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How rodent activity has become rampant during the  

COVID-19 lock down 
Stephen L. Doggett

In the last few months, the media has been 
flooded by reports of increased rodent 
activity. It appears that the COVID-19 lock 

down has forced rats and mice out of areas such 
as shopping centres, markets, dining areas, and 
other locations, in an effort to hunt for new food 
sources.

Let’s take a world tour and examine some of 
the reports of the increase in rodent numbers 
around the globe.

Sydney, Australia (4/Apr); The City of Sydney rat 
catching team captured double the number 
of rodents during March compared with 
February. It is estimated that the largest city 
of Australia has a population of 500 to 1,000 
million rats. There have been increasing reports 
of rodents in suburban areas and baiting has 
had to increase by more than double (www.
thechronicle.com.au/news/covid-19-leads-to-
rat-explosion/3989127/). 

USA (5/Apr); in New Orleans rat started to be 
seen in the French Quarter on the streets, the 
main tourist sector for the town. In Seattle, rats 
have been seen wrestling during broad daylight 
in public parks (www.nationalgeographic.co.uk/
animals/2020/04/rats-come-out-of-hiding-
lockdowns-eliminate-urban-trash). 

Bankok, Thailand (11/Apr); with night curfews in 

place to fight the spread of COVID-19, rats are 
increasingly venturing out into the streets. With 
less in-house dining occurring, there has been 
a smaller build-up of rubbish around dining 
establishments, and this has pushed the rodents 
to become less wary (www.saudigazette.com.sa/
article/591762/World/Mena/Rats-take-over-the-
streets-of-Bangkok). 

New Jersey, USA (11/Apr); in the state of New 
Jersey, rats are being spotted more frequently 
on the streets. The lack of food in bins is forcing 
the pesky rodents to venture further for their 
nightly meal (www.nj.com/coronavirus/2020/04/
first-coronavirus-now-rats-why-hungry-rodents-
are-heading-for-homes.html). 

New York, USA (14/Apr); with the reduction in 
food supplies with the closures of restaurants 
and other food services, rodent populations are 
becoming more aggressive leading to infighting 
and even killing each other. The losers are 
then food for the winning rats; cannibalism is 
currently rife in the rodent community (www.
foxnews.com/science/starving-cannibal-rats-
march-coronavirus-pandemic). 

Chicago, USA (17/Apr); see images of rodent 
control activity during the COVID-19 lockdown 
(http://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/
ct-viz-coronavirus-chicago-rats-photos-
20200418-gfyoh6d5rbdqtjrnqfwncct774-
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photogallery.html). 

Auckland, New Zealand (18/Apr); pest control 
services in New Zealand were deemed a non-
essential services during the lock down. This 
by many considered an unfortunate decisions, 
especially considering the impacts of rats on 
native wildlife. With the lack of control coupled 
with a bumper seed production crop, rodent 
numbers have surged. Without professional 
services, people have had to undertake 
trapping themselves. There is an aim to wipe 
out all rodents in the country by 2050 and 
the COVID-19 epidemic and consequently 
increase in rat numbers, may make this ambition 
difficult to achieve (www.theguardian.com/
environment/2020/apr/18/boom-time-for-new-
zealands-rats-as-lockdown-gives-them-free-rein-
in-cities-aoe).   

Toronto, Canada (28/Apr); while pests such as 
bed bugs and cockroaches have been on the 
decline with the COVISD-19 lockdown, rats are 
thriving. Calls for rodent services had increased 
by 20-25% (www.cbc.ca/news/canada/
toronto/seeing-more-rats-in-toronto-during-
the-pandemic-pest-control-experts-explain-
why-1.5545766). 

Perth, Australia (30/April); rats are commonly 
being seen during broad daylight in the 
suburbs around Perth. This rodent behaviour 
was atypical and not seen before. Local pest 
managers are stating that they had seen an 
unusually high number of rodent reports for this 
time of the year. The worst hit areas were the 
older suburbs with well-established gardens, 
which presumably are providing nice homes 
for the rodents (www.msn.com/en-au/news/
australia/the-coronavirus-rat-plague-rodents-
are-invading-peoples-homes-because-there-
are-no-bins-to-raid-at-closed-restaurants-and-
cafes/ar-BB13pwqq). 

Baltimore, USA (30/April); pest exterminators 
claimed that rat numbers have doubled during 
the lock down. As per elsewhere, it was claimed 
that the rodents moved from the restaurants 
to the suburbs. One pest controller claimed 
that fewer people were placing rubbish on 
the streets and the cleaner city is leading 
rodents to enter the home in search for food 

(http://www.baltimoresun.com/coronavirus/
bs-md-coronavirus-rats-baltimore-20200429-
blx2uheydzcdlm57xqi5lcaqby-story.html).  

