
Dispatching of grey 
squirrels 
Once a squirrel has been caught in a 
cage trap, a trapping comb will help 
with the removal or dispatch of the 
squirrel to persuade the squirrel to 
move along the trap. With the squirrel 
trapped you can easily place the 
Hessian sack over the end of the trap 
or dispatch with a gun without the 
squirrel moving around.

Shooting 
Shooting at close range through the 
cage trap with an air gun is a humane 
method of dispatch. However, air 
rifles may be cumbersome to use but 
some air pistols are powerful enough 
to achieve an instant kill. There is a 
risk of injury to the operator as the 
wire mesh or the ground may deflect 
the pellet. Blood in the trap may deter 
other animals from entering and pose 
a risk of squirrel pox disease transfer 
where both red and grey squirrels are 
present. 

The sack method
A medium weight Hessian sack is 
used to extract the squirrels from 
the trap. If the sack is too thin there 
is a high risk of being bitten or 
scratched through the fabric, and if 
too heavy it will be difficult to control 
the movement of a squirrel inside. 
Polythene sacks are unsuitable. After 
first checking that there are no holes in 
it, the open end of the sack is placed 
around the trap exit door and the 
width of the sack rolled up to form a 
tunnel.

The exit door is opened and 
captive squirrels are driven, one at a 
time, into the sack and the exit door 
closed. When squirrels are reluctant 
to leave the trap, e.g. in poor light 
conditions, they can be encouraged to 

move into the sack by blowing on the 
base of their tail. The operator should 
position themselves so as not to deter 
the squirrel from entering the sack. 
The squirrel is then moved into the 

corner of the sack and with the head 
positioned carefully within the corner, 
killed rapidly and humanely by a single 
blow to the back of the head with a 
blunt instrument.
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A grey squirrel’s eye view of a cage trap

Material for this article has been drawn for a number of sources including: 

The Forestry Commission – “Controlling grey squirrel damage to 
Woodlands” http://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/fcpn004.pdf/$FILE/fcpn004.
pdf © Crown Copyright

Ian Woods of Grey Squirrel Control – www.greysquirrelcontrol.co.uk

Martin Nix – Albion Traps – www.albionmanufacturing.com

This article is an extraction from A Guide to Controlling Grey 
Squirrels which has been produced by ESI and which is 
available to download from the website. 
www.europeansquirrelinitiative.org
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Red squirrels in the Kingdom of Fife 

Could the Pine Marten help? - UPDATE

UK News

The Fife Red Squirrel Group was 
established in 2006 to address the 
need for a co-ordinated approach 
to red squirrel conservation in Fife. 
At the start of April 2011, Red Squirrel 
Project Officer Sophie Eastwood 
embarked on a community-based 
project spanning three years which 
is now Fife-wide, with a focus on 

the nine key woodland sites for 
red squirrels listed in the Local 
Biodiversity Action Plan. 

The aim is to promote red 
squirrel conservation within the 
Kingdom of Fife by: raising the 
profile of red squirrels and red 
squirrel conservation; surveying 
and monitoring of red and grey 
squirrel populations; working with 
schools to teach young people 
about red squirrels; providing habitat 
management advice to landowners; 
planting trees to create new habitat 
and reduce woodland fragmentation; 
and advocating targeted and 

responsible control of grey squirrels.
The project is co-ordinated by 

the Fife Coast & Countryside Trust. 
It is also supported by the Fife 
Environment Trust, Heritage Lottery 
Fund and is being part-financed by 
the Scottish government and the 
European Community LEADER in Fife 
programme 2007-2013.

To find out more about the 
project visit www.fiferedsquirrels.
co.uk or contact Sophie.

Sophie Eastwood
Red Squirrel Project Officer - Fife 
Coast & Countryside Trust

A significant decline in grey squirrel 
numbers in certain midland regions 
of Ireland was confirmed in the 
initial phases of this PhD project, 
which is being conducted by Emma 
Sheehy under the supervision of Dr. 
Colin Lawton at NUI, Galway.  

Anecdotal evidence supports the 
popular theory that the pine marten is 
responsible for the regional grey squirrel 
population crash, and the welcome 
return of the red squirrel to these areas, 
however there is no scientific evidence 
of a link as yet and it is necessary to 
monitor populations of all three species 
in detail, in order to understand what 
has caused this localised phenomenon. 

A distribution survey of the 
primary study area of Counties Laois 
and Offaly has confirmed the reduction 
in numbers and locations where grey 
squirrels are present in the area, 
together with a high density of pine 
martens and red squirrels. The project 
is now aiming to determine if there 
is a direct link between pine marten 

presence and grey squirrel absence. 
Pine marten and red squirrels dietary 
analysis is ongoing, as is the monthly 
monitoring (via live-trapping) of a 
large broadleaved woodland which 
once supported a thriving population 
of grey squirrels but where the red 
squirrel population now appears to 
be in recovery.  This woodland now 
supports healthy populations of red 
squirrel and pine marten, and grey 
squirrel numbers are far lower than 
expected in this 
type of habitat.

