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Editorial In brief...
Both red and grey squirrels take eggs and nestlings from woodland birds, the 
difference is that grey squirrels require nearly ten times as much food per acre 
as reds. When the first litter of greys is weaned in May, the grey population 
doubles and the race for food is on. 

Please address letters to Miles Barne, The Editor, Squirrel, 4 East Bank House, 
Tide Mill Way, Woodbridge, Suffolk, IP12 1BY.   
Email: mail@europeansquirrelinitiative.org

Miles Barne

Irish insight into pine 
martens and squirrels
Anecdotal evidence suggests 
that pine martens are flourishing 
in the midlands of Ireland where 
conservation work has been 
concentrating on protecting 
red squirrels. The theory is that 
pine martens are preying on the 
introduced grey squirrels rather than 
the more nimble reds.

In order to learn more about 
the interaction of these species, 
researchers at the National 
University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG), 
are calling for forestry professionals 
and members of the public to report 
sightings of pine martens in Ireland. 
Reported data will feed in to a wider 
study of squirrel dynamics in Ireland.

To report sightings, please 
complete the online survey form at 
www.woodlandmammals.com or 
contact emmasheedy@gmail.com 

International Year of 
Biodiversity

UNESCO, the 
United Nations 
Educational, 
Scientific 
and Cultural 

Organisation, has declared 2010 
the International Year of Biodiversity. 
A range of activities is planned, 
with the aim of highlighting the 
increasingly rapid rate of biodiversity 
loss.

Details are at: www.cbd.
int/2010/welcome

Controlling Grey Squirrel 
Damage to Woodlands
The Forestry Commission’s useful 
and detailed guide on controlling 
damage by grey squirrels is 
available to download at www.
forestry.gov.uk/pdf/fcpn004.
pdf/$file/fcpn004.pdf

Bird nests, especially open nests 
in the canopy, contain high-protein 
chicks and eggs, literally, on a plate. 
Nigel Housden’s remarkable cover 
photograph of a grey squirrel with 
two flycatcher eggs in its mouth, 
shows what we all know to be true – 
squirrels pillage nests. The question 
is: are grey squirrels responsible for 
the decline of some woodland bird 
species? To answer this question, ESI 
commissioned the Game Conservancy 
Trust to conduct field surveys, 
comparing the number of broods 
successfully fledged in several pairs of 
woods, where one wood is subjected 
to rigorous grey squirrel control and 
the other not. 2010 is the final year of 
this operation and we should have an 
answer in the Autumn.

In this issue of the ESI newsletter, 
Francis Fulford writes of a project to 
re-introduce reds to the English south 

west. Cornish choughs to Purbeck, 
beavers to Scotland, sea eagles to 
Mull – reintroduction is all the rage. 
Red squirrels have been successfully 
re-introduced to Ireland and Scotland in 
the past, let us hope that this admirable 
project in the south-west of England 
meets with equal success. From 
experience in the north of England, we 
know that reds will rapidly recolonise 
woodland once greys are removed. 

Finally, I hope you like the new 
format and title. We have increased 
the number of pages from 8 to 12, 
taken some advertising to cover 
production and distribution costs, and 
plan, initially at least, to issue twice a 
year rather three times. The newsletter 
will remain free to recipients and aims 
to provide squirrel news to as wide an 
audience as possible.

The next issue, out in October, will 
include a correspondence page. 

Page 1

Front cover photograph shows grey squirrel with Flycatcher egg in its mouth, 
and is reproduced courtesy of Nigel Housden/Pinsharp Photography.

While speaking to a bird watcher on a large country 
estate in Suffolk, where I work as a squirrel catcher, 
he said, “Congratulations! There are more 
Nuthatches on this estate than anywhere I go.”
This is because on the estate there is 
minimum egg destruction and nest 
interference from squirrels – 
one up for squirrel control!
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Jigger writes...



I wonder whether many readers of 
Shooting Times and real lovers of 
everything that makes up our natural 
world in Britain, feel that the odds 
are stacked against them, their sport 
and the wildlife. I certainly consider 
a major gulf exists between wildlife 
issues and efficient, effective and 
balanced action that national bodies 
such as the RSPB, Natural England 
and others could be taking.

