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Fig. 1 The hamster popula­
tion in the Netherlands stron­
gly increased since the start of 
the reintroduction project in 
2002. However, this increase 
was only in the short term 
and the population showed a 
strong decline in 2008. 

The last fifteen years the population of the hamster collapsed in most parts of Europe, 
with a more then 95% population decline in Belgium (MERCELIS 2003), the Netherlands 
(KREKELS 1999), the federal state of Northrhine-Westphalia Germany (PAULY 2007) and 
France (EIDENSCHENCK pers. comm.), but also some strong population reductions in Eastern 
Europe (BIHARI 2008). Nowadays, the species is (highly) threatened and a major nature conser­
vation goal in most European countries. Although much money and energy was invested across 
Europe for the conservation and monitoring of hamster populations in the least decades, the 
decline has not stopped or is even accelerated (WEINHOLD 2008). The only exception seems to 
be the populations in Belgium and the Netherlands, where conservation projects h.l;lve resulted in 
an increase of the number of burrows (LA HAYE et al. 2006, VERBIST 2008, MUSKENS et al. 
2008). However, the increase of the number of burrows was only achieved in the short term and 
the populations are still very small and highly vulnerable for stochastic events or other threats 
(figure 1). 

It is justified to question whether hamster conservationists across Europe take the right meas­
ures. Over the last years much information was collected on the ecology of the Common hamster 
and presented on International meetings of the Hamster Workgroup, but there 's still an urgent 
need for evidence-based conservation measures. This article will present an overview of conser­
vation measures propagated so far, their potential effects and the results in practice. We used the 
overview of conservation measures in the Draft European Action plan (WEINHOLD 2008) as 
the most important source of information on current applied conservation measures. It is there­
fore possible that we overlooked projects which have implemented other conservation measures. 
At the end of this article we give some conclusions on the effectiveness of current conservation 
measures, and provide advices for future conservation and research topics. 

Applied conservation measures 

Among the scientists working on the conservation of the hamster, it is widely accepted that 
the major changes in agricultural practices throughout Europe, as a result of the EU agricultural 
policy, have had a tremendous negative effect on hamster populations (NECHAY 2000, WEIN­
HOLD 2008). However, it is very difficult to assess the direct effects of the EU agriculture 
policy on hamster-friendly practices or detrimental farming practices, because the effects can 
vary between countries depending on geographic, cultural or even sociological factors (Wildlife 
and Sustainable farming initiative 2008). To make this topic even more complex, climate change 
may also have an effect on population persistence as suggested by NEUMANN (2008), who 
based his suggestions on the presence/absence of fossil records in cooler and moderate climate 
periods thousands of years ago. 
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Fig. 2 Population size changes 
during the year, with ,normal' 
and ,bad' survival of males 
and females . The survival of 
males has almost no effect on 
population size, while the sur­
vival of females has a very 
strong effect. 
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Cereals nowadays grow on only 25% of the fields in the best 'hamster-areas' of the Netherlands 
while historically it was above 70%. The Dutch research has also found indications that late o; 
postponed harvesting of cereals, as predicted by ULBRICH & KAYSER (2004), is beneficial for 
a hamster population, although not harvesting has the best results. 

Another aspect is the connectivity between populations. In the Netherlands several small 
and isolated populations have been established through reintroduction. Although the distance 
~etween most of the populations is not very large, sometimes only some kilometers, exchange of 
md1v1duals does not occur. The agricultural landscape between these populations is too hostile 
for hamsters (VAN WIJK 2009). Only with enough suitable habitat corridors for hamsters it is 
possible to prevent inbreeding and to recolonise empty habitat patches. Making such corridors 
o~ a r~gional ~cale is already very difficu~t in the Netherlands, but on a European level such 
m1grat1on corndors are completely impossible. Nowadays there are too many roads and urban 
areas, which will make a natural migration of hamsters impossible on the European level. In 
\Yestern Europe ~eintroductions and translocations seems to be the only realistic option to estab­
lish new populations, to restock empty areas or to increase the genetic variation in isolated and 
inbred P?Pulations (LA HAYE et al. submitted). In Eastern Europe it is probably still possible to 
c_onnect isolated populations and to establish populations in areas were the hamster has gone ex­
tmct. 

Preliminary advices on conservation measures 

Most hamster conservation projects in Europe tried or try to increase the number of hamsters 
or hams~er burrows in a _specific area. However, it appears to be rather difficult to develop meas­
ures which have the desired effects. Almost no positive results are published or the population is 
not monitored and the effects of conservation measures remain unclear. Therefore it is possible 
that p~rt of the conse:vation money is wasted on ineffective measures. Although it is not easy 
to ~c?~eve, conservation mea~ures should always be accompanied with a budget for research 
activ1t1es to find out why specific conservation measures work or do not work. 

The research and monitoring results of the Dutch hamster project have had and still have 
a large impact on the conservation measures which are taken. The hamster-friendly manage­
~ent has de_veloped from rather detailed and difficult at the start of the project, into simple and 
highly effic_1ent measu:es n?wadays. Farmers with hamster-friendly management have only a 
few restn_ct1_ons on their agncultural land and farming is almost conventional. The most impor­
tant restnct10ns are the moment of harvest and how much of the crops can be harvested in a 
specific year. The result is a less intensive agricultural management from which the hamster 
greatly benefits and, with them, a variety of other threatened farmland species, mainly birds. 
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