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THE RETURN OF THE RED SQUIRREL

For generations, the plight of the red squirrel has been a miserable one. A native species – once found across the whole of the UK – they have now died out in most of England and Wales. The culprit is the American grey squirrel – an invasive species introduced in the 19th century which has ravaged the UK native red squirrel population. At last, however, it appears the reds are fighting back.

The grey squirrel is the red squirrel’s mortal enemy. 60% of greys found in England carry a virus known as squirrel pox to which they are immune but which is deadly to reds. The greys also out-compete reds for food, eating seven times more per hectare than reds.  As if that wasn’t enough, grey squirrels also cause severe damage to forests and are a threat to woodland birds.

So, what hope is there for the nation’s red squirrels? According to the Red Squirrel Survival Trust (RSST), all is not lost. In fact, they report that in some key battleground counties, they have seen red squirrel populations stabilize and even grow over the past year. In parts of Cumbria, Northumberland and Anglesey, there are genuine signs that red squirrels are returning to areas where they have not been seen for years. The ingredients for success, they say, are strong community support and a realistic policy of grey squirrel control.

Dr Craig Shuttleworth, Project Director of Friends of the Anglesey Red Squirrels and an RSST advisor, says, “Ten years ago there were fewer than 40 red squirrels on the island of Anglesey, and their prospects were bleak. However, through a strong local partnership, grey squirrels have almost completely been removed from the island, and the red squirrel population has increased to 300. Anglesey has turned the grey tide.” 

Sally Hardy, of Northern Red Squirrels (NRS), an RSST project partner, sees a similar trend. “We have certainly had reds return to areas in both Northumberland and Cumbria,” she says.  “However, it is early days and we are still losing populations where control has not been consistent.”
All are nonetheless keen to stress that there is much work still to do. “It is important to emphasise that these are only the first signs of a comeback. This is only happening where there is consistent and ongoing grey control,” says Northern Red Squirrels’ Cumbria Coordinator Jackie Foott.  “The reds do not need any special habitat or 
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management; all they need is to be rid of the greys and they can then look after themselves.” Miles Barne, RSST Chairman, adds, ‘It is critical that returning reds continue to be protected and that new colonies of reds are established to assist the fightback. The funds we raise today help us to ensure that the red squirrel is still with us tomorrow and in the future.’

While the battle to prevent the extinction of the UK red squirrel is far from won, recent successes do show what can be achieved with targeted investment, practical action and support from local communities. It appears that with the right support, the UK red squirrel may have a future after all.
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T:  +44 20 7554 8579

M: +44 7812 104491

E: joshua.perry@rsst.org.uk 

Notes for Editors

About the Red Squirrel Survival Trust 


The Red Squirrel Survival Trust is a UK charity established to ensure the conservation and protection of the red squirrel in the UK. Its Patron is HRH The Prince of Wales. 

RSST works in partnership with dedicated and knowledgeable local groups around the country. It aims to protect red squirrels by keeping reds and greys apart, stabilising new and existing populations, funding research into a squirrel pox vaccine and raising awareness of the plight of the red squirrel.

RSST favours the use of volunteers wherever possible to support its aims. As well as ensuring strong community involvement in the cause, this also keeps administration and overheads costs to a minimum.
For more information about RSST, visit www.rsst.org.uk.
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