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BBC Breathing Places is a major 
BBC Learning campaign to inspire 
and motivate you to create and care
for nature-friendly green spaces 
where you live.
Getting out and enjoying nature can have great
benefits for you and there are lots of exciting
ways you can get involved.

Go wild with Breathing Places at:
bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces

“We all need to play our part 
in helping to preserve our
countryside and its animals... 
so it is still there, in all its richness
and diversity, for our children and
all the generations to come.”
Julie Walters
Actress



What we have in common
You’d be forgiven for thinking bats, beavers and
badgers aren’t that similar to us, but they are – 
we human beings are mammals too. And UK
land mammals have three things in common.

All:
– are warm-blooded

– have hairy skin

– give birth to live young, which suckle from 
their mum

There are 60+ species of mammals living in the
UK and there is one thing that we don’t all have
in common: diet. For example, whereas one 
of our smallest mammals – the pygmy shrew –
favours insects, spiders and woodlice, one of
our largest – the red deer – prefers grasses,
leaves and shoots.

But whatever they eat, many small mammals are
likely to live in an area near you. So, keep your
eyes peeled and you may just spot them in your
garden, school grounds or local playing fields.
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When to set the table
Feeding mammals can be as enjoyable and as
entertaining as feeding the birds in your garden.

By making the decision to put out food, we can
supplement some mammals’ diets and help
them through some hard times, particularly
during winter or when the weather is really bad.

Don’t provide food all year round. It’s important
they don’t start to rely on it.

Put any food in a small area where you can
watch and easily clear away any which is
uneaten. Leaving scraps out all the time can
encourage rats and, if food is left to go mouldy,
you run the risk of doing more harm than good.

As most mammals eat at night, the best time 
to put out food is dusk. If you can, leave out 
a small dish of water nearby too, to help them
wash it down.
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Make your own 
mouse diner
The woodmouse is the most widespread of 
our small mammals and woodmice are regular
visitors to our homes. 

Why not try making a feeding table – just like 
a bird table – ideal for watching mice and other
small mammals?

What you’ll need:

– A flat piece of wood, at least the size of an
average computer screen

– A bucket placed upside down or a tree stump

– Sunflower seeds, hazelnuts, peanuts and fruit

– Patience!

Place the wood on the bucket or tree stump,
amongst cover such as logs, stones and
vegetation. Put it near a window, so you get 
the best view of any possible visitors.

At dusk put out the food and watch from the
window. Remember to turn out the inside light.
Do this regularly and, with patience, you may 
be lucky enough to see other mammals too.



Making a meal of things
Most mammals are naturally wary of humans which
can make them very difficult to see close up. But
knowing what to look for when you’re out and
about will help you see if they might be near.

You can learn a lot from the signs they 
leave behind:

Nibbled hazelnuts – neat bites often mean
squirrels; smooth scrapes suggest bank voles
and clear teeth marks or distinctive gnawing
imply woodmice.

Bark stripping at ground level, and of very
young trees, usually indicates rabbits and voles,
especially when there’s snow on the ground.

Squirrels also strip bark, especially from
medium-sized sycamore, beech and maple.

Deer bite leafy shoots off trees, leaving a
distinctive ‘tail’ of bark.

Feathers with chewed shafts scattered around 
a dead bird could indicate foxes. 

Badgers digging for earthworms may leave
holes in lawns.
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Waste not, want not
Another telltale sign of mammals is their
particularly distinctive droppings – and these
stinky signs of nature can often reveal quite a lot:

Hedgehogs eat a lot of beetles. Their dark
droppings may be almost entirely made of
undigested wing cases.

Bat droppings, below roosts, are dry and crumbly
insect remains.

Rabbit droppings are small and rounded separate
pellets of digested plant remains. They use
communal latrines (toilets) close to their burrows.

Fox poo contains plenty of hair and feathers.
Droppings are classically long with a ‘tail’ and
smell pretty pungent. During autumn they
comprise mostly pips and stones from
blackberries and other fruit.

Otter poo is known as ‘spraint’, taken from the
French to mean, quite literally, ‘squeeze out’! 
The easiest way to identify it is by sniffing it. 
Some people say it smells like jasmine tea 
or even lavender.



Seen Seen

Mammal
food

bingo

You may not be able to spot all these mammals 
in your local area, but you can try finding the
different types of food they eat. 

Common shrew – Very small
with a long, pointed nose.
Often difficult to spot
because it lives in dense
vegetation. Loves slugs,
snails, grubs and worms.

Hare – Its powerful hind legs
mean it can sprint at up to
45mph. Grazes on the young
shoots of grasses and herbs.



Seen Bingo!

Seen Seen

Horseshoe bat –
Distinguished by a broad, 
u-shaped piece of skin 
around the nostrils. It 
eats flying insects, mainly
caught mid-air. 

Otter – Its webbed feet, with
five digits on each foot, leave
distinctive footprints. Otters 
live in holts and eat eels,
crayfish, other fish, birds 
and small mammals.

Pine marten – Feeds on birds,
squirrels, rabbits, eggs, beetles,
berries and honey. Also loves
peanut butter! Lives mainly in
Scotland, with some presence 
in England and Wales.

Red squirrel – Increasingly 
rare, the red squirrel enjoys
seeds, nuts, shoots, fungi 
and even insects. It lives in 
a tree-top drey.



Do One Thing
Try some of these ideas to 
get even closer to mammals:
Mammal spotting
Sign up for organised events to visit woodlands
and hedgerows at dawn or dusk. Amongst other
wildlife, you could spot badgers, deer and
squirrels. Organisations like The Wildlife Trusts
can get you started.

Keep ‘em peeled
Look up as well as down when you are in 
a wood. Learn the clues which tell you that
mammals are around – fur on fences, piles of
poo, holes in the ground, feeding signs, scratch
marks and well-worn trails where deer cross the
path. Also, check out field edges for wild deer
when you are travelling by car at dusk or dawn.

Take to the streets
On warm evenings look out for bats hunting
insects around streetlights. Some, like brown
long-eared bats, perch at regular sites to eat
larger prey. Discarded moth wings on the
ground are another sign that bats are present.
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All at sea
Join an organised event or boat trip to watch
dolphins and seals. In winter, water shrews 
may be found along the tideline, amongst the
seaweed, looking for sandhoppers. And in some
parts of the UK, where it is rocky with offshore kelp
beds, you may even see an otter. Organisations
like The Marine Conservation Society often run
events and trips.

Tales of the riverbank 
Take a walk along your local waterway and listen
out for the distinctive ‘plop’ of a water vole as it
enters the water. British Waterways are a good
place to go for more information.

Seeing red
If you have an outside light, put in a red bulb.
Mammals visiting your garden will be disturbed
less by a red bulb than a white light.

For more details regarding these and other
ideas, check out: bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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For more ideas of what you can 
do for nature, why not check out 
other Do One Thing activities at: 

bbc.co.uk/breathingplaces
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