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Squirrel Pox Virus

hits Northern Ireland

Editorial

In brief...

The heart-breaking photograph on the front illustrates the ravages of the
Squirrel Pox Virus (SQPV). SQPV is carried by the grey and transmitted to
the red squirrel with, in most cases, fatal consequences, while the grey
remains unaffected.

Ban on feeding grey
squirrels introduced
in Canada

The article by Joe Dowdall on
page 3 of this issue of Squirrel gives
us the disastrous news that Ireland
is no longer free of squirrel pox, but
hard work is being done to control
the spread of this dreadful disease,
giving us a glimmer of hope. Dr Colin
McInnes, of the Moredun Institute, is
working on a number of potential SQPV
vaccines, but they still need to prove
themselves. It could be several years
before the regulatory authorities give
permission for their use.
Of course, a vaccine may only
stay the day of execution. The grey

Grey squirrel pie

outcompetes the red for nature’s
resources and does not allow for red
and grey co-habitation for any length of
time, meaning the red has to retreat, and
retreat it does. However, in his article
on page 9 Dr Craig Shuttleworth shows
that control of grey squirrel numbers
can dramatically reduce the incidence
of sero-positive grey squirrels in an area,
and so reducing the chances of the red
becoming infected with SQPV.
George Farr
Editor, Chairman of the
European Squirrel Initiative

In an effort to control numbers of
Eastern Grey Squirrels, the township
of Esquimalt in Canada has updated a
byelaw making it illegal to feed them.
People in the town who intentionally
feed or leave food out for these
nuisance animals can now be fined.

Grey squirrels have been eaten for
many years and, recently, the Grey
Squirrel Pie has been enjoying a bit
of a resurgence. The pie, a Victorian
delicacy, has appeared in the press
several times in recent months,
and more and more restaurants are
offering it as an option to diners.

Photographs courtesy of Trish Hazell

Jigger writes...

Never too late to learn
I have caught many squirrels in my job as a squirrel catcher... thousands. But, as I chugged along through the woods one day on
the Estate’s quad, I noticed that Martin, my Sunday relief partner, had placed a Fenn Mark 4 trap in a wooden tunnel about one
metre above the ground, on a tree stump, giving it the appearance of an American mail box. I thought, “We will never catch a
squirrel in that, Martin!” Respecting his judgement, though, I left if there.
Shortly after, there was a squirrel in it. You can never account for the inquisitive nature of these little grey animals. That trap
became one of our hot spots.
Jigger is a vermin controller at an estate in Suffolk.
Front cover photograph shows a red squirrel infected with the Squirrel Pox Virus. Image courtesy of Sarah McNeil.
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ESI Update - by Andrew Kendall, ESI
ESI Activity
The work of ESI continues to be
varied and diverse, and we are
extending the charity’s influence
into a number of areas which are
proving productive and effective.
Dialogue with politicians, both
in the UK and in Europe, continues
to be a priority for ESI. Productive
discussions have recently taken place
with Simon Hart MP, who has asked
a series of parliamentary questions
on Phytophthora (a parasitic fungi
which causes root rot in many plant
species, including trees). The aim has
been to ascertain from Defra and the
Forestry Commission whether or not
there is a link between grey squirrels
and the spread of Phytophthora. To
date, the evidence for a link has been
somewhat inconclusive; nevertheless
Phytophthora is a significant problem
for woodland owners, adding to the
burden already placed on our native
trees by the grey squirrel.
Discussions continue with Scottish
politicians and with Scottish National
Heritage (SNH) over the position
regarding grey squirrels in Scotland,
which is reported in news from RSST on
page 5.
In Europe, the battle to control
the grey squirrel population continues.
Progress is being made in Italy

and, encouragingly, the European
Commission is taking the problem
of invasive alien species much more
seriously, with a promise of effective
legislation on the way.
Earlier this year, ESI took part
in a debate within the European
Parliament on the problem of
invasive alien species. The meeting
was co-ordinated by the Federation
of Associations for Hunting and
Conservation of the European
Union (FACE) and the European
Landowners’ Organisation (ELO) and
was attended by a number of MEPs,
with the discussion chaired by Robert
Sturdy MEP. The issue of grey squirrels
was raised by a number of speakers
and ESI was able to make its case
effectively to a wide-ranging and
influential audience.
ESI continues to pursue
immunocontraception (IMC) as a
method of grey-squirrel control.
Professor Andy Peters is currently
examining research which will
contribute to a business plan being
put together by ESI over the next few
months. The plan will be used to raise
funding which will allow us to take
IMC research to the next stage. It is
likely that this can be done through an
Enterprise Investment Scheme, which

