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An Unfortunate Slip
An unfortunate slip in the woods has put my squirrel 
catching to a stop for a while as it has left me with torn 
tendons. I have had an operation and am chomping at 
the bit to get back into the beautiful woodlands where 
I like to think I do my best to help keep them in that 
condition.

Many people think squirrels are cute as they take a 
nut from their hands in parks and such. Possibly 
country people who live close to nature realise 

what damage they do to everything they come into contact with, 
be it trees, birds’ eggs or wiring in roofs.

The Estate has a kind friend keeping an eye on the traps for 
me until I can get back to work because, like me, they know you 

have got to “keep at ‘em”!

Jigger is a vermin controller at an estate in Suffolk.

Editorial

In Brief...

The last six months have seen the greatest shift in political will in favour of controlling grey squirrels since I became 
chairman. There is no doubt that the current government has a deep seated understanding of the issues and is 
genuinely trying to address it.

Increase in Interest for 
Trapping Guides 
ESI’s Trapping Guidance Notes 
published over a year ago are still 
in high demand across the country. 
We recently fulfilled a request by 
the Forestry Commission for over 
60 trapping guides which will be 
distributed at two squirrel control 
workshops 
in May for 
the National 
Forest Owners 
Group and for 
the Institute 
of Chartered 
Foresters. 

I have mentioned Owen Patterson’s 
desire to get the Forestry Commission 
to do more grey squirrel control in 
previous editorials and I am happy 
to say that, despite his untimely 
departure, his department have kept 
the ball rolling in the right direction. 

With the support of three very 
helpful MPs: Richard Benynon, Simon 
Hart and Peter Aldous, we organised 
a conference in Westminster on 
Invasive Alien Species (IAS). There is 
more on this later in the newsletter, 
but suffice to say, this was a timely 
event given the recent introduction of 
the new European Union Regulations 
on IAS. We were told by the Head 
of Biodiversity in the Environmental 
Department of the EU, Francois 
Wakenhut, that the regulations require 
Member States firstly to draw up a list 
of IAS of “Union concern”.

This has to be submitted by 
January 2016. Inclusion on the list 
depends on whether the said IAS 
has proven to be a danger to human 
health, a threat to the native flora and 

fauna or economically damaging.
Once the list has been ratified 

then each country must act 
on controlling their IAS and be 
particularly adroit at not allowing them 
to spread to neighbouring countries. 
Grey squirrels, as you will appreciate, 
are considered a danger to the native 
flora and fauna and cause millions of 
pounds worth of damage and without 
becoming complacent I would hope 
that the grey would appear close to 
the top of the list. However, there is 
still a lot of lobbying to do to avoid a 
travesty. The forthcoming election, 
to say the least, could provide some 
obstacles. 

Before parliament drew stumps 
and MPs headed off to fight their 
election campaigns, a new Act was 
introduced, called the Infrastructure 
Act. The Act itself covers a number 
of scenarios, but a section of it that 
greatly interested us was the part 
that gives the government power to 
deal with tricky-to-shift IAS in the 
form of “Species Control Orders”. 

As a last resort this allows DEFRA 
to gain access to land to control the 
last remnants of a non-native invasive 
species. This effectively gives teeth to 
the new EU Regulation and is heartily 
welcomed by ESI.

At our conference, Trevor Salmon, 
Head of Biodiversity for DEFRA, was 
kind enough to shed more light on 
this aspect of the Infrastructure Act, 
but would not be drawn on how his 
department would react towards any 
specific IAS until the new list of “Union 
Concern” had been drawn up and 
ratified. We shall have to wait and see.

 All told a busy start to the year 
in the office. Outside, in the great 
outdoors, I am hoping that everyone 
has their squirrel traps working before 
the greys get into their full breeding 
mode. It is a good time to catch them 
while we can still take full advantage 
of the final stages of the “hungry 
gap”. Happy trapping! 

George Farr
Editor
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Jigger Writes...



As you will have read elsewhere 
in this edition of Squirrel, it has 
been a busy six months for ESI. 
If anything, it has been one of the 
busiest periods for the charity since 
its launch 12 years ago. 

The conference organised to 
debate Invasive Alien Species was 
certainly a success and we were 
delighted to have had such a high 
and enthusiastic level of support 
from our speakers and those who 
attended the conference. The rationale 
behind the meeting was to help 
those organisations involved with 
alien species understand the new EU 
Regulation but also, from ESI’s point of 
view, to ensure that the grey squirrel is 
on the list of “Union concern.”