Grey squirrel control has, until 
recently, evaded effective scrutiny, 
any attention being given to the 
subject now is only as a result of 
public concern about the decline of 
the red squirrel. The most casual of 
observers can hardly fail to notice that 
the native red squirrel is vulnerable. 
An ever-declining, threatened 
habitat, a lack of defence against the 
Parapoxvirus, combined with a lack 
of effective species protection, makes 
for a fragile existence. By contrast, 
the position of the introduced grey 
squirrel is everything which that of 
the red is not: a large, geographical 
spread, diverse habitat, burgeoning 
population (a few years ago estimated 
at 2.5 million) and the notoriety of 
being listed as one of the world’s 100 
worst, invasive alien species.

Our scrutiny of the grey should 
go beyond the pressure forced by the 
grey onto the red squirrel, to include 
bird-egg predation by grey squirrels, 
as well as competition for nests and 
sites. The photograph on the right 
shows a favourite summer visitor, the 
spotted flycatcher, which is a red-listed 
species, with a high conservation 
status, which has had a fifty per cent 
population decline in the last 25 years. 
I found a pair had nested in the top 

third of the canopy of a large weeping 
willow tree. During their residency I 
captured images of their fly-catching 
acrobatics until, inexplicably, the birds 
vanished. I uncovered the mystery and 
culprit in a single image, a raided nest 
had led to desertion. Common sense 
tells me this is happening on a grand 
scale. People hang bird feeders, the 
ever-present opportunist grey squirrel 
uses the feeders, the garden hedges 

and trees, turning its attention to eggs 
during summer months. 

Species which I believe are being 
badly affected in addition to the 
Spotted Flycatcher are the Hawfinch, 
Brambling, Bullfinch, Thrush and 
Nuthatch. There are also issues 
surrounding competition for nest holes 
with owls, starlings and tree sparrows.

Shooting and the management 
of shoots rarely gain the recognition 
they deserve for the work they do on 
conservation, reflected in improving 
quarry populations and associated 
species on land of grouse moor, mixed 
woodland, fen and farmland.  
As long as shooting maintains 
predator control, native species will 
continue to derive benefit. Those that 
deny the effect that grey squirrels 
are having, may be unable to do so 
for much longer. The red squirrel is 
on a precipice and woodland and 
songbirds continue to decline. It 
is time to see the full picture and 
instigate effective conservation action.

Nigel Housden
www.pinsharpphotography.co.uk

(Edited) article first appeared in the 
11 November 2009 issue of 
Shooting Times
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Grey Squirrel – Evading the Issues

 Nigel Housden - Pinsharp Photography (above & right)
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‘Wait until the squirrel has left the tree...   
then shoot’
Grey squirrels are such a pest that gun 
clubs are being paid to hunt them. But 
should they be in the firing line? Asks 
BRIAN O’CONNELL

It’s not often you get gun club 
members and environmental activists 
singing from the same hymn sheet, 
but when it comes to the grey 
squirrel, there aren’t too many 
defenders of the native American 
rodent. The squirrels were introduced 
to Ireland at the beginning of the 20th 
century, when a group of creatures 
to be given as a gift escaped. Ever 
since, they have been making life 
miserable for the native red squirrel 
and several species of Irish tree.

Now though, a concerted effort 
is under way to take on the squirrels, 
and Ireland’s gun clubs are leading the 
fight back. An annual cull competition, 
which gun clubs say is supported 
by the Department of Agriculture [in 
Ireland], has seen over 2,000 grey 
squirrels killed in the past two years, 
with prize money of €1,600 going to 
the club with the most hits. 

A spokesperson from the 
Department of Agriculture says: “The 
National Association of Regional Game 
Councils, which represents more than 
1,000 gun clubs with 26,000 members 
throughout the country, have included 
grey squirrels in its annual cull of 
pest species. The Forest Service has 
provided funding for the last two years 
towards this project.”

Des Crofton, director of the 
National Association of Regional Game 
Councils, says “The most common 

way to shoot them is with a shotgun. 
You can use a low calibre .22 rifle 
as well, but the preference is for a 
shotgun.”

Crofton says most greys are shot 
within a 30-50m distance, and that 
the squirrels are harder to shoot if they 
are in trees. “You might see them in 
pairs, but often they are on their own,” 
he says, “and there is no sound from 
them when they are shot. They are 
killed instantly, no matter where they 
are hit - with a shotgun, the shot will 
get almost every part of the body.”

