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My Red Face
Whilst on my trapping round, I met my 
employer with an official forestry visitor. 
Our conversation soon came round 
to squirrels and I cheekily said: “If you 
want to see a squirrel, don’t come 

here!” At that time we were catching 
one squirrel per week from a large 
number of traps.

I was determined to keep it like 
that but I should have known better. 

After their breeding season 
they came back like a tidal wave in 

overwhelming numbers looking for 
food and territory. The catch went up 
to 28 per day and I wasn’t so cocky 
then!

Jigger is a vermin controller at an estate 
in Suffolk.

Editorial In Brief...
In the last month the European parliament has announced its long awaited 
proposal to legislate on Invasive Alien Species (IAS). 

Squirrel damage at 
bowling Club  
Squirrels have caused £13,000 worth 
of damage at the Northern Bowling 
Club in Edinburgh, according to a 
report in the Daily Express (5th June 
2013). As many as 10 squirrels have 
gnawed through roof joists and wires 
resulting in a large repair bill which isn’t 
covered by insurance. To stop the 
animals returning, metal grilles have 
been installed. 

Grey Woodland Damage 
Video  
This useful short video from 
WoodlandsTV hears from Professor 
Julian Evans in his wood and angry 
with the squirrels and shows the sort 
of damage they can do.

http://youtu.be/cNA4Ewy6wUs 

How do you like yours?  
If you are looking for a squirrel recipe 
idea try www.cooks.com

• Baked Squirrel

• Black Forest Smoked Squirrel

• Country Style Squirrel

• Broccoli Squirrel Casserole

• Fruited Squirrel

 Are just a few of menu options 
available, why not give them a try 
and let us know your favourite.
 http://bit.ly/H68noz

ESI have lobbied hard for this 
legislation as we could see that 
member states were mostly sitting 
on their hands when it came to IAS 
and in particular, grey squirrels. This 
legislation, we hope, will force the 
British, Irish and Italian governments 
to really focus on grey control. After 
all, as we sit here, we are presiding 
over an estimated £10 million of lost 
timber revenue a year in Britain and 
we are witnessing the eradication of 
our native red squirrel. Of course, it 
should not take an act of a European 
parliament to make us look after our 
countryside. We should be doing 
it without a second thought. At the 
very least, out of courtesy to our 
neighbouring countries, we should not 
be allowing the grey to cross borders 
to affect the same material damage 

and destruction elsewhere. 
This summer we played host to 

French, Swiss and Italian foresters 
and conservationists and were able 
to show areas of Kent woodland 
suffering from bark stripping. This 
emphasised just how lucky the French 
and Swiss are for, as yet, not having 
a grey squirrel, but hopefully and this 
is the point, made the delegates even 
more determined never to have one. 

The legislation is coming and I 
sincerely hope that this is the nudge 
necessary to get the ball rolling for the 
removal of the invasive American Grey 
Squirrel from Britain, Ireland and Italy; 
if not for us, then for our neighbours. 

George Farr
Editor, Chairman of the  
European Squirrel Initiative
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Jigger Writes...



The last six months have been a 
busy, and successful, time for ESI.  

The highlight was the visit 
of a number of foresters and 
conservationists from mainland Europe 
to Kent in July. This is reported on 
more fully elsewhere in Squirrel

The aim of the visit was to 
introduce and inform visitors of the 
threat posed by the grey squirrel and 
to give them firsthand experience 
of what is in store for them unless 
decisive action is taken in Europe and 
in particular Italy. 

We were generously hosted by 
Edward Barham at his estate, Hole 
Park, Rolvenden, Kent. Edward, 
who is chairman of the CLA Forestry 
Committee, explained the threat of 
grey squirrels to his woodlands and 
gardens. 

The visit also included a short tour 
of Bedgebury, owned and managed 
by the Forestry Commission. But 
perhaps the most revealing part of 
the two days was a visit to a Kentish 
cobnut growers farm where at first 
hand visitors from Italy were able to 
see what could happen to their nut 
plantations if grey squirrels were not 
stopped.  

