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WELCOME!

New year, new editor icon… Pic by Stu

… to Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter 42!
What a state we’re in, readers! Not only battered by floods but coping
with the most serious contagious disease pandemic in a generation… several
generations, actually. We certainly live in ‘interesting’ times. Every sympathy to
those people who live on the flood plains and have not yet had a chance to even
move back into their homes before being expected to stay there – or somewhere for the weeks and months to come.
Despite all of the above, it’s time to enjoy the comforting reliability of the Spring
issue of the Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter, no. 42 in a long line of fine
issues. I’m so pleased to introduce four hot new contributors to our pages, that
I’ve dubbed this our Special New Contributor Issue. Let’s see who we’ve got.
Our talented newbies are Kathryn Jones, Shropshire Wildlife Trust’s new Hedgehog
Officer who introduces herself and describes her work. There is a huge enthusiasm
about her article, which was written before the Covid-19 crisis bit us on the
backside, so very unfortunately the events and projects she describes will not now
take place to the same extent, if at all. Difficult circumstances, but a glimpse of
what could have been. I’m also really pleased to welcome Carlos Bedson, a Twitter
follower and friend of mine who is studying Peak District mountain hares for his
PhD; the subject of a major article on how new tech can aid research. On page 6
there’s an added treat of a superb camera trap image he captured a few years back.
I first met Quentin Shaw this January; his interesting article reflects his
conservation volunteering work with SWT. We have both also volunteered to write
and read occasional nature articles for the West Shropshire Talking Newspaper
(WSTN). See ‘Heads-Up’, to the right! Our fourth new writer is Andrew Wood, who
lives near Bishop’s Castle. Readers will recall his wife Rosie, who’s written some
superb Newsletter articles over the last few issues. Andrew’s background was in a
major policy making role with Natural England, and his unique insight into the
politics and science of the badger cull is second to none.
Our faithful regular contributors Dave Lewis, Robin Bennett, Stuart Edmunds, Paul
Wright, Jack Riggall, Elen Sentier, Sam Devine-Turner and Malcolm Monie all pitch
in with important articles too. And for fans of daytime TV (we’re going to get pretty
familiar with that soon) there’s some Bargain Hunt advice, SMG style, from me.
If the great articles in this issue have inspired you, it’s never too early to think
about contributing to the next SMG Newsletter in any way you can. If you have an
article idea, get in touch as soon as you like, via the usual channels! Don’t hold
back / Get scribing / you know it makes sense. So look out for your next SMG
Newsletter in your mailbox around the time of the Summer solstice; we’ll be
living in very different circumstances then. Meanwhile, take care, stay safe,
look after loved ones. I hope I’ll see you someday soon.
Ric Morris

ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk

Published Quarterly Since 2009

CONTENTS:
Welcome from the Editor
Contents / Heads up!
Note from the Chair
Hedgehog heroes of Shropshire
An interval of Richesse
Ermine in snow
Tibberton harvest mice
Covid-19 and wildlife
South-east Shropshire deer and friends
Urban fox photography
A night on the moors
“Why can’t you just let nature take over?”
The Ludlow foxhounds, 14th November 2019
Greatest camera trap tweets of 2020 part 1
Building a wildlife garden
Bargain hunt… Mammal Group style
WBP Shropshire: 2019 Uncut!
Malcolm’s bit!
The end of the cull?
Forthcoming events notice (there aren't any)
And finally…

1
1
2
3
5
6
7
8
9
10
13
15
16
17
18
20
22
23
24
27
27

Heads–up!
I recently learned via a Shropshire Wildlife Trust colleague
that the excellent West Shropshire Talking Newspaper
(WSTN) was seeking a new nature writer who may also be
willing to read other items as part of the weekly recordings
distributed to visually impaired people in Shropshire, online
and via memory stick (though the latter has changed since
the medical situation escalated). A number of diverse
people have offered their services and I’m pleased to say
that the nature content is now returning in force to the
WSTN! Should you wish to hear my own dulcet tones and
those of our new SMG author Quentin Shaw, follow this link
or ask your Alexa unit to play the talking newspaper.
Several authors will be contributing five-minute long pieces,
which won’t always be about mammals of course, but well
worth a listen, even if you have excellent eyesight!
And if any other Newsletter article authors are happy to give
consent for their own work to be adapted and read for the
WSTN (no photos, obviously, which means some photo
technique pieces would be unsuitable and others would need
to be slightly rewritten), just let us know!
Ric

The usual disclaimer applies- the opinions expressed in the SMG Newsletter are those of the individual contributors, not necessarily the views of the SMG, unless stated to be so.
Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please
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by Stuart Edmunds, SMG Chair

The recent extreme weather is likely to have had a terrible impact on wildlife across the UK, particularly
mammal species living in underground burrow systems. The water-logged ground causes badger setts, rabbit
warrens and mole tunnels to collapse, often trapping the inhabitants in, or even completely burying them. Most
will be able to dig themselves out, but the floods this year have come at a time when many
mammals will have given birth to their young, which
may not have been able to escape. We can only hope
that the weather improves soon to give our wildlife
chance to recover when it is already facing huge
pressures from other factors. The floods may have
also had an impact on the harvest mouse Micromys
minutus population we discovered at Tibberton late
in 2019, which inhabit a flood plain meadow that has
been underwater several times this year already.
Some small mammal trapping surveys in the autumn
will hopefully give us an indicator of how the
population has fared after the wettest winter on
record.

