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  Rodents are a large group of mammals that occur in most parts of the world. They have a single pair of front incisor teeth that grow throughout their lives. Their teeth are covered by solid enamel at the front, with softer dentine behind which get sharpened with use. Slovenia is home to a number of small species of rodents, the biggest of which is the Alpine Marmot, a member of the squirrel family. Many rodents have adapted to living alongside humans, but they often become a nuisance. They are good at finding food, so it comes as no surprise that they cause trouble in food warehouses, our kitchens, and other food-storage areas. They are also attracted to food that can be found in the rubbish we throw away. They may contaminate food with their droppings, and infectious diseases – such as bubonic plague – are transmitted by rat fleas. Mice and rats live successfully in the proximity of man, partly due to the lack of natural predators. Elsewhere, they are food to predator species, such as birds of prey, owls and foxes. In the natural environment, there is a natural balance between prey and predator. In cities, farms and gardens, this balance is tilted by man, who controls predators and provides abundant food sources – so that rodents may multiply rapidly. Yet, by poisoning rodents we may also kill off their natural enemies: weasels, buzzards, kestrels and owls have been poisoned by eating the corpses of their rodent prey. Over the next few pages, we shall introduce you to some of the rodents that live in Slovenia and its neighbouring regions.
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  (Apodemus sylvaticus) is a common inhabitant of the forest, as well as hedgerows, gardens and parks, particularly those planted with shrubs and small trees. It is a nocturnal animal, as can be seen from its big eyes. It protects itself from predators by using its well-developed sense of hearing. When making its escape, it makes high and long leaps to confuse the pursuer. In the colder part of the year, it often retreats to woodsheds and cellars; however, it is less of a nuisance than the House Mouse.
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  (Mus musculus) mainly lives in or near to buildings – barns, stables and houses, and their gardens. It breeds all year long, rapidly forming large communities. It is not a popular animal neighbour as it contaminates food, causes damage by gnawing wooden furniture, and spreads a variety of infectious diseases. Food and grain stores should be well protected from mice, and encouraging animals that hunt them – such as owls and cats – is also well advised.
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  from mice, with less prominent snouts and shorter ears that seem to get lost in their fur. The vole also has a shorter tail than the mouse. It is a herbivorous rodent that spends much of its life in shallow burrows, where it nibbles at the roots of plants; it also ventures out to feed on the green parts of plants. The image shows the Bank Vole (Clethrionomys glareolus), one of several species of vole that live in Slovenia.
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  voles have several litters of young a year; the number depends on the food available. The young voles grow quickly, and soon develop into adults. The nests of voles are built from light materials that retain heat. The females are quite ingenious in their construction, using what they can find close by, including wool and synthetic material.
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