
Pests in New Zealand: Hedgehogs

Latin name: Erinaceus europaeus occidentalis

How Did They Get Here?
Hedgehogs were brought over to New Zealand by European 
colonists in the 1870s. Initially, they were introduced 
to help the colonists acclimatise to New Zealand by 
reminding them of home. Later imports were introduced 
in an attempt to control garden pests such as snails, 
slugs and grass grubs. 

Diet:
Hedgehogs are primarily insectivores. They have a big appetite 
and they prey on endangered species including giant snails, wētā and the Cromwell 
Chafer beetle. They also target eggs and chicks of ground-nesting bird species and 
are a threat to native skinks. It is possible that hedgehogs also have an impact on 
native frogs. They are known to eat introduced species of frog and their habitat 
overlaps with some New Zealand native species. 

What Do They Look Like?
The original European hedgehog was larger than those we now have in New Zealand. 
Hedgehogs in New Zealand don’t hibernate for as long as those in Europe and 
therefore do not need to reach sizes to help them survive long hibernations. They 
are greyish-brown in colour and are covered with spines over their back and sides. 
They can roll into a ball if threatened, presenting only their spines and protecting 
the vulnerable parts of their body.

Where Do They Live?
Hedgehogs are now established throughout New Zealand, except in extreme  
environments. Today hedgehogs are present in almost all habitats, including urban, 
rural, braided river and forest areas. The few areas they are not present in are 
inhospitable environments, such as above the permanent snow line and in the wettest 
parts of Fiordland. 
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Pests in New Zealand: Hedgehogs

Why Are They a Pest?
As well as other invertebrates, hedgehogs will eat 
native snail, slug and wētā species. Many of the 
species they target are endangered. They will also 
present a danger to skinks and ground-nesting 
bird species. 

Attempts at Control
Baited trapping is the most commonly used control 
method on public land. Homeowners are advised not 
to encourage hedgehogs by feeding them or creating 
burrows for them.

Other Issues
New Zealand hedgehogs can suffer from mange. 
Mange is a mite infestation that can be passed to dogs, cats and humans. They 
can also carry other zoonoses. 

Vocabulary
Zoonoses – diseases that can be passed from animals to humans.

Hibernation – a state of deep sleep that conserves energy over the winter when 
resources are low.

Invertebrates – animals that lack a backbone or internal skeleton system, includes 
many insects.

Inhospitable (environment) – harsh and difficult to live in.

Acclimatise – adjust to a change in conditions in the environment.

•  Hedgehogs hibernate in 
winter in rabbit burrows, 
under tree roots or in 
deep, dry leaf litter.

•  Males begin hibernation 
before females.

•  They find much of 
their food through their 
sense of smell.

Interesting Facts 
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1. Hedgehogs were initially introduced to New Zealand to... 

a. Provide an easy protein source for New Zealanders.

b. Harvest their spines for use in weapons.

c. Help the European settlers adjust to their new environment.  

2. Use the word bank below to fill in the missing information. 

ground-nesting habitat insectivores native endangered

Hedgehogs are primarily        . They have a big appetite and they prey on  
        species including giant snails, wētā and the Cromwell Chafer 
beetle. They also target eggs and chicks of         bird species and are 
a threat to native skinks. It is possible that hedgehogs also have an impact 
on         frogs. They are known to eat introduced species of frog and 
their         overlaps with some New Zealand native species. 

3. Write true or false next to the following statements: 

The original European hedgehog was larger than those we now have in 
New Zealand.

Hedgehogs in New Zealand hibernate for longer than those in Europe.

Hedgehogs will shoot their spines at a predator when threatened.

Hedgehogs can be found in many household gardens.

4. Why are hedgehogs considered a pest in New Zealand? 

                                                     

                                                     

                                                     

Comprehension Questions
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1. Hedgehogs were initially introduced to New Zealand to... 

a. Provide an easy protein source for New Zealanders.

b. Harvest their spines for use in weapons.

c. Help the European settlers adjust to their new environment.  

2. Use the word bank below to fill in the missing information. 

ground-nesting habitat insectivores native endangered

Hedgehogs are primarily insectivores. They have a big appetite and they prey on  
endangered species including giant snails, wētā and the Cromwell Chafer beetle. 
They also target eggs and chicks of ground-nesting bird species and are a threat 
to native skinks. It is possible that hedgehogs also have an impact on native 
frogs. They are known to eat introduced species of frog and their habitat overlaps 
with some New Zealand native species. 

3. Write true or false next to the following statements: 

The original European hedgehog was larger than those we now have in 
New Zealand.

Hedgehogs in New Zealand hibernate for longer than those in Europe.

Hedgehogs will shoot their spines at a predator when threatened.

Hedgehogs can be found in many household gardens.

4. Why are hedgehogs considered a pest in New Zealand? 

Because they prey on endangered native insects, chicks, eggs and skinks. 
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