It was encouraging to see so 
many politicians present and actively 
supporting ESI. The meeting also 
provided an opportunity to keep 
the preservation of Warfarin on the 
political agenda. There were certainly 
encouraging signs made both by 
politicians and civil servants, and 
working together with Killgerm, we are 

doing our best to try and ensure that 
Warfarin will still be available. 

Another area of ESI‘s work 
has been with the Goodnature 
trap. Thanks to trials carried out 
by Dr Craig Shuttleworth there is 
now more evidence available for 
the manufacturers to resubmit an 
application for its licensing to DEFRA.

Following on the work with 
the Goodnature trap, ESI has 
commissioned Rothamsted Research 
to carry out research into a lure to 
attract squirrels to traps. This will help 
to make traps of various kinds even 
more effective. 

The last few months have also 
seen ESI embark on a fundraising drive, 
with approaches being made to various 
charitable trusts to help secure funding 

for some of the projects that we are 
planning for the next year or so.

Finally, ESI has hit the headlines in 
a number of ways over the past few 
months.

Craig Shuttleworth’s work on 
Anglesey has been widely reported 
and coverage has been achieved in 
publications as diverse as the Sunday 
Times, the Spectator, Swiss Television 
and of course a range of forestry 
publications.
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ESI Activity 
ESI Update - by Andrew Kendall, ESI

Andrew Kendall has been 
involved with ESI since its 
founding in 2002, and is 

responsible for the day to day 
operation of the charity.

Dr Craig Shuttleworth
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Over the years a number of 
different techniques have been 
proposed as control strategies 
for grey squirrels – 
shooting, trapping 
and the use of a 
Warfarin based bait. 

Shooting, either 
as part of a drey-
poking exercise or 
on its own, can be 
considered as a viable 
way to control small 
localised grey squirrel 
populations – but it is 
really totally ineffective 
as a way to reduce 
squirrel numbers 
by any significant 
degree.  

Trapping 
squirrels, using spring traps or other 
variants, is often proposed as a useful 
method but again this can never be 
considered as a control measure to 
reduce numbers significantly.

It is generally accepted that using 
a Warfarin based bait should still form 
an essential part of a coordinated 
programme for the control of grey 
squirrel populations.

In 2013, Warfarin was due for re-
approval under the current European 
Plant Protection Products (PPP) 
Regulations and the Member State 
which was assigned to manage the 
re-approval process was Sweden. 

The costs 
which the 
Swedish 
authorities set for 
the re-approval 
process were 
prohibitively 
high. 

Consequently 
the 

companies, which had previously 
supported Warfarin successfully for 
PPP Regulations, made the decision 

to withdraw from the 
re-approval process.

Since then 
discussions have 

taken place amongst 
the manufacturers of 

the grey squirrel bait and 
several UK government 
agencies in order to see if a 

‘new’ approval application 
could be made in the 
UK for Warfarin as a 
plant protection product 
at a more acceptable 
cost. The objective of 
these discussions 
was to try to maintain 
the availability of 

grey squirrel bait for tree protection 
purposes.

In addition to the discussions 
with the government agencies, 
the manufacturer has had many 
interactions with several user groups 
with a keen interest in seeing a 
Warfarin-based grey squirrel bait 
continue to be available for their 
members for whom tree protection is 
vital. 

Even though a new application 
could have been at a much reduced 
cost versus the Swedish situation, 
the cost of supporting a new UK 
application, for what is a very niche 
product, is still extremely high.

There is a feeling amongst 
certain government bodies that 
the number of ‘suitable’ alternative 
control methods for grey squirrels, 
in addition to shooting and 
trapping mentioned 
above, are available. 
These include the use of 
immunocontraceptive methods, 
the deployment of Pine Martens, etc. 
but these methods are far from ready 
as far as commercial exploitation and 
use is concerned.

Therefore, it is generally 
felt amongst those involved in 
tree protection and red squirrel 

conservation that there is still a vital 
role to be played by a Warfarin-based 
bait.

The concern of the manufacturer 
is, however, that even after the 
process for reauthorisation has taken 
place there is no guarantee that the 
approval will be granted. 

Therefore from a regulatory 
point of view, the situation remains 
unchanged in that the manufacturer 
alone cannot support the submission 
of a new dossier for authorisation. 

