PLANT HEALTH

Pine martens -
your new forest

friends?

by Dr Andrew Stringer
Pictures Nick Martin

related to stoats, badgers, weasels and otters.

They are native to Britain and used to be a
common sight. However, they were eradicated from
much of England and Wales by Victorian gamekeep-
ers, and are now one of Britain’s rarest mammals.
They are still found in parts of Scotland and Ireland,
and a small number were recently moved to mid
Wales as part of a species recovery project.

They have a very broad diet, mainly eating small
mammals such as mice and voles. They also eat
birds, invertebrates, large quantities of berries when
in season, and - grey squirrels...

Predators such as pine martens are essential for
the health of local ecosystems. As a generalist, pine
martens will eat what is most common. For instance,
a study in Scotland showed that the most commonly
taken birds were woodpigeons. By capping the pop-
ulations of our most common species, pine martens
help to provide a natural balance.

Bark stripping by grey squirrels can be particu-
larly damaging to the forestry industry, with impacts
on beech, sycamore, and oak alone estimated in
2001 to cost the sector £10 million per rotation. The

Pine martens are forest-dependent mammals,
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most exciting recent research on pine martens is the
discovery of their impacts on grey squirrels. This
was first demonstrated in central Ireland, where the
natural recolonisation of pine martens has led to the
eradication of grey squirrels from six counties. More
recent evidence from Scotland supports this conclu-
sion, showing that pine martens have clear impacts
on grey squirrel populations, with subsequent ben-
eficial effects for red squirrels. What is most striking
from this research is how quickly it could happen: for
instance, pine martens have only been recorded in
the borders of Scotland over the last five years, but
within that time they have already had clear impacts
on grey squirrel populations.

The key reason for pine martens’ impacts is due
to evolutionary history - while every native species in
the UK has lived alongside pine martens for millions
of years, the grey squirrel has not. This means they
are not adapted to avoid predation by pine martens,
and are simply unequipped to deal with the threat.
There also seem to be further effects than just pre-
dation - it is possible that pine martens are affecting
grey squirrels’ behaviour and reproductive rates.

The pine marten is currently very rare in England
and Wales, but a population has recently been es-
tablished in central Wales. A second project, led by
Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust, Vincent Wildlife Trust
and Forestry Commission, is now proposed for the >>
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>> Forest of Dean and Wye Valley. A recently published
feasibility study shows this second project would
reduce pine martens’ extinction risk in England and
Wales from 22% to 5%, virtually ensuring the pine
martens’ survival. We are planning a five-year pro-
ject, with adaptive management and detailing moni-
toring - including what impacts they have on grey
squirrel populations and levels of squirrel damage.
However, one of the key hurdles to now overcome
is funding for the project. The project would be car-
ried out to the highest standards and would only go
ahead if the necessary funds are in place. This could
take several months and Gloucestershire Wildlife
Trust, a charity, has launched the first stage of a fun-
draising campaign.
Dr Andrew Stringer is Pine Marten Project Manager,
Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust
andrew.stringer@gloucestershirewildlifetrust.co.uk

What can land
managers do?

Forestry managers who are
currently working in areas
where pine martens are present
can take several steps to
encourage these mammals.
Pine martens are happy in all
woodland types (the ‘pine’ is a
misnomer), but they do need
healthy populations of their
prey to survive. Long-term
retentions and continuous cover
forestry can often be beneficial
for wildlife, and encouraging

a more diverse understorey
and increasing levels of forest
‘clutter’ can help populations of
small mammals - pine martens’
primary prey. The Vincent
Wildlife Trust’s Managing forest
and woodland for pine martens
information sheet is a useful
resource for anyone who would
like to find out more (see left).

Learn more about Mission Pine Marten Appeal
www.GloucestershireWildlifeTrust.co.uk/Mission
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@ Information sheet Managing forest and

woodland for pine martens
www.confor.org.uk
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Loxston Groundcare Ltd are
the sole UK distributer for
Irus mowing machinery

. . . . The Irus range of remote controlled mowers are designed for mowing
Quality refurbished woodchippers and stump grinders ) O S e
and maintenance of precipitous slopes, parks, roadside verges and
All makes and models of chipper and grinder railway embankments offering reduced risk of injury to operators. Irus
3” to 12” tracked, road tow and PTO remote control mowers will go where standard walk behind or ride
on mowers cannot go safely being able to run on slopes of up to 50°.

All refurbished machines sold with 30 day warranty

See us at ZAII?IE stand K1b

Radio control ranges of up to 300m ensure that operators are always
out of harm’s way.

We will be able to supply new machinery, attachments and spare parts.

Call us on 01325 377 475 or 07484 081795 To make an enquiry please call us on

Email john@msonwoodchippers.com 01460 242562 or email us info@loxston.co.uk
www.masonwoodchippers.com www.irus-mowers.co.uk
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