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The history of red 
squirrels in Britain 
is a chequered one. 

In England and Wales, 
today, they are rare: in 
fourteen years of Living 
with Mammals, they’ve 
been recorded in fewer 
than 80 surveys. In a typical 
year, they are spotted at a 
handful of sites and this 
year, in only one of 500 or so 
surveys. 

The value of biodiversity 
and the wildlife in our towns 
and cities is recognised 
today more than ever, and 
looking out for red squirrels 
is a step towards preserving 
them. Recording wildlife is 
at the heart of conservation 
efforts — thank you for 
taking part.

A hundred years ago, red 
squirrel numbers were 
already declining, while 
their grey counterparts, 
introduced in the last 
quarter of the 19th century, 
hadn’t yet become 
established. Even so, red 
squirrels were common 
enough to be considered a 
pest, firmly in the sights of 
clubs such as the Highland 
Squirrel Club and the 
Cornwall Squirrel Shooting 
Club, founded in the early 
1900s.

In Scotland, red squirrels 
are still locally common, 
but here too, the story isn’t 
straightforward. By the 
early 18th century, they were 
almost extinct in southern 
Scotland, following the 
large-scale loss of woodland, 

and were rare in the 
Scottish Highlands by the 
end of that century. As a 
result, animals—mostly 
from England—were 
reintroduced in the early 
1770s and early 1780s.

More recently, it is grey 
squirrels that have had an 
impact on the fortunes of 
reds. Grey squirrels were 
recorded at seven out of 
every ten sites (69.4%) this 
year (Figure 1), making 
them the most commonly 
reported wild species in the 
survey.

Since their introduction 
from North America, grey 
squirrels have replaced red 
squirrels across much of 
their range. Both red and 
grey squirrels eat acorns, 

Figure 1 The proportion of sites recording grey squirrels in each year of the survey. The 
trend, evening out the year-to-year changes, is shown by the line. Grey squirrels are the 
most commonly recorded wild species in the survey, occurring more often in gardens 
than at other types of sites.
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but greys are better able 
to digest them and, in 
deciduous woodland, this 
gives them a competitive 
advantage. In particular, 
where grey squirrels are 
present, fewer juvenile 
reds survive to adulthood. 
Putting food out every few 
days in the summer—such 
as sunflower seeds, cob nuts, 
carrot and apple—provides 
a useful supplement to 

their diet, when fruits and 
nuts are not yet ripe, and 
can bolster the population 
by helping females raise a 
second litter.

Whether a species is rare 
or commonplace changes 
our opinion of it. How we 
manage and conserve our 
environment though has to 
be more than picking our 
favourites. As the fortunes 

of squirrels show, that can 
be a fickle thing.

Hedgehogs, too, were once 
less than appreciated: 
between 1566 and 1863, 
hedgehogs were designated 
a pest, with a bounty on 
their head, without any real 
justification. In this century, 
we want to conserve them 
and a lot has been done so 
far. Living with Mammals 
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Figure 2 The proportion of sites recording hedgehogs in each year of the survey. These 
figures don’t show the downward trend that more detailed statistics do. Hearing about 
falling hedgehog numbers is often the reason people take part, particularly if they’ve 
seen hedgehogs in their own garden or locality. So the proportion of sites recording 
hedgehogs can be biased towards those that have hedgehogs. This is ironed out in the 
more detailed analyses carried out very two years.
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Red squirrels are 
smaller than their grey 
counterparts and spend 
almost all of their time 
in the tree canopy, 
rarely coming down to 
the ground. A length of 
rope tied between a bird 
table and a branch will 
encourage red squirrels 
to feed from the bird 
table.
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has shown a decline of a 
quarter in the population 
since the survey began 
in 2003 and over 40,000 
people have signed up 
to Hedgehog Street to 
create hedgehog-friendly 
neighbourhoods.

A glance at this year’s 
data is hopeful (Figure 
2): the proportion of sites 
recording hedgehogs in 
2016 is the highest since 
the survey started (46%). 
But a simple measure of 
the proportion of sites that 

recorded a species doesn’t 
tell the whole story. Other 
factors can play a role, so 
more detailed ‘number-
crunching’ is needed. The 
last statistical analysis of 
the data was in 2014 and 
another is planned for next 
year; this will show how 
the hedgehog population 
actually compares to that in 
previous years and whether 
the downward trend is 
continuing.

The indication, at least, is 
hopeful. Ensuring gardens 

are accessible, forming 
a network of ‘hedgehog 
highways’; growing plants 
that benefit insects; 
providing nesting sites, 
such as a woodpile or access 
under a shed; and removing 
hazards, such as netting, 
are easy to do and might 
be turning a corner for 
hedgehog conservation.

Fewer sites recorded 
either foxes or bats than 
hedgehogs this year (Figure 
3). Records of bats show 
a downward trend in the 
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Figure 3 The proportion of sites recording foxes (blue) and bats (red) in each year of the 
survey.
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Foxes are savvy urban 
dwellers. They receive a 
bad press but contrary 
to some claims, they’re 
not over-running our 
towns: numbers in 
Living with Mammals 
have changed little 
between 2003 and 2016.
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detailed analysis, while 
those of foxes show little 
change. The indication 
from the data here, looking 
at just the proportion of 
positive sites (those that 
recorded either sightings or 
signs), is that this pattern is 
continuing. The proportion 
of sites recording foxes 
each year has fallen slightly 
and worries that fox 
numbers are a worsening 
problem are misplaced. 
Foxes have few specific 
habitat requirements; they 
are adaptable and savvy 
enough to make use of the 
food and shelter provided 
by the built environment 
and provide a service 
clearing up much of waste 
we leave around. Like 
grey squirrels, they divide 
opinion. But foxes, like all 
wildlife, want a quiet life and 
while they can be bold, they 
are rarely unruly.

The environment 
isn’t the preserve of 
conservationists—it is 
home to each of us. We 
might feel removed from 

nature in towns and 
cities, but we depend just 
as much on the natural 
environment for clean air 
and water, healthy soils, 
and local food as we do 
anywhere. Long-term 
monitoring of wildlife, 

like that in Living with 
Mammals, is a good health 
check of our urban habitat.

We hope you’ll continue 
looking out for mammals 
and for all wildlife, common 
or rare.
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An article about the fortunes of 
our wild neighbours was written 
up in the February edition of 
British Wildlife, acknowledging 
the contribution of everyone who 
has helped with the survey, giving 
up their effort and expertise.

Urban Mammals: a 
concise guide 
David Wembridge
(Whittet Books) 
The natural history 
of 22 species that 
share our towns and 
cities is described 
here, together with 
chapters on urban 
habitats, possible 

conflicts and urban 
surveys. Brimming 
with information and 
with a foreward by 
Chris Packham. We’re 
offering you a special 
price of £8.99 with 
free p&p if you quote 
‘LWM16’. Visit  
www.ptes.org/shop or 
call 020 7498 4533.

Find out more

people’s 
trust for

species
endangered