Discussions are continuing 
because from recent meetings of 
the Squirrel Accord and European 
Squirrel Initiative on invasive species 
it is clear, as mentioned above, 
that the users see a real need for a 
Warfarin based product to be part of 
an integrated strategy to control grey 
squirrels.

The manufacturer remains willing 
to take part in such discussions, 
but they are realistic enough to 
understand that it remains unlikely for 
the user groups to have access to 
the necessary high level of financial 
support needed.

Warfarin – Lost Product for Tree Protection?

Outdoor use Warfarin bait

Kania squirrel trap (top) and  
Kania trap tunnel sectionBait hopper

By Professor Moray Anderson – Killgerm
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Documented successful vertebrate 
eradications on the mainland 
remain scarce. Yet, reporting on 
successful campaigns is much 
needed to counter pessimism on 
ambitious programmes to tackle 
invasives and to allow conservation 
practitioners, wildlife managers and 
scientists to learn from previous 
experience. 

In 2005, bark stripping and cable 
gnawing were observed in a suburban 
park in western Flanders (northern 
Belgium). The damage was linked 
to the occurrence of Pallas squirrels 
(Callosciurus erythraeus), a species of 
tree squirrel native to Asia. The population 
most probably originated from escaped 
animals of an abandoned zoo in the 
nearby amusement park or from a 
nearby pet shop. 

Like grey squirrels, Pallas’s can reach 
very high densities and outcompete 
native red squirrels. It is a known carrier 
of several parasites but their impact on 
native species is unknown. Bark stripping 
by this species can be severe and cause 
damage to trees in forests, parks and 
tree plantations. 

Meanwhile, this invasive species is 
established in Belgium, Japan, Argentina, 
France, Italy and The Netherlands. To 
avoid further damage to ornamental trees 
in the Flanders park, the park manager 
decided to start trapping. Low-tech 
mesh wire live traps were placed near 
the trunks of large trees, baited with 
peanuts, walnuts or hazelnuts. Traps 
were checked daily in order to minimise 
detention time and impact on bycatch. 
An unexpected number of 46 squirrels 
were removed from the site during 
the first three months. This number 
increased from 100 in 2006 to 130 
individuals by spring 2007. It was soon 

acknowledged that the problem had 
been underestimated and further action 
was no longer affordable for the local 
manager alone. Thus, regional authorities 
became involved. 

Considering potential damage, exotic 
status and invasive behaviour, authorities 
and stakeholders quickly agreed on 
action. By the end of spring 2008, an 
additional 78 were caught. After a period 
of 18 months without further sightings, 
squirrels were again reported in the park. 
Digital photo traps were installed to check 
for any remaining squirrels. In successive 
years, the number of animals removed 
increased to 248 in total, and by 2011, 
the last known animal was removed. 
Although the control started relatively 
quickly and the extent of the invasion was 
limited, the campaign still took over five 
years and required an investment of over 
€200,000 including 18 months of post-

eradication surveying. 
With this population eradicated, 

four populations now remain in Europe 
and control campaigns are either 
ongoing or planned for all of these. 
Adding Pallas’s squirrel to the list of 
species of EU concern currently under 
development for the new European 
Union Regulation on the prevention and 
management of IAS, should provide 
incentive to minimise escape and 
establishment of this squirrel at the 
continental scale. With comprehensive 
risk assessment for Belgium now 
available, and EU-wide risk assessment 
in preparation, the process of adding 
Pallas’s squirrel to the list should be 
pretty straightforward. 

Tim Adriaens & Jan Stuyck
Research Institute for Nature and Forest 
(INBO), Brussels

Flanders Tackles Tree Squirrel Invasion
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UK News

ESI Leads International Conference on Invasive Species Legislation
During a day-long conference at 
Portcullis House, Westminster 
in London organised by the 
European Squirrel Initiative, 
scientists, government agencies 
and conservation organisations 
debated the implications of the 
new Invasive Alien Species (IAS) 
legislation passed by the European 
Union. The recently-approved EU 
Commission’s Regulation became 
law on 1 January 2015. It will lead 
to the Commission adopting an 
open list of Invasive Alien Species 
of Union concern. Species on 
the list must not be introduced, 
transported, placed on the market, 
kept, bred, grown or released into 
the environment. 

