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Red Watch!





   IssueNo:1  


May/June 2006





Survey Success!








Ponteland SOS’s recent survey to gauge current numbers and locations of RED SQUIRRELS in the Ponteland area has proved to be a great success.  Many residents took the time to record their recent sightings, either on the map located on the temporary display in Ponteland Library or by telephone.


The results have helped to build a more accurate picture of the numbers and locations of RED SQUIRRELS in the area and the occurrence of GREY SQUIRRELS.


The great news is that Red sightings have been recorded across the breadth of Darras Hall, as well as in and around the Ponteland Golf Course. REDS have also been sighted at Medburn, Dissington Hall, Callerton and Berwick Hill.


However, it is clear that RED SQUIRREL numbers have seriously declined in recent years and much work is to be done if Ponteland and Darras Hall residents are to going to continue to enjoy sharing their gardens with these beautiful native creatures in the future.


So, what now?


 First and foremost, the information will be used to raise awareness of RED SQUIRRELS in the area and encourage residents to encourage and care for these special creatures.


Secondly, the results will be collated and sent to RED ALERT.  They will add the sightings to their database to inform officials of current numbers of Red and Grey Squirrels across the UK.




















What can you do if you see a Grey?


      


      1. Please contact Ponteland SOS for immediate advice and action (see numbers below).  


Or, you could also contact either Sam Talbot, at Castle Morpeth Council or Louise Bessant, at Northumberland Wildlife Trust.


      2. Please don’t encourage Greys by feeding them.  However, if you are already providing food for red squirrels continue to do so, but wash all your feeders (including bird feeders) every few days.


Citrox, a mild animal safe disinfectant, is excellent as it safely destroys bacteria and prevents cross-contamination.  Regular cleaning is recommended even if you haven’t sighted Greys!


3. Grey Squirrels love maize and mixed squirrel food, therefore, to discourage them, don’t provide these foods.  Reds prefer hazelnuts, so fill your feeders with these to encourage the Reds!


A Cumbrian Red Squirrel with Parapox!
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Supplementary Feeding


It is vital to provide supplementary food for Ponteland’s red squirrel population.  Continued destruction of natural habitat has caused a shortage of natural food in the area.  Regular feeding throughout the year is recommended.  It is best to provide food every 3-4 days as this will supplement, but not totally replace, their natural food supply.  Fill your feeders more regularly in the summer months as this is when their natural food source is in short supply and also when young squirrels are becoming more independent.


It is VERY IMPORTANT to keep squirrel and bird feeders clean to stop the risk of disease.  Citrox, an ‘animal safe’ disinfectant, available at Cowell’s Garden Centre, is excellent for preventing disease and cross-contamination.


Red Squirrels love nuts!  Hazelnuts in their shells are their favourite, along with pine, beech and sweet chestnuts.  Reds will also eat peanuts and sunflower seeds, although these foods do not provide enough nutritional benefit alone.  They also enjoy a range of natural berries, fruits and fungi found in most gardens. Please note that Red Squirrels do not like maize and have an intolerance to dried fruit!


It is best to provide proper Squirrel Feeders, rather than encouraging reds to visit bird feeders, as these can only be accessed by Squirrels and this therefore reduces the chance of cross-contamination of disease.


Squirrel Feeders and feed are readily available locally (Please don’t buy the feed with pictures of Grey Squirrels on, as these are specially formulated for Greys in the south of England and contain maize and dried fruit!)– see list of suppliers below.  Position your feeder above head height on a tree (not too high, as you’ve got to be able to take it down regularly for cleaning – just above average head height is enough to prevent predators such as cats).  Make sure the squirrels have a branch close by (preferably above the feeder) to enable them to reach the feeder without going on the ground.


Top Tips


If your trees are too far apart to enable squirrels to travel without going on the ground place old branches or rope high up between the trees to provide safe ‘corridors’.


Place your feeders where you can see them from your house.  Red Squirrels are shy creatures, but extremely delightful to watch!  It will also enable you to monitor activity and easily spot any Greys!








Safeguarding Ponteland’s Red Squirrels





SOS Call from Blagdon Hall 





Blagdon Hall has issued an SOS call as Grey Squirrels move into the Estate.  As one of the last large ‘safe haven’ areas in the North East, Blagdon Hall has Always prided itself on the healthy colonies of Red Squirrels living in the vast woodlands surrounding the 16th Century Hall.





Four Greys have been spotted by Rangers on the estate and they have within the last week issued a desperate plea to residents and visitors to the estate.  





Blagdon is, of course, a close neighbour to Ponteland, therefore it is even more important for residents in Darras Hall, Ponteland and the surrounding villages to be extra vigilant and report Grey Squirrels immediately.





