferret (75% live animals, 25% dead) from 11 km squares,
interestingly a greater number than for polecat.
During the period 1996-2016 only a single record of ferret was received, relating to a family group
on a Wildlife Trust reserve in the Braydon Forest in 2007.
However, during this period a further 38 records (from 32 km squares) were received of
undetermined polecat, or polecat-ferret hybrids. These records were undetermined often because
carcasses could not be examined (e.g. when located on busy roads), carcasses were too decayed for
meaningful examination, photographs were not taken or where determination from photograph was
not possible. These records include additional evidence of breeding, with some relating to females
with kits.
These 38 records may also represent improved recording of polecats, ferrets and their hybrids in
recent years, recognizing the difficulties in achieving accurate identification. With so few records of
animals considered or suspected to be ferrets, and with all animals inspected by Vincent Wildlife
Trust considered to be “pure” polecats, it is likely that Wiltshire supports a growing population of
polecats and that most records are likely to be of this species.
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Figure 2.47: Ferret/Polecat-ferret

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 132

American Mink, Neovison vison (Schreber 1777)
Ecology
The American mink was introduced to Great Britain and Europe from 1929 for fur farming, with
escaped animals establishing feral populations across Europe and former USSR. In parts of Great
Britain their escape from fur farms was enabled by animal rights activists.
This is a medium-sized mustelid, ordinarily with dark chocolate brown to black pelage but colour
variants were selectively bred for the fur trade – pale brown and silver colour variants have been
noted in Wiltshire (personal communication. Gareth Harris 2016). Mink usually sport a white chin
with white patches on the belly and groin. American mink are a semi-aquatic generalist predator,
occupying wetlands and river corridors, particularly where fringed with dense bankside vegetation.
Diet is varied and includes fish, crayfish, waterbirds, rabbits, molluscs, beetles, earthworms and
small mammals. This includes the water vole, Arvicola amphibious, contributing to local declines and
extinctions of this species across Great Britain.
American mink are the subject of coordinated management for water vole conservation
programmes in Wiltshire, primarily the Cotswold Water Park (Cotswold Water Park Trust, formerly
Society, 2001 to date) and a Wiltshire Wildlife Trust-led partnership 2002-2008) with ongoing control
provided by river keepers elsewhere in the county, for example the Salisbury Avon. Within the
Cotswold Water Park, coordinated landscape-scale mink control using the Games & Wildlife
Conservation Trust’s mink control raft has significantly reduced mink populations to negligible nonbreeding levels, enabling the recovery and proliferation of water vole.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) received 76 records, half of which relate to sightings of live animals and a third relate
to field signs. A small number were recorded as shot, trapped or found dead on the roadside.
Records were received from 53 km squares (2% of the total), with concentrations of records on the
Salisbury Avon, particularly the Wylye and Nadder tributaries and the Bristol Avon. Smaller numbers
in the Cotswold Water Park (Thames catchment) and the Kennet & Avon Canal were also recorded.
During 1996-2016 346 records were received and accepted from across the county, from 198
occupied km squares (5% of the total). 143 records related to live animals seen, trapped or road
casualties. 193 related to tracks, signs and dens.
The significant increase in records is considered a result of intensive monitoring in relation to mink
control programmes – anecdotally, for example, in the Cotswold Water Park fewer mink have been
recorded in recent years, whilst water vole have been noted recolonizing their range, indicating that
mink populations are lower than historic levels.
Concentrations of records are noted in the Thames catchment (Cotswold Water Park and Swindon),
Bristol Avon, Kennet & Avon Canal and the Salisbury Avon and its tributaries.
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Figure 2.48: American Mink