Top left: badger sett diagram from Badgers by Ernest G. Neal; Sunday Times Animals of Britain series, No. 1, 1962.
Above left: mole run diagram by Robert Donaldson from Moles by David Stone, 1986. Mammal Society series, published by Anthony Nelson Ltd of
Oswestry and printed by Livesey Ltd, Shrewsbury… Hurray for Shropshire!
Above right: Window display by Tanners Wine Merchants, Wyle Cop Shrewsbury May 2019. We think these rabbits would’ve been safe enough.
Pic: Ric

Members who wish to further research the
effects of flooding on small mammal
populations may be interested in an article
by Emily Dickins and Toby Carter, first
published in the Mammal Society’s Mammal
News, Summer 2015 (left). Rather than
strain your eyes, a PDF copy of the magazine
is available from Ric on request... as is the Badgers booklet.
Due to the Corona virus / Covid-19 pandemic, we are very sorry to
say that we have had to cancel all our planned events and surveys
across the county until further notice. The Forthcoming Events
section is looking very sorry for itself this issue! But please do join
us and contribute on social media if you are able. This is where you
are most likely to hear up to date information once we are able to
safely return to normal. Please stay well, and stay safe.
Stuart Edmunds
Follow Stuart on Twitter as @PinemartensUK
Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please
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by Kathryn Jones

We have unfortunately lost over one third of our hedgehogs Erinaceus europaeus since the start of this
millennium. Over 36 million hedgehogs once roamed the UK, however we are now looking at under a million
left and still declining at the rate that tigers are worldwide. This is
because of: pesticides, impermeable fencing, habitat loss, roads and a
lack of wild areas just to name a few. Because hedgehogs travel 1-2km
every night to find food; nest sites and potential mates, changes need
to be made to keep them safe. Hedgehogs usually hibernate between
November through to mid-March, but they can sometimes be seen out
and about during this period changing nesting sites. It is unusual to see
a hedgehog staggering around during winter or in daylight, so if you do
see one and it looks unwell, it might need a helping hand.
Gardens, hedgerows, woodlands, grasslands, parks, and cemeteries are
all important hedgehog habitats, and everyone’s contribution is vital in
keeping our hedgehogs around. Gardens especially provide a space for
wildlife larger than all our National Nature Reserves, so by gardening in
a wildlife-friendly way, we can help our spiky companions move around
safely and find a home! That is where I come in!

Photo: Frances Jones

Photo: Fiona Rock

My name is Kathryn Jones, and I am the new hedgehog officer trainee here at the
Shropshire Wildlife Trust. I am a recent graduate from the University of Wolverhampton
with a 1st class honours degree in Animal Behaviour and Wildlife Conservation.
Throughout doing this degree, my mind was swayed to wanting to help our native wildlife
instead of rushing off to save global species abroad. This was because it dawned on me
that we have wronged our wildlife, and it is our responsibility to now start to try and
reverse what we have done. Somewhere along these lines, I became utterly obsessed
with hedgehogs! I conducted my honours project with hedgehogs in mind, with the title
‘Investigating hedgehog presence in relation to garden management and garden feature
preferences’.
By conducting and writing up this dissertation, I recognised how
connectivity was largely responsible for presence or lack thereof in gardens. (As well as
presence of hedgehog-friendly garden features such as log piles, wild corners, hedgehog
houses and putting food out for example!) After completing this project, I was lucky to
get my first graduate job as a recruiter for the Wildlife Trusts, before finally snatching up
the role of trainee hedgehog officer which I believe was just meant to be! I am also on
the committee for the Birmingham and Black Country Mammal Society, so am eager to
get involved with Shropshire’s Mammal Group and get some hedgehog work thrown in.

Photo: Alastair Hughes-Roden

Three weeks into being a hedgehog officer trainee with the Shropshire
Wildlife Trust and I am well underway with my first project – to make
Little Wenlock a hedgehog-friendly town by following Ludlow’s
example! Signs have gone up around
Ludlow in areas that have seen a high
number of casualties to raise awareness
of the presence of hedgehogs on the
roads during dark evenings and nights.
My task is to hopefully implement such a
campaign over in Little Wenlock, as well
as by conducting similar garden surveys
to my University project, by assessing
connectivity
and
hedgehog-friendly
garden features and aiding those gardens that may
Photo: Peta Sams
not have any!
Furthermore, I am collecting
hedgehog footage along my travels through Shropshire, in order to
share and publish it with all who wish to see that Shropshire’s
hedgehogs are around and certainly do need our help. I am also

Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please
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undertaking various safeguarding training whilst working with the People & Wildlife team to hold fun activity days and
workshops for little ones and young people, as well as family talks and group days! This will even include helping out
those undertaking their John Muir Award. I shall also be getting involved with
Photo: Kathryn Jones
our Feed the birds campaign, encouraging those involved to enjoy their
hedgehog-friendly gardens and even monitor for hedgehogs. It is always
rewarding to let someone see photos and visual footprints of their own garden
hedgehogs.