Continuing the European theme 
the Commission has proposed new 
legislation to prevent and manage the 
rapidly growing threat from invasive 
species. ESI have been heavily 
involved in pressing for this legislation 
and feel able to claim some credit 
for the robust action now being 

advocated by the Commission.
A very successful meeting was 

held with The National Forest where 
many of their trees are now at their 
most susceptible to grey damage. It 
was heartening to hear of the practical 
approach being advocated and 
planned by those responsible for forest 
management. Also there was a strong 
recognition that the local communities 
are supportive of grey control in order 
to protect their trees. 

ESI has also been working closely 
with a New Zealand company over the 
introduction of a new gas operated 
squirrel trap. There are a number being 
trialled here in the UK and we await 
the outcome of these trials with eager 
anticipation. Watch this space! 
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ESI Activity 
ESI Update - by Andrew Kendall, ESI

If you would be interested in advertising
in Squirrel please contact 
Kerry-Anne.Rookyard@kendallscom.co.uk 
01394 610022

ESI, East Bank House,
Tide Mill Way, Woodbridge,
Suffolk, IP12 1BY
Tel: +44 (0)1394 386919
Email: mail@europeansquirrelinitiative.org

Cobnut harvest damage by grey squirrels highlighted to European 
visitors - see page 3.

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

responsible for the day to day 
operation of the charity.
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The European Squirrel Initiative 
welcomes new legislation proposed 
by the European Commission to 
prevent and manage the rapidly 
growing threat from invasive 
species.  

The Commission proposals are 
designed to respond to increasing 
problems caused by invasive alien 
species of which there are currently 
over 12,000 present in Europe.

The proposed legislation will look 
at three main types of intervention 
by member states; prevention, early 
warning and rapid response and 
management. 

The Commission, in its report, 

identifies grey squirrels as causing a 
significant ecological problem causing 
damage to eco-systems, which 
in turn, can lead to the extinction 
of species which are needed to 
maintain the balance of the natural 
environment. 

After habitat loss, invasive alien 
species are the second largest cause 
of biodiversity loss in the world. We 
welcome the proposed legislation and 
are pleased that the Commission is 
taking the problem of invasive species 
seriously. 

The proposal centres around a 
list of invasive alien species which are 
of concern to the Union, and which 
will be drawn up with member states. 
Selected species will be banned from 
the EU, meaning that it will not be 
possible to import, buy, use, lease or 
sell them. 

Find out more about the proposed 
legislation - http://bit.ly/15jej6K 

ESI Welcomes EU Action 

Foresters and conservationists 
from Italy, France and Switzerland 
came to the UK in a visit 
organised by ESI to examine 
damage to trees and woodlands 
caused by the grey squirrel.  

The visit, which took place in 
Kent, looked at trees which had been 
planted following the great storm of 
1987 and which are now particularly 
vulnerable to grey squirrel damage. 

The visit was designed to 
demonstrate to foresters, from those 

countries which are particularly 
vulnerable, the threat of the grey 
squirrel. 

Grey squirrels are already present 
in Italy but are rapidly approaching 
France and Switzerland and are 
expected to be in those countries 
within the next few years. 

Part of the tour included a visit 
to a Kentish cobnut plantation where 
the damage that grey squirrels do to 
the annual harvest was highlighted. 
This was particularly relevant to those 

visitors from Italy where there is a 
large nut growing industry. 

“We were alarmed by what we saw 
and we must ensure that the lessons 
we learned are taken back to the nut 
growers in Northern Italy,” said Filippo 
Gautier leader of the Italian delegation. 
The visit was centred on Hole Park, 
the estate of CLA Forestry Committee 
Chairman, Edward Barham. During the 
visit various methods of grey squirrel 
control carried out by Mr Barham were 
demonstrated. 