would make it attractive to investors.
In February, ESI launched its
Trapping Guide. The guide was
circulated to 16,000 members of the
National Gamekeepers’ Organisation
(NGO) via their newsletter. It contained
a questionnaire which is producing
some interesting and helpful results.
Although originally written for
gamekeepers the guide is proving to
be a valuable resource and will be
used elsewhere.
Research by the Game & Wildlife
Conservation Trust on the effect of
grey squirrels on our native song-bird
population has been completed. The
results are reported on pages 9 &10 and
builds on previous work done for ESI.
The research continues to show that
grey squirrels “have a case to answer”.
ESI continues to fund a number
of projects, including work in Italy, and
nearer to home, a project examining
the modelling of data on grey squirrel
culling and the Squirrel Pox Virus. (See
page 9.)
ESI is supporting work in Southern
Ireland, recently providing funds to
enable scientists at Galway University
to complete research into the effect of
Pine Martens on grey and red squirrel
populations. An initial report on this
work was given in Squirrel issue 23.

Black Squirrels – Setting the Record Straight!
One thing which never fails to seize
media attention is a story about
a black squirrel. Earlier this year
we saw another flurry of publicity
which included a predictable level
of misinformation.
Black squirrels are in fact grey
squirrels with higher levels of black
pigment (melanin) in their hair. Their
dark coat is the result of a naturally
occurring mutation of the gene that
governs fur pigmentation. Black
squirrels are commonly seen in
Cambridgeshire, Bedfordshire and

Hertfordshire, the first was officially
sighted in 1912.
Scientists at Anglia Ruskin
University in Cambridge have launched
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a project to track the black squirrel
population. Helen McRobie, a lecturer
in Biomedical Science and Molecular
Biology at the University, is asking
members of the public to submit their
sightings of black squirrel to the project
website www.blacksquirrelproject.org,
so that the team can establish how far
they have spread.
“We know the black squirrel has
travelled approximately 50 miles in the
last 100 years,” Helen McRobie said,
“but we don’t yet know enough about
their numbers or geographical spread.”

Northern Ireland – Red vs Grey
Red Squirrel conservation in Northern Ireland is on the increase and the results of the work are encouraging.
The number of red squirrel volunteer
groups in Northern Ireland has tripled
since 2008, with seven groups spread
across the country, undertaking a range
of projects to benefit the red squirrel.
Groups exist in Tollymore Forest in Co.
Down, Lagan Valley in Belfast, the Glens
of Antrim, Derry City, West Fermanagh,
South West Tyrone and the Ards
Peninsula, Co. Down.
An idea inspired by the Northern
Ireland Forest Service in the early
2000s was to identify red squirrel
‘preferred areas’ where isolated
pockets of squirrels could be
supported and encouraged. There
was however no active attempt to
put in place a dedicated ‘buffer zone’
surrounding these areas to protect
against grey squirrel infiltration and
infection. The result of this decision
was a devastating outbreak of Squirrel
Pox in Tollymore Forest, Co. Down in
2011, which killed 90% of the reds in
that area, followed by a less severe
outbreak in Glenarm, Co. Antrim later
that year. (A report on these outbreaks
can be read below).

In light of this, a ‘buffer zone’ has
now been successfully implemented in
the Glens of Antrim, and the partnership
between the Northern Ireland Forest
Service and the Glens Red Squirrel
Group has seen the red squirrel thrive
there. Work is under way to encourage
other areas to adopt this type of
strategy. The fact that it marries up
a vigorous education programme,
involving schools and public involvement
with local councils, coupled with an
open and forthright policy of rigorous
grey squirrel control, has been the
cornerstone of its success.
However, there is still no
shortage of grey squirrels in Northern
Ireland and work must be undertaken
to identify specific ‘hot spots’ and
effective action taken. In the past, the
faint-hearted have excused inactivity
regarding grey squirrel control by
saying that there are too many of
them and the effort is a waste of
time. That of course is a self-fulfilling
prophecy as long as people do
nothing. The Glens Red Squirrel
Group has proved that consistent,

steady action can produce results
and can only be for the better.
At present, there is also no overall
picture of the distribution of the red
squirrel in Northern Ireland. Urgent
work is needed to develop a sightings
survey and report, so that plans can
be made to assist reds in every area
they are found.
People have an innate fondness
for the red squirrel, and often they
only need the opportunity, training
and encouragement to become
involved in active conservation. It is
hoped that the major players in the
Northern Ireland Red Squirrel Forum
will recognise the need for such a
programme and support actions in
meaningful terms to develop public
interest and bring about a coordinated commitment to red squirrel
conservation.

