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3.19   Dormouse survey
3.19.1    Survey brief

The dormouse is a nocturnal, arboreal rodent whose distribution has declined significantly over the past century and they are now considered a flagship species for nature conservation. This species is fully protected under Schedule 5 of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981. One previous record of dormice exists for the Knepp Estate from the late 1980s, hence two surveys using special dormice nest tubes and searching for opened hazel nuts were initiated late in their activity season in 2005 to seek to establish whether they were still present. Rich Howorth (West Weald Landscape Project) carried out this preliminary dormouse survey.

3.19.2   Methodology

Four woods were selected for detailed survey in the centre and north parts of the Knepp Estate. Their potential suitability for dormice was based on their structure and composition including hazel and other potential food sources.  One of these woods (Horsham Common) was the location of the old dormouse record.  In selecting woods for survey it was decided to concentrate on larger stands within the Estate (north of the A272 and close to Knepp Castle) given the preference of dormice for woods over 20ha in size.  An initial investigation of those woods identified as potential dormouse habitat in the Phase 1 survey by Kate Ryland was made during September 2005 to assess their suitability to install nest tubes as well as searching for opened nuts.  The smaller woods examined in the south of the site, including Newbarn Wood and Northern Wood, were not pursued further, due to their general lack of suitable habitat and absence of any dormouse-opened hazel nuts detected in a brief search. The green lane Penbridge Lane was not investigated either although it appeared to be of potential interest.
Dormice nest tubes were obtained from the Mammal Society.  These consist of a plastic surround and plywood tray insert, and were set out in the selected woods largely following the guidelines of the People’s Trust for Endangered Species (PTES) who lead on dormouse work nationally.  In each wood a grid of 16 (4 x 4) tubes were sited at approximately 20m measured intervals and attached to the underside of horizontal branches at various heights using wire.  In addition two linear strips of a woodland and hedgerow were sampled by placing nest tubes subjectively along their length. The characteristics of each site were noted, along with the location of the grid, as well as the height, orientation and tree/shrub species attachment of each tube being recorded.  Two return visits were then made at approximately monthly intervals to check each tube for dormouse presence or evidence of use, recording any other wildlife usage, at the same time cleaning them out and carrying out any maintenance necessary. 

A second method to detect dormouse presence was also used.  This consisted of a search for characteristically opened hazelnuts in a range of woods including all of those with nest tube grids.  The search was undertaken on 4th November 2005 over half a day.  It was both subjective and qualitative, with no timed fixed-area search made as described in PTES methods sheet since there were insufficient dense stands of fruiting hazel in the woods surveyed.

3.19.3   Results 

No dormice were found using the nest tubes set up in the four grids and two strips.  A range of other wildlife was found utilising the nest tubes, principally woodland birds (tit species presumed) and various invertebrates particularly earwigs and woodlice as well as spiders, centipedes and millipedes. Once birds have occupied a tube it becomes less suitable for dormice, possibly due to the prevalence of maggots in the abundant bird droppings.  It is unlikely that use by different invertebrates deters dormice.  The position of each nest tube grid is given in Table 3.19.a; full tube site details are available from the Record Centre Survey Unit. 

Table 3.19.a. Location of nest tube grids.

	Site
	Grid Ref

	Horsham Common
	TQ158 239

	Spring Wood
	TQ150 224

	Bar Furzefield
	TQ165 236

	Merrik Wood
	TQ157 224


In the 14 sites where opened hazelnuts were inspected, there was no evidence of dormice (Table 3.19.b). Grey squirrels were ubiquitous in eating hazel nuts in all but two woods examined, with just one other mammal species identified from nut evidence, a wood mouse in Bar Furzefield near Plot 2. Although it was certain that dormice had not opened a few of the nuts inspected, the identity of the animal(s) that had opened them could not be established. This was the case particularly in Plot 3 Spring Wood. Hazel nut abundance was low overall in all areas surveyed that contained hazel, with most nuts apparently at least one year old and no green fallen nuts observed at all. Thus it seems that most of the hazel stands at Knepp have not produced many nuts this year at least. Some may be too young in the coppice cycle while others may be too shaded by the tree canopy. A limited number of hazel stools near the Castle have also been bark-stripped by deer, which may reduce their productivity. 

Table 3.19.b. Sites of hazelnut inspection.
	Site
	Survey area
	Hazel characteristics
	Opened nuts by rodent species

	Brickyard Wood
	N half
	Sparse, limited nuts
	-

	Knepp Castle wood
	NW section
	Stools mainly at boundaries
	Grey squirrels

	Merrik Wood

(incl. Plot 4)
	E half
	Some nut patches
	Grey squirrels

	Matches Wood 
	Fenced & unfenced areas
	Mostly young non-fruiting stands
	Grey squirrels

	Spring Wood

(incl. Plot 3)
	NW coup & wood bank
	NW – dense hazel but little fruiting; bank – more mature fruiting shrubs
	Grey squirrels

	Horsham Common
	S small block & wood bank
	Mature fruiting shrubs on bank only
	Grey squirrels

	       - ditto -
	SE quarter
	Young coppice, few nuts
	Grey squirrels

	       - ditto -
	NW quarter
	Mature fruiting stools in N especially
	Grey squirrels

	       - ditto -
	NE quarter

(incl. Plot 1)
	Some mature shrubs with nuts on ground
	Grey squirrels

	       - ditto - 
	Linear strip along stream 
	Few nuts
	Grey squirrels

	Constable’s Furze
	Inside & outside of fenced pheasant coup 
	Very little hazel, almost no nuts
	-

	Bar Furzefield
	N section 
	Young hazel coppice under pine plantation, few nuts
	Grey squirrels

	       - ditto -
	Central area

(incl. Plot 2)
	Hazel at N & W sides mainly, very few nuts
	Grey squirrels

+ 1x Wood Mouse nut by footpath W of Tube 1

	       - ditto -
	S lateral strip W of conifer plantation
	Some quite young hazel stools, few nuts
	Grey squirrels


3.19.4  Discussion

It cannot be said from this limited survey that dormice are definitively absent from the surveyed parts of the Knepp Estate, since the sampling period has been relatively short and the number of tubes set out was also limited (just 74 in total). Channin and Woods (2003) set out an index of probability of finding dormice present in nest tubes (in SW England) for each month, finding September to be the most likely month. However, they have been recorded generally rather late in the year across England during 2005 (PTES pers. comm.).  Channin and Woods also recommend that a search effort score of at least 20 is obtained in order to assume that dormice are absent from a locality, with a score of less than 15 suggesting that negative results may not be very meaningful. The search effort score of this survey for the whole Estate was 16.5, not sufficient to assume absence, with individual woods having a much reduced score of just 3.66 each!  Hence it is recommended to continue monitoring during 2006 (April-November inclusive) to arrive at a search score of 37.5 for the whole site. This would still be just 8.33 per wood because of the relatively small number of tubes set out according to this research.
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