
HORRIFIC DEATHS DUE TO RAT POISON 

 

Every year red squirrels fall victim to poison and traps and, 

so far, little has been done to stop people putting down 

traps and poison where squirrels—and your pets—can  

access it.  I wrote to our Isle of Wight MP, Bob Seely, about 

the problem and I’ll keep you posted on the outcome. 

 

Also cat kills at Cowes Golf Club 

have upset local residents.  

Please, please put bells on cats 

or buy a sonic cat collar, just to 

give squirrels a chance. 

 

On the plus side feeding              

squirrels a balanced diet in the 

garden does help them through 

times of food shortage.   

 

Providing water in the summer is a good idea, as long as it’s 

off the ground of course.   

 

Interestingly, although food supply is unnaturally abundant 

in places, red squirrel numbers find a balance.  Human   

related casualties, plus nature weeding out of the weakest 

animals, helps maintain an equilibrium, so it’s still ‘survival 

of the fittest’. 

30 YEARS OF RED SQUIRREL WORK             

 

The write up of 30 years work is progressing and over half is 

uploaded to Wight Squirrel Project  website.  It is a           

document anyone will understand without too much           

difficulty, although the mortality chapters may not be             

bedtime reading!!   

 

Red squirrels can be quite      

diverse in their ways to die, 

from getting stuck in a tree 

hollow to falling on to a huge 

pyracantha thorn!  The range of 

disease and parasites is quite 

wide too.  Of course the most 

common cause of reported 

death is road kills, which makes 

sense as the animals are seen 

by the public. If the squirrel 

dies in a drey or in the woods, it will not be found. 

 

Once it is finished, the data will be presented in a different 

way for a more scientifically minded audience.  Not to leave 

anyone out, a pocket book of red squirrel facts presented as 

bullet points is planned for those not so keen on reading but 

want to know the basics, including where to find red           

squirrels on the Isle of Wight. 

VOLUNTEER TROPHY HOLDER 

 
Sally Wiltshire is the 2021—2022  holder of Wight Squirrel Project's 'Volunteer of 

the year' trophy.  Sally has written educational material for partner group         

The IW Red Squirrel Trust and been a tremendous help running graphs and tables 

for the 'Thirty years of red squirrel work' publication which I started work on  

during  lockdown.   There will be plenty more graphs and tables for Sally to help 

with before it’s finished! 

Without help of this calibre, actually getting the publication finished would take 

even longer than it has already.  As you can see from the photo, Sally is a keen 

squirrel enthusiast and has these delightful animals in her garden.   

WIGHT SQUIRREL PROJECT 
The Isle of Wight red squirrel conservation group 

Founded 1993 

The first holder of the trophy, Michael Hodge, sadly passed away in February.  

Michael wrote a programme for the sightings and input entries for many years, 

for which I am very grateful.  He is certainly missed.  



MORTALITY STATISTICS FOR 2021 

 
None of the squirrels I had in for treatment in 2021          

survived, indeed one was dead on arrival and others in 

their death throes.  To save a red squirrel, it must have 

something within itself to fight with and post mortem 

examinations showed none of them did. Just the shock of 

being handled is enough to kill some red squirrels, so it’s 

never easy to decide whether to capture an animal or just 

leave it.  Results are due to be written up and added to 

the online publication. 

 

Road kills are high, nine more than the previous record of 

148 in 2018.  The peak in September relates to dispersal 

plus gathering hazelnuts which fall on the edge of the 

road.  Wilmingham Lane was the worst place with 9 road 

kills in 2021.  I have asked Island Roads if the speed limit 

can be lowered here.  It is under consideration. 
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Road kill records show 2021 was the highest since records 

began in 1991.  It’s interesting to see that 2020 saw fewer 

road kills, due to lockdown (shown in 2021 newsletter). 

The 2021 summer season was particularly busy on the 

roads, possibly due to ‘staycations’..   

POSTMORTEMS 

 
I am taking a break from collecting dead squirrels, until 

I’ve written up the data from nearly 800 animals.   

Bournemouth University has the tissue and DNA I had so 

a PhD student can take the genetic studies further.  Labs 

still ask for ear tissue so I may still collect those. 

 

Any dead squirrels reported are added to the database 

and it is important for ongoing monitoring that this           

continues.  So please, if you see a dead squirrel, report it 

to Wight Squirrel Project.  Contact details are on page 4. 

 

 
Causes of death 2021 

 

Road kills   155 

   Rat poison          2  

Natural causes      17 

Unknown      13 

TOTAL     187 

CITIZEN SCIENCE STATISTICS 2021  

 
The total number of sightings from the general public  

during 2021 is 1799.    

Map showing location of all sightings, dead and alive   

Map showing location of reported road kills 2021. 