The future is bright,
the future is RED
Joe Dowdall
Chair, Glens Red Squirrel Group

Squirrel Pox in Glenarm, Northern Ireland
The belief that Ireland was free from Squirrel Pox Virus was shattered when it was confirmed in red squirrels in
Tollymore Forest in March 2011.
This news was
followed in June
by another
outbreak some
50 miles north
in Glenarm
(one of the
nine Glens of
Antrim). An emergency meeting was
arranged by the Northern Ireland
Red Squirrel Forum (Chaired by the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency).
It was attended by the Forest Service,
NIEA Wildlife Officers, the Glenarm
Wildlife Group, the gamekeeper from
Antrim Estates, the Glens Red Squirrel
Group, with advice and support from
the Tollymore Red Squirrel Group,
drawing on their experience with pox
earlier in the year.

The Glenarm situation was
different in ways from that in Tollymore,
which is a widely used forest park and
a favourite camping/caravan holiday
location. Glenarm is more remote and

A two-fold plan of action
was agreed.
•

To inform the public of the
situation and establish a
‘hotline’ to channel information
on sick reds and sightings of
greys to local volunteers

•

To mount an immediate
campaign to remove the cause
of the outbreak, the grey
squirrel from the area.
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less used by the public, and the forest
runs into and parallel to the Estate of
Lord Antrim.
During the year 2011/12 the
estate neighbouring the forest where
the outbreak occurred had been
without a gamekeeper and the
grey squirrel population increased
dramatically. The new gamekeeper
immediately started to reduce their
numbers.
Information was circulated in
the village of Glenarm, and south of
the outbreak, where greys appeared
to be migrating from the village of
Ballygally. This is bordered by the
Cairn Dhu Golf Club and Carnfunnock
Country Park. The green keepers in
the golf club were trained to trap,
and Larne Council (who manage the

Map showing names and location of red squirrel groups in Northern Ireland 2012.
Courtesy of Northern Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA).
country park) passed a resolution to
assist the Glens Red Squirrel Group
in a number of ways, including control
of the grey squirrel. Permission was
also obtained to trap in a nearby
private estate. As a result of this
combined action, the progress of the
grey squirrel northwards has been
stopped.
The same model has also been
successful on our northern boundary
following Moyle District Council’s
decision to assist in red conservation

and grey control. We have proven
that the formula of raising public
awareness, putting in place
effective mechanisms of
communication between the public
and ourselves, combined with active
co-operation with local councils
and statutory bodies, can lead to a
successful control programme on
greys and an extension of areas that
can support reds.
The Glens Red Squirrel Group
is now planning in 2012 to engage

If you would be interested in advertising
in Squirrel please contact
Kerry-Anne.Rookyard@kendallscom.co.uk
01394 610022
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with other red squirrel groups in
Northern Ireland, to move red squirrel
conservation on from a defensive
stand towards more positive action
that will challenge the grey squirrel
and so remove the threat to the red in
a targeted and progressive manner.
Positive action against the grey squirrel
is the only way forward in red squirrel
conservation.
Joe Dowdall
Chair, Glens Red Squirrel Group

Please see the back
page for details on
how to join the
SQUIRREL mailing list.

UK News
RSST Update
There is good news from the north
of England project (Red Squirrels
Northern England) where, thanks to
funding from Biffa and the Heritage
Lottery Fund, a team of 17 people is
now in place.
The team includes eight grey
squirrel control rangers and a team
manager, plus posts covering community
engagement, data and research. Greys
are to be removed within a landscapewide plan and work will be carried out
with landowners on English Woodland
Grants Scheme (EWGS) grants, requiring
a further three posts.
There is great news from Anglesey
– the fighting spirit of our native red
squirrel is in evidence as reds are
now coming off the island to take up
residence on the mainland. Originally
called Friends of Anglesey’s Red
Squirrels, the project has now been
renamed Red Squirrels Trust Wales.
In Scotland, there is the welcome
news that Scottish National Heritage

are to be merged and RSST is
pleased to be involved.
RSST launched its
‘Volunteer of the Year’ Awards.
The judges have made their
decisions and most of the
awards will be presented in
June. One award has already
been presented, The Lifetime
Achievement Award, which went
Front row L to R – Wendy Martin (RSST
to David Stapleford of Fakenham
Volunteer) David Stapleford (award winner in Norfolk. David’s passion for
and Volunteer), Robin Page (Countryside
reds is well known, and his skills,
Restoration Trust), Janet Wickens (RSST
expertise and knowledge are
Director), Geoff Hetherington (RSST
sought out from all over the UK.
volunteer). Back Row L to R – Andrew
His captive-breeding programme
Kendall (RSST), Dr Craig Shuttleworth
has supplied over 600 young
(RSST Conservation Advisor).
red squirrels. The award was
made at Pensthorpe Nature
Reserve on the 15th March,
(SNH) have agreed to fund both the
and congratulations were sent from our
Saving Scotland’s Red Squirrels and
patron, HRH The Prince of Wales.
the Red Squirrels South Scotland
projects for a further two years. The
Janet Wickens
challenge is to stop the advance of
RSST Director
SQPV-infected greys. Both projects

