
 

New research suggests squirrel aid re-think
required

January 19 2023, by Sarah McDaid

  
 

  

Forest regions of Scotland that act as natural strongholds (shown in red) and
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support red squirrels against grey squirrel incursion (yellow areas show suitable
grey squirrel habitat near strongholds). 1. Newtyle Forest, 2. Elchies Forest, 3.
Teindland Forest, 4. Aultmore, 5. Clashindarroch Forest, 6. Fetteresso Forest, 7.
Montreathmont Forest, 8. Glenisla Forest, 9. Glenmore Forest Park, 10. Glen
Affric, 11. Glen Garry, 12. Glen Spean, 13. Craigvinean Forest, 14. Loch Doine,
15. Tentsmuir Forest, 16. Kincardine, 17. Kintyre peninsula, 18. Glentress
Forest, 19. Muirkirk, 20. Newton Stewart, 21. Wauchope Forest. The 19
currently designated strongholds (Scottish Forestry, 2020) are outlined in black.
Map from Forestry and Land Scotland (2020). Credit: Red squirrels and forestry
– is it time for a review of policy and practice? Scottish Forrestry Volume 76 No.
2 Summer 2022.

New research and a five-year study of red squirrel behavior indicates
that conservation efforts targeting one of Scotland's most-loved species
need a rethink.

A report from Heriot-Watt University, Forestry and Land Scotland
(FLS) and the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) Inverness
indicates that red squirrel populations are viable in landscapes managed
for timber under the UK Forestry Standard and that current special
protection measures are ineffective and should be relaxed.

Further development of mathematical ecology models by Heriot-Watt's
Professor Andy White also suggests that work on squirrel strongholds,
which is currently focused on areas where grays are absent, would be
more effective if it were instead focused on areas where gray squirrels
pose a danger, such as south of the central belt or in lower Tayside.

FLS's wildlife ecologist Kenny Kortland said, "Red squirrel habitat
includes Scotland's productive forests and it has long been a challenge
for foresters to balance the production of timber with the legal duty to
protect red squirrels."
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"This latest research with ecologists and modelers shows that
commercial forestry isn't a threat to red squirrels and that, when
managed carefully, forestry plantations can be great habitats for red
squirrels."

"For example, work that UHI has done over the past five years to track
squirrel movement before and after thinning operations found no
detrimental impact on red squirrel breeding activity or survival. In fact,
population density was higher after the operations. The only measurable
impact was a slight shift in space use for a couple of individual squirrels,
which was likely due to food availability."

"This suggests that there are probably better management tactics from
both the forester and the squirrel's point of view."

"It would also mean that much of the £100k upwards that is currently
spent annually on red squirrel management measures could be more
effectively channeled to other conservation efforts."

The team's research indicates that while special management measures
(the right tree species mix and age structure) are required where gray
squirrels are also present, in areas without gray squirrels some red
squirrel protection measures, such as drey surveys, are ineffective and
could be relaxed.

Tree felling operations almost always result in members of the public
contacting forest managers with concerns about the impact of tree felling
on their local red squirrels.

As well as the need to make use of evidence-based and targeted
protection measures, red squirrel behavior and adaptability should also
inform decisions on when forests are felled, and how.
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Currently, operations in important squirrel forests are scheduled to avoid
the breeding season and felling work will often be postponed if pre-
operational surveys find dreys.

Site-specific mitigation can include retaining drey trees and felling in
such a way as to make it as easy as possible for squirrels to relocate into
adjacent crops.

Dr. Louise de Raad, formerly a research fellow at UHI Inverness, said,
"Since 2017, FLS and UHI Inverness have been studying how red
squirrels respond to tree felling by fitting squirrels with radio collars and
tracking their movements before, during and after the tree-felling work."

"When we combined the tracking results with drey survey returns we
found that the survey missed over 80% of dreys that were actually used
by red squirrels."

"It's clearly not an effective mitigation to leave identified drey trees and
it would be better to focus on other methods—such as looking for signs
such as chewed cones, for example—that only indicate the presence or
absence of red squirrels in a forest."

"What we also found was that red squirrels are well-adapted to
dispersing within and between forest blocks and being able to cope with
forestry activity. They can move out of the way when the work is being
done."

"When there is adjacent suitable habitat available for red squirrels to
disperse to, standard thinning and felling operations seem to have no
significant impact on their survival or breeding success."

"We must continue to protect red squirrels, but we need to review the
current mitigation strategies to make sure we do this in the most
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effective way."

Red squirrel behavior is highly flexible in these conifer habitats and
individuals adapt their space use to seasonal and annual changes in food
availability. When a cone crop fails naturally in one year, they simply
relocate.

Further research carried out by Professor Andy White, a mathematical
ecologist in Heriot-Watt's School of Mathematical and Computer
Science, and squirrel expert Dr. Peter Lurz suggests that management of
Scotland's 19 designated red squirrel strongholds also needs to be
reviewed.

The stronghold forests have been altered, by removing or not planting
the broadleaf species preferred by grays, to favor red squirrels and
prevent grays from moving in. However, the modeling questions whether
focusing on these areas is an effective strategy.

Professor White said, "Many of the current 19 strongholds are in regions
where the grays are absent. So the time and money spent modifying
these forests to better prepare reds for the impacts of gray competition
may have little additional benefit."

"Even in a worst-case scenario of gray squirrel invasion, there are large
forested regions where the tree species present would support the reds
but would be unfavorable to grays. Clearly, these areas would not require
specific management by foresters."

"It does suggest that the stronghold program would be more effective if
it were adapted to where grays pose a danger, such as south of the central
belt or in lower Tayside."

  More information: Report: 
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www.macs.hw.ac.uk/~awhite/Kortland2022.pdf
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