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People often ask me if I ever get lonely working on my own in the woods, to which I reply “definitely not”. I have my little dog to 
keep me company and there is so much to see with the flora and fauna and ever-changing face of the woods. My favourites are 
the Hornbeams, which are beautiful all year round, but grey squirrels attack them without mercy if allowed, so I have to watch 
them closely and trap around the trees. 
All this euphoria is tinged with a little sadness, because the last red squirrel around here was reported in 1970. Some members 
of the general public still have a soft spot for the disease-carrying, destructive grey squirrel – is this fault of Walt Disney or is it 
because of their fluffy tails?
Jigger is a vermin controller at an estate in Suffolk.

Editorial In brief...
Forestry Commission National statistics put the value of the UK timber 
industry at roughly £350 million, but what has the grey squirrel literally 
stripped out from that value and what will it cost us in the future?  

Cane toad solution for 
Queensland?   
The invasive cane toad has spread 
exponentially across the northern half 
of Australia since being brought over 
in 1935 from Hawaii by the Bureau of 
Sugar Experiment Stations to control 
cane beetles. However, it turned out 
that the 
cane toad 
did not 
eat the 
beetles and 
the toads 
have since 
spread across Queensland, the 
Northern Territory, New South Wales 
and Western Australia. 

A team of scientists from the 
“Royal Society B” has published a 
report which says that the toxins, 
secreted from the shoulder glands of 
dead toads, could be used to lure the 
tadpoles into traps en-masse before 
they spread to the wild. 

http://rspb.royalsocietypublishing.org/

New book on red 
squirrels published  
‘The Eurasian Red Squirrel’ by 
Stefan Bosch and Peter Lurz has 
been published. The book provides 
an in-depth account of red squirrel 
morphology and covers their 
ecology, competition with grey 
squirrels, behaviour, reproduction 
and conservation, as well as 
references to art and literature. 
Details on how to purchase it can be 
found on the ESI website. 

www.europeansquirrelinitiative.org/
news.html

Bark stripping affects trees which 
are 10 to 40 years old. The grey gnaws 
down to the sweet, sap-filled phloem 
tissues, the layer which is responsible 
for translocation. If the tree is ringed, 
then it will die. Typically, ringing will 
cause 5% of an adolescent hardwood 
crop in an area where there is a 
density of five or more grey squirrels 
per hectare to perish. However, any 
stripping will severely debilitate a tree, 
resulting in a reduction in the quantity, 
but more importantly the quality of the 
finished harvested product.  

Work carried out by Brenda Mayle 
for Forest Research concluded that 
£10 million would be lost in the current 
rotation for beech, sycamore and oak. 
In a case study of a 25-year-old oak 
plantation published in April 2010, she 
noted that damage surveys showed 
that 61% of all the trees had some 
damage and 2% to 17% would be ring 
barked above 4m in any year.

The Forestry Commission statistics 
show that £51.4 million was paid out 
in grants last year. Of this, £29.8 million 

was for new planting, £2.4 million was 
for restocking and the remainder, £19.2 
million, was in the form of management 
and planning grants. Therefore £32.2 
million was paid for planting and 
protection.

It seems such a waste of money to 
pay a landowner to plant a tree, protect 
it from deer, hares and rabbits, only to 
allow it to be ruined by squirrels a few 
years later. I sincerely hope that the 
Commission will put grey control at the 
top of its agenda and give the taxpayer 
value for money.

What the grey squirrel has cost 
us is impossible to answer, but what 
the future holds depends entirely on 
the aspirations that growers and the 
Commission have for their woodlands. 
If we want to grow straight, true 
hardwoods for the next generation then 
we must control the grey squirrel and I 
plead for the commission to help us.

  
George Farr
Editor, Chairman of the  
European Squirrel Initiative
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Front cover image shows a Beech tree damaged by grey squirrels in Painswick (Courtesy of Bede Howell)

Jigger writes...



Over the past six months ESI has 
concentrated on its core activity 
and the concerns of its key 
supporters. Our activities have 
included arguing the case for 
the greater control and ultimate 
eradication of grey squirrels, as 
well as highlighting the damage 
they cause to the UK’s forests and 
woodlands.  

This is being done by continuing to 
show politicians, opinion formers and 
the media the problems caused by the 
grey squirrel. 