Photo: BHPS

A vital date this year is going to be Hedgehog Awareness Week from
3rd to 9th May 2020. During this week, we are going to be updating our reserve
equipment with brand new warning stickers on our strimmers for example to look out for hedgehogs! We will also be
holding a number of events for all ages, starting with some bug hunts and workshops for little ones to discover what
hedgehogs may eat on their nightly rounds, whilst for adults we will be promoting all of our hedgehog food/house brands
in our visitor centre shop, as well as displaying hedgehog-friendly garden features throughout our own visitor centre
garden to show everyone what they could do to attract hedgehogs to their own gardens. SWT’s children’s Wildlings
sessions that week would also temporarily turn into ‘hoglet’ sessions! We shall also be in regular contact with the British
Hedgehog Preservation Society, Cuan Wildlife Rescue, and the West Midlands Hedgehog Rescue for some fantastic
collaborations, talks, and events throughout the year.
Events will begin to occur from March, as we get some workshops, talks and general
days running for all who wish to get involved. This is where our fantastic Shropshire
Wildlife Trust volunteers come in, especially for our spring and summer surveys and
practical work that anyone wishes to get involved with. For example, a lot of
footprint tunnel surveys will be taking place, which isn’t as common a survey
method as camera trapping for example, so volunteers can learn how they work
and see the fantastic visual evidence of hedgehog footprints! If you wish to get
involved, we now have a Facebook page and website page where all events and
hedgehog updates shall be posted. (Links below). This is also where all footage
that is collected throughout the year
shall be displayed.

Left photo: Kathryn Jones
Right photo: Alastair Hughes-Roden

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pg/HedgehogHeroes
Website: https://www.shropshirewildlifetrust.org.uk/hedgehog-heroes
So if you wish to get involved, or even just keep up to date because you
love hedgehogs; keep in touch and email your new hedgehog officer
trainee whenever you need. After all, who doesn’t love hedgehogs?
Kathryn Jones
Further reading:
Dr Pat Morris is one of the UK’s leading authorities on hedgehogs having written a number of major books on the subject, including
those for the Whittet British Natural History series, a major monograph for the Collins New Naturalist series, and shorter works
for Shire Publications and the Mammal Society. Hugh Warwick is another noted author, of A Prickly Affair (Penguin, 2010) and
Hedgehog (Reaktion, 2014). Hugh is also spokesperson for the British Hedgehog Preservation Society.
Ric
Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
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And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please

Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter

Issue 42

Spring 2020

An interval of Richesse

by Dave Lewis

I’ve started the year with a few purchases, thanks to a bit of benevolent Christmas cash and
some nifty wheelin’n’dealin’ on sundry auction platforms. I thought
I’d combine a New Year’s ‘Rissolution’ (thank you, Rabbit) to read
more books, with my continued slog in search of fair-to-interesting
mammal footage from the photographic kit. I was talking to a friend
at a ‘bit-of-a-do’ in January and he recommended a book called The
Year of the Hare by Arto Paasilinna. So I got it and started it. Hot on the heels of this I came
across another interesting book about pine martens: A Richness of Martens by Polly Pullar, so
I got that as well and have started that too! My next ‘rissolution’ is to finish one book at a
time, but my head dances all over the place and I dip into this and that and end up with a
cricked neck; Ho-hum!
By the way, I hadn’t realised there are two collective nouns for pine
martens; a richness and a richesse (which I vastly prefer), and after a
long four year slog with the trail cameras and coming up trumps in a most
unlikely spot with many clips of the same juvenile over two days, I feel
quite justified in allowing myself to have been blessed with a richesse
indeed, even if it was the same marten!
The above is not recommended to

be attempted with a real hare. SMG

can accept no responsibility, etc etc
My further interests include hazel dormice, and I’ve been scheming,
etc…
plotting, head-scratching and otherwise fretting over how to watch
a nest being built inside a box whilst complying with licence conditions of non-disturbance and
ease of box processing. I’ve got a solution and a mini trail camera to help achieve the goal (you
just gotta have a goal, eh?) It is still in the embryonic phase, but all the kit needed is now here,
so over the next month or two I’m hoping to build it and try it out.

The published popular literature on pine
martens Martes martes in recent years is
pretty limited and much of it has been written
by Dr Johnny Birks. Left to right: HG Hurrell
(Sunday
Times
1963
and
Forestry
Commission 1968); Paddy Sleeman’s small
mustelid book (Whittet 1986); Johnny Birks
again for the Mammal Society (2002); VWT
evidence written by Dr Birks (2010); and
finally another Birks work for Whittet again,
(2018). There are a couple of other marten
population reviews similar to the VWT one,
available on Amazon but otherwise that’s
about it.
PDF copies of the two Hurrell
booklets are available on request from Ric.

