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Ireland’s Mammals 

Mammal biologists often need to know which mammal species are present in an area, and how many of them are 

there.  We may wish to find out if an endangered species is present so we can look after them properly, or find out 

if their numbers are decreasing.  Alternatively there may be a need to find out if a pest species is in an area or is 

becoming too numerous.   

Mammals are generally very elusive animals that take great care not to be seen by humans.  If we wish to detect 

the presence or absence of a species we often have to rely on the clues they leave behind.  The ability to identify 

a specific animal from its tracks or prints, droppings, feeding remains and nest sites is an essential tool for 

anyone who works on mammals. 

The first question we should ask is which species are potentially present in the area.  The following table shows 

the terrestrial mammals of Ireland. Some of these are found everywhere, some are geographically restricted and 

some are very particular about the habitat they live in. 

Species Geographic range Preferred habitat 

Red fox All Ireland Various 

Pine marten All Ireland Woodland 

Otter All Ireland Near water 

Badger All Ireland Woodland/farmland 

Stoat All Ireland Various (especially woodland) 

American mink All Ireland Near water 

Wood mouse All Ireland Various 

House mouse All Ireland Buildings 

Bank vole Southwestern half of Ireland Woodland and dense grassland 

Brown rat All Ireland Various (usually buildings) 

Hazel dormouse Kildare Shrubs 

Red squirrel All Ireland Woodland 

Grey squirrel Eastern half of Ireland Woodland 

Rabbit All Ireland Grassland 

Irish hare All Ireland Grassland 

Brown hare Derry, Antrim, Tyrone Grassland 

Red deer Western, southern and eastern Woodland 

Fallow deer All Ireland Woodland 

Sika deer Southwest, northwest & eastern Woodland 

Feral goat Scattered Remote hills/mountains 

Hedgehog All Ireland Various 

Pygmy shrew All Ireland Various 

Greater white-toothed shrew Southern counties Various 

Common pipistrelle All Ireland Various 

Soprano pipistrelle All Ireland Various 

Daubenton's bat All Ireland Close to water 

Leisler's bat All Ireland Woodland 

Whiskered bat All Ireland Woodland & hedgerows 

Natterer's bat All Ireland Woodland 

Brown long-eared bat All Ireland Woodland 

Lesser horseshoe bat Western and southwestern Riverside vegetation, farmland 

Nathusius pipistrelle Scattered Woodland 

Common seal Irish Coast Coastal areas 

Grey seal Irish Coast Coastal areas 

 



Faeces 

Many mammals leave characteristic droppings that allow us to determine the exact species that is present.  The 

size, shape, contents and even the smell of the droppings can give us clues. Don’t get too close though (especially 

with your nose!). The golden rule is look, but don’t touch. 

Fox droppings have a tapered end, and often contain a lot of fur from its prey.  The faeces has a strong musky smell 

but isn’t as unpleasant as that of a domestic pet such as a dog or cat. As a general rule domestic animal droppings 

smell much worse than those of a wild animal, due to the high fat content in a pet’s diet. 

Many mustelids (stoats, pine marten, otter, mink) use their droppings to mark their territory and so leave them in 

prominent places such as on top of a rock or wall. Otter spraints are quite distinctive and contain fish bones and 

bits of crustaceans. Mink droppings are very dark and slimy with a nasty smell. 

Deer and sheep droppings can be hard to tell apart. Deer droppings are usually oval shaped, with one end pointed 

and the other flat, or indented. 

Droppings are harder to find for smaller animals such as mice and rats, but they can be a useful clue indoors. Bats 

are often detected by the droppings beneath their roosts. 

 

 

Fox droppings have tapered ends, and often contain fur 



 

Otter spraints are used to mark their territory and contain fish bones and bits of crustaceans 

 

Red deer droppings often have a flattened end 

 



Footprints 

Each mammal species has a distinctive footprint, and we can use the size and pattern of pads on the paws to 

determine the species. The print of a fox has a different shaped central pad than that of a cat. Cat prints also lack 

the nail prints of a fox or dog. The position of the central digits of a fox are further forward than that of a dog. 

Otters have webbing between their digits, and have five toes touching the ground; badgers have a large broad 

footprint, with five digits touching the ground and their long digging claws can usually be seen. 

Sometimes in particularly muddy or snowy ground we can see an animal’s track (rather than just one footprint). 

Foxes walk in a diagonal fashion in a straight line between two points. Dogs on the other hand sniff and explore the 

area constantly and so leave a wandering track with many twists and turns.  

When mammals move through vegetation they can leave a path behind them, particularly if they habitually take the 

same route. It can be difficult to determine the species that caused the track, but other clues can help us out.  For 

example, tracks leading in and out of rivers may have been made by mink or otters, and the size of the space in the 

long grass can tell us more.  

 

     

Footprints of dog (left), fox (centre) and cat (right) 

 

Badger footprint 

  



Burrows 

Holes in the ground, particularly close to trees or cut into banks are often the openings to burrows.  Again we may 

not know the exact species as they can look alike, and animals will often use burrows made by another animal 

(stoats, for example, sometimes move into the rabbit burrow where they have just found their dinner).  The size of 

the opening though can tell us a lot.  The entrance is usually just large enough for the animal to squeeze through 

itself.  Anything bigger is just inviting a larger predator to follow it in! Mammals also tend to be a bit lazy, so they 

will make use of natural crevices or holes whenever they can. 

 

The size of a burrow gives us a big clue of what might live inside 

 

Rats and other mammals will make use of natural crevices 

 

 

  



Feeding signs 

The remains of an animal’s dinner can tell us a lot about who was there. We can look for the remains of birds and 

small mammals, and teeth marks in shells and mushrooms. How big are the teeth that made the mark? Small 

mammals such as mice, voles and squirrels can have distinctive ways of eating certain foods. For example, squirrels 

split hazel shells into two neat halves on order to get at the nut inside. Mice and voles will bore a hole in the hazel 

shell instead, and with practice even these can be told apart (mice leave little scratch marks around the hole, while 

voles leave a much neater hole). Mice and squirrels also feed in different ways on maize and pine cones. 

 

Sitka spruce cones and hazelnuts eaten by a red squirrel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further information 

There are lots of books and online guides on the tracks and signs of mammals. Be careful though that the animals 

in the book are the same, or similar to those we have here in Ireland! It is a good idea to take a picture of any clues 

you find, so you can investigate further when you get home. 

https://www.discoverwildlife.com/how-to/identify-wildlife/how-to-identify-animal-droppings 

https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife/how-identify/identify-poo 

https://blog.nwf.org/2014/12/who-goes-there-identifying-animal-tracks-in-your-backyard/ 

https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/how-identify/identify-tracks 
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