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This was a hugely entertaining talk – informative, inspiring, amusing and occasionally even 

risqué – and all in very much a personal vein.  The speaker had a story to tell, but one full of 

tangents and digressions that allowed him to adjust to his audience’s reactions.  Hugh 

Warwick is a communicator which a background in research, an ideal combination for a 

‘species ambassador’.  He said he’d tried stand-up comedy at one stage, and certainly his talk 

had all the tricks of the trade: he had us laughing out loud. 

 

Introduction 

With a Masters in Wildlife Management at Reading, Warwick was inspired by Beverley 

Halstead, a lecturer there in both Zoology and Geology.  Halstead was always fun, delivering 

stories in which matters of importance were hidden, to be discovered later.  Hugh later turned 

to journalism, but always drifted back to hedgehogs – hence his new book. 

 

Definition 

He took moment to seek a definition, eliminating obscure or bizarre candidates ranging from 

the Dinogarus (or ‘giant shrew’ of the Mioscene era to ‘Mr Hedgehog’, the record-breaking 

‘adult’ film star.  However, recognising he was talking to a mammal group, Hugh expected 

we knew what a hedgehog was! 

 

Research in North Ronaldsay 

Hugh studied hedgehogs in Orkney – on the island of North Ronaldsay on which they had 

been released.  He aimed to monitor the effect of carers taking hedgehogs in, and ascertaining 

whether they could be released into a novel environment.  (The answer was ‘yes’.)  About 

half of the hedgehogs continued to behave as usual, though the other half became used to his 

presence and would scuttle off rather then roll into the traditional ball.  (A hedgehog’s first 

defensive reaction, incidentally, is to frown.  The same muscles help raise the prickles!).  On 

Ronaldsay Hugh would fit the monitored hedgehogs with green light tags, which could make 

for fascinating viewing at night.  This was especially so when the creatures were courting, as 

they tended to face each other and the male circumvent the female’s evasions to get into 

position, with the result that the pair would rotate in circles.  (At least once a year there will 

be a news story about mini crop circles!)  Hugh took a moment to express his pleasure in the 

close personal contact hedgehogs allow humans to have with genuinely wild animals.  He 

also mentioned his experience that the few road casualties were on quiet side roads, while 

busy roads tended to deter hedgehogs by their noise and smell. 

 

Research in North Uist 

He drew parallels with a project on North Uist in the Hebrides.  Here hedgehogs were culled 

to protect wading birds, as it was thought that this was a more humane tactic than committing 

them to a slow, lingering death if transplanting them on the mainland.  This was Warwick’s 

Damascene Moment: their approach was completely wrong!  All the more infuriating as it 

quoted his earlier research in Devon   Here the five deaths had all been quick and violent 

(badges and roads), not slow and lingering!  With a point to prove Hugh ended up radio-

tracking in Ayrshire.  After four years Scottish Natural Heritage started to place hedgehogs 

with carers.  In 2010 the British Trust for Ornithology revealed that waders had in fact 

decreased in number, and in some areas with hedgehogs, the waders had actually increased. 



Digressing Hugh said it was easy to get fixated on a single side of a story.  In North 

Ronaldsay hedgehogs may have contributed to the declining numbers of arctic terns, but they 

were only one element.  It is easy to “blame the illegal immigrant”.  Most participants in 

wildlife management like to project themselves as scientific experts, taking the objective 

course.  Actually, you can’t take away the human involvement; most scientists are very 

subjective and emotionally motivated, who “do it because they love it”. 

 

ExtInked 

On what appeared to be another tangent Warwick explained how he had come to get his “first 

and last” tattoo – a hedgehog image undertaken as part of a performance art feature at an 

exhibition on endangered species.  This of course linked to further comment on conservation. 

 

Is there a problem? 

Recent work to quantify the perception of a conservation problem led to the publication of 

The State of Britain’s Hedgehogs, 2011, by D. Wembridge.  The BTO has estimated a 25% 

decline the past ten years and this is likely to be a conservative figure.  Looking hack to 1950 

and the fall becomes 95%.  Even allowing for exaggeration, this is a big fall. 

 

Reasons for the fall and possible solutions 

 Habitat fragmentation is the heart of the problem.  Roads are an obvious barrier, and 

in fact are so built-up that they are increasingly impenetrable to ground-dwelling 

creatures.  A campaign to help reverse this fragmentation led to the Hedgehog Street 

initiative, which aims to create a porous network of gardens.  (In a live interview 

broadcast Warwick encouraged the use of a pickaxe to facilitate ingress and egress.  