Wildlife activist Éanna Ní Lamhna 
says that shooting grey squirrels in this 
way is both a humane and effective 
way of helping to eradicate the 
destructive species from Ireland. “The 
grey squirrels are a total pest in this 
country. Shooting them is the most 
humane way of killing them. Gun clubs 
have to take responsibility that they kill 
them, though, and don’t leave injured 
animals, but I think for the most part 
they are responsible in this manner.”

But is every squirrel caught as 

part of the annual squirrel shoot killed 
by a gun? It appears not. Andrew 
Dillon, whose club won last year’s 
cull competition, says more than half 
of the 214 squirrels his club caught 
were with traps. “A lot of them would 
be trapped and not shot at all,” he 
says. “With traps, guys have to be out 
checking them every day. It wouldn’t 
be something we’d put down and 
walk away from.”

Many agree that whatever method 
is used, the grey squirrel’s presence in 
Ireland is causing damage to both flora 
and fauna, and efforts to prevent their 
spread must now be accelerated. The 
red squirrel is in danger of disappearing 
in eastern parts of the country and, 
with news that the grey squirrel has 
crossed the Shannon, there are fears 
for western species also.

Yet Bernie Wright, press officer 
of the Alliance for Animal Rights 
(Afar), says it’s not the grey squirrels’ 
fault they have ended up in Ireland, 
and their mass culling is unjustified. 
“Man has created this problem and 
should ultimately take responsibility for 
introducing non-indigenous species. 
The grey squirrels should not have to 
pay with their lives,” she says.

As for the gun clubs’ attempts to 
help eradicate the grey squirrel from 
Ireland and stand up for our native 
species, Wright is unconvinced. 
“Nor should they be the latest pot-
shot targets for gun-toting, aspiring 
Rambos in gun clubs countrywide.”

(Edited) article from The Irish Times, 
9th January 2010
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Grey Squirrel Control
The trapping season is upon us 
again, writes Ian Wood of Grey 
Squirrel Control Ltd, and the trapping 
methods available are increasing 
every year. Two more lethal spring 
traps were added to the Spring 
Traps Approval List in October 
2009, although only one of them is 
currently available to buy.

The WCS Tube Trap, made in 
America, was originally designed 
for mink and is currently approved 
in England for grey squirrels, mink, 
rats, stoats and weasels. The design 
of this trap makes it suitable for use 
in gardens and woodlands, as no 
other tunnel is required and setting is 
straightforward. The trap has a rust-
proof coating which is olive green in 
colour.

The other trap approved in 
October 2009 is the Skinn’s Superior 
Squirrel Trap which is the same design 
as the Kania 2000 but is made in the 
UK. At present this trap is not yet in 
manufacture.

The Elgeeco Squirrel Trap is 
still the best trap available for live-
catch trapping campaigns and gives 
excellent results when trapping in 
gardens or woodlands. The current 
trap is superb quality, with ease of use 
and an optional refuge cage, making it 
a favourite of red squirrel groups.

For trapping in larger woodlands, 
the Kania 2000 trap has been a real 
breakthrough and continues to be a 
deadly tool in the armoury. We trapped 
a National Trust property that had 
had serious bark-stripping damage 
the previous year, using Kania 2000s 
up selected trees. The results were 
quick and effective with no further tree 
damage last year.

“What bait should I use for 
trapping?” is always a popular 
question, but the answer will vary 
depending on where you are trapping. 
If you are trapping squirrels in gardens 
you can use the same food as you are 
giving the birds or just use peanuts 
or peanut butter. Trapping squirrels in 
larger woodlands requires a slightly 
different approach and bait should 
be used initially that the squirrels 
can easily see. Whole maize is my 
favoured bait to draw squirrels into an 
area that I intend to trap and then I put 
peanut butter in around the trap. I also 
use a trailing lure of hazelnut oil.

When carrying out live-catch 
trapping, please make sure you are 
trained and competent in the dispatch 
of your captured squirrel – many 
people do not have the appropriate 
means or knowledge to carry this out.

Have a good trapping season.

