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NORTHERN NEWS 
Diagnosis of viral infections in the red squirrel (Sciurus 
vulgaris) by Transmission Electron Microscopy (TEM) 

By David Everest, VLA 
The Veterinary Laboratories Agency‟s (VLA) electron microscopy unit, established in 1965, undertakes analyses in biological samples 

from many species, with samples submitted by our regional laboratories, other institutes and private veterinary practitioners. An aspect of the 
work involves the confirmation of viral particles using the negative staining TEM technique. This is particularly used for the diagnoses of viral 
infections, both squirrel pox and adenovirus in the red squirrel. The technique involves grinding the scab or skin lesions in phosphate buffer, 
drying a drop of extract onto a support grid, negatively staining it with phosphotungstic acid, and subsequently observing virus particles when 
examined by TEM. A micrograph (photograph) is taken as a permanent record and we possess both micrograph and negative archives from 
every positive since 1971. In 1998, the VLA formed its Diseases of Wildlife Scheme, co-ordinated by Paul Duff at our Penrith laboratory, 
whereby tissue from suspect pox squirrels and other species of British wildlife could be sent for analysis alongside the Institute of Zoology (IOZ) 
red squirrel surveillance scheme. 

 

Excluding most cases from Formby, we have confirmed every case of squirrel 
pox and adenovirus in the UK, the first pox case being from Norfolk in 1981, with the next 
ones in 1993 from, Suffolk, submitted by the IOZ. We confirmed isolated cases in 1994, 
from Cumbria, Durham and from Dorset, resulting from a re-introduction trial and 
Lancashire and Suffolk in 1995. Additionally, in 1994, we confirmed the only case from a 
grey squirrel. However, only around 1998, when cases were identified from across 
Cumbria and Northumberland, was the real significance of this infection‟s virulence 
realised. Since that time, cases have been confirmed throughout Cumbria and more 
latterly from numerous Northumberland locations. The situation in Southern Cumbria is 
precarious, with few fragmented and isolated colonies remaining, such as around 
Grasmere, whereas 10 years ago, they were widespread throughout. Currently, several 
cases are being confirmed around Geltside and across Northumberland since January, 
we have confirmed cases from Woolsington, Wallington, Bellingham and more importantly at Sidwood in Kielder Forest and areas previously 
clear of disease, such as Swardale and Gosforth Park, one of the few remaining urban populations in England.  

 

In Scotland, the Moredun research institute confirmed the first cases of squirrel pox in May 2007 by molecular biology techniques. We 
readily offered our services and obtained material from these cases and confirmed the virus by TEM. Since April 2008, we have confirmed eight 
additional cases, all in Dumfries and Galloway, and all from locations outside the original area. From our previous experience of confirming 
cases in England, the present outbreaks could be just the beginning and we would expect there to be more cases in areas around the present 
sites of infection with others possibly occurring in new locations along the border in the coming months.  

 

 

Red squirrel adenovirus was first identified in 1997 in Suffolk, in animals trans-located from Cumbria, but not until 2006, in Cumbria, 
were additional cases, now numbering fourteen diagnosed. A common symptom is scouring but there appear to be no exterior symptoms and 
the decay of most bodies discovered make definitive disease diagnosis difficult to determine. Additionally, three cases were discovered in 2007 
on Anglesey, the first documented in Wales. 

 

 

Therefore, co-operation between all parties, from landowners, funded and volunteer conservation bodies, to analytical institutes on 
both sides of the border will be vital, to pool information to minimise possible future losses amongst the red squirrel population. Therefore, we 
have produced a series of maps through Save our Squirrels, giving locations of every pox and adenovirus case confirmed since 1981 as a way 
of helping this aim. Grateful thanks must go to the VLA, University of Edinburgh, Moredun, IOZ, Anglesey squirrel group and Save our Squirrels, 
for submitting the samples for analysis. 

 

SQUIRREL POX IMUNITY 
 

The recent press release by Dr Sainsbury, Zoological Society London, whilst giving immense hope for the 
future, has sparked fears among the red squirrel conservation community that the news might give people a 
false sense of security.  Although this is brilliant news, development of a vaccine or even natural immunity is 
a long way off.  We need to raise awareness about the plight of our Red Squirrels now and educate the public 
to understand that a crucial part of red conservation is grey control. 
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Reds Back in Gilsland Spa Thanks To Squirrel Action Greenhead and Gilsland 
 

SAGG’s Jan Kippax and volunteers have been working hard to clear greys heading towards Kielder.  Raising 
awareness in the area has paid off, as a recent blitz in the Gilsland Spa area, in conjunction with SOS trapper Jamie 
and residents in neighbouring gardens, has resulted in reds being seen once again! 
  