The Fight Continues to Save Red Squirrels in Scotland
After an eleven
year battle to
save Scotland’s
red squirrels, the
Red Squirrels
in South Scotland (RSSS) Project
is nearing the end of its current
phase. In recent months, the RSSS
team have been busy preparing a
follow-up project to build on current
achievements. Paramount to this,
the Project has been reviewing
achievements made, and assessing
whether red squirrels have
benefited from the work of RSSS.
Current indications are promising,
with results showing a clear increase in
the density of red squirrels throughout
Dumfries and Galloway. Sightings
are being reported at previously
unrecorded locations and at greater

numbers throughout the region,
highlighting that after eleven years of
work by the RSSS, this part of southern
Scotland still maintains a strong red
squirrel population.
The battle to control the spread
of the Squirrel Pox Virus remains the
primary focus of the RSSS project.
In 2011, the Squirrel Pox outbreak
at the Queensbury Estate, Thornhill,
resurfaced. Four red squirrels were
found to have contracted the Squirrel
Pox Virus. In a separate incident, just
south of the Queensbury Estate, at
a property close to Kirkland, a new
Squirrel Pox outbreak was declared
with a confirmed case of the virus.
Buccleuch Ranger Services, with
support from RSSS and Forestry
Commission staff, responded quickly
to these outbreaks and the disease
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in each of the locations appears to
have been contained, with no further
incidences being reported.
At the end of February, we
were delighted to hear Scotland’s
Environment and Climate Change
Minister, Stewart Stevenson, announce
that the RSSS project is to continue for
a further two years. This new phase of
the project will see RSSS and the Saving
Scotland’s Red Squirrels (SSRS) project
merge to form a national-scale, red
squirrel conservation project. Funding
for this next phase is to be provided
by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH),
the Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT) and
Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS).
Karen Ramoo
Red Squirrels in South Scotland
Project Co-ordinator

Photograph courtesy of Craig Shuttleworth

Update on the Lawful Control of Grey Squirrels
Readers of Squirrel may remember
the case of Raymond Elliott,
the window cleaner who was
prosecuted by the RSPCA in 2010
for drowning a grey squirrel.
In March this year, his case
came back before the Crown Court
in order to apply to have the matter
reopened so that he could have a
trial on whether or not he had caused
unnecessary suffering to the squirrel.
The Court refused permission to
reopen his case, so his conviction
stands. Where does this leave the
law relating to the drowning of grey
squirrels that have been trapped
humanely?

On one view, Raymond’s case
doesn’t affect the law at all. He
pleaded guilty in a Magistrates Court
and therefore no binding precedent is
created. Each case involving drowning

in the future will stand
to be judged on its own
merits. If it can be proved
that there was a method
of despatch open to an
individual that would have
caused less suffering
than drowning, then the
individual would be open
to be charged, if not,
then the charge would
not be made.
On another view,
Raymond’s case
highlights how unclear the law is in
regard to ‘unnecessary suffering’.
It would appear, for example, that
if a squirrel, or a rat for that matter,
is caught in a spring trap but does
not die, a prosecution could be
brought for causing unnecessary
suffering. Similarly, if it is possible to
prosecute someone for a drowning
which, on the prosecution’s own
case may only have taken a couple
of seconds, then it would appear
possible to prosecute in regard to
almost any method of despatch. In
Court, the RSPCA suggested the
proper approach to a squirrel that
has been humanely trapped is to

take it to a vet for despatch. While
this is clearly nonsensical due to
the stress and increased suffering
caused to the animal, it is the RSPCA’s
position on the issue. It may well be
that future prosecutions will arise in
relation to dealing with the problem
of grey squirrels. It is vital that anyone
caught up in such prosecutions
obtains specialist advice. Hopefully,
the next case of this kind will involve
a full argument on its merits, so that
this issue can be ventilated in court
and we will all be a little closer to
understanding the law in this area.
Jamie Foster
Partner, Clarke Willmott LLP