Ian Wood
www.greysquirrelcontrol.co.uk
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Above: Grey squirrel caught in a 
Kania 2000 trap placed around 
10ft up a tree at a National Trust 
contract. The kania is secured 
to the tree using a strap so as 
not to use nails in the tree. The 
trap needs to set in such a way 
that it can be removed easily for 
re-setting.

Below: The Skinn’s Superior 
Squirrel Trap. 

Squirrel in a WCS Tube Trap.



A vaccine for squirrel poxvirus

Squirrel poxvirus – 
Scottish update

Squirrel poxvirus is a potentially fatal 
disease affecting the red squirrel 
population in some areas of the UK, 
caused by a poxvirus, and is believed 
to be a significant factor in the decline 
in the red squirrel population over 
recent decades. 

The clinical signs of the virus are 
wet, discharging lesions around the 
eyes, mouth, feet and genitals. Affected 
animals become increasingly lethargic, 
and may die as quickly as seven days 
after signs appear. Grey squirrels do 
become infected by the virus but 
seem relatively unaffected by it, rather 
acting as a reservoir of infection for red 
squirrels.

There is currently no treatment 
for this poxvirus. However, there have 
been successful examples of vaccines 
against poxviruses, e.g. smallpox in 
humans, eradicated largely through 
vaccination, and Orf (contagious 
pustular dermatitis) in sheep, it was 
therefore considered that development 
of a squirrelpox vaccine might be 
feasible. The Wildlife Ark Trust has 
raised funding for the first phase of 
development of a squirrelpox vaccine 
and the work has been commissioned 
at the Moredun Research Institute, 

Edinburgh under the leadership of Dr 
Colin McInnes.

In order to maximize the chances 
of success, three separate scientific 
approaches are being taken to 
develop a potential vaccine candidate. 
These are:
i) an attenuated (weakened) live
 virus vaccine;
ii) a specific gene-deleted, live virus
 vaccine – the gene deletion renders
 the virus safe and unable to cause
 disease, while retaining its ability to
 protect against disease;
iii) the identification of specific, 
 immuno-dominant genes which are
 responsible for conferring immunity.
 These could be delivered in a viral
 vector, several of which are already
 in clinical use.

The funding is already secure to 
cover the first two and a half years 
of this three-year initial phase of the 
programme, scheduled for completion 
by December 2011, at which time, the 
most promising of 
the three possible 
methods, will be 
selected for further 
development. This 

means that the prototype vaccine 
has to be shown to be both safe and 
effective in the laboratory situation.

The next step will be to carry 
out field tests in red squirrels in 
their natural habitat, using the most 
promising vaccine candidate(s). This 
immediately raises many practical 
challenges, including how to 
administer the vaccine to a wildlife 
species, and urgent consideration is 
being given to these issues.

In addition, it will be necessary 
for the vaccine to be fully authorized 
for release into the environment by 
the appropriate regulatory agencies. 
Initial consultation is being sought with 
the Veterinary Medicines Directorate, 
one of the government agencies 
responsible for these matters.

It is hoped that within five years a 
safe and effective squirrelpox vaccine 
will be in widespread use to combat 
this fatal and devastating disease.

Prof. A R Peters

Last year, there were two outbreaks 
of the squirrel poxvirus among red 
squirrels in Scotland. The largest 
was the ongoing outbreak on the 
Queensberry Estate, Thornhill, and 
the second was a small and quickly 
contained outbreak at Castlemilk 
near Lockerbie. 

Twenty-nine red squirrels are 
confirmed to have died in the 
Queensberry outbreak. However, 
on average, only 10 per cent of 
pox casualties are ever found, it is 
likely therefore that around 300 red 
squirrels have died so far. The disease 
will cause the estate’s red squirrel 
population levels to crash, but after 
this the red squirrel density will be 

low enough to 
allow the disease 
to burn out. No 
pox casualties have been found 
at Queensberry since July 2009 
suggesting that this density level 
may have already been reached 
and that we are at the tail end of the 
outbreak. The Buccleuch Ranger 
service has succeeded in containing 
the outbreak within the Estate, thereby 
ensuring that healthy red squirrels 
from the surrounding area will be 
able to re-colonise the estate. Red 
Squirrels South Scotland (RSSS) is 
about to begin a serology study of the 
remaining red squirrels on the estate in 
the hope of establishing whether any 

reds that contracted the virus were 
able to survive.