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 135

Ungulates: Order Perissodactyla and Arteriodactyla
Wild Boar, Sus scrofa (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
Now extinct in the UK, from the 1980s a number of populations of wild boar have established across
the UK following escapes / releases from farms, with well-known examples in the Forest of Dean
(Gloucestershire – Herefordshire borders), Kent – Sussex borders, and Dorset. Dorset Mammal
Group attributes their established populations in the west of the county to historic escapes from a
farm in Bridport, supplemented by more recent escapes.
Their presence in the British landscape remains controversial, with advocates for “rewilding”
extolling their value in improving woodland biodiversity through rooting and wallowing, and in
generating tourism-based incomes. However they are considered a pest by many farmers and
gardeners due to extensive and costly damage to farmland, parkland and gardens. Concerns also
grow over the potential for road traffic collisions.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) mentioned no recent records of this species, whilst during 1996-2016 only three
records have been submitted. Two of these records (in 2013 and 2015) may relate to escapes from
farms in the north-east of the county (although this is not proven) of which one relates to an animal
killed on the roads in this area, the other to an animal observed foraging for some time. A third
record relates to field signs noted in Collingbourne Woods in 2008.
In January 2015, an alleged wild boar was involved in a collision with vehicles on the M4, between
junctions 17 (Chippenham) and 16 (Swindon West), resulting in the death of one of the drivers. Press
coverage following this unfortunate incident called for efforts to assess the status and extent of wild
boar in north Wiltshire.
At this time, the status of wild boar in Wiltshire remains unknown – but there are indications of a
small feral population in the north of the county.
Wilson (2014) offers a fascinating review of the topic; “By 2004 the British government’s June
Agricultural Census suggested that [the number of wild boar farms] had grown to include around
100 holdings in England with more than 2500 breeding sows, including wild boar-domestic pig
hybrids”. Furthermore, “the majority of the original imported stock is believed to have been the
western European subspecies, Sus scrofa scrofa, which is likely to be the closest to that which
occurred in Britain, but recent genetic evidence shows that in at least one population the animals
have a mixed wild boar/domestic pig ancestry”.
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Figure 2.49: Wild boar
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Reeves’ Muntjac, Muntiacus reevesi (Ogilby 1839)
Ecology
An introduced and now established species originating from south-east China and introduced to
Woburn Park, Bedfordshire in 1894 before being deliberately released into the surrounding
woodland and countryside from 1901. It has, and continues to, spread rapidly through southern
England and south Wales.
The Reeves’ muntjac is a small deer, approximately Labrador-sized and with a characteristic humped
back, giving them an almost pig-like appearance (sometimes leading to speculation of wild boar
sightings in Wiltshire, personal communication. G. Harris, 2016). Their faces have dark stripes and
only the males have antlers, which are short and hooked. The canine teeth protrude as small tusks.
Most literature indicates a preference for deciduous woodland with a good under-storey, as well as
utilising hedgerows, gardens and conifer plantations. In Wiltshire however, their habitat usage
appears more general with increasing and surprising numbers being noted on Salisbury Plain, an
area characterised by vast open spaces of chalk downland with only occasional clumps of woodland
or conifer shelter belts, and other chalk downland in the county.
Both sexes are territorial, with bucks marking prominent trees with scent glands on their forehead
and their territories overlapping with home ranges of does. Although family groups may be observed
(a female with a kid) they do not form herds.
Since the Reeves’ muntjac is a subtropical species it breeds all year round, with kids born throughout
the year and females entering immediate oestrus after giving birth. Females may therefore produce
three kids every two years. Males shed their antlers in late May, regardless of when they were born.
Reeves’ muntjac is considered a major pest of woodlands and forestry, causing loss of under-storey
and coppice regeneration. This has associated impacts upon species of conservation concern, such
as nightingale, Holt et al. 2012. However, since this species has colonized a wider range of habitats it
may also become an unwelcome visitor to gardens and parkland, due to its habit of damaging
bluebells and other wildflowers.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) included 40 records of this species in his analyses, from 34 km squares and at this time
already considered the Reeves’ muntjac to be locally common. Key concentrations of observations
were noted in the Bowden Park / Spye Park and Bowood Estate area (perhaps the result of an
introduction here) and the New Forest fringe, with only a handful of records elsewhere.
In comparison, the current Atlas has accepted 696 records for this study period, from 360 kilometre
squares, representing 10% of the total squares in Wiltshire. Reeves’ muntjac is now widely recorded
across Wiltshire, in a variety of habitats, ranging from the densely-wooded landscapes of the
Savernake, New Forest, Bentley wood and Bowden Park / Spye Park and Bowood Estate area, to
areas of dense cover within urban areas such as Swindon, Salisbury, Trowbridge and Chippenham, to
the scrubby margins of the Cotswold Water Park lakes, and the hedgerows and copses of the more
open farmland of Cranborne Chase and the Marlborough Downs.
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Interestingly, of these 671 records, all but 5 records were of observations of animals (the remaining
5 records comprising tracks and signs), whilst 10 records included juveniles, perhaps indicating how
shy and elusive these animals can be when breeding. Muntjac are often victims of collisions with
vehicles, however interestingly, only 12 records have been submitted of roadkill but 48 records were
submitted of animals feeding at the roadside or crossing roads after dark.
Reeves’ muntjac are routinely culled at a large number of sites across the county for forestry and
woodland management reasons.
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Figure 2.50: Reeves’ Muntjac
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Red Deer, Cervus elaphus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
Great Britain’s largest deer species, the red deer sports a reddish-brown coat, with no spots and a
creamy rump pattern (with no dark edging). The antlers are branched and not palmate. This species
utilises a range of habitats from mountain, moorland, woodland and heathland, whilst in Wiltshire it
primarily uses woodland and farmland. Grasses, sedges, shrubs and trees comprise the bulk of the
diet.

