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Overgrown vegetation seemed to attract rats.  

Rats were more numerous in alleys with 
badly cracked pavement.   

 

What was the study about?  
 

Rat infestations are a common and 
significant problem in cities around the 
world.  
 

Previous research has shown that rat 
abundance is largely determined by 
features of the urban environment (i.e., 
conditions within a city block that 
provide rats with food or a place to live).  
 

However, the specific urban 
environmental factors that promote or 
deter rat infestations have yet to be 
clearly identified. Additionally, there are 
no well described methods for identifying 
those environmental factors.  
 

Our goal was to develop a survey ‘tool’ 
that describes the environment in a city 
block (as it might relate to rats), and to 
use that tool to identify environmental 
factors that are associated with increased 
or decreased rat abundance.  
 

How was the study conducted? 
 

We trapped rats in 43 blocks throughout 
the Downtown Eastside over the course 
of one year. 
 

We also developed a survey that 
characterized each block included in the 
study (e.g., land use, presence of garbage, 
pavement and building condition, etc.).  
 

We then used the data gathered through 
the survey to see if we could identify 
specific features of the block 
environment associated with increased or 
decreased rat abundance.  
 

What did the study find?  
 

We found that the environmental factors 
that most strongly influenced rat 
abundance included land use, building 
condition, presence of garbage, and block 
socioeconomic status.  
 

Specifically, we found that there were 
more rats in the more impoverished parts 
of the Downtown Eastside.  

 

We also found that rats were more 
abundant in blocks with abandoned 
buildings and buildings in disrepair, 
as well as in blocks with a buildup of 
refuse and with overflowing 
dumpsters.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
We found that rats were less common 
in more affluent areas, particularly 
those with single family homes and 
buildings in good condition. Rats were 
also less common in industrial areas 
and in alleys that had a lot of vehicle 
traffic.  
 

The presence of green space, including 
gardens and compost piles, did not 
appear to significantly influence rat 
abundance. However, in some blocks,  

 

rats appeared to be attracted to green 
spaces that were overgrown or poorly 
maintained.  
 

 

Rats also seemed to be more common in 
alleys where the pavement was in 
disrepair or was unpaved.  

 

What is the significance of these 
findings? 
 
Overall, this study helped us to better 
understand the relationship between 
features of the urban environment and 
rat abundance. Our results points to 
specific environmental factors that 
deserve special attention if we wish to 
prevent or eliminate urban rat 
infestations.   
 
 

We found that accumulated refuse and 
overflowing garbage bins were associated 

with greater numbers of rats. 
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