In addition to the promising news 
from Queensberry, we are able to 
confirm that it has now been almost 
two years (April 2008) since pox-
carrying grey squirrels have been 
identified outside the established 
seropositive area. This is great news 
and shows the efficacy of co-ordinated 
and effectively targeted intensive grey 
squirrel control.

Richard Wales
Southern Scotland Project Coordinator, 
Red Squirrels South Scotland
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European Squirrel Initiative welcomes new report on invasive alien species

Italy

International News

The European Squirrel Initiative 
(ESI) has welcomed the publication 
of a new report(1) into the impact of 
invasive alien species on biodiversity. 

Co-ordinated by the Global 
Invasive Species Programme, the 
report found that, on average, there 
are 50 non-indigenous species per 
country which have a negative impact 
on biodiversity. For the past eight 
years, ESI has been raising awareness 
of the impact of the American grey 
squirrel on Britain’s – and Europe’s – 
native flora and fauna. Introduced into 
the UK in 1876, the grey squirrel has 
been altering our natural landscape, 
destroying woodlands and parks and 
damaging the UK’s biodiversity. 

Miles Barne, Chairman of ESI said, 
“This report highlights the irreversible 
damage which alien species can 
cause to biodiversity internationally. 

One of the most destructive alien 
species in the UK is the grey squirrel, 
which has all but destroyed our native 
population of red squirrels. We need 
to wake up to exactly how much this 
non-native mammal is affecting our 
biodiversity.”

The grey squirrel is listed among 
the 100 worst invasive species 
by IUCN (International Union for 
Conservation of Nature). ESI has 

been lobbying government at national 
and European levels to take a more 
effective approach to the control of 
alien species and grey squirrels in 
particular. 

According to the report, invasive 
species are one of the top three 
threats to life on this planet and 
while most countries have made an 
international commitment to tackle 
this threat, only half have introduced 
relevant legislation and even fewer are 
taking adequate action on the ground.

The publication was produced by 
scientists from the Centre for Invasion 
Biology (Stellenbosch University), 
BirdLife International and IUCN. 
Full publication available at: 
http://www.gisp.org/whatsnew/
docs/McGeochetal2010.PDF
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Views (above and below) of the Susa Valley, Italy leading
to France – a potential invasion route for the grey squirrel.

Recent regional elections have shown 
a clear switch to the centre-right in 
Piedmont. Lombardy was already 
with the centre-right, its governor 
(Formigoni, of the Northern League) 
was reconfirmed. In Piedmont, where 
the left has dominated the political 
scene over the last 50 years, a close 
result saw a win for Roberto Cota 
(Northern League). It will take some 
time before changes in Piedmont are 
operational, but it is likely that the 
new government will be closer to our 
wishes. 

Local administrators are now 
definitely more aware of the problems 
caused by invasive alien species (with 
the grey squirrel being in the top ten 
of the list of these species) than they 
were a few years back, but we cannot 
say that this issue represents any sort 
of priority for them. 

However, pressure from the 
EU and the Bern Convention is 
beginning to have an effect on 
regional authorities in Piedmont 

and Lombardy, although this has 
not been translated into any action 
so far. Similarly, although the Italian 
Ministry of Agriculture made a specific 
commitment to do so, the long-
awaited ban on the buying and selling 
of grey squirrels in Italy has not yet 
been formulated.

The Italian association, “Let’s 
Save The Red”, is about to be 
set up officially. A meeting of the 
association has been arranged for 
March in Piedmont, where there will 
be a scientific presentation by Dr 
Sandro Bertolino of Turin University. 
The association’s job will not be an 
easy one – Italy is years behind UK as 
far as the protection of endangered 
species is concerned, and mostly 
because this area is not yet regulated 
either at national or regional levels. 
Furthermore, local animal rights 
campaigners are particularly vociferous 
and take anyone they perceive to be a 
threat to small mammals to court. 

There is still a great deal of correct 

information to be pushed out to the 
public here, but we feel that the time is 
ripe to do that. We know that we are 
not the only ones in Europe fighting 
such a battle.

An Italian researcher, presently 
on a doctorate course in London, will 
soon begin a study on genetic variety 
within the grey squirrel populations in 
England, Ireland and Italy. It appears 
that genetic variety might have 
influenced the spread of the grey 
squirrel in these three countries, namely 
that a narrow band of genetic variety 
has probably caused a slower spread. 
The study will start in Piedmont.

