
  

 

InsectInsectInsectInsect----eaterseaterseaterseaters    

(Insectivores) 

Insect-eating mammals are called insectivores. In Britain, our wild insectivorous mammals include 

the hedgehog, water shrew, common shrew, pygmy shrew, greater white-toothed shrew, lesser 

white-toothed shrew and mole.  

They are all small ground (or underground) dwelling mammals. They have five clawed digits on each 

foot which is important information when identifying paw prints. However, all five digits do not 

always show up. They have pointed muzzles and sharp teeth for chewing through the exoskeletons 

of the insects they eat. 

Images 21, 22 and 23: Water shrew, hedgehog and common shrew. All images sent in through Mammal Tracker app 
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Figure 59: South East distribution of hedgehog records, showing three time periods of data at both hectad and tetrad level 

Figure 60: Alpha hull representation of hedgehog South East distribution for 2000-2014 records 

2000-2014 alpha hull Area
13104 km2 (92%)

Hedgehogs can be found all across the South East region. They are thought to be present in 

more areas across the South East than the South West. However, this widespread range does 

not reflect the condition of their numbers, as we have seen major declines in hedgehog 

numbers in recent decades, due to factors such as increased building development and 

fragmentation of their habitats. A decline in numbers, following the national trend, has been 

seen in all six counties covered by this South East region. The alpha hull below shows a clearer 

overview of the hedgehog’s range in the South East. 

The hedgehog was made a UK Biodiversity Action Plan priority species for conservation in 

2007 due to its decline in numbers nationwide. 
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Figure 61: Frescalo map displaying hedgehog predicted South East distribution based on 2000-2014 records 

Figure 62: Phenology histogram displaying monthly record submission 
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The hedgehog’s Frescalo map above shows their spread across the South East, with red tetrads 

indicating a higher certainty that the species is found there. This should not, however, be 

confused with high numbers in populations, as this map does not portray the hedgehog’s 

decline in numbers. 

The majority of hedgehog 

records are submitted between 

late spring and early autumn 

(Figure 62). There is a jump in 

records submitted after April 

which remains consistently high 

until November. This is the time 

when hedgehogs are active, 

and is a common survey period 

(e.g. The National Hedgehog 

Survey, run by the People’s 

Trust for Endangered Species). 

Hedgehogs hibernate when the 

weather gets colder in late 

autumn and reappear in late 

spring. 
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Figure 63: South East distribution of mole records, showing three time periods of data at both hectad and tetrad level 

2000-2014 alpha hull Area
12809 km2 (90%)

Figure 64: Alpha hull representation of mole South East distribution for 2000-2014 records 

Figure 63 supports what we know about the mole’s widespread distribution across the 

South East and Britain as a whole (excluding Ireland). The alpha hull map below shows 

this wide range more clearly. Although rarely seen directly, their molehills are a useful sign 

of their presence when it comes to recording. 
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Figure 65: Frescalo map displaying mole predicted South East distribution based on 2000-2014 records 
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The trend for mole records in 

Figure 66 is that far greater 

numbers are submitted in winter 

and early spring than throughout 

summer and autumn. The 

highest number of records are 

submitted in March and the 

fewest in October. The vast 

majority of records are of their 

distinctive molehills. The higher 

number of records in winter and 

early spring is probably because 

this is when more molehills are 

produced; in winter moles have 

to dig more to find food, as it is 

scarcer, and in the spring they 

are setting up new breeding 

territories. There is also less 

vegetation at this time, making 

molehills generally more visible.  

The mole’s Frescalo map in Figure 65 shows high certainty that the mole is present in the 

tetrads, indicated by the dark red colour. 

Figure 66: Phenology histogram displaying monthly record submission 
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Figure 68: Alpha hull representation of common shrew South East distribution for 2000-2014 records 

Figure 67: South East distribution of common shrew records, showing three time periods of data at both hectad and tetrad 

level 

The common shrew is found throughout this region, as can be seen in Figure 67, as well as 

across mainland Britain.  This is also shown by the alpha hull map below. They are a very 

inconspicuous species and are possibly very under-recorded. Many of the records that do 

come in are as dead animal records or from the results of trapping. 



