
I usually ask this very question when I am giving
talks and invariably, I have the knee jerk shout of
“SIZE!”.
Well, you’re not wrong, but if mice got to the size
of adult rats it would certainly make our profession
a little more interesting. 
Yet there is a moment where a juvenile rat will
become independent of its mother and for a couple
of days this rat will be the same size as an adult
mouse or at the very least indistinguishable from
one as it streaks past your feet. So if this window
of overlap is so fleeting, why make a point about
such a nuance? It is because rats and mice are both
remarkably similar, whilst simultaneously being
worlds apart.
Both rats and mice are rodents, they share a similar
dentition which itself leads to several key
behavioural traits, such as their propensity for
gnawing (the word Rodere deriving literally from
the Latin word meaning ‘to gnaw’). Both species
are also phenomenally adaptable, adjusting to life
anywhere in the world, especially if there are
humans nearby. In fact, brown rats and house mice
are so intractable with humans they are often
referred to as commensal, which means, 

‘to eat from mans table’. 
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Both rats and mice have highly specialised senses,
the most potent of which is the sense (or senses) of
smell. 
This allows them not only to orientate themselves
within their environment, but also to communicate
to one another complex pieces of information, such
as age, sexual maturity, stress and individual
recognition through specialized markers in their
urine and saliva (as a side note, this is not a great
ice breaker at a party). 
Yet despite all their commonalities, rats and mice
are very different beasts.
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The Brown Rat, or common rat, is the most well-
known rat species and the most common pest rat
species in Europe. 
Brown rats exhibit a behavioural trait known as
neophobia, which means they have a literal fear of
new objects. They are very habitual in their nature,
moving along the same routes and feeding from
the same locations whenever they can. 
When a new object does enters their environment,
they will ignore it until such a time they consider it
to be safe. As a result of this they tend to live near
to humans, but often not immediately next to them.  
They will dig burrows underneath buildings or in
earthen embankments, allowing them access to
stores of food and water, but allowing them to
remain separate from us. This means that rats are
often found in sewer and drainage systems and will
regularly utilised these subterranean pathways to
gain covert access to buildings through cracked or
poorly planned pipework.
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Mice, or specifically the House Mouse, is a
comparably small, grey/brown rodent which is
very inquisitive. They are fantastic climbers and
explorers, exhibiting little to no neophobia, leading
them to live immediately next to and alongside
humans. Their behaviour is sporadic, feeding from
multiple feeding locations in a single night (some
studies claiming at many as 100 discrete locations
each night). 
They will, like all rodents urinate constantly and
this coupled with their habit of defecating where
they feed, means they can become serious vectors
of disease when they get into stores of human
food.
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