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What was the study about? 

Rats are among the most notorious of urban pests 
because of their ability to destroy property, 
contaminate food, and act as a source for 
infectious diseases. 

The problems associated with rats are only going 
to increase as cities around the world continue to 
grow. 

An understanding of rat ecology (i.e., how rat 
populations work) is essential for developing 
effective rat control strategies and for monitoring 
and mitigating the negative impacts of urban rat 
infestations. 

Pest control professionals (PCPs) have extensive 
experience dealing with urban rats. As a result, 
they could be a valuable source of rat-related 
information. 

However, no published study to date has 
attempted to gather PCP knowledge.  

 

 
 
 

 
 

How was the study conducted? 
 

Canadian PCPs were surveyed to gather their 
professional opinions on a variety of topics related 
to urban rats. 
 
This survey was conducted in two phases: 

1) An online phase conducted through the 
Structural Pest Management Association of 
BC (June – September 2011)  
 

2) A paper-based phase distributed at the 
Canadian Pest Management Association’s 
annual meeting (March 8-10, 2012)  
 

What did the study find? 

According to Pest Control Professionals: 

1. Rat infestations appear to change with the 
seasons. Specifically, PCPs suggested that 
indoor rat infestations are more common in the 
winter, most likely because rats move indoors 
to escape cold, wet weather. 
 

2. Exposed garbage, abandoned buildings, and 
compost seem to be the most important factors 
in promoting rat infestations. 
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3. Local environmental features (i.e. features of a 

property or block) influence rat infestations 
more strongly than neighbourhood-level 
factors (e.g. the general features of a district 
within a city). 

 
4. Residential areas and commercial areas that 

deal with food (e.g. restaurants and grocery 
stores) experience more frequent and severe rat 
infestations compared to commercial areas that 
do not sell or distribute food (e.g., retail stores) 
and industrial areas (e.g., factories). 

 
5. Poorer neighbourhoods appear to have more 

severe rat infestations compared to more 
affluent areas. 

 
 

 
6. Within Vancouver, rat infestations appear to be 

more severe, more common, and harder to 
control in the Downtown Eastside compared to 
other areas of the city. 
 

7. PCPs think rats probably pose at least a 
moderate health risk to both the general public 
and to the PCPs that deal with them. 

 
8. Although poison bait is the cheapest and 

easiest method to control rats, it is not effective 
at controlling rat infestations in the long term. 
 

9. Modifying the environment to make it less 
attractive for rats (e.g., rat proofing buildings, 
cleaning up garbage, etc.) is the most effective 
rat control method in the long term. 

 

 

 

Why is the study important?   

• The study reveals that PCPs can provide valuable information regarding urban rat ecology. Those wishing to 
control urban rat infestations may find data based on PCPs’ experience and knowledge more relevant and 
useful than traditional academic sources. 
 

• PCPs in this study identified a number of different factors influencing rat infestations. These are factors that 
should be taken into account when managing rat populations in an urban environment.  

This document is a summary of the article:  
Himsworth CG, Feng AYT, Parsons KL, Kerr T, Patrick DM. 2012. Using experiential knowledge to understand urban rat 

ecology: a survey of Canadian pest control professionals. Urban Ecosystems 16(2): 341-350. 
 