Gross Point Farms, USA (30/April); with a 
reduction in rubbish in dumpsters around 
restaurants, rodents have had to search far and 
wide for new food sources, becoming more 
commonly seen. An increase of 38% in rodent 
calls were recorded during March and April, 
compared with the previous year. Rats are also 
being encountered more often in the home 
(www.grossepointenews.com/articles/rodent-
problems-are-an-issue-during-stay-at-home-
order/). 

Wales, UK (1/May); dozens of rats entering 
homes have been reported with some families 
being scared to go to sleep at night. Some 
people claim that they can hear the sound of 
scratching from the walls, with rodents invading 
homes and the noise of the rats are keeping 
them awake. One women claimed that she 
spotted 25 rats in her garden shed (www.thesun.
co.uk/news/11525461/rats-invade-homes-sleep-
gardens-during-lockdown/). 

New York, USA (1/May); reports emerged of rats 
being seen on garbage piles throughout the city. 
The Mayor responded to the increased rodent 
problem by saying “we’re gonna fight it back”. 
However with the numbers of COVID-19 cases 
peaking during April, all available resources 
were poured into fighting the pandemic (www.
pix11.com/news/coronavirus/mayor-says-city-
wont-let-rat-problem-get-out-of-hand). 

Marlow, UK (2/May); rats had been seen by local 
residents roaming the streets. People during the 
lock down started putting food out for the local 
bird populations, which was quickly exploited 
by the local rodents (www.bucksfreepress.co.uk/
news/18421553.people-react-rats-spotted-two-
marlows-streets/). 

New York, USA (2/May); reports of rats living 
in engine bays became increasingly common 
during the lock down. The major issue is that 
the rodents would gnaw through electrical 
leads causing systems to fail (www.motor1.com/
news/419575/check-engine-rats-ny-times/). 
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Edinburgh, Scotland (3/May); comes the news 
that rodents where entering people’s homes 
and feasting on candles. Others reports noted a 
rise in rodents around ponds where people feed 
the ducks and other water birds. At the same 
time, pest controllers were unable to undertake 
any treatments due to the lock down laws 
(www.edinburghlive.co.uk/news/edinburgh-
news/desperate-edinburgh-rats-sneaking-
city-18191954).

Stratford-upon-Avon, UK (3/May); from the home 
town of Shakespeare himself, rodents were 
seen to gang up on a white swan while the bird 
was trying to sleep. There were food scraps on 
the swan’s nests and the pesky rodents made 
repeated attempts to grab the few morsels, 
eventually wearing out the feathered beast.  A 
video of the swan defending its nest can be seen 
here: https://youtu.be/m1OXG_dGIB4. 

Rome, Italy (3/May); not only had rodents 
become short of food, so had seagulls during 
the lock down period. However, with rats 
becoming less cautious in their search for food, 
seagulls are now hunting the rodents (www.
foxnews.com/science/rome-seagulls-hunt-rats-
pigeons). 

Wales, UK (3/May); with the lock down and 
a decline in government services, waste 
had started to pile up outside of homes 
and businesses. As a consequence, rodent 
populations have exploded and more than 
half of the pest managers in the area reported 
a rodent increase (www.dailypost.co.uk/
news/north-wales-news/rat-numbers-surge-
lockdown-sparks-18188490).   

Thunder Bay, Canada (4/May); local council 
workers claimed that while visual sightings of 
rats were up during early May, overall numbers 
of rodents were not higher. This suggested that 
the rodents had moved out of one area, into 
another (www.chroniclejournal.com/news/
local/hungry-rats-roaming-to-find-food/article_
f06a4b54-8a93-11ea-bd3b-178e51805298.html). 

Fiji (4/May); a family that was placed into 
quarantine under government orders, had all 
their food eaten by rodents while in lock down. 
The parents both lost their jobs during the 

pandemic and had to call for charitable support 
(https://fijisun.com.fj/2020/05/04/family-
requests-help-after-rodents-ate-food-during-
quarantine/).

United Kingdom (4/May); a survey by the British 
Pest Control Association found an increase of 
51% in rat activity and 41% in mice activity 
during the lock down. With so many sites being 
closed down, rats had become more visible in 
their desperate search for food (www.express.
co.uk/news/uk/1277588/rats-mice-coronavirus-
lockdown-British-Pest-Control-Association). 