Euro-Foresters Inspect UK Squirrel Damage

Visitors examine damage to trees and woodlands caused by the grey squirrel
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At our regular nut growers’ suppers 
held in October by the Kentish 
Cobnut Association, of which I’m 
chairman, we always seem to end 
up talking about grey squirrels. It’s 
hardly surprising, as grey squirrels 
have the power to wipe out up to 
a third of our crop. That’s sizeable 
damage when you consider my 
own Potash Farm, near Sevenoaks, 
yields 25 tons of cobnuts alone, 
and a concern, given we are now 
marketing an array of added 
value products from biscuits to 
chocolates and fudge.  

The UK‘s grey squirrel population 
has never been more prolific than it is 
today and the havoc they wreak is the 
problem which affects nut growers 
more than any other. In recent years, 
some growers have not even had a 
chance to harvest because of the 
damage, which is starting to happen 
earlier and earlier in the growing 
season, ultimately impacting on the 
consumer as well as the producer.

Damage is caused by the 
squirrels stripping bark, causing 
trees to deteriorate and threatening 
a reduction of the woodland which 
is such an important part of our 
heritage. Unlike red squirrels, which 
are vulnerable to the squirrel pox 
virus, the grey squirrels are immune, 
so the only effective methods of 
control, in my opinion, are shooting 
and trapping. Other effective 
deterrents include not putting 
up nesting boxes for birds and 
maintaining as barren an environment 
as possible.

Grey squirrel control needs to 
be tackled throughout the year, 
starting as soon as the canopy of 
leaves disappears in late autumn and 
you can see their dreys in the bare 
branches. January to March is the 
time to look for the dreys and get rid 
of them, while April to June is the 
time for shooting if you choose this 
route. These are also the months to 
start trapping and looking for new 

dreys. If you know your property, 
you will be familiar with your most 
vulnerable spots; this is important, 
as grey squirrels tend to return to the 
same places.

July to September are the really 
critical months, when you should 
be shooting every dawn, we find 
trapping the most effective method 
of containment. If you bait a walnut 
trap with cobnuts and vice-versa, you 
will catch more squirrels. You have 
to check the traps every day and be 
very careful when you do; traps are 
not to be handled by the amateur, as 
a caged squirrel is a very dangerous 
thing.

There is no financial help available 
directly to landowners from the 
government, although the Forestry 
Commission claims to have been 
spending a six-figure annual sum 
on monitoring the problem. The 
Forestry Commission acknowledges 
grey squirrels pose a complex and 
profound challenge, attempts to 
evaluate the damage they cause and 

encourages humane methods of 
control. 

Effective control over a ten-acre 
property should cost no more than 
£3,000 a year. A nut grower can 
still expect to lose 20 per cent of 
his crop, but that’s a lot better than 
losing the entire harvest.  

 I think we could go further with 
a public education drive, letting 
the people who buy our cobnuts 
know they absolutely should not be 
used to feed grey squirrels, whose 
propensity for crop damage is not 
fully understood outside farming 
circles. I would suggest all nut 
growers who sell online put up a 
paragraph about squirrel damage 
on their website and do their best to 
discourage consumers from feeding 
grey squirrels.

Alexander W J Hunt FNAEA MBIAC
Kentish Cobnut Grower
Cobnut and Walnut Tree Supplier
www.kentishcobnuts.com
www.walnuttrees.co.uk

Cobnut and Walnut Growers Face Extinction 
Without Proper Squirrel Control
Alexander Hunt, Chairman of the Kentish Cobnuts Association, describes the problem faced by nut growers in the UK and 
what needs to be done to keep grey squirrels at bay.
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UK News

Conference success

The Cornwall Red Squirrel 
Project (CRSP) jointly hosted 
an International Red Squirrel 
Conference with Red Squirrel South 
West (RSSW) on the 19th April 
2013. 