Filippo Gautier

(1)  Global indicators of biological invasion: species numbers, 
biodiversity impact and policy responses.



Sometimes a cause captures people’s 
imagination to such an extent that it 
begins to develop in ways that the 
original initiators never considered in 
their wildest dreams. I think this has 
happened with the campaign to save 
the red squirrel from extinction. 

All over the country, people have 
been inspired to achieve what the 
forestry and wildlife establishment said 
wasn’t worth considering. Their opinion 
was that the general public would never 
support a campaign which involved a 
furry animal, the grey squirrel, being 
killed. We now know that they were 
wrong in spades, and the public 
have responded enthusiastically to 
campaigns designed to save local red 
squirrels from the invading greys.

But what about the parts of the UK 
where red squirrels have been extinct 
for sixty or seventy years? Could a 
campaign get off the ground in these 
parts to eliminate the grey squirrel with 
the aim of re-introducing the red, and 

even if such a campaign was started, 
could it succeed? A few brave souls in 
the south-west of England thought it 
was worth a crack and formed a charity 
called the Red Squirrel South West 
(RSSW).

These brave souls were 
astonished, as brave souls often are, 
at the level of support for a plan to re-
introduce the red squirrel. It was time 
to get the map out and identify parts 
of the South-West where a campaign 
to eradicate the grey and re-introduce 
the red would have the most chance of 
success. The common-sense solution 
seemed to be to start in Cornwall, at 
the very extremity of England, and work 
east from there, but the RSSW found 
that people are impatient. People in 
Dorset and Somerset were saying, 
“That’s all very well but what about 
us?”  As a result, a new target area was 
identified – the Isle of Purbeck.

This is an ideal pilot area to test 
our premise that the elimination of the 

grey and the re-introduction of the red 
is a viable and achievable objective. 
The Isle of Purbeck is not, of course, 
an island, but it is surrounded by sea 
on three sides and is separated by a 
short stretch of water from the only 
surviving colony of red squirrels in the 
south of England, Brownsea Island. 
It has the added benefit of much of it 
being covered with Scotch pine, which 
grows profusely on the heathland. All 
of these factors make this a winnable 
project. If we do remove the greys and 
re-establish a viable red squirrel colony 
on the mainland of southern England, 
then the future, not only for the RSSW 
but for all those involved in the re-
introduction of the red squirrel and the 
elimination of the grey, becomes very 
exciting. Success breeds success, and 
success breeds money, and money 
is what we need not just to finance 
individual projects such as this, but to 
also fund the research which still needs 
to be done on finding the most effective 
way to eliminate the grey.

Francis Fulford 

Scotland

In early February, the Saving 
Scotland’s Red Squirrels (SSRS) 
held a one-day conference for 
those involved in grey squirrel 
control. This was a great 
opportunity for woodland owners, 
project staff and volunteers to get 
together and discuss landscape-
scale approaches to grey 
control. Methods of grey squirrel 
dispatch were a key element of 
discussions, and Dr Mel Tonkin, 
SSRS Project Manager, outlined 
a range of monitoring and data 
recording methods that can be 
used in the field.
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Planned re-introduction of reds to the Isle of Purbeck

UK News
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The controversy surrounding the 
Countryside Council for Wales’ (CCW) 
demands to clearfell 600 acres of 
Newborough Forest has led to the 
Welsh Assembly Government setting 
up a Science Review. The review has 
brought together sand-dune ecologists 
and independent scientists, including 
Dr Craig Shuttleworth and Dr Ian Miller. 
A report is currently being 
produced by CCW and 
an independent arbitration 
panel is now likely to be 
called because the Science 
Review failed to agree on 
a range of fundamental 
points. These points relate 
to the hydrological impact of 
Corsican pine plantations, 
a UK requirement for sand-
dune zonation across the 
coastal frontage of the site, 
and geomorphological 

aspects of the sand-dune system. 
Red squirrels are not an EU-protected 
species and consequently, although 
important, their presence in the 
woodland is not a key aspect of 
discussions.

