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Taxonomy

Kingdom Phylum Class Order Family

Animalia Chordata Mammalia Rodentia Cricetidae

Scientific Name:  Cricetus cricetus (Linnaeus, 1758)

Regional Assessments:

• Mediterranean
• Europe

Common Name(s):

• English: Common Hamster, Black-bellied Hamster, European Hamster
• French: Grand Hamster
• Spanish; Castilian: Hámster Común
• Hungarian: Mezei hörcsög
• Polish: Chomik europejski
• Russian: обыкновенный хомяк

Taxonomic Notes:

The former separation into the Western subspecies Cricetus cricetus canescens is no longer valid due to

recent genetic studies (Neumann et al. 2004, 2005; Stefen 2013; Schroder et al. 2014). Several genetic

lineages exist within the species (Banaszek et al. 2010; Neumann et al. 2004, 2005).

Assessment Information

Red List Category & Criteria: Critically Endangered A3c ver 3.1

Year Published: 2020

Date Assessed: June 20, 2019

Justification:

This species is listed as Critically Endangered under criterion A3ac in view of the rapid decline in the

reproduction rate of the Common Hamster which indicates a suspected population reduction of 50% per

year throughout large portions of the species distribution (equivalent to a reduction of at least 99% over

the next ten years). This decline is ongoing and is likely to result in extinction of this species, projected

to occur within the period 2020-2050 if nothing changes.  The Common Hamster's range has declined in

almost all European countries. Local and regional extirpations and extinctions have occurred in 13

European countries and in both the European and Asiatic parts of Russia. These include nearly 67% of

the range states for this species. The decline does not affect only West European countries, but also

affects the global range with declines in Russia and the eastern part of its range evidenced. From the

previous assessment in 2016 there has been an estimated decline in the species area of occupancy of

226,835 km² and a 468,634 km² decline in its extent of occurrence.

Previously Published Red List Assessments

2016 – Least Concern (LC)
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2016-3.RLTS.T5529A22331184.en
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2008 – Least Concern (LC)
https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2008.RLTS.T5529A11273957.en

1996 – Lower Risk/least concern (LR/LC)

Geographic Range

Range Description:

Cricetus cricetus has a large global range, extending from Western Europe, through Central and Eastern

Europe, Russia and Kazakhstan, reaching as far East as the Yenisey river (Asian Russia). In Europe, it

occurs from Belgium, the Netherlands and Eastern France (Alsace) in the West to Russia in the East, and

from central Germany, Poland and Russia in the North to Bulgaria in the South (Panteleyev 1998,

Weinhold 1999). It is found from sea level to 650 m (Nechay 2000).

Country Occurrence:

Native, Extant (resident): Austria; Belarus; Belgium; Bulgaria; Czechia; France; Germany; Hungary;
Kazakhstan; Moldova; Netherlands; Poland; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia;
Switzerland; Ukraine

Native, Presence Uncertain: Bosnia and Herzegovina; China; Croatia; Georgia
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Distribution Map
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Population
Cricetus cricetus has undergone severe range and population declines in Western, Central and Eastern

Europe, and now has a highly fragmented distribution in these areas. The decline of the Common

Hamster's range and numbers covers its whole distribution range (see Surov et al. 2016 for detailed

analysis with maps). Extirpations and extinction on local and regional scales have occurred in a number

of countries including Belgium, The Netherlands, France, Austria, Germany, Poland, the Czech Republic,

Hungary, Slovakia, Ukraine, Belarus and Russia (Ambros et al. 2003, Bihari 2003, Demyanchik 2004,

Ziomek and Banaszek 2007, Tkadlec et al. 2012, Sidorov et al. 2011, Rusin et al. 2013, Surov et al. 2016).