The day began with Francois 
Wakenhut of the European Commission 
briefing the 70+ delegates on the 
history of the legislation and its guiding 
principles. He explained that the 
legislative journey began in 2008 and 
that the new regulation now enabled the 
EU governments to propose species 

of Union concern which would have an 
impact on individual Member States.

Trevor Salmon, Non-Native 

Species Leader at Defra explained the 
costly impact of Non-Natives on the 
UK economy citing a £1.8 billion pa 
loss. Salmon said: “The government’s 
objective is to protect the nation’s 
bio-security by responding to threats 
robustly where there is a case for doing 
so, and by putting effective mitigation 
or eradication measures in place 
where required. The focus must be on 
managing risks.”

Stuart Moodie, National Ecologist at 
Canal & River Trust, used the River Lee 
as a case study for non-native Signal 
Crayfish. Moodie said it was an important 
waterway for public access that is now 
experiencing many environmental issues 
due to the huge presence of crayfish. 
The Trust has seen the habitat seriously 
degraded, with declining fish stocks and 
declining water quality. He argued the 
case for more innovative methods for 
control and early detection. 

Dr. Dick Shaw of CABI UK took 
the audience through a visual history of 
the damage caused by invasive weeds 

Portcullis House, Westminster

Andrew Kendall-ESI, Craig Shuttleworth-ESI, Dr. Dick Shaw-CABI UK, 
Trevor Salmon-Defra, Stuart Moodie-Canal & River Trust, Francois 

Wakenhut-EU Commission, Dr. Niall Moore-GB Secretariat,  
George Farr-ESI
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giving a global view. He examined the 
Japanese Knotweed problem which 
costs the UK economy £165 million per 
annum and shared examples of hugely 
successful bio-control programmes 
across the world that are working 
well and could be applied in the UK. 
He said: “A more strategic approach 
must be taken to invasive weed control 
leading to more scientific research and 
biological control. Great Britain leads 
the world in this area.” 

Dr. Craig Shuttleworth, of the 
European Squirrel Initiative, pointed 
to the direct impact of the growing 
population of grey squirrels in the 
UK and Europe, such as songbird 
predation, red squirrel extinction and 
tree bark stripping. He also discussed 
the wider economic constraints saying: 
“Grey squirrel control works and it 
leads to red squirrels re-establishing 
themselves. We must take a long-term 
approach but it’s a battle worth fighting.”

The conference sponsors were 

Simon Hart MP, Peter Aldous MP and 
Richard Benyon MP. 

Holding the conference at 
Westminster and having the support of 

three MPs positioned ESI as a leader 
in the conversation on invasives and 
certainly helped keep the grey squirrel 
on the map. 

The EU IAS Regulations - an Explanation
The Regulations set out 3 levels of obligations which member states must or may comply with or require.
I - Species of Union concern, will be proposed by the Commission and agreed to (or not) by Member States (MS) via 
qualified majority votes (QMV). They can only be species which are not native to any part of the EU.
Once on the list of species of Union concern:

a. It will be illegal to keep, release, transport, breed, cultivate or import the species. 
b. MS will have to undertake surveillance to spot its incursion and eradicate any presence if it arrives after its listing  
 (with certain cost benefit safeguards).
c. Where a species has already established and is widespread, or it is not possible to eradicate it, a MS must put in  
 place a management plan to prevent or control its spread.
d. MS must also identify the likely pathways by which such a species could be introduced and spread and put in   
 place a pathway action plan to minimise that risk.

II - The Regulation also allows MS to establish their own lists of species of national concern and prohibit any of the 
activities above on a voluntary basis. 
III - Once on a national list, MS can propose the species for approval as a species of regional concern. If agreed by 
the Commission and other countries, MS will then be required to cooperate by prohibiting any specific activities which 
will contribute to their spread and cooperate on pathway action plans and management plans as appropriate.
Most of the Regulation is directly applicable but the UK will need to take action (including possibly legislative) in 3 or 4 
areas to:

a. Extend border controls to EU IAS species of Union concern.
b. Put in place penalties and sanctions for breaches of prohibitions.
c. Establish a permitting regime to licence any derogations (research/ex-situ conservation).
d. If necessary, to establish lists of species of national importance.

Pets are allowed to be kept until the end of their natural life, and industry will have 1-2 years to sell pre-existing stock.