One hundred and twenty people 
attended from across the UK and 
Europe. Many statutory and non-
statutory bodies were represented, 
including the National Trust, DEFRA, 
The Game and Wildlife Conservation 
Trust, Forestry Commission, BASC, 
The Silvanus Trust, Songbird Survival 
Trust and Forest Research. 

The University of Exeter provided 
CRSP with the use of their new 
business school building and the event 
was made possible by Savills and 
Michelmores Solicitors who sponsored 
the conference with the University of 
Exeter. 

CRSP and RSSW were very 
pleased to welcome Environment 
Minister Richard Benyon who opened 

the event with an encouraging 
speech about conservation and 
the sterling work of volunteers and 
supporters, offering “any help he 
could” towards conservation efforts. 
The key message from his speech 
was as follows: 

“The Natural Alliance and System 
for Central-Local Communications 
(SYCL) initiatives, which involve a 
range of landowners and NGOs, 
are a great way to build capacity for 
localism. I hope that in time they will 
encourage people to report changes in 
their local habitats and wildlife species. 
This will give local authorities and 
central Government more information 
about the changes to our natural 
environment.” 

The conference hosted updates 
from projects across Europe, 
including those from the North of 
England, Ireland, Anglesey, Italy, 
and Cornwall. Of particular interest 
was the news from Ireland that 

as the study area within Galway’s 
population of pine martens has risen, 
so the population of grey squirrels 
has fallen, whilst the population of 
red squirrels has increased. We will 
watch the continuing studies here 
with interest—will the population of 
red squirrels start to fall as well once 
the majority of grey squirrels have 
been predated, or will the lighter and 
nimbler reds continue to evade the 
pine marten—only time will tell! 

Another of the eagerly anticipated 
presentations was from Dr Colin 
McInnes of the Moredun Institute 
which is researching the development 
of a squirrel pox vaccine. We now 
know that a vaccine has been tested 
successfully in the labs, and the long 
process of further development before 
use in the wild can be considered is 
underway.

Natasha Collings
Cornwall Red Squirrel Project 

Environment Minister Richard Benyon opened the conference
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When red squirrels first crossed the 
Menai Straits from Anglesey in 2009 
it was to herald a new and exciting 
chapter in species conservation. 
The desire to conserve the small 
but growing population, and the 
parallel need to prevent grey 
squirrels recolonising the red 
squirrel island stronghold combined 
to create the ‘Painting the Town 
Red’ project. 

The aim is to clear over 90km2 
of coastal plain and river valley in 
northern Gwynedd. The area is 
geographically well defined being 
bordered by the Menai Straits in the 
north, the Snowdonia mountain range 
in the south, and narrow corridors 
characterised by river valley and salt-
marsh on the flanks. Red squirrels 
have been observed in woodlands 
within the project area including at sites 
near Llanberis at the foot of mount 

Snowdon, in conifer stands on 
the lower slopes of the Ogwen 
valley, and in the Cathedral City 
of Bangor. Essentially they have 
shown an ability to colonise any 
of the 1500 hectares of woodland 
habitat within the project area.

Grey squirrels are found 
everywhere in Gwynedd and a 
common feature within mixed 
broadleaved woodlands, in 
gardens and in parkland. It will 
come as no surprise therefore that 
these populations have been found 
with high levels of exposure to squirrel 
pox virus and consequently that they 
pose a major threat to the native 
reds. They are of course a nuisance 
in gardens and regularly are reported 
damaging property and woodland. 
Public support for culling grey squirrels 
is therefore strong; a fact no doubt 
influenced by the successful eradication 

of greys from the island so close by. 
Painting the Town Red is run by 

the community company Red Squirrels 
Trust Wales who are supporting 
volunteer trappers across the project 
area and coordinating a growing effort 
to cull grey squirrels. For further details 
please contact Dr Craig Shuttleworth 
07966150847 or email Craig.
shuttleworth@rsst.org.uk

Dr Craig Shuttleworth

Support for Grey Cull Strong in Red Project

Anglesey

RSST Update
By the time this edition of Squirrel 
goes to print, RSST would have 
hosted its first conference for those 
working at the coalface of red squirrel 
conservation. Early booking of places 
was fast and furious and we expect 
an audience of nearly 100 people 
attending the event to be held in 
Newcastle on September 26th. The 
calibre of confirmed speakers is 
extremely high and also there will be 
lots of opportunities for interaction 
between the various projects and 
volunteers which we hope will impact 
in a variety of ways for months to 
come. Time will tell!

