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Rodent monitoring and control outdoors: What do 
you do when ‘outdoors’ no longer exists! 

 
Introduction 
 
The routine use of rodent baits within food factories has declined in recent years, driven primarily by 
food industry standards, and largely for reasons relating to food safety. Although reduced, the use of 
rodenticide outside, as part of a monitoring and control programme, is still part of many pest control 
contracts. It has been known for some time that the use of rodenticide in this way increases the risk 
of rodenticide exposure in non-target rodent species, which are, in turn, preyed on by such species 
as barn owls, kestrels and red kites. Residues of anticoagulant rodenticides are widespread in such 
species. 
 
As part of a review of the use of the second generation anticoagulant rodenticides (SGARs), 
instigated as a direct result of the European Biocidal Products Regulations, and carried out by the 
Health and Safety Executive (HSE), product labels for rodenticide products authorised for use in the 
UK are about to change, particularly with regard to their use ‘outdoors’. For rodent control purposes 
‘Outdoors’ will soon cease to exist. 
 
To ensure continued availability of SGARs, the HSE required the pest control industry to develop a 
Stewardship Regime. This Stewardship Regime has been led by the Campaign for Responsible 
Rodenticide Use (CRRU), in conjunction with other stakeholders and interested parties. The UK SGAR 
Stewardship Regime is intended to provide assurances to the HSE that professional use rodenticides 
are used by trained persons, in an appropriate way and that, consequently, exposure of wildlife to 
these compounds is reduced. 
 
To help guide the pest control industry CRRU have published a document “Best practice and 
guidance for rodent control and safe use of rodenticides”, which can be downloaded from the  
CRRU website:  
 
The code of best practice is a comprehensive document, which highlights the need for a ‘risk 
hierarchy’ to be used when deciding rodent control strategies.   
 
It should be clearly understood by all users of SGARs, and by those clients who engage the services of 
such users, that failure to adopt the code could result in prosecution, or ultimately, the loss of SGARs 
as a tool for rodent control. Furthermore, under the Stewardship scheme SGAR residues in wildlife 
will be monitored and, should levels not reduce, further restrictions on use are likely, with major 
implications from the viewpoint of both users of these products, and clients for pest control services. 
 
  

Label changes 
 
As you would expect, rodenticide product labels are changing in some very important ways. At this 
time (March 2015) new labels are not yet available, but we expect these to appear within the next 
month or two. 
 
Previously, depending on the rodenticide active ingredient, labels stipulated that the product was 
approved only for use indoors, or that it could be used both indoors and outdoors. Due to the 
perceived risk to wildlife if used externally, three of the most toxic SGARs (brodifacoum, 
flocoumafen and difethialone) were restricted to indoor use only.  

http://www.thinkwildlife.org/
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To bring the UK into line with the rest of Europe this distinction is disappearing. In future, these 
three active ingredients will be permitted for use outdoors, but only where the manufacturer has 
obtained the appropriate approval, which we understand is planned, at least for some of these 
active ingredients. Where such approval has not been obtained the product would only be approved 
for use indoors, with indoors defined as: 
 
Situations where the bait is placed within a building or other enclosed structure and where the target 
is living or feeding predominantly within that building or structure; and behind closed doors. If rodents 
living outside a building can move freely to where the bait is laid within the building, then products 
restricted to use indoors should NOT be used. Open barns or buildings and tamper-resistant bait 
stations placed in open areas are not classified as indoors. However, sewers or closed drains are 
considered to be ‘indoors situations’. 

 
The term ‘Outdoors’ will no longer appear on product labels. Instead the use of rodenticide products 
outdoors will be covered by the terms “In and around buildings”, or ‘Open areas’. The former is 
defined as: 
 
‘In and around buildings’ shall be understood as the building itself, and the area around the building 
that needs to be treated in order to deal with the infestation of the building. This would cover uses in 
sewer system or ships but not in waste dumps or open areas such as farmlands, parks or golf 
courses. 

 

‘Open areas’ is, unfortunately, not clearly defined. However, it is understood that such areas would 
typically include urban, suburban or rural spaces that are not directly associated with a building. 
 