Distribution
Thirty-two records of this species were submitted during 1996-2016, scattered across the county.
The majority of records are considered to be escapes from deer farms, for example, an individual
noted on Salisbury Plain Training Area was noted still bearing its ear tag (pers. comm. J. Last, 2014).
Individuals have also been noted in the vicinity of deer parks such as Lackham College and
Tottenham Park, Savernake. Dillon (1997) noted records in the vicinity of the Savernake Forest area
and this continues today, with perhaps some expansion in this distribution, although the numbers of
reports remain low. Whilst numbers may presumably be supplemented by new escapes from farms,
there is evidence of breeding in established populations. Two rutting stags were noted in 2013 in the
M4 corridor, north of Marlborough.
Whilst their distribution in Wiltshire remains largely unchanged since the previous Atlas publication,
almost nothing is known of their population size and whether breeding populations have become
established and sustainable. It is hoped that deer counts by woodland managers and large estates
may clarify their status.
Of concern is that ten records originate with datasets downloaded from the National Biodiversity
Network Gateway, that were not subject to verification – the reliability of these ten records could
not be confirmed.
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Figure 2.51: Red deer
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Sika Deer, Cervus Nippon (Temminck, 1838)
Ecology
A species introduced from south-east China, Korea and Japan, the Sika deer was introduced
originally to County Wicklow, Ireland in 1860 and then to London Zoo from where it spread by
escapes or deliberate releases for hunting from horseback. Feral populations may be found in Dorset
and the New Forest (from where the Wiltshire records presumably arise), as well as the Forest of
Bowland, Cumbria and Scotland.
Known to prefer upland and moorland habitats, it does well particularly in coniferous woodland, but
readily uses deciduous and mixed woodland and heathland. Large populations are found in Dorset,
the Dorset Mammal Group cite the Poole Basin as one of two key strongholds for the species in
southern England, in particular the Wareham Forest, Hartland Moor and the RSPB Reserve at Arne;
herds of 100 or more are frequent in the winter months, although these populations have been
subject to population management in recent years.
Sika deer are a medium-sized deer, perhaps most similar to Fallow Deer in the UK with a similarly
spotted coat in summer, but rougher, darker grey-brown in winter. Although the tail is shorter than
in fallow deer they still sport similar white “target” with black margins. The antlers are rounded (like
red deer) rather than palmate (like a fallow deer). Confusion with fallow deer is likely in Wiltshire
and so observers are encouraged to remain vigilant for this species which may be increasing.
Sika deer live in small herds of up to a dozen animals, but frequently less than 5 animals. Larger
numbers aggregate for the rut in October, when bucks produce a characteristic whistling sound (very
different to calls of similar function in red deer which roar, and fallow deer which grunt). This
whistling call is characteristic and has been noted by woodland managers in south Wiltshire
(personal communication. G. Harris 2016).