EU Invasive Alien Species Update
New legislation from the European
Commission is expected to begin
its progress through the European
Institutions later this year.
Part of an overall programme
designed to create a dedicated
legislative instrument on invasive alien
species. The proposal is to bring
together all legislation relating to
invasive alien species (IAS) into one
comprehensive EU instrument.
The EU biodiversity strategy
contains a target to control or
eradicate target species by 2012
throughout the EU. This will be
achieved through the creation of a
dedicated instrument on invasive alien
species which will include a three
stage approach:
• prevention;
• early detection and rapid
response;

•

management, control and/or
containment.
The process towards this
new legislation began in 2008 with
public consultation and working
groups involving member states,
stakeholders and experts. This
was followed, the same year by the
publication of a document, Towards
an EU Strategy on Invasive Species.
Work carried out by the
Commission has identified 10,961
alien species in the European
environment, of which 10–15% are
invasive. The European Commission
estimates that the cost of inaction
is 12bn a year in terms of damage to
crops, livelihoods, biodiversity
and the wider economy, compared
with the cost of action against
invasive species of between €
40-190m per year.
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The new legislation will include
preventative measures such as:
• restrictions to trade/marketing/
transport/holding of IAS;
• restrictions on release of IAS into
the environment;
• pathway management;
• early warning and rapid
response;
• eradication, containment and
control.
In order to implement the
legislation, it will be necessary to
establish a positive and negative
list which will identify those invasive
species which are “allowable” and
those which are not. Within this list
particular pest species would be
prioritised.
Andrew Kendall
ESI

International News

The EC-SQUARE LIFE Project aims
to develop innovative techniques to
remove or control the grey squirrel
populations in Italy, while taking
into account social and ecological
contexts in which they are located.
Work was carried out in 2011 to
update our database on the population
size and distribution of the grey
squirrel in Lombardy, Piedmont and
Liguria, and reports were produced
in January 2012. The species is still
localised in Genoa Nervi (Liguria), but
is spreading in Piedmont where there
is the largest Italian colony of grey
squirrels. In Lombardy, we recorded an
increase in the number of sightings of
greys, probably due to new releases.
The marked increase of grey squirrel
sightings in new areas highlights the
need for the immediate ban on the
trade of grey squirrels. Any action to
limit the spread of the grey
squirrel, and of non-native
squirrels in general, can be
effective only if accompanied
by appropriate measures to
limit the possibility of further
releases of animals through
trade. The success of the
EC-SQUARE project will
depend on the adoption of a
measure to ban the trade of
the grey squirrels in Italy, as
well as other squirrel species.
The project task force is to produce a
risk analysis (Pest Risk Assessment)
on the impact of the introduction of the

density of the grey squirrel,
grey squirrel in Italy, to be
the presence of red
used by the Ministry of the
squirrels, suitable habitat
Environment to draw up a
area and fragmentation,
decree banning this trade.
site isolation and social
In the first months
pressures.
of this year, a General
One of the most
Management Plan (GMP)
important aspects of
for each affected region was
the project is to raise
produced. They contain
awareness of the threat
a series of indicators of
posed by the grey squirrel
both population status
Map of Italian
through communication of
and socio-economic
regions involved in
information related to the
background, and set out
the EC-SQUARE
conservation of the red
the range of management
LIFE project.
squirrel.
practices needed at each
If the value of protecting
site, ranging from total eradication
biodiversity is shared by everybody,
to control/containment practices.
then it is also important that the
The GMP will allow evaluation of the
knowledge of the issues related to
current population status on a per site
the introduction of the grey squirrel
basis, taking into account grey squirrel
and, more generally, of all non-native
population dynamics, landscape
species is spread and shared by the
characteristics, and identification of
people. A website has been developed
social drivers and pressures.
(www.rossoscoiattolo.eu), and an
This information will allow the
international conference held in Milan,
right management actions
with speakers from England (Dr Peter
to be selected for each
Lurz, a recognized squirrel expert,
site, aimed at maximising
and Joshua Perry from the European
grey squirrel management
Squirrel Initiative). There have been
efficiency for each site.
visits by foreign researchers, with the
Currently available and
dissemination of their work via streaming
recommended methods of
(www.rossoscoiattolo.eu/seminarigrey squirrel control will be
tecnici), as well as the production
assessed in terms of efficiency
and distribution of brochures and
and cost-effectiveness at
environmental education kits.
different population sizes. This
will help identify the most appropriate
Sandro Bertolino
management level for a single site, given
EC-SQUARE Project Manager
the estimated range and population

