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MERSEYSIDE’S RED SQUIRRELS ARE FIGHTING BACK

Red squirrel conservationists have seen further indications of a continuing red squirrel fightback around the UK. The Red Squirrel Survival Trust (RSST) reported recently of red squirrels returning to areas in Cumbria, Northumberland and Anglesey that had previously been dominated by grey squirrels. Now there are signs that hope is not lost for the embattled red squirrels of Merseyside.

Merseyside has long been home to red squirrels. There is a widespread misconception that red squirrels have been confined to the National Trust reserve at Formby Point. However, they can in fact be found all along the Sefton coast, and also in woodlands, parks and gardens from Southport to St. Helens. Sadly, in 2006 a squirrelpox outbreak decimated the local population and spread swiftly, reducing the refuge area population from approximately 1,000 to approximately 100-150 red squirrels by 2008. Many feared that red squirrel numbers may have declined to a point where they could no longer naturally repopulate.

Thankfully, 2009 has seen the tide turn. There has not been a single squirrelpox case recorded since December 2008 and the areas first affected by the disease have begun to be recolonised. A good breeding season is now hoped for. RSST has consequently established an important new initiative with the Lancashire Wildlife Trust, the National Trust and Save Our Squirrels (SOS) to build on these positive signs. 

The Merseyside Red Squirrels Project involves building on the good work done to date by the partner organizations to protect the area’s reds. It will establish an expanded grey squirrel control zone, which covers all areas where reds are found. A full-time red squirrel field officer has been recruited who will be supported by grey squirrel control contractors at key times of the year. There is a strong will among all the partners to restore the local red squirrel population, and the project is hugely strengthened by the strong local community and volunteer group support. RSST and its partners are therefore once again optimistic about the future of Merseyside’s reds. 

Joshua Perry, RSST Director said: “We are delighted to be a partner in the Merseyside Red Squirrels Project. We believe that with sustained grey squirrel control, there is every chance that red squirrel numbers in the district can recover. This adds further weight to the argument that red squirrel populations can flourish when given the right support. After several years of doom and gloom, finally the county’s reds are fighting back!”
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About the Red Squirrel Survival Trust 


The Red Squirrel Survival Trust (RSST) 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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