Dr Craig Shuttleworth RSST
National Operations Director

Bernard Widdowson 

I feel both 
lucky and sad 
– I was lucky to 
meet Bernard 
Widdowson, 
and then, only a 
few weeks after 
I had met him, 

he was gone. I met him because of 
red squirrels and emails about red 
squirrels. He was concerned about 
Natural England’s tree felling plans 
for nearby White Moss and the threat 
to the resident reds that tree felling 
would create.

I arrived on a sunny afternoon and 

both Bernard and Jo, his wife, greeted 
me like a long-lost friend. Tea, scones 
and squirrels were the order of the 
day. And what a garden – designed 
for beauty, tranquillity and wildlife. He 
gave me nest boxes for owls, starlings 
and tree-creepers – yes tree-creepers 
– and then arranged for me to visit 
White Moss and speak to those with 
similar concerns to his own. In spite of 
health problems, Bernard battled for 
the countryside he loved.

More emails followed, keeping me 
informed of progress, then came the 
sad news. What a good man and what 
a privilege to have known him. 

Robin Page
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Newborough Forest

Merseyside

Six months into the Merseyside 
Red Squirrels Project, results from 
a population survey on the Sefton 
Coast show that Merseyside’s 
red squirrels are recovering well 
after the devastating squirrelpox 
outbreak of 2006-2008.

 The Merseyside Red Squirrels 
project is a partnership between 
RSST, Lancashire Wildlife Trust 
(who manage the project), Save Our 
Squirrels and the National Trust, 
and builds on previous work by the 
project partners. An expanded grey 
squirrel control zone now covers 
all areas where reds are found 
throughout Merseyside.

 During the squirrelpox outbreak 
in 2006-2008 red squirrel numbers 
in the National Trust reserve at 
Formby dropped from around 1,000 
to approximately 100-150. However, 
the Sefton Coast population survey 
reveals that the pinewood population 
has almost doubled in the space of a 
year from the historic low of around 
150 animals in 2008 to an estimated 
300 animals today. 

 Fiona Whitfield, Conservation 
Officer for the Wildlife Trust, said, 
“This recovery is testament to 
the hard work that our partners, 
volunteers and staff have put in. It 
is crucial that these first signs of 
recovery are used as a platform for 
future success.” 

For more details on the project, visit 
our websiteat www.rsst.org.uk 
 
Joshua Perry                                
Director RSST
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Above: Bernard, giving his time to help an abandoned red squirrel.



Breeding Red Squirrels in Captivity

David Stapleford is a man who 
knows a thing or two about the 
captive breeding of red squirrels. 
In 1964, while living in London, 
where the once-plentiful, native reds 
had long since been replaced by 
the ubiquitous grey squirrel, David 
obtained his first pair of reds, hoping 
to breed from them and release the 
young into the wild.

At that time it was generally 
believed that the American grey 
squirrel, spreading from the release 
of ten pairs at Woburn, Bedfordshire 
in 1881, had merely slipped into a 
niche vacated by the indigenous 
red. We now understand that a more 
plausible explanation is ‘advance and 
retreat’ – as the grey advances, the 
red disappears.

David moved to Norfolk in 1979, 
where reds could still be seen in 
small numbers. The many difficulties 
in captive breeding, not least of 
which was the fact that David was 
working alone, were only resolved 
over a long period. He formed a 
working group consisting mainly in 
wildlife establishments with public 
access, such as a local zoo and a 
holiday park with a strong emphasis 
on conservation. These ten locations 
have been helping the captive-
rearing project breed strong, healthy 
individuals for release, but they 
have also allowed the educational 
aspect of the conservation project 

to be pursued, namely raising public 
awareness of the role of grey squirrels 
in the decline of reds.

An interim base has been 
established at the Pensthorpe 
Conservation Trust reserve, outside 
Fakenham in Norfolk, host of BBC’s 
Springwatch for the third time this 
year. Two new enclosures with 
quarantine facilities were built at 
Pensthorpe to receive juvenile squirrels 
from other members of the working 
group, for quarantining and micro-
chipping. The juveniles are introduced 
to each other with great care. They 

spend time together and gain weight 
before being released or retained for 
the breeding programme.  

Close observation is crucial during 
breeding. David’s practised eye and 
that indefinable feel for knowing 
animals has been a key factor in the 
success of the Pensthorpe breeding 
programme. With some pairs, 
breeding cycles can be successful 
with the male in situ all the time. In 
other cases, a successful outcome, 
with all young surviving, is best 
achieved if the male is removed after 
the young have been born.