The Big Hazelnut Bite
Up on the hills south of Turin over the last three/four
years greys have started pushing out their indigenous
red cousins.
The hazelnut groves of a charming cherry blossom
area around the medieval city of Chieri (Kee-aree) are
feeling the pilferage of growing grey squirrel numbers, and
local growers are strongly complaining.
Although this is not the heart of the historical nut-rich
cultivation area of the Langa and Alta Langa region where

the damage could be much higher, concern among nut
farmers begins to mount. It has been calculated that a
single grey squirrel can eat (or hide for winter) up to 8 to
10 kgs of nuts each season. If we add the fact that grey
squirrels, being an alien species, have no natural enemies
nor limiting factors, the threat of a possible future explosion
of their population creates a nightmare for Piedmontese
agricultural economy.
Filippo Gautier
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Photograph courtesy of Alan Pizzinat

Italy – An Update from the Italian EC-SQUARE LIFE Project

The Management of Racoon Dogs in Scandanavia
The raccoon dog (Nyctereutes
procyonoides is an invasive species
in Europe, native to eastern Asia,
which was introduced as a fur-game
species to the western parts of the
Soviet Union in the 1930s to 1950s.
In addition to causing ecological
damage to native fauna, it is also
one of the main vectors of rabies in
Europe, and a key vector of several
parasites dangerous to humans.
The LIFE+ Project 2010-2013
aims to prevent raccoon dogs from
establishing in Sweden, Denmark
and Norway. Dr Fredrik Dahl, a
researcher with the Swedish University
of Agricultural Sciences, which is
involved in the project, said the
species was already established in
Finland.
“The aim of the project is to stop
the population spreading further into
Sweden, where so far it has only been
confirmed in the north-east,” he said.
“Raccoon dog sightings, including
those provided by the public, are
followed up with infra-red motiontriggered game cameras, directed
at scent lures, and by tracking in
the winter. When observations are
confirmed, animals are trapped.
“All captured individuals, both
male and female, are sterilised to
prevent reproduction. Because of
their value as project animals, they are
then fitted with ear tags to minimise
the risk of their being shot. GPS/SMS
transmitters are also fitted and the
animals are then released,” he said.
“Due to the social nature of the
raccoon dog, animals of either sex
will search for and lead us to other
raccoon dogs of the opposite sex in
the area. These are known as Judas
animals. In Sweden, 26 animals were
captured between 2008 and 2010.
Approximately 65% of the released
animals found at least one other
raccoon dog,” Dr Dahl explained.
When enough Judas animals have
been tagged, all new unmarked
individuals that are found are killed.
There are currently about 30 Judas
animals in Sweden, Denmark and
Finland. Approximately 200 raccoon
dogs have been culled so far, and the

Raccoon dog fitted with ear tags and GPS/SMS transmitter. Photo
courtesy of the Swedish Raccoon dog Project 2008-2010
animals is still successfully contained
in the north-eastern part of Sweden
and mainland Denmark.
A permanent grid system of
between 100 and 150 cameras
in each country, directed at scent
lures, are being set up on the
Sweden-Finland, Sweden-Denmark
and Denmark-Germany borders.
Together with the Judas animals,
these will monitor immigration and the
development of the population, and
give indications of the effectiveness of
the project.
Local education, especially
of hunters, ornithologists and
conservationists, on species
recognition, tracking, hunting and
trapping is ongoing. Local and national

media is used to encourage the public
to report sightings.
“The results so far are very
encouraging. However, without the
co-operation of our neighbouring
countries it is unlikely that we would
have been able to stop the raccoon
dog establishing in Sweden and
Norway,” Dr Dahl said, adding that it
was important to appreciate that the
project could not succeed through the
efforts of volunteers alone. Without
help from local hunters and the public,
it would be far less effective.
Dr Fredrik Dahl is a researcher
with the Grimsö Wildlife Research
Station, Department of Ecology,
Swedish University of Agricultural
Sciences (SLU).

Authors: Fredrik Dahl1,2, P-A Åhlén2, and Åke Granström2
1. Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Department of Ecology,
Grimsö Wildlife Research Station, 730 91 Riddarhyttan, Sweden
2. Swedish Association for Hunting and Wildlife Management, Öster
Malma, 611 91 Nyköping, Sweden
Corresponding author;
Fredrik Dahl
Phone +46 581-697320
Email; Fredrik.Dahl@ekol.slu.se
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ESI Project Funding
Culling reduces Pox Virus (SQPV) infection rates:
implications for landscape-scale red squirrel conservation