Grey Squirrels can quickly travel over large areas in their quest for new habitats and food to satisfy their burgeoning population.  Therefore, if the new initiative, set up by the Northumberland Wildlife Trust’s ‘Red Alert’ team in an eleventh hour attempt to save the native red squirrel, has any hope of success residents living close to any large woodland areas colonised by red squirrels must act quickly if they see (or even think they see) a Grey Squirrel.





Key ‘Red Squirrel’ woodlands surrounding Ponteland include Blagdon Hall, Belsay Hall, Bolam Lake and Dissington Hall.  Not all of these areas have been targeted as ‘official safe-havens’ by Red Alert, although all have colonies of Red Squirrels under threat from the invasion of Greys.





Dissington Hall has already faced an invasion of Greys head on which has lead to the decimation of their once healthy colonies of reds.  The Greys, carriers of the Parapox Virus, were sighted at Dissington last year and within weeks their smaller cousins were riddled with disease.  Parapox is harmless to Grey Squirrels, but unfortunately fatal for the Reds, killing them within weeks in a horrific way.


“It was horrible to see the Reds with parapox,” declared Mrs Brown of Dissington Hall.  “It seemed to strike them so quickly and in such an horrendous way.  It is very upsetting to see a once beautiful creature riddled with sores, staggering around, especially when there is nothing we could do.”


Dissington Hall is determined to rid their Estate of Grey Squirrels and having been successfully trapping Greys.  To date, they haven’t sighted any Greys for over two weeks, but have been lucky enough to have sighted at least one small red recently.





However, the battle keep reds squirrels at Dissington and, indeed,  all areas across Northumberland isn’t over, Greys are obviously travelling from the South and West.  If  Northumberland, is to keep their larger Red Squirrel Safe Havens it is crucial the smaller areas with colonies of reds, such as Dissington and Ponteland, to be extra vigilant and report any suspected Grey sightings without fail.





A BIG THANK YOU AND A  HEART-FELT PLEA!





We’d just like to extend a big thank you to all those who took part in our Squirrel survey – it’s great to know that there are still many RED SQUIRRELS inhabiting the area!  However, we mustn’t sit back in the hope that our REDS will continue to thrive.  We must act now to discourage GREY SQUIRRELS and actively   help to increase the numbers of REDS!  We need YOUR help to save our Ponteland  RED SQUIRRELS.


Please read our guidelines find out what YOU can do to help!





Red Squirrels are having a hard time across the North of England.  Despite the £600,000 Lottery Grant recently awarded to RED Alert in an eleventh hour attempt to save the reds, it seems that the advancement of Greys from the south is unstoppable, with  recent sightings at key ‘red safe-havens’ both in Cumbria and Northumberland – the most recent being Blagdon Hall!  This is dreadful news for the Red – their continued extistence in the UK hangs in the balance!  It is, therefore,  vital for Ponteland’s residents to be even more vigilant – we must do our utmost to stop the Grey Squirrel migration if we are to save our red squirrels.


PLEASE REPORT ALL GREY SQUIRREL SIGHTINGS.





What about Grey Squirrel Sightings?


Unfortunately, a number of Grey Squirrels have been sighted in the area.  This is DISASTOROUS news for RED SQUIRRELS, as not only do Greys carry the deadly PARAPOX VIRUS (see over for further information) but they also takeover the Red Squirrel habitats and their already scarce natural food. 
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Why are Grey Squirrels such a 


Threat to Reds?


Unfortunately, Red and Grey Squirrels cannot live in harmony.  Grey Squirrels are competing with the Reds for habitat and food.  As prolific breeders, they have spread across the UK at an alarming rate.  Grey Squirrels have over run the Countryside and parks across mainland England and have over recent years begun to take over the last stronghold of the English Red – the North East and West. Greys are twice as big as reds, more robust and have a much stronger digestive system – in other words, like rats,  they can, and will, eat anything!  The natural habitat of the Red is in decline and their natural food source is scarce.  Above all Grey Squirrels carry a disease called PARAPOX VIRUS – although harmless to Greys, it causes an almost immediate and horrific death for Reds.  








Urban Red Squirrels!


Do you know how lucky we are?


We all know how rare the British Red Squirrel has become.  The main threat is, of course, the grey squirrel, but human-beings are also a great threat.  We, alone, are responsible for the blatant destruction of habitat; the careless, but all too regular road-kills and, above all, complacency.


Urban Red Squirrels are very rare, in fact, Ponteland and Darras Hall are one of the few urban areas in Northumberland to share their habitat with Red Squirrels.


But, this habitat is constantly under-threat and we are the only ones who can protect our urban red squirrels from extinction.


How can we do this?


It’s simple really!  By following a few basic rules, we, as a community, could make a difference:


Drive Carefully – road-kill amounts for many red squirrel deaths.  Unfortunately, Red Squirrels, cute though they are, have absolutely no road sense! So, they rely on us to drive carefully to avoid their sometimes erratic behaviour on our roads!