Distribution
Dillon (1997) included only 3 records of this species in his analyses, comprising two records on the
edge of the New Forest and a single individual reported elsewhere. In comparison, today, only two
records were received during 1996-2016, interestingly both in 2001 from opposite ends of the
county, near Swindon and near Warminster.
Sika deer therefore likely remain rare in Wiltshire although are considered under-recorded and likely
subject to confusion with other deer species. A number of woodland and forestry managers have
commented upon encountering this species on sites in Wiltshire, often “whistling males”,
particularly in south Wiltshire in recent years, perhaps resulting from dispersal from Dorset in
response to population management.
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Figure 2.52: Sika deer
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Fallow Deer, Dama dama (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
A species of wooded landscapes utilising woodland, woodland edge and farmland for shelter and
foraging, the fallow deer is one our most abundant deer species, typically found in herds of 10-50
animals. As such they are considered a pest of forestry and agricultural operations, as well as causing
collisions on roads.
The fallow deer is a medium-sized deer in the UK, smaller than the red deer, larger than the roe deer
but comparable to the sika deer. The spotted coat and the white-with-black-margins target below
the tail, with the male’s palmate antlers may be characteristic; however the fallow deer’s coat is very
variable in colour, often leading to confusion in the field. Within Wiltshire some confusion is often
noted between the larger deer species, in part because few observers expect to see red deer and
sika deer. Observers are encouraged to note the key identification features of our larger deer
species.

Distribution
During the study period, 251 records have been submitted from 125 kilometre squares (3%). The
current distribution map highlights key populations in the Savernake Forest and wider area, Bowood
Estate – Spye Park and wider area, Bentley Wood and surrounding area (including Porton Down
DSTL) and the New Forest fringe, including Langley Wood NNR. A concentration of records on the
north of the county, in the Cotswold Water Park, marks the edge of a population from the foothills
of the Cotswolds. A scattering of records elsewhere in the county highlights how this species is
under-recorded, particularly, for example, in south-west Wiltshire.
Comparison with Dillon (1996) indicates a similar but more restricted distribution with
concentrations of records in the wider Savernake area, Bowood – Spye Park and Bentley Wood –
New Forest fringe. The more recent records suggest an expansion of populations and/or improved
recording effort.
Of the 242 records, 155 records were casual observations submitted to Living Record and/or WSBRC,
51 records were generated by Defence Infrastructure Organisation’s Defence Deer Management
initiative, 21 records were generated by BTO volunteers carrying out the Breeding Bird Survey and
15 records were generated on behalf of the Mammal Society. Aside from DIO’s data, no counts have
been secured from deer managers in the county.
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Figure 2.53: Fallow deer

Mammals in Wiltshire, 2

n d

Ed. V1_20170305

P a g e | 147

Roe Deer, Capreolus capreolus (Linnaeus 1758)
Ecology
Capreolus is a palaearctic genus of only two species of which only C. capreolus is found in Europe.
The roe deer is a medium-sized deer, reaching about 60-70cm at the shoulder, with short threetined antlers. The summer coat is reddish and bright, turning to a greyer brown in winter. Roe deer,
unusually for deer species, undertake a summer rut, growing their antlers through the winter
months. The black chinstrap and white chin is characteristic, as well as the white caudal patch,
usually kidney bean-shaped in bucks and heart-shaped in females.
The species is distributed widely throughout Great Britain, with evidence of an expanding range
moving into the midlands of England from the south-west and north. Absent from much of north
Wales but populations expanding, roe deer are also absent from Ireland and many islands.
Roe deer use a wide variety of habitats, particularly wooded landscapes, tending to use scrub and
rank grassland for shelter. Wooded landscapes interspersed with farmland offer rich foraging
opportunities. Roe deer readily use more urban habitats such as parks and golf courses where cover
is sufficient. Preferred forage includes the younger shoots of trees, shrubs and herbs as well as fruits,
seeds and acorns. Roe deer are active throughout the day and night.

