
  INSECTIVORES


  These are small mammals which eat insects. Hedgehogs, shrews and moles are among the most widely recognised insectivores. The first two spend most of their time on the ground, where they find food. Moles live underground, where they dig complex systems of burrows. Insectivores have pointed snouts with sharp teeth, and their feet have clawed toes. As well as insects, these mammals will eat other small creatures, such as snails and earthworms. When times are tough, they even resort to carrion. We can come across insectivorous animals in the garden, where they have an important role to play. They prey on ground insects, which would otherwise spread, becoming a threat to crops. They help us in the battle against slugs, which can be a great nuisance in the vegetable patch, and even rodents, as insectivores may raid the nests of mice and voles. They are not bothered by human neighbours. Shrews and hedgehogs like to take refuge in woodpiles, where they have their young or just find a resting place, while constantly rummaging around for insect food. Moles tirelessly dig burrows in the ground. They aerate the soil by doing so, but their ‘hills’ of spoil can disfigure our lawns and make it difficult to mow meadows.
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  HEDGEHOGS



  In the photograph, you can see the Eastern or White-Bellied Hedgehog (Erinaceus concolor), which is found in eastern Europe, while the Brown-Bellied species (Erinaceus europaeus) occurs in the western half of Europe. The two species are related and have the same habits. The hedgehog tolerates the proximity of man. It feeds mostly at night, but it can be seen in the daytime, especially in autumn.
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  DANGER!



  When threatened, the hedgehog curls into a ball exposing its spines to potential predators. It has a special muscle along the edges of the body, which makes this possible. It is also a surprisingly fast runner. The photograph shows that its spines do not provide much heat retention, so it likes warm places. Since asphalt roads at night give off the warmth that has accumulated from the sun during the day, hedgehogs like to warm up on them, but this can often result in their fatal end. We have all seen more hedgehogs run-over by traffic than living ones.


  HEDGEHOGS AND WATER



  Hedgehogs may go for a swim to clean their prickly coat or to get rid of parasites, such as irritating fleas. This presents no challenge since they are able swimmers. They like water and its proximity, so this is something we can offer hedgehogs in the garden. A pond should have a shallow end to provide an easy way out of the water. Hedgehogs may drown in pools that have smooth slippery walls which impede their exit.


  [image: slika4]


  [image: slika8]


  ADAPTED TO A LIFE ON THE GROUND



  The hedgehog is very much a ground-dweller, so it will not be seen climbing trees. It is anatomically adapted to moving on the ground. It has strong legs and feet with powerful claws. Its diet includes insects, earthworms, slugs, amphibians and reptiles. It will even empty a mouse’s nest if its restless snout comes across it.
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