7 

 

Common shrewCommon shrewCommon shrewCommon shrew    

Sorex araneus 

Adjusted Frequency

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1

Figure 69: Frescalo map displaying common shrew predicted South East distribution based on 2000-2014 records 
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The wide range of the common shrew can be seen in the Frescalo map above. Red squares 

indicate the model’s higher certainty that its predictions of distribution are correct, and the 

yellow squares show less certainty, due to the lower number of tetrads containing records 

for the species in these areas. 

A higher number of common 

shrew records are submitted in 

the April to October period than 

throughout the winter (Figure 70). 

This coincides with the breeding 

season for common shrews (April 

to September) and the time when 

they are most active. As with 

many small mammals, shrews 

can be surveyed by trapping or 

bait tube method (shrews enter 

the tube, eat the bait and leave 

faeces which are then genetically 

tested to determine the species). 

People are more likely to be 

going out and surveying for them 

in the nicer weather. People also 

submit many ad hoc sightings of 

this species. 

Figure 70: Phenology histogram displaying monthly record submission 
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Figure 71: South East distribution of pygmy shrew records, showing three time periods of data at both hectad and tetrad 

level 

2000-2014 alpha hull Area
11072 km2 (78%)

Figure 72: Alpha hull representation of pygmy shrew South East distribution for 2000-2014 records 

Our smallest mammal, the pygmy shrew, has a good spread across the South East, as shown 

by Figure 71. There are less records available for the pygmy compared to the common shrew 

but this could be due to them being even harder to record. It is believed that the pygmy 

shrew is probably very under-recorded due to its shy, inconspicuous behaviour. The alpha 

hull in Figure 72 also shows this wide distribution. 
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Figure 73: Frescalo map displaying pygmy shrew predicted South East distribution based on 2000-2014 records 
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The peak in pygmy shrew data is 

most notable between July and 

October (Figure 74). As with many 

small mammals, shrews can be 

surveyed for by trapping or bait tube 

method (shrews enter the tube, eat 

the bait and leave faeces which is 

then genetically tested to determine 

species). People also contribute 

many ad hoc sightings of them. 

People are more likely to survey for 

them in the nicer weather. It could 

also be dead pygmy shrews that are 

being found in October, as there is a 

lot less food around. Autumn 

records could also be from pygmy 

shrews being found in dormouse 

boxes at this time, which can be a 

common occurrence. 

The pygmy shrew’s Frescalo map demonstrates the wide range of the species whilst also 

showing that there are few tetrads close together that contain records for the species, as 

displayed by the yellow squares. 

Figure 74: Phenology histogram displaying monthly record submission 
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Figure 75: South East distribution of water shrew records, showing three time periods of data at both hectad and tetrad 

level 

2000-2014 alpha hull Area
9388 km2 (66%)

Figure 76: Alpha hull representation of water shrew South East distribution for 2000-2014 records 

The water shrew can be found across most of the South East, although it is not present on 

the Isle of Wight (Figure 75). It is more selective in its choice of habitat than the common or 

pygmy shrew, usually being associated with riparian areas, such as river catchments and 

other water ways, as their name suggests. The alpha hull map below displays an overview of 

their range. 
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Figure 77: Frescalo map displaying water shrew predicted South East distribution based on 2000-2014 records 
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The Frescalo map shows the technique’s predictions for the water shrew’s distribution in the 

South East. Each tetrad’s colour (darker red for higher certainty of the predicted distribution 

and yellow/white for lower certainty) is determined by the number of tetrads that contain 

records in the surrounding area of a given tetrad. This explains why the Isle of Wight has some 

yellow colour, when water shrews are actually not present there, because the model does not 

acknowledge a barrier, such as the Solent, it only knows that there are nearby tetrads (on the 

mainland) that contain records. 

The majority of water 

shrew records are 

submitted between April 

and October, with a spike 

in July (Figure 78). This is 

probably mostly due to the 

fact that people are 

outdoors more in the 

spring and summer and so 

more likely to see them or 

get involved in surveying 

for them. 

Figure 78: Phenology histogram displaying monthly record submission 