Our gardens are a Red Squirrel Sanctuary! If you have trees, especially pine trees, please don’t cut them down!  Obviously, trees need to be managed and sometimes felling is necessary, but replacing a felled tree in another more suitable part of your garden will not only help our red squirrels, but also the environment.


Feeding – Red Squirrels often starve to death, due to lack of suitable food.  Therefore, supplementary feeding is essential in urban areas; see our guidelines for more information.


Grey Squirrels – are the biggest threat to the continued existence of the Red Squirrel.  Therefore, is it essential for us to discourage Grey Squirrels from populating our area.  You can help by reporting any sighting to us as soon as possible.  Remember, Grey Squirrels can carry the deadly Parapox Virus!





 





RED ALERT NORTH ENGLAND UPDATE





      Northumberland Wildlife Trust are pleased to announce that their bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund, on behalf of the Red Alert North England partnership, has been successful.


      Building on the foundations of Red Alert North East and West a dedicated project team will be appointed through Lancashire, Cumbria and Northumberland which will drive the North of England red squirrel conservation strategy forward,  Sixteen Red Squirrel Reserves have been designated which is where red squirrel conservation efforts will be targeted.  This will be good news for landowners, local communities and the general public, for tourism and above all for the red squirrel!  It will provide the basis for long term conservation measures and people’s involvement in learning about, enjoying and saving this threatened, much loved species.


      Our aim, together with HLF and our other Wildlife Trust partners and everyone involved in Red Alert North England, which will steer the project, is to ensure future generations can enjoy encounters with these magical creatures for many years to come.





The Red Squirrel Reserves in Northumberland are; Slaley, Healey, Dipton, Kielder, Harwood, Kidland, Kyloe, Raylees and Usewayford.





By 


Louise Bessant


Red Squirrel Conservation Officer


Northumberland Wildlife Trust


Telephone 0191 2846884


 Charity Number 221819








A WORD FROM SAM TALBOT 


OUR LOCAL NATURE RESERVES OFFICER FOR CASTLE MORPETH 





Red squirrels and their grey cousins have certainly become a contentious issue in the last few years in Northumberland.  Sadly this is likely to remain a thorny subject, as we are no longer a ‘grey free zone’ and the frontline is moving over the Tyne into our gardens, parks, woods and streets. One lady even reported seeing a grey trotting over the handrail of Wylam Bridge...they’re coming in from all over!





Many people have contacted me in the last 3 years asking how to help in the battle.  They would like to feed, support and help the native reds remain in their area, many realise the only way to maintain them in the area is to keep the greys out, by force if necessary.





Our work to support the red squirrel has had 3 strands: 


helping people with their ‘squirrel enquiries’, answering their questions so they can help reds in their area. Frequently cleaned feeding areas are essential, if this cannot be maintained it’s better not to feed at all. For more details on what they like to eat, see Northumberland Wildlife Trust’s website! Mid-summer is the time they most need help with food: the tree shoots have developed by then, but the berries and nuts haven’t. In addition the youngsters will just be maturing and need more food.  This is typically the time of year we get most road casualties as they spread out to search for something to eat.  


ensuring that dead squirrels are analysed for pox wherever possible.  Entire red carcasses are sent to London Zoo for analysis (which also includes post mortem, genetic studies and other studies). Blood samples of greys are sent for antibody tests to establish whether it had carried pox. The carcasses are usually reported to me and need to be peeled off a road somewhere (I get all the nice jobs!) but sometimes get brought in by the public and most of the greys have been trapped before being killed. Our admin staff are now used to my suspect packages in the OUT box!


taking sightings of reds and greys.  These are all passed to Red Alert, who keep the central database, but we also plot them to map how the species are faring.  If a householder is willing, we have also run a fairly successful trapping scheme with our pest control officer to remove greys. Of course, this is going to get harder as more greys come in.  This has worked by the householder being issued a trap and monitoring it.  If a red is caught, they release it.  If a grey is caught, our officer will come out and remove the whole trap, never to be seen again....however at present we are awaiting a new officer to come into post.





Red squirrels are unfortunately on occasion their own worst enemy.  They have no road sense, making a mockery of the Tufty Club campaigns of the 1980’s.  I know of at least one squirrel that literally hurled itself under the wheels of a near stationary car after it had already successfully avoided collision with it and reached the other side.  Like small children in a sweet shop they will cheerfully stuff their furry faces with peanuts, even though keeping up this practice dramatically weakens their bones.





Sam Talbot


Local Nature Reserves Ranger


Castle Morpeth Borough Council


Tel: 01670535319








Three things you probably never knew about squirrels:


1.Their latin name Sciurus comes from the greek words meaning ‘shadow tail’


2.They have 3 whiskers on each elbow to help them navigate on trees


3.Red squirrels lose their ear tufts after the breeding season, growing them again in spring.





What a Cutie!


A Red Squirrel showing off his tufty ears and big bushey tail!
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