 
Consequences 
 
What is very clear from the CRRU Code or Best Practice is that, before any rodenticide is used, it will 
be necessary to consider alternative control measures, and to carry out a suitable environmental risk 
assessment.   
 
Whilst some sites undoubtedly experience regular external rodent activity, or can reasonably expect 
to do so, there are undoubtedly many sites that have had little or no history of such activity, yet 
which still have bait stations containing rodenticide sited all around their perimeter walls and 
fencelines. There are several reasons for this, not least the fact that contractors regard external baits 
as a means of generating additional income from the sale, and subsequent service of the bait 
stations. Lack of pest control experience and training on the part of the pest control technician can 
also be important.  
 
However, perhaps the main reason why such baits are still sited is the fact that clients, and their 
auditors, still expect them to be present. With the creation of the SGAR Stewardship Regime, the 
change in rodenticide product labels and the publication of the CRRU UK Code of Best Practice, the 
routine use of SGARs externally to monitor and control rodent activity will have to change. 
 
Assuming that customers for pest control, particularly those manufacturing or selling food products, 
require rodent monitoring and control capability around the outside of their buildings, then greater 
consideration will have to be given to how this may be achieved without routinely resorting to 
rodenticides. How this might be achieved is outlined in the Code of Best Practice as ‘The Risk 
Hierarchy’. 
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The Risk Hierarchy 
 
Environmental modification 
First and foremost, before any rodenticide product is used there must be an assessment of the site, 
with a view to changing or managing the environment such that it is made less attractive to rodent 
populations. The customer must remember that rodent control is not the sole responsibility of the 
pest controller. 
 
The photos below highlight contrasting examples of contrasting external rodent control issues and 
practices: 
 

       
 
The first photograph is clearly a problem site; dense undergrowth close to buildings will encourage 
rodents to venture close. The site would clearly be responsible for clearing this vegetation before 
any rodenticide could be applied by the pest controller. However, were rats already established, 
then a baiting programme in advance of any undergrowth clearance would probably be both 
advisable and justified, as disturbing the environment first would probably result in the rat 
population scattering. In such a situation it is essential that undergrowth clearance happens once 
the control programme is completed. 
 
The second photo illustrates a well maintained site, where everything has been done to reduce the 
risk of rodent activity around the perimeter of the building, reducing the requirement for excessive 
monitoring. Despite this there has been over-reliance on external bait stations, perhaps due to site 
insistence, or an over-enthusiastic pest control salesman. 
 
It should be remembered that most sites do NOT actually have endemic rodent problems around the 
outside of the buildings. If such problems do exist then, very often, there is something wrong with 
regard to:  
 

 External hygiene 

 Refuse control 

 Storage of redundant plant 

 Vegetation close to buildings 

 Defective proofing of the external walls 

 Broken ground surface close to the building. 
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In such situations environmental modification is a major, sometimes complete, part of the solution. It 
is certainly the solution when considering the longer-term strategy for maintaining a rodent-free 
status. 
 

Alternative monitoring and control options 
 
Irrespective of whether or not there is a rodent problem, it is a sensible precaution to have a 
monitoring system of some description in place. Given that toxic bait has been the traditional 
approach but is no longer routinely permitted, what are the non-toxic options and, very importantly, 
what else needs to be considered, when a move is made to using such techniques? 
 
Non-toxic feeding stations 
A food material, or non-toxic food blocks (which are essentially a rodenticide bait containing 
everything except the active ingredient) can directly replace rodenticide blocks in the external bait 
stations. This approach demonstrates that pro-active monitoring of external rodent activity is still 
taking place, as the routine inspection of such feeding stations requires that the pest control 
technician inspect the external perimeter as part of their dating or barcode scanning regime.  
 
Like toxic bait blocks, non toxic indicator blocks tend to be very attractive to slugs and insects, and 
also tend to be easily damaged by moisture. Perhaps more concerning though is that they are 
actually a food source, so may attract foraging rodents into an environment where they may then 
find harbourage close to, or access into, the building.  
 
Trapping stations 
The use of break back traps in external monitoring boxes for long term monitoring has several 
disadvantages. First, what type of trap should be installed? A mouse trap is not likely to catch a rat 
and a rat trap is not likely to catch a mouse (although instances of both have been observed).  
 