Two key factors for successful 
captive breeding are provision 
of a suitable habitat and a strict 
feeding regime. Keepers have to be 
particularly aware of the voracious 
appetites that squirrels have in August 
and early September, and the need to 
provide extra food and variety at the 
stage when the young squirrels are 
sampling everything.

Squirrels are territorial and in their 
natural environment their territories 
would cover an extensive area. 
In captivity however, this area is 
confined, the squirrels’ exercise route 
is concentrated and will necessarily 
be stereotypical. This is an important 
consideration when squirrels are 
on display, as the viewing public 
witnessing stereotypical behaviour 
wrongly assume that the squirrel is 
bored or wants to get out. We have 
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addressed this at Pensthorpe by 
linking the enclosures with a number 
of overhead runs to give the squirrels 
plenty of space. The adult female we 
have displays an acceptable and quite 
extensive stereotyped run over logs 
and around bushes, but, as her young 
litters grow, they begin to establish 
their territories and individuals can 
stereotype in a confined space. 
These overhead runs come into their 
own when the young are around 
twelve weeks old and in their natural 
environment would be seeking 
pastures new. The increased space 
also gives the young enough time to 
gain weight before being released.

A large part of our job is to allow 
the public to see these wonderful 
creatures at close quarters, inform 
them of the issues surrounding the 
decline of our native red squirrel, 
and engage the community in its 
conservation. Pensthorpe is pleased 
to send surplus animals to Anglesey 
each year, where they are released 
into the wild as part of a coordinated 
programme to re-inforce the area’s 
local red population.

Chrissie Kelley and
David Stapleford

www.pensthorpetrust.org.uk

Survival Trust Survey
In December 2009, the Red Squirrel 
Survival Trust (RSST) launched 
its first Red Squirrel Perceptions 
Survey. The survey monitored 
people’s perceptions of red- and 
grey-squirrel populations around the 
UK and asked whether people felt 
that red and grey numbers in their 
area were increasing, decreasing, or 
showed no change. Respondents 
also indicated how abundant they 
considered their local red and grey 
populations to be.

The survey, designed with 
input from leading conservationists 
and government agencies, will be 
conducted biannually. It tracks 
changes in perceptions over time 
to provide valuable management 
information.

The current study reveals 
that red-squirrel numbers are 
perceived to have remained stable, 
and in some areas have even 
risen. The strongest perceptions 
of an increase in red-squirrel 
numbers were in south Cumbria, 
north-east Scotland, the Isle 
of Wight, and along the Sefton 
Coast in Lancashire. In the 
south Lakes and the Cumbrian 
Yorkshire Dales, reds have been 
sighted in a growing number 
of locations. Encouragingly, 
respondents in south Cumbria 
reported a considerable number 
of stories about reds returning 
and importantly, this was the only 
area where a significant number 
of reports of grey populations 
reducing were received. 

In north-east Scotland there 
were reports of reds returning to 

the area north of the Dee and to 
the west of Aberdeen. Further 
south, five reds have been reported 
on the Mugdrum Estate, between 
Fife, Perth and Kinross. This comes 
after fifteen years without reds 
and follows sustained grey squirrel 
control on the Estate since 2008. 

RSST’s survey results also 
clearly show that people consider 
red squirrel sightings to be 
common in the grey-free areas 
of northern Scotland and the 
Isle of Wight. Correspondingly, 
where there was a perception 
of abundant grey squirrels, such 
as in south Scotland, this was 
accompanied by a perceived 
worryingly low number of reds. 

These results indicate that reds 
flourish when greys are not present 
and also show that respondents do 
not consider the red squirrel to be a 
lost cause. They can see with their 
own eyes that reds are returning to 
places where there is co-ordinated 
grey squirrel control. It is increasingly 
clear that with the right support, reds 
are capable of fighting back. The 
real test will be to see what results 
we get when the survey is next 
conducted in May 2010.

If you live in a red squirrel area, 
we would be extremely grateful 
for your participation in our next 
survey. If you are interested in 
taking part, please send an email 
to Joshua Perry at info@rsst.
org.uk, marking your email Red 
Squirrel Perception Survey.

Joshua Perry
Director RSST
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