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Abstract:

The edible dormouse is an arboreal, nocturnal and an obligate hibernator, who lives in 

deciduous mixed forests of the temperate zone. It has several unusual life history traits among 

rodents: exceptionally long hibernation and thus relatively short activity season, late timing of 

reproduction, long life span and high survival rate. It has large fluctuations in reproduction, 

which depends on food availability and in non-masting years the entire population can skip 

reproduction. While the edible dormouse has been for long time an object of human interest, 

we still have considerable gaps in knowledge about it.             

In my Ph.D. thesis I present selected and little explored aspects of the life history of the 

species. I collated all abnormalities related to the fur appearance of the edible. After an 

encounter of two flavistic individuals, all available records (11,000) of aberrantly colored 

individuals in Europe and Asia were reviewed. Together there were five colour variants 

recorded  flavistic, melanistic, albino, isabellinus and individuals with white tail stripes.                                                        

Surprisingly very little is known about the timing of breeding, one of the key life history 

traits. During masting years there is relatively a short time window for reproduction. Young 

are born mostly in early August and are weaned after about one month. There is strong time 

pressure to get sufficient body mass necessary for hibernation after weaning. The young-of-

the-year enter hibernation from late September till October. This could be the reason, why 

females produce only one litter per season. I present data on timing of breeding in a 

population from the Czech Republic and report on two interesting cases when the female 

produced two litters per season. Both cases were very early breeding females which lost their 

first litter during suckling. The second (replacement) litters were born late in the season and 

nevertheless were successfully weaned. In the next chapter I describe the seasonal patterns of 

timing of nocturnal activity the edible dormouse. The timing of activity was recorded by non-

invasive automatic monitoring devices. During three years we obtained over a thousand 

records on 101 individually marked individuals of their timing of evening emergence and 

morning immergence from nest boxes which they regularly used as daytime den sites. 

Activity patterns were best explained by the seasonal progress of photoperiod, followed by 

weaker positive effects of moon phase, cloud cover, wind speed and sexual activity. Dormice 

that skipped reproduction had shorter nocturnal activity. Contrary to most studies on rodents, 

moon phase had positive effect on the length of nocturnal activity and emergence or 

immergence behaviour.                                                                                   

The last chapter of my thesis is more of a methodological approach. Handling of animals for 

data collection is a common practice. While certainly every researcher is trying to manipulate 

with the studied animals as little and as quick as possible, we know little how the handling 



modifies behaviour of the animals. Again with the use of automatic monitoring devices we 

recorded attendance of nest boxes by individually marked dormice, immediately after our 

routine handling procedures. We found that handling had a negative effect on short term den 

use. Females and sexually active individuals were more likely to spend the following day in 

the nest box. However, handling did not have a significant effect on timing of nocturnal 

activity. Our findings suggest that manipulation by researchers can modify certain aspects of 

animal behaviour, but this effect is likely to be short term and cannot impair the routinely 

practiced capture mark recapture field protocols.  

Keywords: edible dormouse, anomalous coat colour, flavism, timig of breeding, timing of 

nocturnal activity, manipulation, handling 
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