Earlier this year ESI launched 
its trapping guide, which provides 
gamekeepers and others charged 
with grey squirrel control, guidance 
on the latest legislative position and 
highlights the steps they can take 
to improve their procedure. There 
is no doubt that it was a success 
and the feedback received was 
both encouraging and useful. ESI 
is now looking at ways of taking 
this document further and providing 
similar guidance to others involved in 
woodland management. 

Fundamental to grey squirrel 
control is a change of government 
policy. ESI is taking the lead in trying 
to influence UK Forestry Standards 
to ensure that they take a more 
robust approach to controlling greys. 
With more government money going 
into the creation of woodlands, ESI 
believes that it is important more is 
done to protect those woods. 

One anomaly is that funding is 
available for deer control but not for 
grey squirrel control. ESI will be taking 

this matter up with the 
government shortly.

In Europe the battle for 
control of the grey squirrel 
population continues. 
Considerable progress 
is being made in Italy 
and, encouragingly the 
European Commission 
is taking the problem of 
invasive alien species 
much more seriously, with 
the promise of effective 
legislation on its way. In 
September Neobiota, 
the European Group 
of Biological Invasions, 
adopted a resolution 
calling on the European 
Commission to “establish 
as soon as possible 
a comprehensive 
and mandatory legal 
framework to control 
the introduction, establishment and 
spread of invasive alien species 
and to address those already 
introduced”.

It went on to call for the 
requirement that by 2020 invasive 
alien species in Europe be identified 
and prioritised and for priority species 
to be controlled or eradicated. 

ESI continues to fund various 
research projects, including work 
currently being carried out in North 
Wales by Dr Craig Shuttleworth on 
behalf of the Red Squirrels Trust 
Wales. The project is to look at squirrel 
pox virus and adeno screening in 
Gwyneth. The results will show the 

effect of culling on disease levels. 
ESI continues to support work in 

the Republic of Ireland being carried 
out by scientists at Galway University 
into the effect of Pine Martens on grey 
and red squirrel populations. The final 
report is expected early 2013. 

Developing Immunocontraception 
as a method of controlling grey 
squirrels continues to remain a priority 
for ESI. Various meetings have taken 
place with scientists on additional 
aspects of IMC and exploring how 
funding might be developed based on 
its wider usage within the pet sector. 
Discussions are taking place with 
European funding organisations who 
could assist with the project. 
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ESI Activity 
ESI Update - by Andrew Kendall, ESI
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A Reminder of the Threat

In Britain it has few natural predators and has successfully adapted to British lowland conditions.  
It is omnivorous, breeds strongly and is an aggressive settler, equally at home in urban parks  
and the countryside.

This invasive alien species causes a number of problems both here and in Europe: 

Damage to woodlands 
Grey squirrels also cause irreparable 
damage to coniferous and 
broadleaved trees such as beech, 
oak, sycamore and Norway spruce 
by degrading timber quality and could 
also be responsible for spreading 
disease in trees. 

Grey squirrels damage woodland 
by stripping the outer bark from the 
main stem and branches of trees 
to eat the soft inner tissue beneath. 
The tree eventually develops a callus 
over the wound, concealing the loss 
of timber quality. In severe cases, 
bark is removed in a complete circle 
around the tree, known as ring-
barking or girdling, preventing the flow 
of nutrients up the tree. This leads to 
the death and/or wind-snapping of 
the tree above the wound, causing 
gross deformation and, in older trees, 
the loss of the entire tree. The grey 
squirrel also damages the base of root 
buttresses or mature thinner barked 
trees such as beech and on branches 
in the crown on thicker-barked species 
such as oak and pine. 

There is evidence that squirrels 
return to particular trees over several 
years. Repeated damage impairs 
cambial growth and allows decay into 
the stem. 

Disease
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 that 
the grey squirrels themselves carry 
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, 
but since 2010 the disease was 
initially found on Japanese Larches, 
particularly in the South West England, 
Wales, Northern Ireland and Republic 
of Ireland. Infected trees have now 
been confirmed in the North West of 
England, Derbyshire Peak District and 
Scotland. 