NRS Cumbria Report 

Some welcome news amidst all the current doom and gloom stories is that many households in Cumbria have had the joy of 
watching red squirrels in their gardens this summer.  These delightful little animals have reappeared for the first time in years in 
some areas whilst in others they seem to be re-colonising after being decimated by the SQPV. 
 More and more people are getting involved in the Local Groups with encouraging results. In spite of extra people on the 
ground and more areas covered for grey control, most of the groups are reporting fewer greys culled this year and many more red 
sightings.  However, we keep stressing that this is only in areas with consistent and on-going grey control. There are still plenty of 
greys out there but as the Local Groups become stronger and more widespread, the network of volunteers is closing in on the 
„black holes.‟ 
 The Copeland group is up and running again in full force (welcome back!) and we hope to regenerate interest in the South 
Lakes from Millom across to Grange and north to Coniston.  If you can help in that area or have any contacts there please let me 
know.  An attempt to start a new group in Kirkby Lonsdale failed but the Sedbergh group was extended as a result of the meeting, 
with the hope of limiting the Lune corridor into Cumbria.   
 Wildlife watchers in north Lancashire have been surprised this summer by red sightings in areas where the reds were 
thought to be extinct, but unfortunately there is no widespread grey control in that area so their future does not look good.  
However, we already have some good contacts and hope to use them to „spread the word‟ and maybe start their own groups.  We 
could then have a solid force of volunteers across the south of Cumbria.   
 SOS has a trapper, Jamie, working hard in the north of the county to prevent the „incursion of greys from England to 
Scotland‟ and of course, Scotland now has a wonderful force of full-time squirrel officers on the borders to draw a line across the 
north of the county.  The Yorkshire Dales National Park to the east is reporting more sightings of reds and is actively encouraging 
grey control.  So it seems that a more clearly defined squirrel boundary is being drawn around Cumbria and that whilst we can 
keep eradication of the grey as a future goal, we are getting much closer to strict grey control over the whole county. 
 Could we end up with one big Red Squirrel Reserve in the north of England?  Wouldn’t that be wonderful! 
 If you are lucky enough to have reds on your property, please provide them with supplementary feeding which not only will 
help to keep them strong during the winter but also enables easier monitoring of both reds and greys.  This request obviously 
comes with the reminder to keep all bird and squirrel feeders clean and disinfected.  Pre-mixed squirrel food can be purchased but 
other foods are peanuts, hazel (cob) nuts, chopped carrot and apple.  Try experimenting with small amounts of other foods and 
please send me feedback on the reds‟ preferences; also please send me any information you may have on the theory that dried 
fruits are hard for the reds to digest.   
 A big ‘THANK YOU’ is coming from the REDS for all your hard work.             By Jackie Foott 

 

NRS Website News 
The NRS Website is due to take on a different look shortly, thanks to John who has taken on the role to maintain and 

update the site.  There will be a few changes and we will be in touch with each group to check and amend details and 

information as required.  It will be much more colourful, informative and, above all, even more useful for everyone 

interested in saving our native reds!  Watch this space! 

 

NRS Christmas Cards 
Our NRS Christmas Cards are now available.  We will provide them at 

COST to all interested groups.  Any funds raised can then be put 

towards your local red conservation efforts. 
 

We have these two lovely designs , thanks to Don Clegg, Falstone, who 

has very kindly allowed us to us his photos to raise awareness and 

funds for the cause.  We have blank notelets, too. 

PLEASE CONTACT: Sally, email:  pontelandredsquirrels@yahoo.co.uk 

  

Stumpy, Hero of the Lakes 
Pat and Tim Cook, Patterdale contacts, have produced a Children’s Book (which appeals to adults 
too) – to raise awareness of the issues.  It was inspired by a red squirrel who visited their feeder for 
about six months and had his left front paw and right back leg missing! Currently available at: Patterdale 
Post Office, Cumbria and Waterside Gallery, Kendal £6.99 Proceeds to Red Conservation Bluebell 
Bookshop, Penrith and from the Centre Parks shop. For further details Email: patimco@btinternet.com. 
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NRS Northumberland Report 
        Summer is over and we are now well into Autumn and I am watching two beautiful reds buying nuts in my garden. The usual 

grey surge seems to have passed and many traps remain eerily empty, as natural food is in abundance.  We, in Northumberland, 

have received more sightings of reds than usual, and some in places where they haven’t been for a while!  This is great news and 

long may it continue.  However, we are still receiving lots of grey sighting across the breadth of the County.  Volunteers have, over 

the summer months and early autumn, been very successful in keeping the greys under control in areas we have covered, 

however, Hexham and Corbridge areas still remain stubbornly grey, with no-one willing to set up a local group. 
 