The species is extinct in Switzerland (Hediger 1944, Mohr 1954, no recent records) and most probably in

Georgia, where it was present in one locality (Vinogradov and Gromov 1952, Bukhnikashvili and

Kandaurov 2004). To the best knowledge of the assessors, it was never present in Luxembourg which

was listed as country of occurrence in the previous assessment.

In general, decline was shown in each country where monitoring of the species was performed. The

relative occurrence of the Common Hamster before and after 1970 was compared in Russian, Belarus

and Ukrainian provinces, and Moldova. Before 1970, the Common Hamster was abundant in 28

provinces, common in 37 and rare in 20. Today, the species is abundant only in eight and common in 27

provinces, but it is rare in 42 and extinct in eight provinces. Moreover, the species' range is becoming or

is already fragmented, due to it vanishing from more than 75% of its range in Central and Eastern

Europe. There are only seven fragments in eastern part of the range where the species is common or

abundant: two are in Ukraine, one in Caucasus, two in Volga and Ural area and two in Siberia.

Nevertheless, the most important fact is that population decline and fragmentation in general concerns

the whole eastern range (Surov et al. 2016).

Current Population Trend:  Decreasing

Habitat and Ecology (see Appendix for additional information)

Its original habitat was fertile steppe and grassland, but it has successfully spread into a variety of

anthropogenic habitats including meadows, croplands (especially cereals), and field edges, road verges

and scrubby fallow areas on farms. In eastern parts of its range it is found quite often in gardens and

orchards, in close proximity to human habitation. It is more abundant in these man-made habitats than

it is in natural grassland. It prefers relatively deep, heavy soils, in which it digs extensive burrows. Its diet

mainly consists of the green parts of plants and seeds, supplemented by invertebrates and, occasionally,

small vertebrates. At high densities it is considered an agricultural pest in some areas (Nechay 2000).

Systems:  Terrestrial

Use and Trade
In the past the Common Hamsters were intensively used in fur trade. Tens of millions individuals were

harvested annually, but this hunting pressure had ended by 1970s in most of the species' range. Hunting

continues only in Hungary (on a very limited scale).

Threats (see Appendix for additional information)

The causes of the global decline are complex, are not fully understood yet, and there are many
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hypotheses attempting to explain the breakdown of the species. Research to identify the most

important factors driving this decline is urgently needed.  The decline in Western Europe has been

attributed to a combination of persecution and agricultural intensification. Habitat loss and

fragmentation due to intensive building of industrial estates, alongside the improvement of road

networks and infrastructure, are severely disturbing natural population dynamics and lead to highly

endangered “island populations”.  Habitat fragmentation also causes loss of genetic diversity (Banaszek

et al. 2011; Banaszek and Ziomek 2012; La Haye et al. 2012; Neuman et al. 2004, 2005; Reiners et al.

2014). Agricultural intensification—specifically the loss of perennial crops, the lack of crop diversity,

large scale monocultural farming, and the use of pesticides—are suspected to have a negative impact.

Moreover, it was shown in Alsace that body mass of the hamsters at emergence from hibernation

decreased by 20% in the last 70 years. It was suggested that maize monocultures and climate change

have such adverse effects on body mass (Tissier et al. 2016).

The current change in agricultural practices in Central and Eastern Europe is a real threat in the near

future (Hegyeli et al. 2015). In former times, Common Hamster was trapped and poisoned to prevent

damage to crops. The hamsters were also trapped for the fur trade (Nechay 2000). A recent analysis of

reproduction parameters revealed a global decrease in the number of litters, embryos and newborns to

such an extent that the populations potentially might shrink by 50% each year. The reasons for

reproduction breakdown most probably are related to climate change, light pollution, or fur trapping in

the past (Surov et al. 2016).  Light pollution is an often underestimated threat. It acts on the physiology

and behaviour of the species through endocrine and neurobiological processes which affect, amongst

others, reproduction in birds and mammals (for a review see Navara and Nelson 2007, Gaston et al.

