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Rats: ignore them at 
your 
peril

Estimates of the numbers of Norway or 

brown rats (Rattus norvegicus), the 

predominant species living in Britain, range 

from 60 to 100 million – which is at least 

one rat per head of population. !is 

compares with an estimated 45 to 50 million 

a decade ago, a rise of nearly 40 per cent. 

Calculating the number of rats in the 

country however is not an exact science and 

it is difficult to tell whether the numbers 

have increased or whether people are just 

reporting more infestations. 

Why control rats?
Whichever way you look at it there are a lot 

of rats out there.  But should this be of 

concern?  For facilities, buildings and estate 

managers the answer is a resounding ‘yes’ and for a number of 

reasons.

   First and foremost rats carry many nasty diseases which they can 

spread to humans, normally through their urine. !ese include 

Leptospirosis or Weil's disease, Salmonella, Listeria, Toxoplasma 

gondii and Hantavirus.

   Secondly, as well as being a health hazard rats can inflict a great 

amount of structural damage. !ey have caused serious fires by 

gnawing away the insulation around electrical cables, floods by 

puncturing pipes and even death by chewing through gas pipes. 

Sources in the insurance sector have estimated that rodent damage to 

wiring is responsible for 25% of all electrical fires in buildings. !ey 

can also decimate finished goods or supplies in store.

   Just as importantly they can ruin an organisation’s reputation. If 

clients and customers spot evidence of rodent infestation in the 

premises you manage, they are unlikely to want to do business with 

you. 

   Finally, all property owners have a legal obligation under the 

Prevention of Damage by Pests Act 1949 to keep premises rodent-

free, or, if rodents pose a threat to health or property, to report 

infestations to the local authority.

 

Know your enemy
Like most living creatures, Norway rats require three things to 

survive and thrive – food, water and shelter.

   In the ‘wild’ rats would normally live in 

burrows under the soil but they will also nest 

in sewers, under buildings, in food stores, 

garden compost heaps and rubbish dumps. 

!ey can get through a gap of less than 

25mm.

   In urban environments food is rarely a 

problem as rats are true omnivores and will 

eat almost anything. Where there is a suitable 

concentrated food supply they tend not to 

wander extensively, often staying within 20m 

of their nest, although they will forage further 

afield when food is scarcer. 

   Norway rats are usually active at night. If 

conditions are suitable they can breed 

throughout the year. In the mild conditions in 

cities, for example one female can produce 10 young, 10 times a year. 

To put that in perspective one rat is born every second in London or 

3,600 new rats every hour.

   Rats are generally neophobic, in other words they are very wary of 

new things and that can include bait boxes and the rodenticide baits 

they contain, making it essential to understand the rats biology and 

behaviour in order to gain control. 

Spotting the problem
!ere are several tell-tale signs of a rodent infestation.  First and 

foremost look out for droppings – rats average 40-50 droppings a day, 

each roughly 13-19mm in length.  In a large infestation a strong 

odour may be detected from the rodent’s urine.

   Nesting material such as shredded insulation, cardboard or paper is 

another indication as are signs of gnawing. You might also see 

evidence of rat runs – smear marks along skirting boards and around 

doors, footprints in the dust or corridors of flattened vegetation in the 

undergrowth outside buildings.

Keeping control
Whereas 15 or 20 years ago local authorities and water authorities 

undertook planned rodent control programmes, today activities to

control rats are largely driven by complaints. !is means control is 

fragmented so you cannot rely on someone else to solve the problem. 

Talk of plagues of rats taking over our towns and cities, gorging 

themselves on takeaway pizza and kebab leftovers, is the stuff of 

tabloid headlines and, of course, an exaggeration. But, as the saying 

goes ‘there’s no smoke without fire’. There is actually plenty of 

evidence to suggest that the number of rats in the UK is increasing, 

which is a trend that facilities and buildings managers ignore at their 

peril.
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Good housekeeping is essential:

Tidy up stored materials and locate 

them away from food areas

Minimise the attractiveness of food 

preparation areas by   

ensuring all food spillages are cleaned 

and that any gaps between cupboards or behind working surfaces into 

which particles of food may fall are cleaned regularly 

Store food products in rodent proof containers and inspect them 

regularly

Outdoors manage all waste disposal areas carefully. Rubbish 

should be kept in metal bins with close-fitting lids to prevent access by 

rodents

Keep vegetation around buildings short and tidy to expose rat 

runs and burrows, thus making rats more vulnerable to predators

Cut back on clutter around buildings such as piles of scrap wood, 

gathered leaves, boards, pipes and abandoned equipment where 

rodents can hide

Rats can squeeze through very small spaces. Within a building 

perfect harbourage areas include spaces between the floors and 

ceilings, behind skirting boards, ducts and conduits as well as timber 

and plastic casings to pipes and cables. To keep rodents from entering 

a building, fix and replace cracked or broken doors and windows and 

keep drains and drain covers in a good state of repair.

Getting professional help
Appointing a professional pest controller is often the best way of 

preventing an infestation in the first place. Good contractors will 

regularly inspect premises for you 

and recommend improvements in 

housekeeping and proofing measures. 

   Should the worst happen they will 

quickly be able to implement an 

effective control programme.  

   

It is essential however that the 

contractor appointed is suitably 

qualified and that is when it will pay 

to look out for the British Pest 

Control Association (BPCA) logo. 

   Simon Forrester, BPCA Chief 

Executive explains, “Contractors who are members of BPCA have to 

prove that they and their staff are professionally qualified. !ey must 

also hold adequate liability insurance and abide by the Association’s 

Codes of Practice against which they are regularly audited.”

  Mr Forrester adds  “Another aspect to ask about is whether they 

belong to the BASIS PROMPT scheme. !is scheme means that not 

only must staff hold a recognised industry qualification, but they must 

also keep their knowledge up-to-date.”

In the current economic climate, facilities management budgets can 

be the first to shrink, and you may be keen to cut your contractor 

costs. BPCA would strongly recommend this doesn't affect your pest 

control budget, as Mr Forrester advises, " When it comes to 

contractors, if you want a good pest control job to be done, cheap is 

not always best."

   A professional pest control company should be able to fully survey 

the premises, provide a quotation, detail the pests found, outline the 

treatments to be carried out and the frequency of visits required to 

keep premises pest-free. 

BPCA can help with:

- Designing effective pest control specifications

- Tendering: selection of a suitable company

- Drawing up contacts with your chosen supplier

- Pest control awareness training 

Find out more and search for a local BPCA member 

www.bpca.org.uk or call 01332 294 288.

“When it comes to contractors, if 

you want a good pest control job 

to be done, cheap is not always 

best!”
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