Second, there is a risk that non-target wildlife, such as water voles, squirrels, small birds, toads or 
native snakes, (all of which have been encountered in bait stations) could be injured or killed. Many 
of these are protected by law.  
 
Third, once sprung the trap is ineffective. 
 
Overall, the use of break-back traps in external bait boxes is probably best exploited when dealing 
with known infestations; that is when regular follow up inspections are being carried out. Extreme 
care should be taken when protected species are likely to be present. 
 
Tracking boards 
The use of tracking dusts, some of which fluoresce under UV light, is a widely used technique for 
monitoring rodent movement. This technique is generally employed indoors, as wind and rain are 
likely to disturb or dampen the dust outdoors. However, there are alternatives that can be used 
outdoors, with tracking boards, typically consisting of fine sand, offering one option.  
 
Such techniques are widely used for ecological surveys of small mammals, but we are not aware of 
them being used at the moment in commercial pest control. This may well change, and we may see 
ready-to-use products of this type appearing on the market in coming years. 
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Electronic/ remote monitoring 
Although still a rarity, remote monitoring systems are appearing on the market. Most have been 
designed primarily to aid the monitoring of internal rodent activity, with a little thought these 
systems also have the capacity to monitor external areas. 
 
These systems potentially allow external rodent activity to be monitored remotely on a real-time 
basis, 24 hours a day. By collecting intelligence on external rodent movements, appropriate control 
measures can be put in place. 
 
Inspection frequency 
Irrespective of the non-toxic monitoring approach employed, if the inspection frequency remains at 
4 or 6- weekly (the most frequent interval that we encounter), then there is a risk that rodent 
activity will go undetected or uncontrolled. More frequent inspection (some of which might perhaps 
be done by site personnel) would ideally be required to identify any significant external rodent 
activity associated with the building fabric. When such activity is identified or deemed a threat to 
public or food safety, an environmental risk assessment should be completed and the use of toxic 
baits considered. 
 
Like any aspect of a pest control contract the frequency of external inspection will need to be 
determined by risk assessment. One glove does not fit all, and this is where national pest control 
contracts are often deficient, as contracts will specify a set number of routine visits for the entire 
contract portfolio, usually based on price per visit rather than known or anticipated pest activity and 
risk to the business. 
 

 
Summary 
 
A move to a non-toxic external rodent monitoring system requires much thought. In many respects, 
it is easiest to reach a decision around those sites with known rodent problems, as a risk assessment 
may well justify rodenticide use, albeit on a temporary or regularly reviewed basis. However, 
environmental considerations mean that pest control contractor and site personnel MUST give 
consideration to manipulation of the environment. The changes to product labels that will result 
from the Stewardship scheme discussed earlier mean that pest control contractors will simply NOT 
be allowed to use rodenticides in the way that they traditionally have. 
 
It might be more appropriate to use non-toxic monitors or traps, and to routinely inspect them more 
frequently, possibly on a weekly basis? This will almost inevitably require the client and pest control 
contractor to work more closely together, probably with both having responsibilities for inspecting 
such devices, something that we are increasingly seeing for indoor rodent monitoring. 
Documentation systems will need to be adapted to accommodate such practices. 
 
All environments and circumstances are unique, and it is vital that the decision reached when 
implementing or modifying a rodent monitoring programme ‘outdoors’ is informed by the history 
and status of the site, as well as its location and geography. It MUST be recognised that, in the 
future, rodenticide use will only be permitted in response to a known problem, and when used, will be 
subject to regular review to justify any prolonged use. 
 
 
For further advice and guidance please contact: 
Dr John Simmons, Acheta Consulting Ltd, Church View, Front Street,  
Churchill, North Somerset, BS25 5NB, UK 
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Mobile 07855-944049 
 
John.simmons@acheta.co.uk 

 

This document was produced by Dr John Simmons and Chris Swindells of Acheta Consulting Ltd and is intended as guidance only. Every 

effort has been made to ensure that all information provided is correct. Acheta Consulting Ltd excludes all liability that you may suffer or 

incur arising out of the use of this guidance, save where such liability arises because of the negligence of Acheta Consulting Ltd. 
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