Some locations had multiple casualties 



‘LOST’ RED SQUIRRELS 

 
Three squirrels got themselves into a pickle last year,           

presumably when dispersing.  Stalwart volunteers Bob and 

Jacquie Wilson, set out on the rescue missions.  Thank you to 

them and patient property owners for contacting us for help.  

Red squirrels are very nervous and do stress easily, so care 

must be taken when carrying out these rescues.   

 

The first was a squirrel who had found its way into a          

bathroom—goodness knows how!  As it happens, a bathroom 

is the easiest place to capture a very frightened, adrenaline 

fuelled red squirrel.  This mission was a success and the  

squirrel was released back into the wild in accordance with 

the law.  

 

The second squirrel had wandered into a bike shop and was 

not so easy to capture but full marks to Bob and Jacquie  for 

retrieving this animal and putting it back in the nearest          

habitat, which is probably where it came from in the first 

place. 

 

The third squirrel probably dispersed from Northwood Park in 

Cowes as it found a way into a pizza shop in the town.  This 

squirrel was very good at hiding and could not be captured.  

With so many units to hide under it was impossible to locate 

it, so I used the thermal imager bought for this purpose.  The 

imager did locate the squirrel, which was directed back into 

the street as it was not possible to catch it.   

 GARDEN NEXT TO BORTHWOOD COPSE 

 
Peter Dugher has been recording squirrel sightings in his    

garden, which is next to Borthwood Copse, for several years. 

With so many sightings, it is difficult to assess how many    

animals there are.  Typically, supplementary food was        

abandoned in favour of the autumn glut of natural food.   
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CITIZEN SCIENCE DATA COLLECTION 
 
We now have a team of very      

experienced professional people 

to help with data.  Ian Rennie has 

been a tremendous help over a 

few years now and is now joined 

by Cath Hollyhead and Simon 

Walker.   

 

Cath kindly made a QR code so you can download the 

online form on to your phone. The app is still also        

available to download from the website.  A workshop is 

planned to train volunteers how to take sightings at 

shows and input 

them directly. 

 

Any sightings are 

of interest, such 

as this squirrel 

eating hornbeam 

seeds in Debbie 

Hart’s garden in           

Binstead.   

BUZZARDS AT QUARR HIDE 

 
Whilst at our hide last summer, I noticed a squirrel with a 

horrible head injury.  It looked as if a bird had attacked it.  

I went back to try and capture the animal and take it to 

the vet but didn’t find it.  Two other squirrels were on the 

feeders when a buzzard swooped in.  The squirrels 

dropped to the ground instantly and stayed hidden until 

the buzzard left.  I imagine the injured squirrel was not so 

fast. 

 

The feeders are relatively safe, although we may put 

guards up anyway.  If you go to the hide—or anywhere 

else—please do not put food in the open just so you can 

get a photograph.  It may cost the squirrel it’s life. 



OUR RED SQUIRRELS ARE UNIQUE! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We always knew the Isle of Wight was different and DNA  

testing, using tissue from dead squirrels, proves our reds have 

some genetic differences too.  This is undetected except for 

DNA analysis, so don’t expect to see visual or behavioural          

differences.  Although there is likely to be some inbreeding 

over a long time, no problems are apparent. 

ROAD SIGNS & SQUIRREL FEEDERS 

 
Partner group, The IOW Red Squirrel Trust is now distributing 

squirrel feeders and road signs.  Contact  Beth on:                  

07746 573 707 if you would like a sign or feeder.   

WIGHT SQUIRREL PROJECT CONTACT DETAILS 

 

Project manager:  

Helen Butler MBE BSc 

 

Website: 

www.wightsquirrels.co.uk 

 

Email: 

wightsquirrels@hotmail.com 

 

Tel no: 

01983 611003 

 

Address: 

PO Box 33 

Nicholson Road 

Ryde 

Isle of Wight 

PO33  1BH 

 

Wight Squirrel Project is run entirely by               

volunteers and is self-funding 

ONLINE AUCTIONS 

 
Thanks go to Karena Barton who ran online auctions to 

raise funds for Wight Squirrel Project.  Also, thank you to 

people who donated items and those who supported us by 

buying auction lots. Karena is giving auctions a rest for now 

but has raised a  fabulous £2000 for the charity.   

 

The funds will provide non-intrusive monitoring                 

equipment.  Wight Squirrel Project is against using              

techniques that stress our red squirrels. 

 

Thank you also to Julia for running the Facebook pages. 

CARDS AND CALENDARS 

 
Christmas cards and calendars were sold fast, largely 

thanks to the efforts of Debbie Hart.  Wight Squirrel       

Project will have a calendar annually for the time being as 

partner charity, The IOW Red Squirrel Trust are                     

concentrating on other fundraising projects.   

 

The subject of the next calendar is ‘red squirrel thoughts’.  

The photographer doesn’t have to provide the ‘thought’, 

just a pin sharp photograph to which an interesting             

comment may be added. Squirrels do have expressions so 

it’s not that hard! 


