
Wiltshire Mammal Group’s Mammal 

of the Month…Harvest Mouse! 

Latin Name  

Micromys minutus 

Over view   

 Russet Orange Fur 

 White Under belly 

 Blunt Nose 

 Small eye 

 Hairy ears, in contrast with other British mice, they are 

also smaller 

 They have a prehensile tail that is the same length of their 

body and is almost hairless 

 Average Length 50-70mm  

 Average weight 4-6g 

 Average Life Span 18 months  

 They have two or three litters a year of around 6 

individuals; a new nest is built for each litter.  

When and where to see Harvest Mice  

The habitats where harvest mice can be found are grasslands and farmland.  However tall grass 

proves a more favourable habitat such as cereals, hedgerows, dykes and salt marshes where nests 

can be built from 30cm – 1m above the ground.  In Wiltshire one place they can be seen is the 

Swindon Lagoons nature reserve. 

Harvest mice are a very active species and are most active during dawn and dusk when they tend to 

feed. Their breeding season is between late May and October however it may run into December if 

it is a mild year. The mice become more nocturnal during the summer months and more active 

during the winter months.  

What to Look For 

Harvest Mice have a very acute sense of hearing; they can detect sound from around 7m away, on 

hearing the threatening sound they will either freeze or drop to safety.  

One of the best indicators of harvest mice is the presence of their nests. They create a very 

distinctive nest which is woven from living plants such as reeds. The best way to identify a nest is to 

look for leaves that have been split down the vine, this keeps the strength, the leaves are then 

pulled into the weave but they are still attached to the surrounding plants.  



The nests can vary in form: a breeding nest tends to be around 10cm in diameter however a non-

breeding nest is around 5cm in diameter, half the size of the breeding nest. The nests are easier to 

see in winter as the majority of the vegetation has died back making them more prominent.  

Impacts on the Species 

There are a number of impacts on the harvest mouse. It is thought that cold and wet weather has a 

major contribution to the number of harvest mice deaths as they are small mammals with a high 

surface area to volume ratio.  As a result Harvest mice can chill easily.  Perhaps 95% of a population 

can be lost over a winter with cold wet weather and low food availability. With their high 

reproductive replacement rate though they are a real ‘boom and bust’ species. 

There are also a number of human impacts on the harvest mouse as their nests are located in long 

grass and hedges and so they are very sensitive to human activity. Their preferred habitat is at risk 

form changes in land use from: farming activities like combine-harvesting, hedge trimming or 

removal and flooding and consequently many populations are peripheral to preferred habitats and 

fragmented in reed beds and along river margins.  

What is being done? 

Harvest mice are not legally protected however there has been a decline in the numbers of harvest 

mice over recent years. 

In Wiltshire the Swindon Lagoon nature reserve where the WWT and Thames Water are working 

together to manage and protect a wide range of habitats form grassland to marshland. At this 

location a group of volunteers are managing the site by cutting sections of the reed which allows it 

to grow back densely and this is then ideal for the harvest mice to build their nests in.  

What can you do to help Harvest Mice? 

 If you have areas of rough grass where you think you may know of Harvest mouse 

populations then leave them and cut them on a 3-5 year rotation 

 If you have any areas of water such as ponds and rivers allow the bankside vegetation to 

grow, as this will proved perfect conditions for the Harvest Mice to nest. 

 If you are planting trees or have trees on your land then let the grass around them grow 

long.  

 

More Information 

 http://www.suffolkwildlifetrust.org/sites/default/files/harvest_mouse.pdf 

 http://www.mammal.org.uk/sites/default/files/factsheets/harvest_mouse_complete.pdf 

 http://www.wsbrc.org.uk/GetInvolved/50Species/HarvestMouse/PageTemplate.aspx 
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