          On a positive point,  Newcastle Airport are keen to bring reds back to their woods after SQPV wiped out the red population in 

the Woolsington area,  and have given PRS permission to work in their woodlands, so watch this space!   We  now have a superb 

new contact in the Walwick area, and are hoping to expand interest in the area with a Squirrel Meeting, details below.  Jamie, SOS 

Trapper, has given two successful Trapping Workshops in Northumberland for Volunteers.  The first was held at Longhirst Hall, 

while the second was held in Berwick, both were well attended.  A further Trapping Workshop will be held in the Hexham area later 

on this year, details to be confirmed. 
 

          . A Squirrel Talk was held recently in Harbottle, which was well attended, and will hopefully result in a new group.  Ponteland 

Lions Club donated £100 to Ponteland Red Squirrels following a successful and well attended talk in September.  Hytte, donated a 

cheque to SAGG, to help them continue their excellent work, too. Keeping up the momentum is essential if we are going to save 

our red squirrels.  Posters, talks, stalls at fetes and fairs are an excellent way to raise awareness and also great for raising much 

needed funds.  There are still a lot of ‘gaps’ in Northumberland, which need to be closed.  We believe that local action is really the 

only effective way to save our red squirrels, a local contact group for each area to raise awareness, keep up the momentum and 

motivate locals to look after our reds – that’s unless the ‘powers that be’ decide to employ a team of well coordinated, trustworthy 

trappers to cover the County, but even then they would still rely on volunteers and the general public to report sightings and monitor 

traps, and, of course, look after the reds!   Let’s Keep Up the Good Work and Spread the Word!  Sally Hardy. 
 

NRS Northumberland are holding a meeting to encourage more local involvement in the Hexham to Newbrough area of 

the County.   Newbrough Village Hall: Tuesday 4
th

 November 2008 7pm.  Free Entry – All Welcome! 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Report from Formby & Southport Red Alert 
 

We now have the services of a Field Officer, employed by Lancashire Wildlife Trust secured with funding from the Save our Squirrel project, to 
help in the fight to stem the outbreak of Sqirrel Pox Virus here in Sefton. The disease is hitting red squirrels in the Formby area particularly hard 
at the moment. There is a possible loss as high as of 80% of the red squirrel population. We will be in a better position to evaluate the numbers 
after our bi-annual monitoring later this month. 
 

There was a great article published in The Guardian on Wednesday 24th September, "On red alert", which eloquently explains the situation 
here at Formby, more than I could ever possibly manage. 
You can read this article on:- www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2008/sep/24/animalwelfare 
 

The publics‟ help in fighting this Squirrel Pox outbreak is vital. Rapid responses from local volunteers and members of the public have enabled 
the professionals to recover sick squirrels and remove any dead animals to help prevent further spread of the disease. 

********************** 
We celebrated (if that is the right word) Red Squirrel Week (4th and 12th October), on Saturday 4th & Sunday 5th with Red Squirrel Family Fun 
Days including Red Squirrel crafts and activities for all ages, at National Trust, Formby Point, and on Sunday 5th with a 5Km family friendly 
sponsored walk along Formby's coast, taking in the Family Fun Day (above) before returning to the start by the same (wheelchair friendly) or 
alternative woodland route. 
These events were well supported by the residents of Formby and visitors, enabling us to spread the message of the plight of our Red Squirrels.  

The sponsored walk raised over £800.   By David  Rawlins 
 

Meeting Success For Loughrigg Red Squirrel Group 
 

Loughrigg Red Squirrel Group, operating in the Ambleside region, Cumbria, held its 1
st
 Official Meeting, bringing 

together many well established local Red Squirrel Conservation volunteers.  Having cleared 516 greys from the area 
this year to date, LRSS are pleased boast that red sightings are on the increase.  ñKnowing you are part of a group 
and in turn part of larger groups makes your efforts all so worthwhile. Success breeds success!!ò said Dave Welch, 
Loughrigg RS contact. 

Cote How Bonfire Party 5th Nov 6pm. £5.00 suggested family donations towards the fireworks, bottles for the adult tombola and sweets etc 

for the children. Hot food, local real ales, wines and soft drinks with all proceeds going to local conservation and RVS.  

For Further info contact: Cote How Guest House, Rydal, Cumbria. 
 

Red Squirrel Review 
       As you are no doubt aware, the Red Squirrel Review is well underway. Interviews and meetings have already taken 

place and information is being collected and collated by the team heading up the Review on behalf of Natural England. 

       The Review will hopefully assess the effectiveness of Red Conservation over the past three years and also inform 

future efforts and the best way forward.  Let’s hope the right decisions are made! 