Distribution
Dillon (1997) noted that roe deer were previously extinct in much of southern England with
reintroductions in Dorset noted in 1820 and considered likely to comprise the founder population
for Wiltshire. Dillon noted that the earliest Wiltshire records date to 1900-1910 in south Wiltshire
and records during the 1950-60s suggest an expanding population.
Dillon (1997) received 698 records and analysed 615 records, relating to 543 occupied km squares
(16% of the total) and representing the seventh most widely recorded species. Roe deer were
widely recorded with concentrations of records in wooded landscapes such as the Savernake Forest,
Bentley Wood & New Forest fringe and the Spye Park/Bowden Estate/Bowood Estate areas.
During 1996-2016 a total of 7232 records have been submitted, relating to 1260 occupied kilometre
squares (34%), comprising the second most widely recorded mammal in Wiltshire.
Roe deer remain widely recorded and distributed in Wiltshire and the dramatic increase in records
highlights large numbers of records on Salisbury Plain (where patches of cover, grassland and arable
crops afford excellent habitat, but where the open landscape facilitates detection), Bentley Wood to
Porton Down area, as well as across the chalk downs, Braydon Forest and Cotswold Water Park.
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Figure 2.54: Roe deer
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Escapes & exotics
Red-necked or Bennett’s Wallaby, Macropus rufogriseus
Ecology
The red-necked wallaby is native to eastern Australia, from southern Queensland to Tasmania; the
mainland race (M. r. banksianus) and the Tasmanian race (Bennett’s wallaby, M. r. rufogriseus). The
Bennett’s wallaby breeds seasonally thereby suiting it better to the British climate.
The only marsupial known to be at large in Great Britain, established populations of this non-native
mammal are known at several locations across Great Britain, including the Peak District, Isle of Man
and Inchconnachan. The earliest released was into parkland at Whipsnade Zoo, Beds in 1931 of
Tasmanian stock. Perhaps the most well-studied population is that of the Peak District, studied by
Derek Yalden since the 1970s (Yalden (2013). Yalden (2013) details a number of wallaby escapes
from across the UK, often considered to arise from private collections and in some cases recaptured
and returned.
Largely unmistakable the red-necked wallaby has a grey-brown coat and white belly, often with a
rusty colouration across the neck and shoulders, with black-tipped long tail and black-tipped paws
and ears. Juveniles often have a black face, whilst adults often have a white face.
Red-necked wallabies are a species of scrub and woodland, lying-up in dense cover and foraging in
open areas (such as heather moorland and heath). They are typically solitary or form small groups
(4-5 animals), typically more active at dusk and through the night, they exhibit a characteristic gait of
fast bipedal bounding. A varied diet includes heather, bilberry, grasses, bracken and browsing on
trees.
Now listed upon Schedule 9 of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981, as amended and therefore illegal
to release into the wild in the UK.