Pine marten 
dietary analysis is an 
integral element of 
the thesis, however 
if a link between 
the two species is 
confirmed, it may 
not necessarily 
be as obvious as 
direct predation. 
The latest phase of 
the study involves 

experimenting with various predator 
odours, with particular emphasis on the 
pine marten, in order to determine the 
effects, if any, the presence of such a 
predator may have on the ecology of 
the grey squirrel. The research project is 
scheduled to conclude in October 2012, 
by which stage we expect to have a 
clearer insight into the cause of the grey 
squirrel’s regional decline.

Emma Sheehy
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The EC-SQUARE LIFE+ Project started in Italy

Invasive grey squirrels highlight the need for tough EU legislation

International News 

The grey squirrel is present in Italy 
with many populations in Piedmont, 
Liguria and Lombardy posing a 
serious threat to the survival of the 
native red squirrel.  

Political concern about this 
situation has been expressed by the 
Permanent Commission of the Bern 
Convention, which has produced two 
recommendations underlining the 
necessity to eradicate grey squirrels 
in Italy in order to save the native red 
squirrel from wide-scale extinction. To 
deal with this problem, the EC-SQUARE 
LIFE+ Project: “Eradication and control of 
the grey squirrel: actions for preservation 
of biodiversity in forest ecosystems” 
started in September 2010.

The main objective of EC-
SQUARE is to eliminate, or reduce, 
the risks posed by the grey squirrel 
introduced to Italy. Preliminary action 
will involve an assessment of the 
size and distribution of grey squirrel 
populations. The next step will be 
a general management plan that 
defines what actions will be taken. 

To avoid the future introduction of 
grey squirrels, Italian ministries will be 
assisted by the EC-SQUARE task-
force to produce a grey squirrel risk 
assessment to help enforce a grey 
squirrel trade ban. Unfortunately, the 
trade ban is not being enforced yet but 
we hope that the Italian Authorities will 
accelerate the process.

Grey squirrels will be removed 
from sites with small populations. In 
particular cases, alternative actions 
such as control, surgical sterilisation 
(in urban parks) and captive detention, 
will be considered. Where complete 
removal is possible, the main action 
will be control, to reduce grey squirrel 

population size and avoid further 
expansion of its distribution range. 

A major challenge for a successful 
control campaign is to obtain a wide 
consensus from the public for control 
measures. To achieve this objective 
EC-SQUARE will develop an efficient 
public relations campaign using both 
traditional and modern media. It is 
essential to convince a large part of 
both the general public and specific 
stakeholders that removing grey 
squirrels is necessary to save 
native reds.

Sandro Bertolino
University of Turin

Politicians, scientists and 
conservationists from all over 
Europe attended a meeting held in 
June at the European Parliament 
to debate the subject of invasive 
alien species and the need for 
comprehensive EU legislation to 
tackle the problem.  

Chairman, French MEP Gaston 
Franco, said: “Invasive alien species 
should be regarded as one of the 
most important environmental topics 
in Europe. To stop their spread it is 
critical to act and act quickly.”

The problem of grey squirrels in 
Europe was raised by no less than 
four speakers. Dr Piero Genovesi 

from IUCN highlighted the problem of 
grey squirrels not only in the UK but 
also in Italy; Dr Sandro Bertolino from 
the University of Turin discussed the 
growing populations of American Grey 
Squirrels in Italy and their speed and 
extent of spread from Italy into the rest 
of Europe; François Moutou of Agence 
Nationale de Securité Sanitaire, 

ANSES, France indicated that there 
are a number of different alien squirrel 
species present in France; and Dr 
Craig Shuttleworth, who led the 
Anglesey project in the UK to remove 
grey squirrels and reintroduce reds.

Andrew Kendall
ESI

Dr Craig Shuttleworth speaking at 
the intergroup meeting

Sandro Bertolino is associate researcher 
at the University of Turin with working 
experience on conservation biology, invasion 
biology, and habitat management. Current 
research includes the conservation of small 
mammals and the management of invasive 
species. Presently he is the Project Manager 
of the EC-SQUARE LIFE+ Project.



ESI funding
The Need for Monitoring Grey Squirrel Control

Red squirrel conservation on 
Anglesey has been underway 
since 1997 and there are many 
simple measures of success, for 
example the annual number of red 
squirrel sightings reported by the 
public. 

The parallel fact that grey squirrels 
were once ubiquitous on the island 
and are now close to eradication 
also supports a simple overview 
that ‘culling works in agricultural 
landscapes’. However our current 
ability to manipulate trapping intensity 
across a landscape to secure a given 
impact upon populations remains 
crude. We cannot for example project 

the impact of subtle changes of culling 
regime in terms of rate of population 
decline. 