Birds and Wildlife
Grey squirrels are predators of birds’ 
eggs and young and have been 

seen killing and eating small birds. 
The British Trust for Ornithology has 
published a review (BTO Research 
report 328) of evidence showing grey 
squirrel predation on the eggs and 
young chicks of woodland birds. It is 
also believed that the grey squirrel may 
be responsible for the decline of the 
Hawfinch in Britain and it is suspected 
that it may have a devastating effect 
on the Hawfinch populations of 
mainland Europe when it spreads from 
Northern Italy. 

Research undertaken by the 
Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust 
in 2011 indicated that grey squirrels 
have a significant effect on certain 
woodland birds’ fledging success. 
The results highlighted that at 
particular densities grey squirrels have 
a noticeable effect on some birds, 
particularly those which have open 
nests, rather than nesting in holes or 
hollow trees. 
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Since the introduction of the American Grey Squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis) into Great Britain 
in the Victorian era it has colonised 90% of England and Wales and has expanded from its 
initial sites in Scotland.
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Norway Spruce, buttress 
damage, Forest of Dean

Japanese larch showing signs 
of disease

Grey Squirrel with Flycatcher 
egg in its mouth



The study indicated that when 
grey squirrels were at a relatively high 
density and then removed there was 
a measurable positive effect on the 
post-nesting fledging of the woodland 
bird community. 

Farmer and Householder 
Greys damage arable crops, 
orchards, market gardens and 
garden plants, especially bulbs, 
corms and recently sown seed. They 
can also get into roof voids, damage 
thatched or shingle roofs, telephone 
wires and electricity cables, thereby 
causing fires. 

The Economy
Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS) 
are costing the British economy at 
least £1.7 billion per annum, according 
to a report from international research 
organisation, CABI. The report 
established that damage caused by 
INNS can result in the loss of crops, 
ecosystems and livelihoods, with the 
cost to the agriculture and horticulture 
sector alone estimated to be £1 billion 
across Britain. 

It is likely that figures are 
significantly less than the real costs 
since many indirect effects, such 
as damage to ecosystems and loss 
of biodiversity, cannot be readily 
quantified.

The grey squirrel is amongst the 
top 20 non-native species inflicting 
the highest annual direct costs to the 
British economy. It is estimated that 
grey squirrels cost the British economy 
£14 million per annum. 

Europe
Grey squirrels pose a growing threat 
on mainland Europe. Currently present 
in Italy they are poised to spread into 
France, Switzerland, and eventually 
other neighbouring countries. Within 
the last year the Italian authorities have 
woken up to the threat posed by grey 

squirrels, not only to their woodlands 
but also biodiversity in general. 

Within the past few months grey 
squirrel damage is being recognised 
within the nut plantations.  
Nut growers, farmers, foresters and 
conservationists now have real and 
tangible evidence of damage not only 
of a commercial nature but also to 
flora and fauna in general. 

Grey squirrels have been spotted 

very close to the Swiss border and it is 
likely that within a very short 
time, unless action is taken, 
they will have crossed into 
Switzerland 
and from there the way is 
open into the rest of Europe.

Red squirrels 
The grey squirrel is the 
principal threat to the survival 
of the red squirrel in Britain 
and has already driven out the 
British red squirrel (Sciurus 
vulgaris) from all but a few ’last 
outposts‘ on the mainland. 

Grey squirrels are vectors 
(carriers) of the squirrelpox 
virus which is a potentially 
fatal disease affecting the red 
squirrel population. Caused 
by a poxvirus, it is believed 
to be a significant factor in 
the decline of the red squirrel 
population over recent 
decades. 

The first confirmed 

squirrel pox case was in Norfolk in 
1981 and cases have subsequently 
been detected in Suffolk, Cumbria, 
Northumberland, Durham, Lancashire, 
Dorset, Hampshire and Scotland. 

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 squirrel pox 
vaccine might be feasible.
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Grey Squirrel damage to electricity cable

Red squirrel infected with  
Squirrel Pox Virus
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Grey squirrel threat to  
hazelnut groves
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Grey Squirrels – the Forester’s View 
It is now over seventy years - say 
half an oak’s mature age – since 
the war and those oaks which were 
then half-grown (and they were 
few!) are now at nice maturity, ready 
for the market.

So what next? This is now a 
problem. Meddlesome politicians who 
“seek the bubble reputation, even in 
the cannon’s mouth” have pandered 
to the vocal (but rarely land-owning) 
green lobby and the regulatory bodies, 
DEFRA and the Forestry Commission 
have decreed that a broadleaved 
wood must be replaced only with 
broadleaves. What a very discouraging 
time to be a forester or an active 
woodland owner! People whose 
training, interest, finance and tradition 
are all bound up with growing woods 
of useful trees are frustrated, plagued 
by The Three “P”s – Politicians, Public 
and Pests.

