
The status of the hazel dormouse in Rockingham Forest  

The hazel dormouse Muscardinus avellanarius was widespread across England and Wales in 
Victorian times but has disappeared from much of the Midlands and the north.  Dormice are strongly 
dependent on good quality woodland, have a specialist way of life and occur at low densities.  
Clearance of woodlands for agriculture and loss of connecting hedgerows have resulted in small, 
isolated woods where dormice populations are unable to thrive or easily disperse to other woods 
leaving them vulnerable to local extinctions. Added to this, lack of traditional coppice management 
and changes in the climate have almost certainly contributed to their continuing decline. 

Since 2000, the national population has been shown to have fallen by a half (51%), decreasing on 
average by 3.8% per year. This is based on results from the National Dormouse Monitoring 
Programme (NDMP), organised by the Peoples Trust for Endangered Species (PTES) and involving a 
large band of volunteers. Several hundred NDMP woodlands across England and Wales are surveyed 
every year. 

As part of an English Nature (now Natural England) Species Recovery Programme, PTES has also 
released captive-bred dormice at 24 NDMP sites since 1993 to establish wild populations in counties 
and areas where they were previously extinct. One of these re-introduction sites is Bedford Purlieus, 
which occurs in the Rockingham Forest Vision (RFV) area. It has been monitored annually since the 
initial reintroduction in 2001 by the Forestry Commission. The reintroduction has been deemed a 
long-term success, with evidence of dispersal within the wood from the initial release site. 
Additionally, Ecology Group volunteers from the Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and 
Northamptonshire (WTBCN) have found evidence of dormice dispersing on the western side of the 
wood.   

Elsewhere in the RFV area, monitoring since 2011 by WTBCN Ecology Group volunteers, have found 
evidence of natural populations of dormice in Fermyn Woods and Fineshade Woods.  Dormice had 
been present in Stoke Wood, near Corby, in the 1990’s but no recent evidence of their continued 
presence has been found since 2000.  

With a declining national population, there is an urgent need, initially, for surveys of other woods in 
the RFV area to establish habitat suitability as well as presence or absence of dormice. Given their 
low densities in woodland this can take considerable and sustained effort. Further, to help 
populations to disperse to other suitable sites, landscape-scale restoration projects are needed to 
establish suitable hedgerow/woodland corridors and to restore suitable woodland management. At 
present, PTES have no plans to undertake a further reintroduction in the area although a further 
release at Bedford Purlieus to bolster the population and to improve the genetic diversity of the 
population is being considered if the appropriate landscape improvements can be made. 

Judy Stroud, 13 January 2021. 
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