Distribution
A handful of records were submitted in Wiltshire of free-roaming, presumed escaped animals,
including two records from the Braydon Forest (a year apart) and a further report nearby in
Malmesbury. The proximity of these records raises the possibility of a small population in this part of
Wiltshire, or at least highlights long term survival of an individual. The Braydon Forest location offers
suitable habitat to support this species in the longer term.
A number of reports of wallabies feature in media reports relate to escapes from captive
populations in gardens and smallholdings. One such example is “wandering Wanda” in 2014, who
escaped from her paddock in Mildenhall, Marlborough on the 3rd July and was observed at a variety
of locations between Marlborough and Aldbourne before returning to her paddock almost 50 days
later. Media interest at this time (e.g. Mauremootoo, 2014) highlighted several unconfirmed
simultaneous sightings of wallabies across Wiltshire.
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However, there are a small number of observations of wallabies that may be living wild. This species
is therefore included in this document to promote and stimulate recording of these animals to help
assess this.
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Figure 2.55: Red-necked wallaby
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Wild felids
Ecology
A number of cat species have been described in the wild in Great Britain. Harris & Yalden, 2008 lists
a series of exotic mammal species recorded in England and Wales between 1970 and 2006 including
Leopard Cat, Felis bengalensis, Caracal, F. caracal, Jungle Cat, F. chaus, Ocelot, F. paradalis, Asiatic
Golden Cat, F. temminckii, Puma, Puma concolor, Lynx, Lynx sp. Lion, Panthera leo, Jaguar, P. onca,
Leopard, P. pardus, Tiger, P. tigris, Snow Leopard, P. uncia and Clouded Leopard, Neofelis nebulosa.
Many of those listed relate to individuals that escaped from private collections or zoological
collections and were of course recaptured within a short time, with all listed as being out of captivity
for a matter of days, weeks or months. Such documentary evidence however raises the potential for
what may be encountered.
In recent decades increasing interest has arisen in the possibility of “big cats” living wild in Great
Britain, generating heated debate between those with sightings and experiences to share, and those
who dispute the possibility. Thankfully the debate is generating research in mainstream scientific
circles, a welcome foil to some of the polar opposite extreme amateur eccentrics, who cloud the
issues with unsubstantiated and unverifiable claims.
That this topic is taken seriously and incorporated into mainstream study and recording of mammals
is necessary and overdue, not least because non-native cat species have been confirmed in the UK
on numerous occasions.
Minter (2011) describes in detail how domestic cats, upon establishing feral populations, frequently
attain a size significantly larger than expected. Whilst it is not known whether such individuals
exhibit some other genetic influence that they attain a larger size is not in doubt. Away from the
debate regarding the impact of genetic dilution upon our native Scottish Wildcat, elsewhere in the
UK feline predators are perhaps re-establishing and in doing so, will impact wildlife populations – a
topic worthy of study surely?
Minter (2011) also describes how several sightings of non-native cats reported to him, as well as his
own observations, comprise the Jungle Cat, Felis chaus, a small cat species, up to 75cm head and
body length, and originally found widely from Egypt to Indo-China. This species has been widely
documented across the UK and frequently preserved through taxidermy. Minter highlights how this
species is frequently bred with the domestic cat to produce the chaussie, a variety in demand by the
pet industry – perhaps this is the source of genetic material found in large feral cats. In 2007 a
Bengal Cat was found dead on a road in Swindon, Wiltshire (no-one claimed ownership). Bengal cats
are another popular domestic breed, resulting from crossing a domestic cat with the Asian Leopard
Cat, Felis bengalenis. They have been documented in the wild, e.g. Scottish Borders, Isle of Wight
and Devon (Minter 2011).
This species account has therefore been included to highlight that unexpectedly large feral or “wild”
cats in Wiltshire need not simply refer to the “big cats” of television nature documentaries; smaller
species, well-known in the pet trade, have been documented in Wiltshire. Sightings and
observations of such “exotic” species are of interest and should be documented where possible.
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In recent decades, larger cat species have also been documented in Wiltshire, including the sandy
colour-form of puma, Puma concolor, as well as black panther-type cats, presumed to be melanistic
Leopards, Panthera pardus or Puma. That these observations have been generated by reliable and
credible witnesses require us, I believe, to document these events. Of course, where possible, some
degree of verification should be undertaken to exclude the non-credible sightings.
Finally, field signs of large predators have been documented on numerous occasions across Great
Britain, and within Wiltshire, which are not considered to be of any of our native predators or
domestic dog. Carcasses which are strongly indicative of, indeed, characteristic of, the kills of large
wild felids, have been documented by Minter on several occasions (for examples see Minter, 2011)
as well as professional ecologists in the county (Harris, G. 2007, personal communication).
Recorders are asked to remain vigilant for such sightings and field signs and to report them to
Wiltshire Mammal Group.
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3. General references & further information
3.1.

General references

The following references are the primary references consulted throughout this publication.
Anon. 2016. Conservation Designations for UK Taxa, JNCC website: http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page3408. Update: 24th November 2016. Accessed 29th January 2017.
Dietz, C., von Helversen, O. and Nill, D. 2009. Bats of Britain, Europe and Northwest Africa. A&C
Black.
Dillon, P. (1997). Mammals in Wiltshire. Wiltshire Biological Records Centre and Wiltshire
Archaeological & Natural History Society.
Harris, G and Pickering, Dr. S J (eds) (2008), Cotswold Water Park Biodiversity Action Plan 2007 –
2016. Cotswold Water Park Society.
Harris, S. & Yalden, D. W. 2008. Mammals of the British Isles: Handbook, 4th Edition. The Mammal
Society.
Wilkinson, S. (2008). The Wiltshire Biodiversity Action Plan. Wiltshire Wildlife Trust on behalf of the
Wiltshire Biodiversity Partnership.

3.2.