Prudent good sense looks at a 

range of options for 
re-stocking when a 
tree crop is felled – 
or when farmland 
is to be planted to 
forest, so what is 
available and what 
are the problems?

A determined 
landowner with 
deep pockets and 
a big enough land 
holding can keep 
grey squirrels at 
bay by trapping, 
poisoning and 
shooting. Public 
bodies and charities have little chance 
of successful grey squirrel control, 
but still they (and many foresters, 
landowners and grant-giving bodies) 
look the other way, failing to see the 
elephant in the room, the grey squirrel 
in the woods.

Disaster occasionally strikes hard, 
as in October 1987 when the trees, 
the woods and the forests came 
tumbling down. Now 25 years on, how 
many of the woods so conscientiously 
replanted and grant-aided are free of 
squirrel damage? The very sad aspect 
is that grey squirrels, in the writer’s 

TREE Re-stocking after broadleaves felled –  
the issues

Farm planting, with encouraging  
grants – the issues

Oak Grey squirrels & Acute Oak Decline Grey squirrels & Acute Oak Decline

Beech Grey squirrels Grey squirrels

Ash Ash dieback, Chalara fraxinea disease Ash dieback, Chalara fraxinea disease

Sycamore Grey squirrels Grey squirrels

Lime OK, but for what market? OK, but for what market?

Sweet chestnut Grey squirrels & 2 Phytophthora  
spp diseases

Grey squirrels & 2 Phytophthora  
spp diseases

Wild cherry OK, but site specific OK, but site specific

Walnut Grey squirrels love it! Grey squirrels love it!

Poplar Grey squirrels – and for what market? Grey squirrels – and for what market?

Conifers
(reduced grey squirrel damage)

Restricted small % allowed in re-stock Reduced grants  
for farmers

Scots pine OK but slow OK but slow

Corsican pine Dothisrtoma septosporum disease Dothisrtoma septosporum disease

Sitka spruce Not as nurse for broadleaves! OK if rainfall adequate

Norway spruce OK as nurse, only small % allowed OK; some grey squirrel risk

Red cedar (Thuja) Good nurse, only small % allowed Useful as nurse or crop

Douglas fir Fast, very small % allowed Good if soil etc suit

Larch Phytophthora ramorum disease Phytophthora ramorum disease
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A Sad Farewell 

experience, can damage oaks from 
six to 125 years of age, though late 
damage is less serious.

England once bore the proud title 
“the dowry of Mary” and it’s a beautiful 
land, much aided by its trees. Damage 
to trees in the agricultural setting of 
hedgerows is rare, but such trees are 
now little favoured and middle-aged 
trees, the Grandfathers of the future 
are scarce, with too few young ones 
– which will need many years growing 
before taking their place in the visual 
landscape and trouble is also in store 
for those who own or manage tree 
collections for beauty. Our heritage of 
arboreta depends on the devotion of 
their grey squirrel controllers. 

Trees will naturally grow into a wood 
even if they suffer terrible damage and 
many people will not notice anything 
amiss – until a side branch falls, nibbled 
along its top edge by grey squirrels 
who thus let rot take hold. Observant 

foresters and tree inspectors know of 
this hazard. The potential expenditure 
needed to render safe roadside and 
public trees can be frightening.

No silver bullets are yet in sight with 
which to reverse the grey squirrel threat 
but contributions of silver (or gold, or 
cheques) to the European Squirrel 
Initiative do help so that the public is 
better informed, the control groups 
better supported and the necessary, 
expensive research and verification 
needed to fund effective, acceptable 
and affordable control can continue.

A final thought. England is about 
10% forested, France, Germany and 
Austria over 25%. In under a century 
grey squirrels crossed England, 
so when they cross the Alps from 
northern Italy what will they do in these 
vast continental treasure houses?

Bede Howell
Chartered Forester

Oak trees for regeneration

Many of you will be saddened 
to hear that, after a long illness, 
David Stapleford passed away on 
13 August, 2012 at the age of 78. 