There are 13 years of spatial 
and temporal trapping effort and 
return data from Anglesey, with an 
associated database containing 

biometrics and reproductive state 
for captured grey squirrels but no 
rigorous statistical analysis has been 
undertaken. ESI is now supporting a 
robust multivariate statistical study 
to provide answers that will greatly 
advance our understanding of 
how control can evolve to be more 
efficient and effective. Data from 
the mainland county of Gwynedd 

will provide a valuable comparative 
dataset.
Questions to be answered include:
•	 what was the impact of the 

trapping regime on the sub-
populations of grey squirrels 
resident on Anglesey?

•	 what factors determined 
trapping success? 

•	 to what extent was the trapping 
success dependent on the 
geographical position of the 
woodland relative to immigration 
sources from the mainland? 

•	 what was the temporal and 
spatial impact of trapping on the 
pox sero-positivity status of the 
grey squirrel populations present 
on the island (with data available 
from mainland)?

Professor Steve Rushton, Dr 
Craig Shuttleworth and a team of 
scientists at Newcastle University 
will undertake the data analysis. 
Preliminary examination of data 
suggests that culling has affected 
not only the competitive threat 
posed by grey squirrels but also the 
risk of squirrelpox virus mediated 
population decline in red squirrels. 

Dr Craig Shuttleworth
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ESI is funding a study to model grey squirrel control in the long term. The results will advance the understanding of 
how to remove populations more efficiently in order to safeguard woodland and local red squirrel populations.

Number of red squirrel sightings
reported by the public on Anglesey
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This is one of the questions 
Italian PhD fellow Claudia Romeo 
is asking herself as part of her 
ESI-funded project: The role of 
parasites in invasive species: 
parasite release and spillover 
effects in grey and red squirrel 
interactions. 

Invasive species (species 

deliberately or accidentally introduced 
outside their native range and having 
established a viable population) are 
an increasing threat to biodiversity, 
economy and public health. The 
potential role of parasites in invasion 
ecology is increasingly recognised, 
but research so far is limited to a few 
model systems. 

We study invasive grey squirrels 
in Italy and their interactions with 
native red squirrels making use of 
a recently approved LIFE09/NAT/
IT095 project, EC-SQUARE, aimed at 
removing grey squirrels. The large-
scale capture programme ensures 
that large numbers can be sampled in 
replicated populations of both invaders 
and native species, avoiding problems 
of samples limited in their size or in 
spatial spreading which are often 
encountered in field parasitological 
surveys.

We know from the disastrous 
situation in the UK that squirrel poxvirus 
(SQPV) carried by grey squirrels has 
strongly contributed to the decline 
in native red squirrels for which the 
pox disease is lethal in the majority 
of infected animals. So far we do not 
know whether this or adenovirus, 
which is responsible for deaths among 
British red squirrels, occurs in Italy. 
Hence we aim to investigate the 
possible occurrence and prevalence 
of SQPV and adenovirus in grey and 
red squirrels in North Italy. We will also 
compare parasite prevalence in native 
red squirrels and in introduced grey 
squirrels with and without contact with 
the congener. 

Grey squirrels are trapped in 
Lombardy and Piedmont while, 
for red squirrel samples, road 
victims are used. The necessary 
samples (serum for SQPV and 
spleen for adenovirus) are sent to 
the major specialists in the field: 
Dr. David Everest of the Veterinary 
Laboratories Agency (VLA) 
Weybridge and Dr. Colin McInnes 
of the Moredun Research Institute, 
Edinburgh. The EC-SQUARE project 
is co-ordinated by a scientific task-
force constituted by Insubria, Turin 
and Genova University researchers. 

The PhD project is further co-ordinated 
by Luc Wauters, Guido Tosi and Adriano 
Martinoli of the Insubria University, 
Varese, Nicola Saino and Nicola Ferrari 
of the Milan University, Italy. 

Luc Wauters 
Insubria UniversityP
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Do Italian Greys Carry Squirrelpox or Adenovirus?



After two years of development and planning, a new 
red squirrel initiative in northern England is finally 
underway. Red Squirrels Northern England (www.
rsne.org.uk) builds on the previous initiatives of Save 
our Squirrels and Red Alert and is delivered through 
a partnership of the Forestry Commission, Natural 
England, the Red Squirrel Survival Trust (RSST) and the 
Wildlife Trusts.