Manchester City, UK (5/May); reports from the city 
centre suggests that rodent numbers had more 
than doubled. This followed on from a period 
of an ongoing rise in rat infestations over the 
years 2015-2019. Some residents in the Northern 
Quarter claimed that their buildings had 
become “rat palaces”, with one resident claiming 
a rat had even crawled into their bedroom 
window (www.mancunianmatters.co.uk/
content/050578819-revealed-rat-infestations-
more-double-manchester-city-centre).

Baltimore, USA (5/May); pest managers reported 
an increase in house calls during the COVID-19 
lockdown. With a decrease in rubbish from 
restaurants, the rodents moved into the suburbs 
(www.wmar2news.com/news/region/baltimore-
city/exterminator-says-hes-receiving-more-
house-calls-for-rodent-infestation-since-stay-at-
home-order-was-announced).

Pittsburgh, USA (6/May); with the waste shortage 
due to the closure of food services and other 
non-essential businesses, rats have been 
forced into cannibalism (https://triblive.com/
local/regional/rats-are-eating-each-other-in-
pittsburgh-amid-waste-shortage-caused-by-
coronavirus-closures/).  

Noida, India (14/May); with many offices, 
warehouses, and factories having been 
shut for over seven weeks, rodents have 
invaded the premises. With no pest control 
being undertaken, workers returning to the 
warehouses are finding stocks damaged, 
electrical wiring chewed through, and some 
stocks completely destroyed. Some traders 
are requesting that they have the opportunity 
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to sanitize their store a few days before the 
lockdown orders are eased (https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/city/noida/shut-for-seven-
weeks-stores-face-rat-attack-traders-body-say-
losses-huge/articleshow/75727029.cms).   

Dublin, Ireland (14/May); warnings are that rats 
are starting to take over empty buildings during 
the lock down. When the food sources are down, 
rodents will go into the buildings for shelter and 
warmth. This could be an issue when the lock 
down measures ease (www.dublinlive.ie/news/
health/rats-mice-could-taking-over-18249518). 

Melbourne, Australia (14/May); reports from 
several suburbs of Melbourne are that mice 
populations have skyrocketed in recent weeks. 
The big problems areas have been the outer 
suburbs in housing estates (www.kiis1011.com.
au/lifestyle/this-is-what-happens-when-sophie-
monk-hits-the-kitchen/). 

London, UK (15/May); rats are being seen in 
broad daylight within London, a behaviour 
that is not the norm. Many Londoners are 
seeing more and more rats in parks around the 
historic capital. Some of this increased activity 
is thought to be due to the streets becoming 
quieter as people self-isolate (www.timeout.
com/london/news/its-not-just-you-the-rats-are-
everywhere-051520). 

Glasgow, Scotland (15/May); with the lock down 
and people staying at home, the amount of 
rubbish around residential areas have increased 
tremendously. This has been to the great benefit 
of the local rodent population is having a great 
feast in urban areas, while their traditional 
haunts around restaurants and cafes have closed 
(www.thescottishsun.co.uk/news/5590220/
shocking-video-bins-glasgow-close-rat-
infestation/). 

USA (21/May); the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention issued a media report warning 
US residents of an increase in rodent activity. 
They advised that residents should aim to 
eliminate conditions that may be conducive 
to rodents. This included sealing access to 
buildings, ensure rubbish is in tightly covered 
bins, remove debris and heavy vegetation, and 
remove pet and bird feed from yards (www.

cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.
html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.
cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-
ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html). 

Tokyo, Japan (23/May); rats are being seen 
swarming in residential areas. The volume 
of waste around homes have increased with 
the lock down and rodents are scavenging 
amongst the waste (www.japantimes.co.jp/
news/2020/05/23/national/media-national/
pandemic-stories/#.XwUQ1qYRVhG). 

Sydney, Australia (28/May); with offices and 
restaurants closed in the city, rats are being 
driven into suburban areas. One pest manager 
claimed that calls on rats have increased by 
30% compared with the same period in 2019. 
Similar to reports elsewhere, rats have started 
to cannibalize each other with the reduction in 
food sources (www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2020/may/28/sydney-braces-for-rat-
plague-after-covid-19-forces-hungry-rodents-to-
turn-to-cannibalism). 

United Kingdom (29/May); Rentokil reports a 79% 
increase in internet traffic to their web based 
rodent articles. While this is thought largely 
related to the COVID-19 lock down, winters 
have become milder in the United Kingdom 
with climate change and the increase in rodent 
numbers could also be related to this (www.
walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/surge-rats-
across-uk-45-18328124). 