In spite of his poor health David 
was determined to be present at the 
RSST Volunteer of the Year Awards 
ceremony at Alnwick Castle to 
receive his certificate for the Lifetime 
Achievement Award from His Grace 
the Duke of Northumberland. His family 
bravely supported him in this wish and 
a very happy day was had by all. 

David spent more than 40 years 
working with red squirrels. He first 
became interested as a boy when 
in 1940 he was evacuated from 
Battersea, London to Kingsclere 

in Hampshire. One day during a 
nature class the teacher showed 
pupils a red squirrel and David’s 
interest grew from there. Years later 
he took up captive breeding, mainly 
in an enclosure in his back garden, 
believing this to be the best way to 
ensure against extinction. 

David became well recognised as 
a leading expert in his field, imparting 
much of his knowledge to others, 
which included publishing his book, 
‘An Affair with Red Squirrels’. In more 
recent years he teamed up with 

Bill and Debbie Jordan of Jordans 
Cereals and owners of the Pensthorpe 
Nature Reserve near Fakenham in 
Norfolk to continue this work. He 
also took on the role of adviser to 
the Countryside Restoration Trust 
(CRT) which launched a red squirrel 
breeding programme at its Mayfields 
smallholding at Themelthorpe in 
Norfolk last year. 

David was always happy to 
share his knowledge. A lovely man 
and a true conservationist, he will be 
greatly missed. 

David Stapleford with his RSST Volunteer of the Year Award 2012 

Red Squirrel at  
Pensthorpe Trust  

www.pensthorpetrust.org.uk
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RSST Update 

UK News

The summer of 2012 has seen 
a flurry of activity for RSST, 
including the long awaited move 
of the charity to the front line of 
red squirrel conservation. Whilst 
the move means we are more 
accessible for the northern England 
and Scottish projects, other 
projects remain in sharp focus. 

One such is Cornwall, where 
our patron, HRH The Prince of Wales 
visited the Cornwall Red Squirrel 
Project in July. The visit, which 
included meeting local representatives 
of Natural England, The National 
Trust, Cornwall Wildlife Trust, 
Cornwall County Council and many 
others, provided increased insight 
into the plans for grey eradication 
in sites identified for the possible 
reintroduction of reds. With over 200 
landowners in Cornwall now involved 
in the campaign to remove grey 
squirrels, the reintroduction of reds to 
the county is increasingly hopeful.

In Scotland, there was great news 
from Aberdeen – a part of the Saving 
Scotland’s Red Squirrels project that 
has been of specific 
interest to RSST for some 
years as we have been 
funding some of the grey 
control work carried out. 
Increasing sightings of 
reds are being received 
from householders in 
Bieldside and Cults, 
providing that reds are 
returning to former haunts 
following systematic grey 
control. Visitors to Hazelhead Park 
have also been delighted to see reds 
again.

Red Squirrels Northern England 
is gathering pace. Having carried out 
a comprehensive and scientifically 
based survey of 239 woodlands in five 
northern counties during the spring, 
it has now established a base line 
of data from which the project can 

move forward in its evaluation and 
planning. The results of the survey 
of both red and grey distribution 
showed that red squirrels were found 

in 113 woodlands. 
Across Cumbria and 
Northumberland, 
they were observed 
well beyond identified 
strongholds such as 
Kielder Forest and 
were still present in 
the Yorkshire Dales, 
on the Sefton coast in 
Merseyside and in County 
Durham. However, grey 

squirrels were detected in 34% of the 
woodlands surveyed – a sobering 
reminder of the challenge we still face. 

By the time you read this we hope 
to have launched our new website 
and would warmly welcome feedback 
from visitors to www.rsst.org.uk. 
The new site allows us to accept 
donations directly into the charity and 
to communicate by email with our 

growing number of online supporters.
A report on the summer of 2012 

cannot be complete without mention 
of the first-ever RSST Volunteer 
Awards. The presentation ceremony 
at Alnwick Castle in June recognised 
the outstanding contribution made 
by volunteers to the red squirrel 
conservation movement over many 
years. Although just a few were able to 
receive awards, the nomination process 
and associated press coverage 
enabled some incredible stories of 
commitment to come to light.

 
Janet Wickens 
RSST Director

Winners of the RSST Volunteer Awards 2012, presented at Alnwick Castle 
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Killiney Hill Park Red Squirrels Translocation 

Southern Ireland 

Dún Laoghaire Rathdown County 
Council (DLRCC) in partnership 
with the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS) translocated red 
squirrels to Killiney Hill Park, County 
Dublin in August 2012.  