Trevor Salmon, DEFRA
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The rhetoric surrounding the new 
Invasive Alien Species legislation has 
gained momentum over the last few 
weeks and grey squirrels are leading 
the conversation. Media coverage is 
on the rise and heated opinions on 
the subject have graced the pages 
of national publications such as The 
Sunday Times and The Spectator. 

Nice Pie, a family run company 
attracting attention with their grey 
squirrel pies, say they have been 
contacted by the Forestry Commission 
who have offered the company squirrels 
from their national culling programme 
and have now been featured on “Jamie 
and Jimmy’s Friday Night Feast” on 
Channel 4.

Anne Wareham in the 21 March issue 
of The Spectator identifies grey squirrels 
as the ‘king of garden pests’, destroying 
baby birds, bulbs, fruit, young trees just as 
they begin to look like real trees, and bird 
feeders too. She then goes on to remind 
us that “all squirrels are not equal; some 
are easily foiled while others have uncanny 
abilities and you’ll need his persistence, 
determination, and ingenuity to stand a 
chance of protecting your garden.”

Francis Fulford writes in a letter to 
The Spectator that the solution to greys 
attacking our gardens is an easy one 
– “get an air rifle”. 

While Mr Fulford’s technique 
is a good one, there are also other 
ways of eradicating greys. When 
nests are abundant, drey poking 
can be an effective way of controlling 
these invasive alien pests. Dreys 
are constructed of twigs and other 
materials to create a safe refuge. One 
squirrel may build several dreys, but 
during the winter they are often shared 
for warmth. Drey poking can result 
in a number of squirrels being 
disturbed.

If the diseased grey squirrel is 
allowed to go on multiplying, as they 
are now, the red squirrel will be most 
likely wiped out. We need to build 
on the current tide of enthusiasm 
to eliminate the greys and thereby 
allowing the reds to flourish again. 

Red or Dead? Media Storm Moves 
Conversation Forward 

Q. Do you think the population of the alien grey 
squirrel should be controlled in some way in order 
to preserve from extinction and restore the red 
squirrel population

A. Yes 69%  
(NEMS Market Research, n=1001 adults)
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Why do grey squirrels damage trees? This seemingly simple question has vexed 
foresters, landowners, and scientists alike for decades now. 

We can predict the likelihood of a stand of trees being damaged, but we still do not fully 
understand the underlying motivations for grey squirrels stripping the bark off trees, and eating 
or licking the tissue beneath. A new bark analysis study is to be conducted in association with 
Forest Research and the Royal Veterinary College. The study aims to build upon previous 
research, and further explore the question of which components of bark could be driving grey 
squirrels to cause damage. Is it the minerals in bark, such as calcium, that drives these North 
American rodents to cause vast sums of economic damage to our woodland? Or could it be 
simply that they have a sweet tooth, and are after the sugary sap in phloem tissue? 

This is an appeal for suitable woodland sites in which to conduct this bark analysis study. 
The study will involve samples being taken from both damaged and undamaged trees that 
are in close proximity of one another in a wood. This means woods are needed that suffer 
extensive squirrel damage in spring/summer 2015. Ideally, woodland sites will be of mostly 
single species, for example all oak or beech, and all roughly the same age. The key criterion 
however is that severe fresh damage has occurred. 

Criteria for woodland sites:
• Extensive grey squirrel damage occurring in spring/summer 2015
• Predominantly single species
• Mostly even-aged trees 

LIFE EC-SQUARE is Italy’s first eradication project of its kind, involving the capture and 
surgical sterilisation of squirrels with a view to developing a solid method to implement 
in future projects. Nervi Park, Genoa was favoured for the project due to its particularly 
localised grey squirrel population.

Despite facing setbacks, including temporary suspension by the TAR (Regional 
administrative tribunals) of Liguria and the Council of State due to tension between citizens and 
organisations in the area, dialogue was, for the most part, constructive and innovative. 

The dialogue, supported by Legambiente Liguria, an Italian environmentalist association, 
was time-consuming and required considerable effort from all stakeholders involved, but yielded worthwhile results.  

322 squirrels were captured and sterilised at a veterinary facility and subsequently released at the park of Villa Gambaro, Genoa, 
an area approved for squirrel sterilisation. Feeders were placed on site and monitored regularly.

The project has now successfully eradicated grey squirrel populations in Nervi Park and Rossoscoiattolo continues to monitor 
the area to ensure these results are maintained.

