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Hedgehogs in warmer climatic zones appear to be able to manage quite
well without hibernating. The descendants of European hedgehogs
acclimatised in New Zealand only seem to hibernate for short periods
in July and August. Even in Britain, if there is enough food and the
air temperature is not too low, hedgehogs need not hibernate. This
applies especially to those that may be kept indoors through winter e.g. youngsters found in autumn, weighing less than 450gms (1lb) and
thus being vulnerable to problems during and just after hibernation.

Because hedgehogs are immobile during hibernation they are very
vulnerable to climate and disturbance. Hence, the need for protective
hibernacula. They are also at particular risk if the air temperature falls
too low (e.g. below freezing point ice crystals may form in their blood).
If the environment cools below this temperature, their body functions
have to “switch on” again and this may rouse the animal to activity.

Usually, hibernation ends about mid-March to early-April but this may
vary in years with exceptional weather conditions and from one to
another.

If the mechanisms of hibernation could be applied to humans, perhaps
astronauts and other explorers could make long duration expeditions
without having to carry large quantities of food. Since, during hibernation, physical damage is less traumatic to an animal’s body, there is
also medical interest in hibernation as a way of improving the tolerance of human bodies to major surgical operations.

For further reading on hedgehogs we highly recommend these excellent
books: ‘Hedgehogs’ by Dr Pat Morris*, ‘Hedgehog Rehabilitation’ by
Kay Bullen* and ‘A Prickly Affair’ by Hugh Warwick*.
* are available from The British Hedgehog Preservation Society, and
can be ordered by phone or found in our online shop at
www.britishhedgehogs.org.uk
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