Fifteen red squirrels were 
translocated from the Raven Nature 
Reserve, Wexford to Killiney Hill Park 
in an attempt to boost the local red 
squirrel population, which had dropped 
to critically-low levels. Sciurus Ecological 
Solutions Ltd has been providing 
technical advice and expertise to the 
Council during the project. 

Red squirrels are becoming 
increasingly threatened across the 
county due to habitat loss and 
competition from the non-native grey. 
The Killiney area is one of the last two 
urban areas in Dublin where the native 
red squirrels remain. Since the arrival 
of the grey to Killiney Hill Park in 2005, 
the local red population has declined. 

Since 2007, the Council has been 
working to maintain the red squirrel 
population in the Killiney area. Other 
aspects of the project include the 
ongoing management of the grey 
squirrel population and the planting of 

trees which are beneficial for reds in 
Killiney Hill Park, other local parks and 
green spaces close to the park.

The squirrels were held in enclosures 
on Killiney Hill for two weeks before 
being released. Each has been fitted 
with a radio collar and will be intensively 
monitored until the end of December to 
assess how they are adapting to their 
new environment. The radio collars will 
be removed in December, before the next 
breeding season. 

The Council is encouraging local 
people to report sightings of squirrels 
in the Killiney area and is liaising with 
interested volunteers to establish a 
Killiney Hill Red Squirrel Group to assist 
with certain aspects of the project.

Mary Toomey
Biodiversity Officer
Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown  
County Council

 (left to right) Mick Kingston (DLRCC),William Carr (Sciurus Ecological Solutions) and Cathaoirleach Cllr Tom 
Joyce pulling the cord to release the squirrels. 

Staff from Sciurus Ecological Solutions and the council erecting  
the squirrel enclosures
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Italy – Red Squirrel extinction in Piedmont: Red Alert for the whole of Italy

International News 

The native Eurasian red squirrel, 
the only native tree squirrel species 
in Italy, is becoming extinct in 
country’s Piedmont region, having 
already disappeared from a large 
area south of Turin according to 
researchers and squirrel experts 
from the universities of Turin, Genoa 
and Varese.  

The disappearance of the red is 
being caused by competition from 
the grey squirrel, a species native to 
North America which was introduced 
to Italy about 60 years ago. Only four 
animals were introduced at Stupinigi 
near Turin during 1948, but since then 
grey squirrels have reproduced and 
colonised the surrounding areas. Until 
1970 their distribution was limited to 
the Stupinigi woods, occupying an 
area of about 12 km2. In 1990 this 
area had expanded over more than 
200 km2, mainly southwards into the 
Cuneo province, by 2000 grey squirrels 
occupied 900 km2 and in 2012 they are 
spread over more than 2000 km2. 

In most of this area the red squirrel 
is no longer present! Within an area of 
about 1150 km2, where red squirrels 
used to live undisturbed, now one can 
only see the alien grey squirrels. Our 
native red squirrel has become extinct 
in this area and it is likely that similar 
processes are occurring in the other 
regions in Italy where grey squirrels are 
now present.

The presence of greys has brought 
about the local extinction of our 
European red squirrel, which already 
disappeared from an area of over 1000 
km2 (http://www.rossoscoiattolo.eu/en/
newsen).

The European red squirrel, one 
of the most typical woodland and 
forest mammals in Italy and Europe, is 
well-known by those who regularly visit 
woods and forests. It plays an important 
role in forest ecosystems because it 
hides many tree seeds (so-called caching 
or hoarding behaviour) some of which 

are never retrieved and subsequently 
germinate. The red therefore helps the 
natural regeneration of our forests.

The competition between the two 
species is primarily for important food 
resources. Grey squirrels consume 
large amounts of acorns, which are 
used only rarely by red squirrels. 
Moreover, the greys find and consume 

Maps showing the spread of the grey squirrel in Piedmont (north 
western Italy) and the associated extinction of the red squirrel.

2000 2010

1970 1990

Red squirrel distribution area 
in Piedmont.

Dotted line: border of 
the present grey squirrel 
distribution area.

