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Introduction

The exhibition of Rodents and Insectivores °

played a minor role in most zoological collcwee..c ...... _.._
popularity of carnivores, primates and ungulates havmg
dominated the mammal species retained by almost all
animal collections. Yet the orders of Rodentia and
Insectivora combined comprise a massive number of
mammalian species. There are 2021 species of Rodents
(43.7% of all mammals, Wilson & Reeder 1993) and a
further 428 species of Insectivores. Thus over 50% of ali
mammals are members of these two orders (Figure 1). It
should be noted of course that in fact the Chiroptera are
second largest individual order of mammalis (Figure 1),
representing 20% of all mammal species. Whilst much of ...
ecological and conservation information concerning Rodents
and Insectivores within this paper could also be applied to
the Chiroptera, their very specific housing and husbandry
requirements are not so readily catered for. This means that
unfortunately they are excluded from this discussion on the
incorporation of small mammals into existing collections.

Figure 1.
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Whilst it is evident that in the affections of n members of

the public the appeal of a gerbil or hamster ___ ies may
never replace that felt for a Tiger or Gorilla, nevertheless the
massive diversity within the two orders does mean that many
species make excellent focal displays in their own right.
Many species of squirrel rival the small primates with respect
to colour and activity, and displayed well can make superb
exhibits. However, the potential of Rodents and Insectivores
for education, conservation and research remains largely
unexplored by most zoological collections.

The Educational potential

Almost regardless of the concept one wishes to convey there
are Rodents or Insectivores that are suitable examples. As
they comprise over 50% of all mammal species their globai
distribution is expansive. Rodents occur in all of the six
zoogeographical regions of the world (Figure 2) in addition to
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Such a large number of speci__ . “1g acro:

diverse habitats inevitably occupy a massive varicyy v
ecological niches (Figure 4), frém ubiguitous

species such as Western House Mouse (Mus ¢ oD
spectacular tropical arboreal species such as Prevost's
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Squirrel (Callosciurus prevosti). Examples from the diversity
of niches occupied by Rodents and Insectivores across the
zoogeographic regions is given in Figure 4. The general
lack of arboreal Insectivores is particularly interesting and
this niche is occupied by a variety of other mammalian
orders. In some zoogeographic regions specialist orders
fulfill this role such as the Scandentia (Tree Shrews) in the
Indomalayan Region. A range of small Primates also
occupy this niche as do foliage gleaning bats. In habit
Rodents and Insectivores are incredibly diverse and
species exist that occupy almost all habitats and represent
a wide array of ecological specialisations, with a wider
geographical distribution than any other mammaiian
groups.

For displays focusing on the plight of specific regions or
habitats there are always smali mammal species that can be
displayed and interpreted to reinforce the message of the
uniqueness or fragility of an area. This is particularly true of
collections that specialise in their own native fauna
(wherever in the world they are situated). It is important that
people understand the relatively large role that smalier
species play within our environment.

The Conservation role

There often exists a misconception that small mammais are
somehow more tolerant or [ess susceptible to the processes
that threaten larger more charismatic mammals with
extinction. This is erroneous. There are more Rodent
species currently categorised as threatened by the [IUCN
than for any other mammalian order, with a total of 330
species being classed as threatened (with 16 threatened
species within one genus of gerbils {(Gerbilius) alone
(IUCN 1996). Within the insectivores there are 152
threatened species (Figure 5), including 66 species among
the White-toothed Shrews (Crocidura spp.) alone. This is
more threatened species within this one genus than for the
entire order Carnivora!

Figure 5.
IUCN Threatened species of Mammal (1996)
(Total species = 1096)
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Fifty-three percent of all recent mammalian extinctions have
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been of Rodents and a further seven percent have been
insectivores (Figure 6). Many species and subspecies are
very restricted in distribution with many endemic taxa,
leaving them particularly vulnerabie to natural disaster or
habitat loss. In addition to the large number of species which
are globally threatened many more species are of
conservation interest nationally or regionally, which is
reflected in the IUCN Lower Risk: near threatened category
(IUCN 1986) or within national red data books.

Figure 6.
Mammal species IUCN categorised as extinct (1996)

excluding ‘extinct in the wild’ species

(Total species = 86)
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However, in many cases the normally high reproductive rate
of Rodents and Insectivores makes them prime candidates
for successful captive propagation and management. The
generally small size and fairly modest captive requirements
of most species mean that viable captive breeding
programmes can be realistically managed within modest
facilities and budgets. Large viable populations can be
produced and maintained within a single establishment, or a
small coilaboration.

The Research need

Whilst some small mammals, such as the Brown Rat (Raftus
norvegicus) are ciearly amongst the most researched of all
mammai species, our knowledge of most Rodents and
Insectivores remains exceedingly poor. There is still a wealth
of valuable research to be carried out, much of which can be
conducted on Rodents and Insectivores within the captive
environment.

The taxonomy of many groups, such as the African Dormice
(Graphiurus) and Spiny Mice (Acomys) are still poorly
understood and captive breeding and behavioural research
can be immensely valuable in clarifying the status of
populations and recognising species-specific barriers. Even
basic biological information such as reproductive cycles,
litter sizes, age of weaning, etc. is often uncertain or remains
unpublished for a large number of species. Research of this
sort is achievable relatively easily and every effort should be
made by collections to record and publish this sort of
information.
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oniy or - - ~~'~rant large species. Small mammals can
be utilised with fremendous impact to occupy the otherwise
Umitie e e or so called ‘dead’ space surrounding these
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