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Executive Summary

There are two species of squirrel in Ireland; the native red squirrel (Sciurus vulgaris) and the alien grey squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis). The grey squirrel was introduced at Castleforbes, Co Longford in 1911 and is now present in twenty-six counties on the island of Ireland. The spread of the grey squirrel is mirrored by a decline in the numbers of red squirrels and a contraction of its range; there may be as few as 40,000 red squirrels remaining in Ireland compared with an estimated number of 300,000 grey squirrels.

There are 152,000 hectares of broadleaf forest in the Republic of Ireland. Almost 93,000 hectares is owned by the private sector, a figure that is growing with increased farmer planting. One third or 28,000 hectares of the privately owned broadleaves has been grant aided over the past two decades. This represents a large investment by the State.  Grey squirrels can be responsible for widespread damage to broadleaf trees through bark stripping, particularly in young woodlands as they pass from the thicket to pole stage. If not dealt with effectively, it has the potential to cause their destruction and undermine the State’s investment.

The Forest Service agreed in 2005 to fund a three-year project aimed at the conservation of the native red squirrel and the protection of the broadleaf estate in the Republic of Ireland through judicious management of the grey squirrel problem. The project was given the acronym ‘CRISIS’ meaning ‘Combined Research and Investigation of Squirrels in Irish Silviculture’.         The project centered on ten privately owned woodland areas in County Meath and the Coillte woodlands at Donadea in County Kildare. It also included visits to other woodland areas known to have problems with grey squirrels in both Britain and Ireland. The development of strategies for the extension of the findings to other woodland areas, an educational programme for schools and other stakeholders based around the need to conserve the red squirrel from extinction and the raising of public awareness generally about the issues surrounding squirrels were also key objectives. 

The results from the project show that serious damage can be done to broadleaf trees, notably beech, sycamore and oak by grey squirrels through bark stripping and that red squirrels can rarely co-exist and survive in the presence of a large grey squirrel population. However, if woodlands are constantly monitored effective action can be taken to ensure both their protection from grey squirrels and the enhancement of the habitat for red squirrels. This can be achieved through ensuring the tree species mix is conducive to the requirements of red squirrels and the implementation of effective action to control grey squirrels. Grey squirrels are at the greatest advantage over reds in woodlands comprised of large-seeded trees such as oak and hazel. In areas where it is hoped to protect the red squirrel, smaller seeded species such as ash, alder and various conifer species such Scots pine and Norway spruce are recommended.

A number of grey squirrel control measures used in both Britain and Ireland were tested. These included trapping of squirrels in cage traps followed by their humane disposal, the use of warfarin as a poison and finally shooting. The results showed that numbers can be effectively controlled using any of the three approaches. However, squirrels are likely to return to their previous levels if a sustained effort is not pursued and there is no cooperation between adjoining woodland owners. Although squirrel control using traps is time consuming and costly, it is preferred to the use of poisons such as warfarin, which may pose a risk to other species, notably red squirrels and pine martens. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the latter may be a natural predator on grey squirrels in some parts of the country, notably Cavan, Monaghan and in parts of the midlands. Shooting is also effective provided it is carried out with due care to safety issues. The active involvement of gun clubs at local level is strongly recommended as a means of control.

The results also confirm that the public generally empathises with the plight of the red squirrel and agree that action is needed to stem the threat posed by the grey squirrel.

In order to ensure an effective follow on to CRISIS the following course of action is proposed:

1.
Establishment of a Red Squirrel Conservation Advisory Group chaired by the Forest Service. 

2.
Monitoring by woodland owners of their woodlands for the presence of grey squirrels and bark stripping.

3.
The introduction of a trap loan scheme for grey squirrel control in key strategic areas by the Forest Service. 

4.
Realignment of planting and woodland management schemes in selected areas to reflect the needs of the red squirrel. 

5.
Circulation of an educational pack to all schools in the Republic of Ireland outlining the issues surrounding the conservation of the red squirrel and the protection of broadleaf woodlands from damage by the grey squirrel.

6.
Collaboration with appropriate organizations in Northern Ireland.
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