Area occupied by grey 
squirrels where reds are now 
extinct.
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Cuneo, Italy. It’s no doubt attractive 
and cute [grey squirrel] and reminds 
us of the beauty of mother nature….
however if its presence becomes 
invasive, huge problems will develop 
and the pretty rodent will turn into a 
threat for the agricultural economy, 
specifically to hazelnut groves.  

This alert has come from the 
main associations of hazelnut growers 
following research undertaken with 
the CRESO research group. Hazelnut 
growers are asking the Agricultural 
Department of Regione Piemonte for 
help and assistance to protect their 
crops following a similar situation 
involving damage produced by the fat 
dormouse.

This time the request is that the 
“LIFE+EC SQUARE” European project, 
co-ordinated in Italy by Turin University 
be extended to also include hazelnut 
cultivations. Now the damage threatens 
to be much more severe, as this new 

invasive species is far greedier than the 
dormouse or the native red squirrel. 
That’s not just a simple issue of colour, 
but one of strength and survival: 
greys are much more aggressive 
and voracious than reds, which will 
eventually be faced with extinction.

The nut growers’ associations 
estimate an annual consumption per 
animal ranging from six to twelve kilos of 
nuts. The assumption is based on the 
weight of the grey (500 to 650 grams 
vs. 100-150 of the dormouse) and on 
its food requirement, winter provisions 
included. To make things worse it must 
be underlined that the density of greys 
can be as high as 20 heads per hectare, 
thus multiplying the damage.

With its highly praised “Tonda 
Gentile di Langa “ variety, and very 
high production share at national level, 
Cuneo province accounts for 75% of 
the whole Piemonte region acreage 
devoted to hazelnuts (9000 out of 

12000 hectares). For all above reasons 
the cry for help to both Regione and 
Cuneo Province comes from CRESO 
(Associazione Nazionale delle Città della 
Nocciola) a highly specialised hazelnut 
research centre from Cravanzana, 
Cuneo and three growers’ associations, 
Asco Piedmont, Piemonte Asprocor and 
Corilisa. 

The concern about the future 
growth of grey squirrel population in 
the Langa, Roero, Mondovì and Ceva 
territories is very high. These areas 
are already paying a high toll for the 
dormouse damage as Piemonte Region 
has paid compensations of about 
100,000 euro per year from 2004 to 
2009, and are now fearing the very 
tangible threat coming from the new 
rodent, whose numbers are growing in 
the whole territory of Piemonte.

Fabrizio Brignone
(transl. by FG, September 2012)

An American Rodent - The grey squirrel is now frightening hazelnut growers.
From LA GUIDA, a newspaper of the Cuneo Province,30th March 2012

up to 50% of the tree seeds cached by 
red squirrels, reducing enormously the 
food reserves which enable them to 
survive winter and reproduce in spring. 
Consequently, in the presence of grey 
squirrels, reds produce fewer litters, 
their young grow more slowly and 
weigh less than in areas without greys 
and are therefore less likely to survive 
their first winter. The combination 
of these factors results in a sharp 
decrease in the red squirrel population 
and, often in only few years, leads to 
their extinction. 

Competition between the two 
species can also occur because grey 
squirrels transmit Squirrel Poxvirus to 
red squirrels. Greys are resistant and 

act as a reservoir and vector for virus 
transmission, but when red squirrels 
are infected most die within 1-2 weeks. 
Obviously, this accelerates the extinction 
of red squirrel populations after their 
woods have been colonised by greys. 

In Italy, the grey squirrel is already 
present in Piedmont, Lombardy, Liguria 
and Umbria, studies by the Italian 
researchers demonstrate that they are 
expanding their range.

The replacement of our red 
squirrel by the grey is only one of 
many examples of the negative effects 
caused by the introduction of animal 
and plant species by man. This global 
phenomenon is drastically modifying 
many of our ecosystems, and has 

become one of the major threats to the 
conservation of biodiversity. Therefore, 
contrasting introductions is considered 
among the most urgent measures to 
safeguard global biodiversity. 

The red squirrel can still be saved, 
but only if we stop the expansion of 
the alien grey squirrel. This is exactly 
what local authorities, with the help 
of researchers, the Ministry of the 
Environment and the European 
Community are trying to do within the 
framework of a LIFE project (www.
rossoscoiattolo.eu/en).

Dr Sandro Bertolino
Department of Entomology & Zoology 
at the University of Turin.
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