2013). For the Common Hamster there is not only a spatial coincidence between highly light polluted

areas and areas with the strongest decline but also a temporal coincidence between the period of

decline and increasing light intensities (Surov et al. 2016). Moreover, light exposure during only two

winter nights shifted the onset of its reproductive phase by 3-4 weeks (Monecke et al. 2010). The fact

that, nevertheless, some populations are doing quite well in a few cities is not a contradiction: good

food availability and rain-sheltered areas within a town might override the negative effect of light

pollution in these populations.

Conservation Actions (see Appendix for additional information)

The species is listed on Appendix II of the Bern Convention and Annex IV of the EU Habitats and Species

Directive. Specific conservation recommendations to improve the status of the species in Western

Europe are detailed in Stubbe and Stubbe (1998), Nechay (2000), Weinhold (2009) and various other

authors. These focus on subsidizing farmers to manage agricultural habitats appropriately, to restore key

habitat elements, such as lucerne fields, offering cover and food after harvest, and minimizing the use of

pesticides.

In recent years reintroductions have been carried out in France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany

and this conservation measure seems the most successful so far as it stops local population decrease.

The Standing Committee of the Bern Convention adopted an action plan for the conservation of the

European Hamster in 2009 (Weinhold 2009), recommending the urgent need to update population data

and trends in the Eastern part of the range as well as the preparation of protection plans in those

countries. Conservation measures are currently carried out and monitoring of population trends takes

place regularly only in Western Europe (Belgium, France, The Netherlands, Germany and Austria). These
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are four out of 18 countries belonging to the range of Cricetus cricetus where it is extant. Monitoring of

the species was performed in several other countries (i.e., in Poland, Czech Republic and Ukraine,

partially in Belarus, Slovakia, Romania and Russia). Monitoring is urgently needed in remaining range

countries. Conservation plans should also be developed for most of the countries from this species'

range; such a national plan is currently under development in Poland.
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Appendix

Habitats
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

Habitat Season Suitability
Major
Importance?

3. Shrubland -> 3.4. Shrubland - Temperate - Suitable -

4. Grassland -> 4.4. Grassland - Temperate - Suitable -

14. Artificial/Terrestrial -> 14.1. Artificial/Terrestrial - Arable Land - Suitable -

14. Artificial/Terrestrial -> 14.2. Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland - Marginal -

14. Artificial/Terrestrial -> 14.4. Artificial/Terrestrial - Rural Gardens - Marginal -

14. Artificial/Terrestrial -> 14.5. Artificial/Terrestrial - Urban Areas - Marginal -

Use and Trade
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

End Use Local National International

Wearing apparel, accessories Yes No No

Research Yes No No

Fibre Yes No No

Threats
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

Threat Timing Scope Severity Impact Score

1. Residential & commercial development -> 1.1.
Housing & urban areas

Ongoing Majority (50-
90%)

Unknown Unknown

2. Agriculture & aquaculture -> 2.1. Annual &
perennial non-timber crops -> 2.1.1. Shifting
agriculture

Ongoing Whole (>90%) Very rapid
declines

High impact: 9

Stresses: 1. Ecosystem stresses -> 1.2. Ecosystem degradation

2. Species Stresses -> 2.3. Indirect species effects

2. Agriculture & aquaculture -> 2.1. Annual &
perennial non-timber crops -> 2.1.3. Agro-industry
farming

Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

2. Agriculture & aquaculture -> 2.3. Livestock farming
& ranching -> 2.3.3. Agro-industry grazing, ranching
or farming

Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown
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4. Transportation & service corridors -> 4.1. Roads &
railroads

Ongoing Whole (>90%) Causing/could
cause fluctuations

Medium
impact: 7

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.1. Species mortality

5. Biological resource use -> 5.1. Hunting & trapping
terrestrial animals -> 5.1.1. Intentional use (species is
the target)