His description of the producer’s face was worth hearing!)  On the BBC’s One Show 

Hugh was described as a “hedgehog-hugging spiritual descendent of Johnny Morris”. 

 The presence of badges.  When the population of badgers reaches a particular density, 

hedgehogs simply won’t cross the territory.  In an experiment that “could only have 

been agreed to in the pub”, Pat Doncaster and others at Oxford prepared stink bombs 

containing various unpleasant odours, including badger dung, and threw them at 

random to hedgehogs.  They tolerated most, but veered sharply when confronted by 

the smell of badger! 

 

Hedghogs are becoming an irritant to developers, but only when their presence is detectable.  

With most hedgehog work, the first difficulty lies in finding them.  Hugh showed a picture of 

a recently designed detector, in which hedgehogs seeking the bait leave their paw prints as 

ink marks on a pad.  Thermal imaging is another tool.  Normally, however, locating 

hedgehogs requires long nights with a powerful torch. 

 

Silly Stuff 

As if the first half of the talk hadn’t been entertainingly delivered – though it had a serious 

purpose – Warwick turned to what he called some “silly stuff”.  He suggested hedgehogs had 

inveigled their way into our consciousness, even our affections, in ways other animals hadn’t.  

In this country this can be dated to Beatrix Potter and Mrs Tiggy Winkle.  In earlier times, 

however, hedgehogs had been treated as verminous.  Warwick showed an C18th text – 

complete with the typographically long ‘s’ – in which hedgehogs were castigated for sucking 

cows’ teats while the cows slept in the field.  Complete nonsense of course.  In other 

countries a different attitude prevails.  In Poland, for instance, there is a scandalous adult film 

featuring an animated ‘George the Hedgehog’ and a married woman.   

 



Hugh has quite a collection of hedgehog-themed objects, many presented as gifts.  He has 60 

in his front room alone.  He pointed to examples to be found in contemporary culture:  a 

cheese grater hedgehog; Abbey National adverts (featuring the same hedgehog as appeared in 

the film Miss Potter); hedgehog shoes; Sonic the Hedgehog.  Even – in a combination of two 

of Warwick’s loves – a hedgehog whisky from France.  As it happens, it is disgusting.  Both 

France and Germany have towns named in their respective words for hedgehog, but Britain 

does not.  His last slide in this section featured two hedgehogs on a mediaeval miserichord in 

New College chapel, Oxford. 

 

Pet hedgehogs in America 

Finally he turned to the bizarre nature of the pet hedgehog scene in America.  Hedgehogs are 

not native to North America, but miniature hedgehogs were introduced in 1991 by a dealer in 

exotic pets.  Selective breeding within a limited population has led to very linear lines of 

descent resulting in genetic disorders.  These days there is a prominent and wholly 

unnecessary disease rather frivolously named Wobbly Hedgehog Syndrome that attacks and 

wastes the muscles, leading to certain death over a six-month period.  Equally frivolous, but 

taken very seriously, there is a Rocky Mountain show in Denver that is the hedgehog 

equivalent of Crufts.  Warwick described his visit as a guest.  There is an Olympic Games for 

hedgehogs, now renamed an Olympic Jamboree to avoid any suggestion of approval from the 

IOC.  There is a Hedgehog Communicator to analyse your pets’ problems.  And there is a 

Feast at which a 40-minute valediction for the year’s deceased hedgehogs was given on the 

occasion Hugh attended.  Turning back to the UK and a more serious point, he pleaded that 

we avoid not only this harmless nonsense, but the underlying problems of pet breeding fads 

such as theft and abandonment of animals, changing attitudes of society, and the introduction 

of artificial genetic mutations. 

 

Questions 

After such a tour de force, the audience appeared hesitant in coming up with questions, but 

came they did on optimum conservation measures (there is no single panacea, but 

interconnectivity of habitat is the best strategy); interbreeding between species (there are 14 

species, and most can’t interbreed); the absolute numbers of decline in Britain (30m in 1950, 

1.5m in 2000 and 1m in 2010); the areas of stable population (East Anglia, Lincolnshire and 

the North East); and the interaction with birds on Uist. 

 

Taking a little longer to discuss the latter – the subject of his personal research – Warwick 

described the complexity of the balance of nature between seabirds (skuas and terns), waders, 

hedgehogs and rodents.  The huge decline of hedgehog numbers, leading to their temporary 

eradication, had had no positive effect on the fortunes of wading birds.  He ended by 

calculating the cost per hedgehog of killing them on Uist: £1000 per creature in the first year, 

falling to £900.  He left us to consider the value of this expenditure. 
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