So, here we are, doing our best to get good nature observations and
information; supplying Lorcan with enough data to rival Jeff Bezos, HS2
has been given a green light and has subsequently lit a red-light in many
a nature-lover’s eyes.
Glasgow is hosting COP26 the climate and
environment conference and we’ve just suffered serious flooding to an
unprecedented degree in Shropshire and elsewhere in the UK. I think
nature is telling us something, and we’d better listen. The recent public
awareness of the disposal of non-recyclable, discarded wind turbine blades
in landfill is a rather stark reminder that there’s no such thing as a free
lunch.
Everything has a cost or consequence and our
seemingly insatiable demand for more and more from everlimited resources is costing us the Earth. So where do we, as
Joe Publics, even start to address these things? We’re running
out of time to embark on the serious business of planet-fixing,
and Slartibartfast* is nowhere to be seen. We can make
ourselves feel better by shopping more ethically, cleaning-up
beaches, not flying around the world, using electric vehicles
and eating less meat, but the bottom line is that there’s simply
too many of us. So how do we achieve a managed decline in
population? There are ethical issues swirling around that
which at some point we will all have to reconcile. And on that
*Homage to Hitch-Hikers Guide
note, let’s get back to the woods.
Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please
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I last serviced my trail cameras at the turn of the year; since then the weather has been atrocious and
even accessing the area has meant negotiating swollen rivers and the risk of getting stranded so here
we are time of writing in mid-to-late February [Dave writes his articles early, readers! Take note! Ric]
with the water now back in its course and more weather shenanigans due at the end of the week. (Note:
it came again! That’s four times over the winter). My reliance on good batteries to keep the cameras
powered up seems to have been well-founded by using certain rechargeables; I use Panasonic Eneloop
Pro AA 2500mAh NiMH batteries (BK-3HCDE). In fairness there are others, but few if any touch these
with margins to spare. I tend to allow three to four weeks (even five to six sometimes) between service
visits and, of course, the night-time IR illumination is the first to shut-down when the battery is
declining. But for the initial heavy cost of them and with multiple recharging use I would find it difficult
to recommend any other. There are rechargeables which I wouldn’t touch with the other end of any particular bargepole, or the annoying bunny and cymbal crashing monkey that promotes them. The single-use Li-on AAs that are
available do indeed show stunning longevity, and Stuart can testify to that; but for me, recharging is my way and my
sets have lasted well.
The recent flooding of the area is devastating for those who’ve been directly affected; it is,
of course no less devastating for the larger and wee beasties living on or near the flood
levels. The meadows are generally rife with field voles, shrews, moles, wood mice et al and
they have all needed to move to higher ground. Out on regular dog walks around the patch,
I’ve noticed more dead field voles than I normally do, and I suspect that the migration to
higher ground has meant an increase in predation opportunities for owls and foxes.
If you don’t mind, I’ll paraphrase some recent wordage by the Cardiff University Otter
Project that is relevant here: The extent of the impact of Storm Denis will be hard to
measure, but what we do know is that the fast flowing rivers and associated turbidity
Autumnal floods near
make
for
difficult fish hunting. The otters will spend more time out of water during these
Waterloo Bridge, Clun
flooding intervals. With seasonal breeding the otter cubs to 15 weeks old are not water savvy
and will stay in the holts. The natal holts are often away from flooded zones, but of course
the unprecedented levels must be putting these under severe pressure. Like a lot of well-versed mammals, they are
known to move cubs and juveniles if there’s a serious enough risk. Let’s just hope most did so in plenty of time.
Boy oh boy, I guess I’m not the only one who’s longing for a prolonged dry spell, just for a break! But just think of the
wild ‘uns out there that depend on food access and safety for their newborns. All we have to worry about* is internet
access and if the local shop has milk. I’m sure you already are, but do be considerate to our wilder charges.
* Clearly written before you-know-what began to bite!

Ermine in snow

Dave Lewis
Trailcam image by Carlos Bedson
I first found Carlos on Twitter a few
years ago. Soon afterwards he was
in Shropshire visiting friends, when we met up to
confirm identification of some battered hare skulls
he’d picked up on his local patch in Derbyshire (they
were brown!) He is active with Derbyshire Mammal
Group and a wild mammal population biologist
currently working on a PhD research programme
with MMU studying the ecology and populations of
mountain hares Lepus timidus in the Peak District.
He’s also studied the sustainable use of ungulates in
Nambia, grizzly bear Ursus arctos and gray wolf
Canis lupus (different projects) in Montana. This
image is a stoat Mustela erminea in ermine, hunting
hares on Saddleworth Moor on Boxing Day
afternoon 2017 shortly before the Beast from the
East struck in February 2018. More from Carlos on
Page 13; check his excellent website too. Ric.

Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
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Words and pics by Stuart Edmunds

Harvest mice weave a nest of stripped grass or reed stems, which
they prepare in time for the breeding season in May, or when the
vegetation height is tall enough to allow nests to be constructed at
least 30cm off the ground. They weave their nest onto the stalks
of grasses very securely and the nests are usually still in location long after the
inhabitants have moved out during the autumn. It is during the winter that we can
begin to search for their tiny nests, safe in the knowledge that no disturbance is
caused to any harvest mice.
I was informed that a possible harvest mouse nest had been located in a floodplain
meadow in Tibberton, a few miles west of Newport during the autumn of 2019. The
owners of the land have been managing the fields for conservation for a few years
now but had no idea that they had harvest mice living there. I
confirmed that the nest had been made by a harvest mouse
and a few months later, I arranged to visit the fields and take
a look for myself.