The conference comes at a time 
of good news for reds. The spring 
monitoring results of Red Squirrels 
Northern England (RSNE) lifted spirits 
immensely when they were published 
recently. They suggest that red squirrel 
site occupancy has increased by 7% 
in comparison with the spring 2012 
results and furthermore that grey 
squirrel site occupancy decreased by 
18% in comparison with the spring 
2012 results. Both these findings 
are extremely encouraging but we 

need more monitoring cycles to have 
confidence in any real trends of range 
change, especially as falling grey 
squirrel numbers have been anecdotally 
reported elsewhere in the country. In 
the meantime though, we are allowing 
ourselves to celebrate good news 
as these results imply the landscape 
strategies employed for grey control in 
northern England ARE having an impact 
and that we are doing more than just 
holding the line for the red. 

Monitoring and surveying has also 
been underway in Scotland. Elsewhere 
in this magazine you will find a report on 
south Scotland so I will not repeat it. The 

Scottish project has many other elements 
- one of which is Aberdeen, where the 
red story continues to gather momentum 
and the buy-in from householders now 
delivers about 50% of the grey control 
being carried out. As a result, the local 
community is developing a real sense of 
pride and ownership of the returning red 
squirrels as they are increasingly seen in 
gardens and parks in the city.

I cannot write this report without 
referring to the extremely sad news that 
our founder Chairman, Miles Barne will 
retire from our Trustee Board in October 
2013. As many ESI supporters will be 
aware, Miles has been a driving force for 
both the control of grey squirrels and then 
the protection of reds for many years. His 
passion is unequalled and his leadership 
of RSST has been truly inspirational. All 
at RSST and the many hundreds of red 
squirrel volunteers will miss him but also, 
we thank him for making such an impact 
on the future of a much-loved species. 
Miles hands the reins of RSST onto The 
Earl of Kinnoull in October 2013.

Janet Wickens
Director - Red Squirrel Survival Trust
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A Risk for Europe

International News 

Species introduction represents one 
of the main factors in the ongoing 
biodiversity crisis, with important 
impacts on ecosystems and huge 
economic losses. Given that 
eradication and control of established 
populations of introduced species 
is costly and difficult to implement, 
strategies aiming at mitigating these 
impacts should focus on prevention, 
early warning and rapid response. 
The implementation of such 
strategies requires the development 
of screening procedures designed 
to identify potentially harmful 
species before they are imported 
into a country, or to facilitate prompt 
response in the event of new 
introductions.  

Introduced species have a higher 
probability of successfully establishing 
viable populations in areas with an 
environment that is similar to their native 
regions. Therefore invasive species 
already established in one country 
should be prevented from establishing 
in other countries with similar ecological 
and climatic conditions. 

Many studies have used climate 
to model patterns of invasion events. 
However, the application of these 
techniques in predicting species invasions 
requires a fundamental assumption, 
known as ‘niche-conservatism’. This 
assumes that species maintain their 
ecological requirements in the areas 
of introduction. The objective of our 
study was to provide a foundation 

for screening procedures relying on 
the niche-conservatism assumption 
in identifying regions vulnerable to 
species introductions. It was also to 
evaluate invasive species’ adaptability 
to new areas.