Red squirrel reintroduction is now being considered in the area and the Ligurian project has contributed to further discussion on 
invasive species management in urban environments.

Grey Squirrel Damage Bark Analysis Study – 
Appeal for Woodlands

Grey Squirrel Sterilisation in Nervi, Genoa

Squirrel damaged Beech

If you think your woodland may be suitable, or for more information, please contact Christopher Nichols on 0300 067 5696,  
or christopher.nichols@forestry.gsi.gov.uk

International News 

By Christopher Nichols
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Grey squirrels have come under the spotlight as a host for the bacteria which 
causes Lyme disease in humans according to a study by the University of 
Glasgow. 

Caroline Millins, of the Institute of Biodiversity, Animal Health and Comparative 
Medicine and lead author of the study published in Applied and Environmental 
Microbiology, a journal published by the American Society for Microbiology, said: 
“Grey squirrels are abundant and widely distributed in the UK, so we were interested in finding out how this invasive species may 
contribute to maintaining the bacteria which causes Lyme disease in humans.”

The researchers tested 679 squirrels from across Scotland and the North of England in 2012 and 2013. They found that grey 
squirrels often carried ticks, and could be infected with all four of the Borrelia species found in the UK. Around 12% of the collected 
squirrels were infected, and surprisingly, the most frequent infection was a species usually found in birds. 

Miss Millins said: “Frequent infection of grey squirrels with bird strains of Borrelia was unexpected, and challenges our current 
understanding of host pathogen interactions for this zoonotic pathogen.

“We found quite different patterns and duration of infection in grey squirrels compared to native woodland rodent species. 
Grey squirrels become infected with whichever strains are circulating in the local area, and our models suggest that the duration of 
infection isn’t life-long. In contrast, native rodents tend to develop chronic lifelong infections with strains of Borrelia that have adapted 
to these hosts.”

Lyme disease was first diagnosed in Old Lyme, Connecticut, in the US, in 1975. The most common symptom is a distinctive 
skin rash which has a ‘target’ or ‘bull’s eye’ appearance. Patients can also have flu-like symptoms, including a headache and muscle 
pains. Symptoms can start within 3 - 30 days of an infected tick bite.

 If early symptoms of Lyme disease aren’t recognised and treated, infection can spread to cause more serious systemic chronic 
inflammatory disease, often affecting the joints, nervous system or heart. Lyme disease is treated with antibiotics.

Grey Squirrels Host Lyme 
Disease –  
Glasgow University Report

Kevin Viner’s Recipe for Two Squirrel Pasties
140g  squirrel meat cut into 1cm cubes;

100g  sliced potato;  

100g  sliced swede;  

50g  diced onion; 30g smoked bacon;

15g  chopped hazelnuts; 75g butter;

5g  chopped parsley; a good pinch of salt 

and pepper

2 pastry circles

Method

· Egg wash edges of pastry circles.

· Place the potato, swede, hazelnuts, parsley and seasoning on to each circle 

followed by the bacon, squirrel meat and, finally, the onion.

· Place butter in each pasty, then fold over the pastry and crimp the edges.

· Put the pasties on to a greaseproof baking tray, egg wash both pasties well, 

place in a pre-heated oven at 18 0C or gas mark 5.

· Bake for 45-50 minutes. The juices should start to boil and the pasties 

should be able to move on the tray with ease. 

According to experts grey squirrel 
numbers are set to increase this 
spring following a mild winter 
and an abundant supply of food 
available last autumn. A long 
summer and consistent growing 
conditions created large volumes 
of seeds late last summer and 
autumn, according to woodland 
experts. 

“The squirrel population is likely 
to be amongst the highest we have 
seen for some time,” said Graham 
Taylor, specialist woodland manager at 
Pryor & Rickett Silviculture. “Last year’s 
excellent mast season, particularly 
amongst beech, hornbeam, chestnut, 
small-leaved lime and many conifer 
species has allowed grey squirrel 
populations to respond to this 
increased food availability, with late 
broods and high survival rates leading 
to increased populations and higher 
control levels being necessary,“ he 
added.

Grey squirrels cost the UK 
economy around £14 million every 
year. As well as damaging trees, 
parks and gardens and predating on 
woodland birds, grey squirrels have 
driven our native red squirrels to the 
verge of extinction, both through 
competition and as carriers of the 
squirrel-pox virus to which greys are 
immune.