Satellite image of Tibberton, courtesy of Google. Not
necessarily the actual location of the harvest mouse fields.

Caroline Savage with a nest found in ideal habitat

The fields lie adjacent to the River Meese, which runs from
Aqualate Mere in Staffordshire to the River Tern near Cold
Hatton. They act as floodplains during high rainfall, so they are
wet enough to provide ideal growing conditions for reeds and
tussocks of sedge and rush, which make great places for
harvest mice to build their nests. It just took a glance across
the land to see that it would be ideal for harvest mice. A high
bank around the fields is lined with ancient hedgerows, which
offer refuge to the mice during floods. I enthusiastically offered
to return to the site again to conduct a full search for nests with
SMG members at a later date.
On Saturday 11th January, a group of us gathered to begin the
nest hunt and after introductions and a quick ID session,
we split into pairs and each monitored a patch of long
vegetation. The ground was sodden and many of the
taller reeds had been flattened by winter storms, which
made the going much tougher than I anticipated. But,
undeterred, everyone searched hard by gently parting
the grasses with the hope of spotting a tiny nest ball.
The habitat was so flattened that I doubted whether any
nests would even have survived.
So, we were all delighted when the first harvest mouse
nest was spotted in some long grass that had been
supported by a barbed wire fence. The nest was wet
and old, but still, it was evidence that there were more
harvest mice around the field. Amongst the decaying,
soggy stems, field vole nests were also located. Voles

Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
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If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please

A vintage 1963 booklet from the Sunday Times
series of mammal monographs. Sourced by Ric

There is little known about the current UK population of harvest mice Micromys minutus, but it is thought that
the number could have declined by as much as 40% since the 1960s. A key reason why we know so
little about harvest mice is due to its size; being an average of 6-8cm from nose to tail. The mice
inhabit low scrub, fens, ungrazed meadows and bramble beds but are very susceptible to habitat
fragmentation, which is a key factor in their decline (plus use of pesticides in agriculture). They are so
small, weighing little more than a 20p coin, that they are also difficult to trap in Longworth and tube
traps, barely being heavy enough to trigger the closing mechanism. So, the most reliable way of
determining harvest mouse presence is to conduct nest searches.
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tend to make a nest at lower levels and don’t weave them together as intricately as harvest
mice do, so good way of telling if a nest is harvest mouse or vole is to give it a shake; vole
nests fall apart but harvest mice nests tend to hold together even if they have been soaked
through.

More nests were located- first another very
old harvest mouse home, followed by more
vole nests, then another three harvest
mouse nests. It was the most productive
harvest mouse nest survey I have been
involved with in Shropshire! The nests
varied in size, from tennis ball diameter to
the size of a chicken egg. One nest had
multiple exit holes, which is good indicator
that successful rearing of young had taken
place. In the three hours that we were on
site, we covered less than 50m of suitable
habitat- there was still over 250m left to
explore by the time we finished. I have promised Steve and Chris, the owners, that we will
return later this year to run a small mammal trapping session and again in the winter to look
for more nests further along the hedge line. The discovery of this population of harvest mice
has allowed them to rethink the management of the fields, to allow some reed sections to
grow longer, which will offer the mice extra safe nesting opportunities. Again, it
SMG Secretary Anne-Mari Mikkonen
demonstrates that we can only protect habitat when we know what is living in it.
with her nest find
Watch this space for more information on the next surveys!
Stuart Edmunds / Follow Stuart on Twitter as @PinemartensUK

Covid-19 and wildlife

by Dave Lewis

To say that these are challenging times is a bit of an understatement; at least by the time this is published
the accelerated measures already in place in mid-March will undoubtedly be more robust in attempting to manage the
Covid-19 viral outbreak.
One of the hats that I wear is that of website admin for registered charity ASMT (Animal Samaritans
Midland Trust) with charity shops in Bishop’s Castle and Church Stretton, and I was made aware that
any self-isolation or social distancing has a big impact upon those of us with domestic
pets, in my case, dogs. So after doing some digging around sundry websites for information
I looked favourably at the PDSA site and I suggest you look there for recommended and
sensible information and procedures, particularly if you need to self-isolate. Be prepared for
your own situation by knowing what to do beforehand.
Some of us are also in direct contact with our wilder cousins whilst doing surveys and boxchecking etc; to me there is little distinction between wild and domestic animals as far as
the current viral situation is concerned. It is imperative that we don’t precipitate a transfer
into the wild livestock by sloppy practices. Covid-19 is zoonotic: it transferred from animals
to humans, via an intermediate host apparently, so it is not unreasonable to assume that we
can then re-introduce it to other species. I have contacted PTES about this, who advise they
had raised the matter with the Zoological Society of London and were awaiting a response
from them. The current understanding is that domestic pets are and will continue to be
virus-free, but when you read the information, the caveat is that this is a new virus, it is still
being studied and pet contact should include hand washing! As we all know from governmental responses,
the information changes as more studies are completed.
Whilst I cannot speak for any official body, it makes complete sense to tread very cautiously with our wild companions
until more is known about this.
Dave Lewis
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South-east Shropshire deer and friends
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by Paul Wright