We used the American Grey Squirrel 
(Sciurus carolinensis), a rodent that has 
been successfully introduced into many 
countries, as a case study. The grey 
squirrel naturally occurs in the Eastern 
side of North America. It has been 
introduced to many localities of North 
America, Australia, South Africa, Great 
Britain, Ireland and Italy. At present, 
the range of the grey squirrel in Europe 
covers most parts of the British Isles, as 
well as extensive areas in North Western 
and Central Italy. The species represents 
a serious threat for biodiversity in its non-
native range, causing the progressive 
decline of the native Red Squirrel 
(Sciurus vulgaris) through food and 
disease-mediated competition. 

Our results showed that almost the 
whole of Europe 
is vulnerable 
to a potential 

grey squirrel invasion, with suitable 
climatic conditions ranging from 
Western Russia to Northern Spain, also 
including Italy, Greece and Western 
Turkey. Moreover, by comparing the 
climate of North America and Great 
Britain, we highlighted the ability of the 
species to shift its climatic requirements 
toward colder and wetter conditions, 
illustrating the potential of the species to 
adapt to new environments during the 
invasion process. We clearly showed 
that an introduced mammal species can 
colonise different environments to its 
native range, and recommend caution 
in using invasive species screening 
procedures that rely on the niche-
conservatism assumption. Furthermore, 
we confirmed that the grey squirrel 
could invade Europe if it is not controlled 
in Italy and banned from the pet market 
in other countries.

Mirko Di Febbraro, Ph.D Candidate
Environmetrics Lab, University of Molise, 
Italy. Project Manager of the  
EC-SQUARE LIFE Project 
University of Turin

Di Febbraro M, Lurz PWW, Genovesi P, Maiorano L, Girardello M, et al. (2013) 
The Use of Climatic Niches in Screening Procedures for Introduced Species 
to Evaluate Risk of Spread: A Case with the American Eastern Grey Squirrel. 
PLoS ONE 8(7): e66559. Research article: http://bit.ly/18pWnKG 

Mirko Di Febbraro’s research activity is primarily focused 
on the application of ecological modelling techniques to 

conservation biology, biogeography and invasion biology.
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ESI advisor Craig Shuttleworth was 
invited to speak at the three day 
conference in Luleå, Sweden, on June 
16–18th 2013. The international event 
focused upon tackling the threat posed 
by Invasive Alien Species (IAS) and 
was attended by scientists, hunting 
associations, Government agencies 
and NGOs gathered from across the 
globe. The conference delegates 
shared successful management of 
IAS focusing upon invasive predator 
case studies with some impressive 
and innovative approaches including a 
Racoon Dog eradication programme 
(which was reported on in Squirrel 
Issue 24), mink control, rat eradication 
initiatives and of course the threat 
posed by the grey squirrel to Europe. 
With 100 delegates from 100 countries 
and three continents, the conference 
plenary workshop produced a ten point 
recommendation including:

• Europe should support 
eradication and control projects, 
to prevent further damage by 
already established species, 
also encourage research on and 
development of innovative control 
techniques. 

• The involvement of stakeholders is 
crucial and any EU policy should 
find ways including financial 
mechanisms to encourage bottom 
up approaches to IAS.

The pivotal role of landowners and local 
hunters in the detection, and removal 

of IAS was a common theme, and the 
work carried out by ESI was highlighted 
as a valuable example of community 
wide involvement in the campaign 
against the grey squirrel. 

ESI would like to extend our thanks 
to the organising committee and would 
highly recommend that readers of 
‘SQUIRREL’ consider reading the Luleå 
end of conference report.

The conference report can be 
downloaded: http://bit.ly/19jwKLu 

Dr Craig Shuttleworth

A presentation entitled “The Grey 
Squirrel in Ireland” made in April 2004 
by forestry consultant Michael Carey 
gave an outline of the grey squirrel 
issue in Ireland. He pointed out that 
woodland owners underestimated 
damage levels and usually acted 
too late, that control was focussed 
on trapping, shooting and the use of 
warfarin, that the problem was getting 
worse, and that there was a need for 
public education.