Further information

Wiltshire & Swindon Biological Records Centre
Website: www.wsbrc.org.uk
Email: brc@wiltshirewildlife.org

Wiltshire Mammal Group
Website: www.wiltshiremammals.wordpress.com
Email: wiltshiremammalgroup@hotmail.co.uk

Wiltshire Bat Group
Website: www.bit.ly/WiltsBG
Email: wiltsbg@gmail.com
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Appendix 1 – Designations by species
Detailed information regarding the international and domestic legislation may be found on the JNCC
website (Conservation Designations for UK Taxa, JNCC website: http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-3408.
Update: 24th November 2016. Accessed 29th January 2017) of which some has been summarised and
presented in Appendix 1. Only the information relevant to European and domestic legislation and to
Wiltshire (i.e. excluding Scottish and Northern Irish law and legislation).
This information is provided simply as a summary – this document does NOT comprise a legal
document and for more detailed information, or for interpretation of legal status, please seek
professional advice.
For further information please see Conservation Designations for UK Taxa, JNCC website:
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/page-3408.
This spreadsheet includes the following designations and abbreviations:
Designation

Abbrev.

Bern Convention (Appendices 1, 2 and 3)
Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) 2007 UK priority species list
Convention on Migratory Species (Appendices 1 and 2, EUROBATS)
EC CITES (Annexes A, B, C and D)
Habitats Directive (Annexes 2, 4 and 5)
Global Red list status

Bern-A2, Bern-A3
BAP-2007
CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1
ECCITES-A
HabDir-A2, HabDir-A4
RedList_Global_post2001_LC,
RedList_Global_post2001_NT

Protection of Badgers Act 1992
Species of principal importance in England (NERC section 41 and 42 lists)

Protection_of_Badgers_Act_1992
England_NERC_S.41

The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (Schedule 2, 4 and 5)

HabDir-A2*
HabDir-A4
HabDir-A5

The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (Schedule 1, 5 and 8)

WACA-Sch5_sect9.4a,
WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b
WACA-Sch5_Sect9.4c
WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a
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Table A1 Legal protection of mammals in Wiltshire
Species

Designation (for key, see below)

Apodemus flavicollis

RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Apodemus sylvaticus

RedList_Global_post2001_LC
RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4.a, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b,
WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_NT, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2

Arvicola amphibius
Barbastella barbastellus
Capreolus capreolus

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Castor fiber

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Cervus elaphus

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Cervus nippon

Bern-A3

Dama dama

Bern-A3

Eptesicus serotinus

Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2

Erinaceus europaeus

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41

Lepus europaeus

Meles meles

BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41
Bern-A2, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4, ECCITES-A, RedList_Global_post2001_NT, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41,
WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2, ConsRegsNI-Sch2
Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, Protection_of_Badgers_Act_1992

Micromys minutus

RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41

Microtus agrestis

RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Muntiacus reevesi

Bern-A3

Mus musculus
Muscardinus
avellanarius
Mustela erminea

RedList_Global_post2001_LC
Bern-A3, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Mustela nivalis

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Mustela putorius

Bern-A3, HabDir-A5, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007, England_NERC_S.41, HabReg-Sch4

Myodes glareolus

RedList_Global_post2001_LC
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_NT, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2

Lutra lutra

Myotis bechsteinii
Myotis brandtii
Myotis daubentonii
Myotis emarginatus
Myotis mystacinus
Myotis nattereri
Neomys fodiens
Nyctalus leisleri
Nyctalus noctula
Pipistrellus nathusii
Pipistrellus pipistrellus
Pipistrellus pipistrellus
Pipistrellus pygmaeus

CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, Bern-A3, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACASch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c , HabReg-Sch2
CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACASch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2, ConsRegsNI-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007,
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England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2

Rhinolophus
ferrumequinum
Rhinolophus
hipposideros

Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2
Bern-A2, CMS_A2, CMS_EUROBATS-A1, HabDir-A2*, HabDir-A4, RedList_Global_post2001_LC, BAP-2007,
England_NERC_S.41, WACA-Sch5_sect9.4b, WACA-Sch5_sect9.5a, WACA-Sch5Sect9.4c, HabReg-Sch2

Sorex araneus

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Sorex minutus

Bern-A3, RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Sus scrofa

RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Talpa europaea

RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Vulpes vulpes

RedList_Global_post2001_LC

Plecotus auritus
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