Dublin, Ireland (4/Jun); the reports of rodents 
in urban areas continue to increase. One 
resident captured 14 rats in his flat and others 
are claiming to constantly see rats, both night 
and day. One woman claimed that the rats 
were running across her children’s feet (www.
irishmirror.ie/news/irish-news/14-rats-caught-
one-home-22138437).  

South Africa (5/Jun); a huge increase in 
residential activity of rats and mice have been 
observed during the COVID-19 lock down. 
Conversely, there has been in a decline in 
commercial areas due to a reduction in food 
waste and rubbish. However in these situations, 
rodents are chewing on wires and telephone 
cabling, creating considerable damage (www.

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/noida/shut-for-seven-weeks-stores-face-rat-attack-traders-body-say-losses-huge/articleshow/75727029.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/noida/shut-for-seven-weeks-stores-face-rat-attack-traders-body-say-losses-huge/articleshow/75727029.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/noida/shut-for-seven-weeks-stores-face-rat-attack-traders-body-say-losses-huge/articleshow/75727029.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/noida/shut-for-seven-weeks-stores-face-rat-attack-traders-body-say-losses-huge/articleshow/75727029.cms
http://www.dublinlive.ie/news/health/rats-mice-could-taking-over-18249518
http://www.dublinlive.ie/news/health/rats-mice-could-taking-over-18249518
http://www.kiis1011.com.au/lifestyle/this-is-what-happens-when-sophie-monk-hits-the-kitchen/
http://www.kiis1011.com.au/lifestyle/this-is-what-happens-when-sophie-monk-hits-the-kitchen/
http://www.kiis1011.com.au/lifestyle/this-is-what-happens-when-sophie-monk-hits-the-kitchen/
http://www.timeout.com/london/news/its-not-just-you-the-rats-are-everywhere-051520
http://www.timeout.com/london/news/its-not-just-you-the-rats-are-everywhere-051520
http://www.timeout.com/london/news/its-not-just-you-the-rats-are-everywhere-051520
http://www.thescottishsun.co.uk/news/5590220/shocking-video-bins-glasgow-close-rat-infestation/
http://www.thescottishsun.co.uk/news/5590220/shocking-video-bins-glasgow-close-rat-infestation/
http://www.thescottishsun.co.uk/news/5590220/shocking-video-bins-glasgow-close-rat-infestation/
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html
http://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/rodents.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fcommunity%2Frodents.html
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/05/23/national/media-national/pandemic-stories/#.XwUQ1qYRVhG
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/05/23/national/media-national/pandemic-stories/#.XwUQ1qYRVhG
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/05/23/national/media-national/pandemic-stories/#.XwUQ1qYRVhG
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/28/sydney-braces-for-rat-plague-after-covid-19-forces-hungry-rodents-to-turn-to-cannibalism
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/28/sydney-braces-for-rat-plague-after-covid-19-forces-hungry-rodents-to-turn-to-cannibalism
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/28/sydney-braces-for-rat-plague-after-covid-19-forces-hungry-rodents-to-turn-to-cannibalism
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/28/sydney-braces-for-rat-plague-after-covid-19-forces-hungry-rodents-to-turn-to-cannibalism
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/surge-rats-across-uk-45-18328124
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/surge-rats-across-uk-45-18328124
http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/surge-rats-across-uk-45-18328124
http://www.irishmirror.ie/news/irish-news/14-rats-caught-one-home-22138437
http://www.irishmirror.ie/news/irish-news/14-rats-caught-one-home-22138437
http://www.irishmirror.ie/news/irish-news/14-rats-caught-one-home-22138437
http://www.capetalk.co.za/articles/385917/lockdown-has-seen-a-huge-increase-in-rodent-activity


WWW.FAOPMA.COM || 31 

F
E
A
T  
U 
R 
E

capetalk.co.za/articles/385917/lockdown-has-
seen-a-huge-increase-in-rodent-activity).  

Chicago, USA (8/Jun); with the sudden closure 
of many stores and restaurants, many had to 
hastily dump produce. This created one huge 
buffet for the local rodent population. In other 
areas, the opposite has happened; rubbish is no 
longer accumulating around many stores forcing 
rats to fight over food resources. In some areas, 
rodent populations are now on the decline 
(www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2020/06/
pandemic-rats-urban-wildlife/612775/). 

Morhabadi, India (20/Jun); rats have been 
eating and nesting in clothes and yarn stocks 
in warehouses and shops. One garment retailer 
opened his shop after several weeks to find 
brand new garments completely ruined by 
rats. Others have found wiring and electrical 
equipment damaged (www.telegraphindia.
com/jharkhand/lockdown-rat-menace-stocks-
getting-ruined-as-ranchi-garment-traders-arent-
allowed-to-reopen-shops/cid/1779951). 