% of individuals

ESI-funded research led by
SQPV antibodies (75%) on Anglesey
Newcastle University has
was observed in 2002 – the year
demonstrated that landscapewith the highest total catches of grey
scale culling of established grey
squirrels. The proportion of grey squirrels
squirrel populations does not only
with antibodies decreased constantly
significantly reduce populations
from 2003 to 2010, when only 4% of
of grey squirrels but can also
sampled animals were positive. There
dramatically lower the prevalence
was a 28% decrease in the risk of a
of SQPV-infection rates amongst
trapped, individual, grey squirrel testing
surviving animals.
positive for SQPV antibodies per year. In
Grey squirrels compete for
contrast, tests on mainland populations
resources with the native red squirrel,
in 2010 showed that 67% of 70 adult
and exploit their scatter-hoarded food
grey squirrels examined were positive for
stores in behaviour known as ‘cacheantibodies to SQPV.
piracy’. The presence of grey
squirrels in woodland leads to
The % of adult grey squirrels with SQPV antibodies
(CO> 0.2 ELISA Level)
reduced juvenile red squirrel
80
residency rates; and studies
70
60
in broadleaved habitats have
50
shown it can also have an
40
30
adverse effect upon female
Anglesey
20
Mainland
productivity rates. Removal of
10
0
grey squirrels is consequently
1998
2001
2004
2007
2010
a key objective in red squirrel
Year
conservation strategies. The
Newcastle-led research investigated
This demonstrates that culling not
trends in grey squirrel capture rates
only reduced the competitive threat
within woodlands on the 720km2
posed by grey squirrels, but, crucially,
island of Anglesey, North Wales,
also progressively reduced the risk of
during a thirteen-year period of control
inter-specific SQPV, and at a greater
1998-2010. The results of the analysis
rate, than would have been expected
indicated that the abundance of grey
if annual grey squirrel infection rates
squirrels progressively decreased with
had remained at 60-70% in residual
time and with great seasonal variation.
populations. This finding has major
Trapping success was significantly
implications for the planning of
higher in spring/summer, and a greater
strategic grey-squirrel control for red
abundance of grey squirrels was found
squirrel conservation, as it may be
in deciduous woodland and hazelpossible to develop trapping protocols
dominated scrub compared with other
which seek to produce targeted pox
habitats. The reduction in competitive
reduction or extinction.
threat posed by grey to red squirrels
As a result of the Newcastle study,
contributed to the observed recovery
the report authors have recommended
of the remnant red squirrel population,
research into the relationship between
and progressive six-fold increase in
cull intensity, duration of control, and
woodland area containing reds.
SQPV infection rates in mainland
In addition to direct competition,
landscape grey squirrel populations;
the grey squirrel has been implicated
particularly with respect to spatially
as the virus reservoir for Squirrel Pox
stratified culling intensities in areas
transmission to red squirrels, and
surrounding red squirrel reserves, such
consequently the Newcastle team
as those in the North of England and
examined the results of blood testing
North Wales.
carried out during the cull period.
The highest proportion of greys with Dr Craig Shuttleworth
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Bird Report –
Grey Squirrels Have a Case
to Answer
In 2007, ESI commissioned the
Game & Wildlife Conservation
Trust (GWCT) to conduct an
experiment into the effect on
breeding woodland birds of grey
squirrel removal.
Sites were carefully selected,
ensuring that they contained an
abundance both of birds and grey
squirrels. Each site was made up of
a pair of woods in excess of about
10 acres of primarily deciduous
trees. Each pair needed to be similar
in terms of vegetation.
The survey was conducted
over two years, 2008 and 2010,
where pest controllers and local
gamekeepers removed squirrels
from one randomly selected wood
from each of the pairs of woods.
In spring, standard mapping
surveys were used to provide an
estimate of adult birds’ breeding
abundance in each study wood.
Regular surveying took place in the
following months. The main aim of
the study was to look experimentally
at the effect of a squirrel removal
treatment and woodland birds.
The key points of the results
where that:
• numbers of post-nesting
fledglings were sometimes,
but not always, higher when
squirrels were removed;
• birds in open nests were
most affected by grey squirrel
removal.
In year one, squirrel removal
increased productivity (brood to
territory ratio) in all the song-bird
groups in the five pairs of woods,
while in year two the results were
mixed.
What the experiment showed
was that when the difference in
the index of squirrels within pairs
of woods was large (i.e. squirrel
removal was apparently effective),
the measure of productivity
increased in the removal wood.

Fishing and the Grey Squirrel
The work indicated that grey
squirrels have an effect on certain
woodland birds fledging success.
The project was pioneering in the
way that it was run and methodology
used – a method known as
“randomised removal experiment”
never attempted before, rather than
only looking at possible correlations
between the presence of grey
squirrels and birds in woods.
An improvement in productivity
was 20% or more in some opennesting species, in woods where
squirrels were removed.
The report has not yet been
formally published, but in a
statement, the GWCT suggested
that, “when grey squirrels were at a
relatively high density and were then
removed, there was a measureable
effect on the post-nesting fledging of
the woodland bird community”.
This experiment suggests that
the grey squirrel has ‘a case to
answer’. However, more work needs
to be done in order to build up a
definitive picture of the impact grey
squirrels are having on our woodland
birds.