Grey Squirrel 
Numbers Set 
to Increase
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 In the context of grey squirrel control, 
one of the greatest gifts we have as 
practitioners is to be able to critically and 
honestly review our regional strategic 
approaches in order to evolve national 
best practice. We are going to make 
mistakes and we need to learn from 
them. In this article, I go behind the 
headline story of grey squirrel eradication 
on Anglesey to give a real-world 
perspective on the sixteen years it took 
the project to catch the last animal. 

In 1998, the project began with the 
ambition to eradicate grey squirrels, 
but with insufficient funding to be able 
to trap the whole island. It was only in 
2007 that adequate resources were 
first available to be able to undertake a 
systematic and comprehensive type of 
coverage. In addition, not all woodland 
owners allowed access in the first few 
years, and unfortunately this included 
the Forestry Commission who owned 
Newborough, the largest forest block on 
the island. These woodlands remained 
a source of dispersing grey squirrels 
to reinvade woodland that was being 
trapped nearby. As a result of these 
factors, the project was far from the 
perfect example of an efficient and well 
planned operation which is sometimes 
suggested in media reports.

Where access was granted to 
control grey squirrels the project also 
made some serious misjudgements. 
An important example was that we 
assumed that although grey squirrels 
might occasionally use small and 
isolated patches of hazel, willow and 
birch scrub, they would not usually 
be resident or breeding in such poor 
quality habitat. We also assumed that 
squirrels in such marginal habitat would 
move range into adjacent better quality 
woodland patches nearby once culling 
had removed a large proportion of 
animals there. These both proved to 
be false assumptions, and led to us 
‘missing’ productive females. 

Whilst work was underway on 
Anglesey a limited mainland cull was 
put in place in order to reduce the 
chance of grey squirrels crossing 
from Gwynedd. This culling was often 
sporadic, geographically limited, and for 
several years was stopped altogether 
in order to focus upon trying to more 
intensively tackle squirrels resident on 
the island. The dispersal of red squirrels 
across the Menai Straits into Gwynedd 
has demonstrated just how porous the 
natural sea barrier is because of the two 
road bridges. It is very likely therefore 
that grey squirrels were crossing onto 
Anglesey in the first decade of the 
eradication (1998-2008). So this, and 
the cumulative result of all of the above 
factors, would have benefitted grey 
squirrel population recovery and dulled 
the impact of culling operations. I think 
it fair to assume that in an ideal world it 
should not have taken sixteen years to 
catch the last grey squirrel.

If it should not have taken 16 years, 

then how long should it have taken to 
eradicate? We could hazard a guess, 
but it would be much better to have an 
answer based upon some quantified 
assessments. We therefore hope 
that Prof Andy White and his team at 
Heriot-Watt University will be able to 
help. They are currently modelling red 
and grey squirrel population dynamics 
on Anglesey and this work includes 
exploring what would have happened 
if we had trapped the whole island 
systematically from the project start and 
also if we had sealed off Anglesey from 
mainland dispersal. Time of course is 
only one measure of resource, and so 
we anticipate being able to recalibrate 
the financial resourcing required to 
eradicate at this scale. The results of the 
modelling will help in strategic planning 
of culls elsewhere in the UK and we 
await the results with interest.

Dr. Craig Shuttleworth
RSST

Addressing a Paris audience in 1910, President Theodore Roosevelt famously stated:

‘It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where 
the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in 
the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who 
comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming...’

Anglesey - Where Did it Go Wrong?

Anglesey Story Makes the Sunday Times
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Rusty Redcoat Volume II in 
Bookstores Now.

The Adventures of Rusty Redcoat 
Volume II was published just last year. 
‘The Adventures of Rust Redcoat’ author 
Ernie Gordon says the series reaches 
the young reader as it is they who will 

inherit the terrible mess which presently exists in England and Wales where the adult 
powers-that-be have allowed the alien, disease ridden, grey squirrel to reach plague 
proportions these past fifty years, or more, to the extent that our indigenous British 
red squirrel has been almost rendered extinct in England and Wales. 

Gordon goes on to say: “What better way than to introduce all those children 
to Rusty Redcoat through my books so that the affinity will be bonded between 
child and red squirrel and, in so doing, create the awareness in their minds that, 
if things are allowed to go on unchecked, then we will lose a beautiful part of 
our natural British heritage forever. ‘Rusty Redcoat’ books may be purchased 
through Amazon.