Kapiro, New Zealand (24/Jun); a motorhome was 
completely destroyed by fire just three days 
before the owners had planned to ‘hit the road’. 
Rodents gnawing on electrical wiring were 
blamed for the inferno and the fire investigator 
was reported to say, “This is a really bad year 
for them [rodents]. They’re everywhere’’ (www.
nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.
cfm?c_id=1503450&objectid=12342224). 

Camp Redo, Majorca (29/Jun); with the decline in 
tourists to the famous Spanish island, plagues of 
rats have taken over the neighbourhoods. Many 
residents often kill 30-40 rats a day with guns or 
poison (www.majorcadailybulletin.com/news/
local/2020/06/29/69019/plague-rats-camp-
redo-district-palma.html). 

These are just a very small example of the 
recent articles that have been published on 
the increase in rodents during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

It is clear from all of these reports that rodents 
have become more of an apparent problem 

during the global COVID-19 pandemic. The 
question is however, have rodent populations 
actually increased or has their behaviour 
changed as a consequence of the lock down to 
the point where they are now becoming more 
obvious to people? Thus have the rats and mice 
simply moved as their traditional source of food 
originating from food outlets dried up?

At this stage it is not possible say if rodent 
populations have actually increased, but it 
is clear that encounters with humans have 
been more common. It does appear that rats 
especially have been forced to forage into 
new areas for food. It is also probable that 
competition for available resources have pushed 
them to undertake unusual behaviours such 
as daytime activity. Rodents are additionally 
becoming active in buildings where people 
normally occur, but are now absent due to 
the lock down. Thus our behavioural changes 
brought about by COVID-19 in turn has caused a 
paradigm shift in the behaviour of rodents.

Unfortunately with the lock down, many pest 
managers have been unable to access accounts 
for routine treatments, or if they could access 
a site, undertake only a minimal service. This 
reduction in population control could create a 
boom in rodent numbers.  

The fact of whether or not that there has been 
a rise in rodent numbers in reality is quite 
academic. Clearly there has been an increase 
in contact between rodents and humans. The 
outcome has been an unusually high level 
of damage to our homes, property, and food 
supplies. The presence of rodents in closure 
contact with humans also increases the risk of 
rodent-borne diseases such as leptospirosis, 
rat-bite fever, and other pathogens. This all 
means that never before the world requires 
pest management professionals to protect 
themselves and their belongings from pesky 
rodents.  

Stephen L. Doggett is the Director, Department 
of Medical Entomology, NSW Health Pathology 
(ICPMR), and the Chief Editor of the FAOPMA 
Magazine, WESTMEAD NSW 2145, Australia.  
Email: Stephen.Doggett@health.nsw.gov.au 

http://www.capetalk.co.za/articles/385917/lockdown-has-seen-a-huge-increase-in-rodent-activity
http://www.capetalk.co.za/articles/385917/lockdown-has-seen-a-huge-increase-in-rodent-activity
http://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2020/06/pandemic-rats-urban-wildlife/612775/
http://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2020/06/pandemic-rats-urban-wildlife/612775/
http://www.telegraphindia.com/jharkhand/lockdown-rat-menace-stocks-getting-ruined-as-ranchi-garment-traders-arent-allowed-to-reopen-shops/cid/1779951
http://www.telegraphindia.com/jharkhand/lockdown-rat-menace-stocks-getting-ruined-as-ranchi-garment-traders-arent-allowed-to-reopen-shops/cid/1779951
http://www.telegraphindia.com/jharkhand/lockdown-rat-menace-stocks-getting-ruined-as-ranchi-garment-traders-arent-allowed-to-reopen-shops/cid/1779951
http://www.telegraphindia.com/jharkhand/lockdown-rat-menace-stocks-getting-ruined-as-ranchi-garment-traders-arent-allowed-to-reopen-shops/cid/1779951
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503450&objectid=12342224
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503450&objectid=12342224
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/northern-advocate/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503450&objectid=12342224
http://www.majorcadailybulletin.com/news/local/2020/06/29/69019/plague-rats-camp-redo-district-palma.html
http://www.majorcadailybulletin.com/news/local/2020/06/29/69019/plague-rats-camp-redo-district-palma.html
http://www.majorcadailybulletin.com/news/local/2020/06/29/69019/plague-rats-camp-redo-district-palma.html
mailto:Stephen.Doggett@health.nsw.gov.au