Here in South-east Shropshire, the team behind the Severn Valley Country Park at Alveley is doing an
ongoing mammal survey (via me!) We have a number of camera traps out, and prior to lockdown, would
inspect them from time to time. We know that there are badgers Meles
meles, at least three setts dotted around, with five badgers turning up
from two of those setts.
We have a sizable number of muntjac deer Muntiacus reevesi, named
after John Russell Reeves who first introduced the species, and sometimes
their fawns have
been
seen
on
camera alongside
mom. These deer
are also called
barking deer, as
they make a sound
like a dog!
As you would expect the park also has foxes Vulpes vulpes. Trying
to find an earth to film is impossible due to the park being so
intensively used by people for their enjoyment.

At the Wetland hide an elusive otter Lutra lutra visits the wetland pool
now and again, but it's very hard to get a good video of it. We keep
trying!
We had a dead, intact, yellow necked mouse Apodemus flavicollis found in our new hide by our Chairman Don last year.
No idea how it got there!

Inspecting the cameras is a never-ending source of pleasure,
sometimes for some reason they go on strike, and most times I spend
an hour looking at wildlife that you can only wonder about; it's also
very educating. Living the dream!
Paul Wright

Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
We have another Facebook group for paid-up members only, at https://www.facebook.com/groups/1176934462327779/
And don’t forget the Pine Marten Project page: https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropspinemartens/
Our website is https://shropshiremammalgroup.com/ and we’re also on Twitter: @Shropsmammals
If you spot a mammal in Shropshire, please record it via bit.ly/SMGrecord or email Lorcán Adrain at SMGrecord@gmail.com
Articles and photos for the next issue of the SMG Newsletter to Ric Morris, Editor, at ric_morris@hotmail.co.uk please

Shropshire Mammal Group Newsletter

Urban fox photography

Issue 42

Spring 2020
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What do Bristol, Bournemouth and a Shrewsbury car park have in common…? Urban foxes!
Seeing my first fox in one of Shrewsbury’s town centre car parks was a real delight. I
was following up a Facebook tip from a Castlefields resident who was seeing them
regularly and it didn’t take long before I got my first sighting.
Parking up just after dusk, I watched the dark corners for the familiar lopey gait of the
red fox (Vulpes vulpes) and sure enough, within an hour or so, the first one emerged
from the shadows. The badger that followed straight after was much more of a
surprise; I had literally no idea that there was a sett in the middle of Shrewsbury so
every day is indeed a school day!
Anyway… back to the Shrewsbury foxes. I left a trailcam in the corner of the car park
and picked up plenty of fox and badger activity, but never got to see one well enough
lit to be able to take a decent photo. There’s a myth that all urban foxes are bold and
relaxed around humans, but, if that’s the case more generally, someone needs to tell
the Shrewsbury fox family! As a fox would walk under a car park light, even the
slightest twitch from my camera would cause the fox to bolt for cover. Nevertheless,
after spending a few hours (and lots of £s; you
have to pay for parking in the NCP even at night,
and I found out the hard way!) fruitlessly trying
to photograph the Shrewsbury foxes, I decided
to look further afield and started my internet
research.

Google Maps / Google street view, M5 J7 Worcester

Bristol - where it all began
The Bristol urban fox population is pretty famous, as many believe it is where the UK
urban foxes first took hold. Probably finding their way into the city in the 1950s, when
the introduction of the TV kept people in their homes at night giving wildlife space to
roam, they have now grown in number to the extent that latest surveys indicate an
incredible 16 foxes per square kilometre in central Bristol. The population in Bristol
has been widely studied over the years. Research projects have found that they are
not the troublesome neighbours that some might imagine. They rarely kill cats, for example, despite having that
reputation. Dogs are far more likely to bite into rubbish bags than foxes and cities would be overrun with rats if our
bushy-tailed friends were not present. Only Bournemouth (and Central London) have more foxes per human head so
Bristol seemed like a really good place to try my luck. I’d been struggling to find
the time or energy to drive two hours on a potential wild goose chase, but on the
same day that Ric asked for newsletter contributions, an old
photographer friend offered to show me some Bristolian foxy
hotspots so off I went. The thought of Ric’s sad face with a
blank newsletter page to fill was all the encouragement I
needed to get off my backside and onto the M5!
Location 1- the side-alley
I’ve had some strange wildlife encounters over the years, but
this was up there with the oddest. Skulking around an alleyway
in the dead of night with four guys in camo gear was slightly
unsettling to put it mildly. Urban fox photography is one of
those niche pastimes that attracts a certain type of folk but I was made welcome by
the group as we waited.
I was surprised by how much care and equipment had been deployed before I got there. Banks of wireless flash guns
had been set with the group sitting on camping chairs with long lenses trained and focused. Of course, the foxes weren’t
guilty of upsetting the bin; it was my photographer friends setting the scene. Surprisingly, the nearby householders
didn’t mind at all and, in fact, were all part of the plan and enjoyed keeping in touch with us until we gave up after an
hour and moved on to try our luck in some nearby allotments.
Follow us on Facebook: our public group and discussion page is at https://www.facebook.com/groups/shropshiremammals/
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Location 2- the allotments
Again, there was quite a set up with dog
treats liberally sprinkled and flashes set. It
wasn’t long before we heard the distinctive
crunching of teeth upon dog-treat… to then
see this wonderful specimen… ...of a dog.
At least it gave me the chance to practice
my focusing skills and to realise I was going to find it difficult, if not impossible, with my ‘flash-less’ technique of simply
using a head-torch to illuminate the dark scene. My friend found the case of mistaken
identity particularly funny (right)…
Finally, though, we started to see foxes roaming in and around the allotment
buildings and I got my first (awful) photos, including this one hiding behind the
greenery (left). Honestly, there is a fox in there… I
drove two hours for this, don’t laugh!
Third time lucky - the playing fields
We moved on after another hour or so to a location
with better lighting. I suspect my new friends were
taking pity on my lack of flash so wanted
me to have a better chance of success.
As the light was still so poor I switched
to black & white and over the next
couple
of
hours
we
saw
and
photographed a handful of stunning
foxes with a wide range of behavior and
personalities on display.
I’m still an absolute novice in this dark
world and will return with different
equipment on warmer nights, but I was incredibly grateful for this insight into the world
of the UK’s urban foxes.