These same factors provide a fair 
summary for the National Forest in 2013, 
but changes are afoot.

The National Forest project 
continues to go great guns in the north 
Midlands and large areas are becoming 
woodlands. However, its greatest 
achievements are in human and social 
terms. People are now proud to live in 
an area formerly blighted by mining and 
industrial dereliction.

The threat of damage from bark-
gnawing by grey squirrels was always 

there, but grey squirrels thrive best 
where large-seeded (oak, beech, sweet 
chestnut) trees can provide good winter 
food. The National Forest was a blighted 
area with comparatively few trees so 
damage was slow to appear and many 
potentially good woodlands remain.

A survey in 2004 was brought to 
the attention of the National Forest’s 
management team. In May 2007 Defra 
sought views on non-native species, to 
which ESI responded robustly and by 
September 2008 the National Forest 
called a preliminary internal meeting 
concerning grey squirrels.

One of the largest contributors 
to woods in the National Forest is the 
Woodland Trust whose policy statement 
in 2009 included: “Grey squirrels will not 
normally be controlled unless control is 
also being undertaken by the majority 
of neighbouring landowners.” As this 
important body in the English woodland 
scene takes such an attitude it is time 
for tact, but the reality of increased grey 

squirrel damage remains, so in June of 
this year a meeting between the National 
Forest and ESI was set up, advice given 
and a very realistic attitude came forward 
from the Forest.

And the possible epidemic? A very 
large crop of acorns is just now ripening, 
from which many healthy grey squirrels 
can be expected to survive the winter.

Bede Howell, 
Chartered Forester

Invasive Alien Predators – Policy, 
Research and Management Conference 

Craig Shuttleworth has worked with 
landowners and communities across 

the UK to encourage the control 
of grey squirrels and restoration of 
native red squirrel populations. He 

manages a grey squirrel eradication 
project on the island of Anglesey.

Grey Squirrels in the National Forest

Dead birch August 2013 Grange 
Farm - National Forest site



Trapping Guide Updated 
In this edition of Squirrel you will find a shortened version of ESI’s trapping guide. This 
was produced last year and distributed to gamekeepers throughout the country and 
was met with wide approval. 

This slightly abbreviated version will, we hope, be of use to you in not only clarifying 
the law but also providing some helpful hints. 

Apart from being distributed in Squirrel it is also being sent out as an insert in RFS 
Quarterly Journal of Forestry and Forestry Trade News.

We would be interested in your feedback on this and if you would like further 
copies please contact us on mail@europeansquirrelinitiative.org or call us on  
+ 44 (0) 1394 386919
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Natural Growth in French Forests
Noted on a recent tour 
Oak production is in a healthy 
state in France, but as always the 
country is under the threat of a grey 
squirrel invasion which would have a 
devastating effect on its woodlands.

In France, there is a high 
percentage of forest cover, a lot of 
which is oak. Several English and 
Welsh sawmills now rarely buy home-
grown trees as well-grown, suitably 
graded material is available nearby in 
France and a container on a lorry can 
carry a lot of beams. The price of oak in 
Britain is now largely controlled by the 
price of oak in France.

Grey squirrels have not yet reached 
France to do their devastating bark-

stripping and stem damage, thus French 
foresters can rely on well-proven routines 
for oak production. 

Oak is liable to grow new 
(epicormic) branches on the lower stem 
after a crop has been thinned. It is 
largely a reaction to having more light 
on the trunk, so the French foresters 
are happy to have a considerable 
growth of varied smaller trees and 
bushes acting as “trousers” on the 
long “legs” of the oaks. In effect, a 
lower storey of trees and bushes is 
maintained for this purpose.