RSNE aims to demonstrate that grey squirrel control 
can help red squirrels across the landscape of northern 
England. The project will employ a team of six red squirrel 
rangers and additional private contractors to undertake 
grey squirrel control alongside volunteer groups and 
private landowners. The initial objective is to clear greys 
from the 17 red squirrel strongholds located in Cumbria, 
Northumberland, North Yorkshire and Merseyside. Bi-annual 
scientific monitoring activity undertaken by RSNE surveyors 
will allow all to see the impact of large scale grey control 
and inform changes to control programmes in future years. 
The project will fully test the stronghold concept which is 
central to English red squirrel conservation - seeking to 
make a scientific case to government for the retention and 
extension of this network beyond 2014.

Project manager Nick Mason joined the programme 
in the spring, after 10 years in northern England with 
the RSPB and a more recent stint in the North Pennines 
AONB restoring blanket bogs. Nick is used to promoting 
and monitoring land management change at a landscape 

scale but has been hugely 
impressed with the enormous 
commitment of the hundreds 
of people already fighting to 
hang onto red squirrels close 
to their home. 

“I’m certain that together 
we can halt the incursion 
of greys into our best red 
squirrel woodlands and use 
science to show all that this 
makes a real difference to our 
favourite native mammal. This 
is what the local people and 

government demand from RSNE. I’m delighted to be part 
of it,” he said.

Speaking on behalf of the Project’s Management 
Group, Janet Wickens, of RSST, said: “We were delighted 
to ask Nick to take the helm of RSNE. His considerable 
conservation experience, coupled with a very evident 
passion for the individual elements that make up a project 
of this magnitude, have already been put to good use. 
RSNE is the most powerful tool we have for red squirrel 
conservation in England and we are confident it is in 
extremely good hands.”

Janet Wickens
Chief Executive - Red Squirrel Survival Trust

Red Squirrels Northern England Launched 

Nick Mason - RSNE 
Project Manager

RSNE project area, Lancashire, Merseyside, Cumbria, 
Northumberland a section of the Yorkshire Dales

Squirrel feeders are a good way of attracting and maintaining red 
squirrel populations in your area, but you may wonder whether the right 
species is making use of them.

A good way of telling whether your feeder is being used by reds or 
greys is to put some double sided sticky tape underneath the lid. This 
will catch hairs from the animals as they pass in and out of the feeder, 
and give you a good idea of usage.

Sunflower seeds are recommended as the best feed in terms of 
attracting squirrels and nutrition.

Who’s Using Your Feeder? 
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A report by the digital TV channel 
Eden has said that red squirrels are 
unlikely to exist in the UK in 20 years.

The Eden Species Report 
catalogued the top ten most 
endangered species in the UK. The red 
squirrel was listed as the second most 
endangered mammal after the Scottish 
wildcat, and followed by the brown 
hare and the hedgehog.

The reasons for the decline were 
listed as competition from greys, 
habitat loss and disease, and the report 
recommended control of greys and the 

planting of large coniferous forests as a 
way to help the species survive.

“The only practical and humane 
way forward is the strategy of red 
squirrel refuge areas where control of 
grey squirrels bringing in disease could 
be targeted along key entry points,” the 
report said.

It was estimated that there are 
140,000 red squirrels in the UK, with 
England having seen a 95% decline in 
numbers over the last 50 years.

The research was led by Dr Toni 
Bunnell, a zoologist from the University 

of Hull, who said it was not enough to 
provide “oases” of habitat. Species also 
needed wildlife corridors to connect 
areas together. 

“We should be alerted to the 
fact that wildlife in Britain is in serious 
trouble,” she said.

Eden TV is urging the public to 
get involved in the conservation of 
endangered species. A spokesman 
said: “We can all do our bit to help 
these animals living on our own 
doorstep, to ensure they are not lost 
forever.”

Concern is growing that the spread 
of Phytophthora ramorum, which 
causes extensive damage and 
mortality to trees in the United 
Kingdom, is closely linked to grey 
squirrels. Anecdotal evidence now 
suggests that trees damaged by 
grey squirrels are particularly prone 
to infection and grey squirrels 
themselves are carrying disease 
spores from tree to tree. 

Phytophthora ramorum, a fungus-
link pathogen of plants, is killing large 
numbers of Japanese Larch in the UK. 

Prior to 2009 few trees were affected, 
however since 2010 the disease was 
initially found on Japanese Larches, 
particularly in South West England, 
Wales, Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland. Now infected trees 
have been confirmed in the North West 
of England, the Derbyshire Peak District 
and in Scotland.

Phytophthora enters the trees via 
a wound, and as a fungal disease, can 
be carried by grey squirrels as they 
move from tree to tree. It is vital that, 
as part of good forestry practice, grey 

squirrels are controlled to prevent the 
spread of this economically damaging 
disease. 
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Grey Squirrels Spread Tree Disease 

The full report is available for download from 
www.uktv.co.uk/download/eden/BritainsMostEndangeredSpeciesRevealed.pdf

Red Squirrels Extinct in the UK in
20 Years, Says Report

Japanese larch showing signs
of disease
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