Past,
unlikely to
return

Whole (>90%) Very rapid
declines

Past impact

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.1. Species mortality

2. Species Stresses -> 2.2. Species disturbance

2. Species Stresses -> 2.3. Indirect species effects

5. Biological resource use -> 5.1. Hunting & trapping
terrestrial animals -> 5.1.2. Unintentional effects
(species is not the target)

Ongoing Minority (50%) Negligible declines Low impact: 4

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.1. Species mortality

2. Species Stresses -> 2.2. Species disturbance

2. Species Stresses -> 2.3. Indirect species effects

5. Biological resource use -> 5.1. Hunting & trapping
terrestrial animals -> 5.1.3. Persecution/control

Ongoing Majority (50-
90%)

Very rapid
declines

High impact: 8

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.1. Species mortality

2. Species Stresses -> 2.2. Species disturbance

2. Species Stresses -> 2.3. Indirect species effects

9. Pollution -> 9.3. Agricultural & forestry effluents ->
9.3.3. Herbicides and pesticides

Ongoing Majority (50-
90%)

Unknown Unknown

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.2. Species disturbance

9. Pollution -> 9.6. Excess energy -> 9.6.1. Light
pollution

Ongoing Minority (50%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.2. Species disturbance

11. Climate change & severe weather -> 11.1. Habitat
shifting & alteration

Ongoing Unknown Unknown Unknown

Stresses: 2. Species Stresses -> 2.1. Species mortality

2. Species Stresses -> 2.3. Indirect species effects

Conservation Actions in Place
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

Conservation Action in Place

In-place species management

Successfully reintroduced or introduced benignly: Yes

Conservation Actions Needed
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

Conservation Action Needed

1. Land/water protection -> 1.2. Resource & habitat protection

2. Land/water management -> 2.1. Site/area management
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Conservation Action Needed

2. Land/water management -> 2.3. Habitat & natural process restoration

3. Species management -> 3.2. Species recovery

3. Species management -> 3.3. Species re-introduction -> 3.3.1. Reintroduction

3. Species management -> 3.4. Ex-situ conservation -> 3.4.1. Captive breeding/artificial propagation

3. Species management -> 3.4. Ex-situ conservation -> 3.4.2. Genome resource bank

4. Education & awareness -> 4.1. Formal education

4. Education & awareness -> 4.3. Awareness & communications

5. Law & policy -> 5.1. Legislation -> 5.1.1. International level

5. Law & policy -> 5.1. Legislation -> 5.1.2. National level

5. Law & policy -> 5.1. Legislation -> 5.1.3. Sub-national level

5. Law & policy -> 5.2. Policies and regulations

5. Law & policy -> 5.3. Private sector standards & codes

5. Law & policy -> 5.4. Compliance and enforcement -> 5.4.1. International level

5. Law & policy -> 5.4. Compliance and enforcement -> 5.4.2. National level

6. Livelihood, economic & other incentives -> 6.4. Conservation payments

6. Livelihood, economic & other incentives -> 6.5. Non-monetary values

Research Needed
(http://www.iucnredlist.org/technical-documents/classification-schemes)

Research Needed

1. Research -> 1.2. Population size, distribution & trends

1. Research -> 1.3. Life history & ecology

1. Research -> 1.5. Threats

1. Research -> 1.6. Actions

2. Conservation Planning -> 2.1. Species Action/Recovery Plan

2. Conservation Planning -> 2.2. Area-based Management Plan

3. Monitoring -> 3.1. Population trends

3. Monitoring -> 3.4. Habitat trends

Additional Data Fields
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Distribution

Estimated area of occupancy (AOO) (km²): 7695614

Continuing decline in area of occupancy (AOO): Yes

Estimated extent of occurrence (EOO) (km²): 8426035

Continuing decline in extent of occurrence (EOO): Yes

Lower elevation limit (m): 0

Upper elevation limit (m): 650

Population

Population severely fragmented: No

Habitats and Ecology

Generation Length (years): 1.28
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