The lower storey is often of naturally 
regenerated hornbeam, beech or hazel 
which are cut back, or partially cut out 
to ensure that the oak do not suffer too 
much crown competition and it is this 

which would suffer badly if grey squirrels 
are allowed to be free in French forests. 
Hornbeam and beech are regularly and 
heavily damaged in Britain and no doubt 
would also be in France, which would 
deprive their foresters of an essential tool 
in the growing of fine oak.

Britain, at about 10% woodland 
should have posed problems to the 
spread of grey squirrels in the last 
century, but they were right across well 
within that time. What of France, with 
33% woodland? It’s easy to say “Ils ne 
passeront pas” but very difficult to put 
it into action. ESI is constantly warning 
France of the danger.

Bede Howell 
Chartered Forester
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Grey Control and Testing is Key in Protection Project 
In 2000, the Red Squirrels in South 
Scotland project was formed to 
coordinate efforts in the battle to 
save the native red squirrels in the 
region. The project ran through four 
phases before being absorbed into 
the national Saving Scotland’s Red 
Squirrels project (SSRS) in 2012.

One of ESI’s trustees, Andy 
Wiseman, chairs the project steering 
group in the south and is a member of 
the national project steering group. He 
says that “the work in south Scotland 
has been hugely influential on red 
squirrel conservation in Scotland and 
England. I believe that collectively we 
have slowed down the spread of the 
grey squirrel in south Scotland and 
minimised the impact of the squirrelpox 
virus (SQPV) on the native red squirrel 
populations.

However, the grey squirrel is a hardy 
alien invasive species and we risk being 
outflanked by recent movements in 
the west and the east. We need more 
funds to deploy grey squirrel controllers 
ahead of the spread to slow or stop 
their progress towards Edinburgh. Our 
frustration is that time and time again, 
from research and from anecdotal 
evidence, we have seen that red squirrel 
conservation can be easy when you 

have control of the grey squirrel. Once 
grey squirrel numbers drop, SQPV 
declines in the wild and the other 
negative impacts of grey squirrels on the 
woodland ecology fall away.”

Karen Ramoo is the SSRS Project 
Officer in south Scotland and reports 
on the squirrelpox surveillance results 
below. 

One of the aims of the Saving 
Scotland’s Red Squirrels Project is to 
undertake a programme of targeted 
grey squirrel control in order to contain 
or significantly slow the progress of 
the squirrel pox virus (SQPV) spread in 
south Scotland. The objective of this 
is to prevent the transfer of the virus to 
uninfected grey squirrels in the Central 
Belt and thereafter SQPV outbreaks in 
red squirrels throughout the Scottish 
mainland. This programme of control 
is carried out by a combination of 
Project staff, Forestry Commission 
(FCS) controllers, landowners and 
householders trapping in concert 
to form a coordinated Red Squirrel 
Protection Network. 

A SQPV monitoring scheme has 
been implemented across Scotland 
to enable the Project to better predict 
the most likely routes of spread of 
the virus in an attempt to locate early 

occurrences in new areas and respond 
accordingly. In the longer term the 
data gathered from the scheme will 
be used to evaluate the impact grey 
squirrel management is having on 
containing/slowing down the spread 
of SQPV and be used to inform future 
red squirrel conservation management 
in Scotland.

The results provide an update on 
the current distribution of SQPV in 
Scotland and highlight where further 
actions are needed in order to contain/
slow down the spread of the virus. 

Between January and June 2013, 
768 grey squirrels were successfully 
tested for the squirrel pox virus across 
Scotland (South, Central Belt, Argyll 
& Trossachs and Dundee). Of these 
110 (14%) tested seropositive and 658 
(86%) tested seronegative. The map 
shows the distribution of grey squirrels 
tested.

The results show several 
significant expansions in the 
distribution of SQPV, most notably 
in the Scottish Borders where grey 
squirrels testing positive for antibodies 
to SQPV are currently spreading 
northwards towards Mid and East 
Lothian with very few barriers to hinder 
these spreads.

Distribution of grey squirrels tested between January and June 2013.
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