The image on the right was my favourite shot of the night.
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Equipment notes & thoughts
I took my Sony RX10iv along as my primary camera. I
imagined the urban environment as being quite well lit but
this wasn’t the case. This camera has a 1” sensor and
performs better than expected in poor light but it really
couldn’t cope.
Most of the “keepers” I took were at ISO6400, f4 and
approx 1/10 second exposure. This combination of settings gives very grainy images with low
detail and the likelihood of blurring from the movement of the foxes.
Next time, I’ll try my full-frame Sony A7Riii and a brighter lens together with a handheld bright
LED torch to illuminate the braver foxes which come relatively close in.
If that fails, I’ll try off-camera remote flash units (which is how my friends were taking good quality images) but that
means an expensive trip to Jessops!
Robin Bennett / Follow Robin on Twitter as @benne30
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A night on the moors
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Words and photos by Carlos Bedson

Population counts of Peak District mountain hares at night

First published on the People’s Trust for Endangered Species website; used with their permission and our thanks

I recently heard on Radio 4 a repeat of a fascinating The Living World documentary from 2005 which
featured the late Professor Derek Yalden describing the challenges of observing mountain hares Lepus timidus in the
Peak District. Because mountain hares are nocturnal, they are mostly dormant, hiding amongst vegetation by day, which
makes it difficult to find them and figure out how many there may be. At
the end of the radio show Derek articulates his unfulfilled dream of being
able to go out at night and see what the mountain hares are really doing.
Indeed, we do know that these mountain hares in the Peak District are
the only such animals in England and isolated from their Scottish
counterparts by over 200 miles, meaning there is no inward migration,
making them vulnerable to extinction. The last attempts to count the
mountain hares were in the early 2000s. Since then, without exception,
every expert who knows the Peak District moors well, be they
environmental science officer, land owner, game keeper, ranger or
mountain leader guide, has said the same thing to me: the mountain
hares are in decline. Therefore, during my PhD studies, I have firstly
Peak District landscape: Challenging terrain to survey
been conducting distance sampling to try to achieve new estimates of
abundance of mountain hares. This is a well-recognised method of
walking transects and measuring distance and angles to survey animals, then using complex robust statistical analysis
to ascertain numbers. The method works very well, yet for mountain hares can sometimes be hampered by their daytime
hiding behaviour and tendency to flush at very short distances, making the statistical modelling difficult.
In addition, a further challenge I have noticed, is that by day mountain hares are seen less frequently upon the grouse
moors and the young pioneer heather areas, whereas the pellet counts on the ground in these places indicate mountain
hares visit them frequently at night. Therefore day time observations may suggest resting
locations and not be representative of where mountain hares are nocturnally active. By
comparison, European brown hares are known to travel up to two kilometres to their nightly
feeding grounds. So another question is: do mountain hares hide somewhere high up on the
hill by day and come down to the grouse moors at night?
In 2018 we determined to answer some of these questions with the help of a high powered
thermal imager. It is poignant to listen to that Living Word radio programme and hear Derek
Yalden, an incredible natural historian, who spent nearly 40 years surveying Peak District
mountain hares, express this was the very device he was longing for.
Thermal imaging: Mordor or Moor?
I feel very fortunate to be using what is one of the most
advanced pieces of night detection equipment in the
world, to gaze upon the heat radiation signatures from
Caught in broad daylight: a rare
mountain hares. This device has been obtained with the
photograph of a mountain hare
support of People’s Trust for Endangered Species and
found at its favourite night haunt:
heather burn.
the Hare Preservation Trust, both very considerate
discerning charitable organisations which are leading
the way in supporting scientific research on these vulnerable lagomorphs.