Allen Valley Red Squirrels Go From Strength to Strength 
 

         Dr Wendy Nicholson, Sinderhope RS, has successfully encouraged further active support for the Allen Valley red 
squirrel populations.  Following two successful meetings, concerned mainly with the influx of greys squirrels into 
Deneholme and their initial refusal to allow control efforts to take place, Wendy helped new groups to be set up at both 
Allendale and Allenheads.  She has also been instrumental in encouraging local action at Killhope, too.  This is great 
news for the areaôs red squirrels.  
       Red squirrels at Allenheads continue to delight villagers and visitors alike with their antics by the Hemmel cafe and the car 
park area. However, having no road sense they are often reckless when crossing the road and there have been casualties. The 
Parish Council has been asked to write to the Highways department to provide suitable traffic warning signs. We are all hoping that 
something positive will be done.  
       Gloria Ashman  and Wendy Nicholson also had fun attending the conker championships at Bardon Mill this Saturday where 
people very generously supported red squirrels. In all, in spite of the foul and unpredictable weather, we made £68 towards the 
Allen Valley funds with the most popular items sold being the fluffy soft toys. 
 
 
 

 

Muirhead Red Squirrel Sanctuary 2009 Calendars 
 

Rosie and Jimmy, husband and wife team are doing a marvellous job helping to keep a successful population of reds 

in North East Scotland.  Muirhead Red Squirrel Sanctuary on the outskirts of Dundee provides a wonderful, 

relatively secure woodland for their population of reds.  Their work depends on sponsorship, donations and also sales 

of their yearly calendar.  The Calendar Costs £6.99 each plus postage.  An ideal Christmas present.  

For further details please visit Muirhead RSS website: www.red-squirrels.co.uk   
 

Phase IV For Red Squirrels South Scotland 
By Richard Wales, RSSS 

 

       Red Squirrels in South Scotland Phase IV aims to maintain southern Scotland as one of the key remaining strongholds of this endangered 
native species and in so doing defend the north of Scotland from the incursion of Squirrelpox virus carrying grey squirrels. This can only be 
achieved through intensive and ongoing grey squirrel control. 
        In the battle to keep Scotland free of the Squirrelpox virus and so conserve red squirrels for future generations, the importance of the south 
cannot be underestimated. Incursion from England of pox carrying grey squirrels is the single largest threat to red squirrels in Scotland. The 
deadly Squirrelpox virus has the devastating effect of speeding up the rate at which grey squirrels displace and replace reds by a factor of 
twenty, denying researchers adequate time to develop an effective vaccine for red squirrels or a contraceptive for greys and effectively targeted 
ways of administering them. The trapping effort in the south is vital if red squirrels are to survive long enough to benefit from these future non-
lethal methods of control.  
       The grey squirrels that were introduced into the cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow in 1892 were from a source population that was free of the 
virus which is one of the main reasons that Scotland still has a large and healthy population of reds, approximately 75% of the entire UK 
population. Virus free grey squirrels still represent a significant threat to the survival of red squirrels though and have caused the local extinction 
of reds within both Edinburgh and Glasgow.   
       Over the last eight years RSSS have worked to raise the profile of red squirrels and have surveyed and designated 24 of southern 
Scotland‟s‟ woodlands as being priorities for red squirrel conservation. Red squirrel Priority Woodland management strategies are now in place 
to ensure that these forests will remain optimum habitat for red squirrels and unattractive to greys.  Our long established trap loan scheme and 
pox monitoring efforts have helped to identify the incursion routes along which the virus carrying greys are entering Scotland and our team of 
SNH and Forestry Commission funded grey control officers work tirelessly to reduce the flood of “dirty” greys from England. Red squirrels can 
only be saved if the people of Scotland act now.  The new Scottish Rural Development Program (SRDP) is a vital tool in this process. Land 
owners can apply for grants to cover the cost of large scale daily control efforts on their property and we will assist and guide their applications. 
Members of the public are also vital to the success of this project and we will continue to supply traps, pox monitoring kits and all necessary 
training and support to anyone willing to help save red squirrels. All scientific research to date has shown that the only current and effective 
solution is to control greys and stop the deadly pox from wiping out our red squirrels.  The people of Scotland have a choice – let‟s hope they 
make the right one.  

 
PLEASE PASS THIS NEWSLETTER TO ANYONE INTERESTED IN RED CONSERVATION! 

Thank you to ALL our contributors. Our next NRS Northern News will be out at the end of January 2009. 

If you would like to contribute stories, information, events please send them to  

Sally: email pontelandredsquirrels@yahoo.co.uk by 20
th

 January 2009. 

 

NORTHERN RED SQUIRRELS  
www.northernredsquirrels.co.uk  Email: contact@northernredsquirrels.co.uk  

Telephone: 07732 644694 or 07846 900824 

RSPP BACK IN BUSINESS! 
The Red Squirrel Protection Partnership has reported that they have now received further funds and are able to begin trapping again.  This is 
great news for our reds as they need all the help they can get.  Let’s hope SOS and RSPP can work together effectively and we can encourage 
effective cooperation within the Red Conservation world!  
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