Photograph courtesy of Nigel Housden, Pinsharp Photography

Andrew Kendall
ESI

There is no doubt that the grey
squirrel is a pest, doing much damage
to flora and fauna, but to the angler,
and particularly the angler who ties
his own flies, the hair of the tail of the
grey squirrel provides an excellent flytying material, widely used in trout but
particularly in salmon flies.
The traditional salmon fly tied with
material from exotic species of birds and
other animals are works of art which
catch the fisherman’s eye and the eye
of the salmon. Now that almost all these
species are endangered and protected
by various International Conventions
these materials are no longer freely
available. The traditional salmon flies
have been replaced by the modern hairdressed salmon flies and hair/fur from the
tail of the grey squirrel makes an excellent
material for many patterns of salmon
flies. The great advantage of squirrel hair
is that it is much more flexible than hair
from other animals such as the badger.
Badger hair is still widely used, but in
my opinion can be replaced by squirrel
hair in many fly patterns, as the flexibility
of the squirrel hair provides much more
movement in the water as the angler
works the salmon fly. This more natural
movement in the fly encourages the
salmon to take it.
Another advantage of squirrel tail
hair is that the whole tail can be bleached
and dyed with red, orange and yellow
dye and the hair holds these colours very
well. The colours are essential to many
classic salmon-fly patterns. Flies tied on
small plastic or metal tubes are excellent
patterns for catching both spring and
summer salmon. The nylon line is
passed through the tubes and the hook
and pulled tightly into the tube. Dyed
squirrel hair is an essential ingredient for
these tube flies particularly for the small
tube flies that are needed to catch the
summer salmon (grilse) in low water and
bright sunny conditions.
My personal favourite for catching
grilse in these conditions is a hair wing
Green Highlander on the dropper with
a Garry Dog on the tail. This is a cast
that enables you to fish with two flies
as the same time. The hair wing Green
Highlander is tied with a black floss body
with oval silver wire wrapped around the
body. The wing or main part of the fly

Page 10

is tied with one part yellow under, one
part orange under and two parts green
over – all dyed squirrel hair. The Green
Highlander is usually tied on a single
hook if used as a dropper. The Garry
Dog on the tail is a tube fly with a black
floss body, with oval tinsel wound around
it, with squirrel hair dyed red under and
squirrel hair dyed yellow over, and a treble
hook pulled tight into the tube.
This combination produced 18 grilse
for me before breakfast, many years
ago on a still summer’s morning on the
Ridge Pool of the River Moy in Ballina,

The Wilson Special”, salmon fly
tied with dyed squirrel hair.
This is very effective when there
is a little colour in the water
Co. Mayo, at a time when there were
lots of grilse and no bag limits. This was
achieved by the characteristics of the
squirrel hair in low water conditions. The
Yellow Badger, an excellent fly on the
River Slaney in the springtime, can be
improved significantly by replacing the
badger hair with natural squirrel hair, tied
as tube fly or on a single or treble hook.
Even smaller trout flies benefit from
natural squirrel hair. Trout anglers look
forward to the hatch of the Mayfly every
year and an excellent fly to imitate the
hatching mayfly on the surface of the
water is the Grey Wolf. This fly imitates
the emergence of the mayfly from its
shuck and in the fly a small amount of
squirrel hair represents the shuck and is
taken well by trout as a dry fly tied as the
Grey Wolf.
The squirrel tail should be removed
from the dead squirrel close to the body
and hung to dry in a well ventilated area.
The tissue will dry out and the tails can
be kept for many years but watch out for
moths on storage.
Professor Peter Wilson
Zoology Department,
Trinity College, Dublin

Grey Squirrel Trapping Advice
A ‘guidance note’ giving up-to-date advice on trapping grey
squirrels was published by ESI in March 2012.
The document contains advice on various
control methods, including trapping
and poisoning it also highlights the
status of both red and grey squirrels
under the law.
“We believe this will be a very useful aid to
those on the ground involved in trapping
and controlling grey squirrels”, said George
Farr, Chairman of the European Squirrel
Initiative. “It contains practical advice as well
as, importantly, guidance on the latest legal
position relating to the protection of the red
squirrel and the status of the grey squirrel”.
A copy of the leaflet can be downloaded from the
ESI website: www.europeansquirrelinitiative.
org. Alternatively, to request a hard copy, please
contact 01394 386919.
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