The eye of the beholder:
the eye cups of the thermal
imager.

The thermal imager works by interpreting heat radiation and then projecting this on to an internal
screen. At night everything becomes crystal clear and using a white on black viewing parameter,
the moorland habitat is rendered like a negative photograph image, or I like to think, a bit like what Frodo Baggins sees
when he puts on the ring of power in The Fellowship of the Ring.

By day mountain hares are hiding and at the first sign of a human being, they will bolt away at 40 mph never to be seen
again. However, at night mountain hares believe they cannot be seen: they display little or no evasive behaviour. I
have stood watching them with the thermal imager at a distance of 30 metres and they feed, frolic or amble around me,
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feeling confident and safe. This is tremendously helpful. I get a much better and
ecologically authentic impression of where the hares are, how many occur in groups, how
far apart they are from each other.
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When I go out at daytime, I might see between one
and four hares per kilometre that I walk. However with
the thermal imager I can see many more– sometimes
four times as many. They are no longer hiding; they
are active. Some are congregating in groups on
heather burns, feeding together for predator vigilance.
This might make me think that there are bunches
of hares everywhere. However, I also measure the
Looking across the frozen wastes of the
You can run but you can’t hide: a
distance to these groups and between them. The
Peak District with the thermal imager.
mountain hare detected at an
thermal imager is amazing because it lets me see
There were actually six mountain hares on
incredible range of 1,742 metres.
mountain hares sometimes out to 1,000 metres
show here.
range. Yet there are sometimes big gaps in between,
so whist I may get up to ten or twenty detections from a vantage point, these mountain
hares may be very widely spatially distributed.
Thermal imaging is thermal suffering
The other thing that I of course notice (and suffer) is that it is extremely cold on the
moors. Sometimes I am out there at minus 10 or even colder. And what amazes me
is that the mountain hares do not care. They scamper out regardless of the
temperature. Their fur coats are absolutely amazing in protecting them from such
severe temperatures. And fortunately it still releases heat, allowing me to see
Polar expedition coat to survive winter: the only
their thermal signatures.

things showing are the bags under my eyes from

too many nights on the moors. Below: Toasty
So there is a human side to this observation work too. Certainly I have to go
toes with handwarmers in boots.
out in what is literally a Polar expedition down jacket, to allow me to operate
and survive several hours of standing still at these extreme temperatures. I
then suffer from Reynaud’s disease, meaning at low temperatures my fingers turn white, painful, numb
and useless, so I have to keep my hands in thick mittens, with handwarmers inside. I also quickly
sustain painful chilblains in my toes, so recently I have been putting
handwarmers inside my boots, too. And also– the thermal imager; it
too cannot operate well in the cold. So I have to wrap it up in a sock,
with a handwarmer strapped to the battery casing, to allow its power
source to eke out for a few more minutes.

Walking around on the peat bog landscape at night is rather grim. Sometimes there
are marshes, pot holes and treacherous ice surfaces with deep water below. The
thought of falling into a pool of icy bog water at midnight, far from help, fills me with
Records are made
dread and knowing my body’s own cold intolerance, I wonder I might possibly not enjoy the
with voice recorder
experience. I tread carefully. Fortunately nothing has happened so far. The worst nights I have
and transcribed the
known were during March 2018, when there was deep snow upon Holme Moss. One night tramping
next day.
through the thigh deep snowdrifts, it took me two hours to travel 1500 metres. It felt perhaps a
little like Scott of the Antarctic. The mountain hares, by contrast, were not bothered.
I have many more nights to spend on the moors, to achieve thorough and robust coverage of the various habitat types
the mountain hares occupy in the Peak District. Once done, I shall be spending cosy days indoors, examining the
observation records and contrasting them with those I have obtained at the same locations during the day. This may be
used to create comparative descriptions of mountain hare distribution and numbers.
Given everyone says the mountain hares are in decline, this information is sorely needed. The observations of mountain
hares I record with the thermal imager will provide a unique insight to where these animals are roaming, feeding and
socialising by night. This is the view behind the curtain of darkness that Derek Yalden longed for in 2005. I feel privileged
to be able to hold a candle to his dream.
Carlos Bedson / Follow Carlos on Twitter as @CarlosBedson
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“Why can’t you just let nature take over?”

Spring 2020
by Quentin Shaw

“Why can’t you just leave things alone and let nature take over?”

Pic: Ben Osborne (also header thumbnail)

The dog-walker on the footpath seemed quite cross with me. I was taken aback. I had
killed the engine of my chainsaw to let her walk past in peace, and was sitting down on
a log for a rest. I had expecting a polite discussion about the weather rather than a direct
challenge, but it was a good question. When everyone, even national politicians, was talking
about planting a billion more trees, why was I working so hard to cut them down?
And just then ‘letting nature take over’ sounded like an
attractive proposition. I was felling the trees to clear a
coppice, working on a steep slope wearing thick
protective gear on a warm day. It felt like trying to do
manual labour while dressed for a ski trip, in salopettes,
ski boots, gloves and helmet, at the same time as
breathing in two-stroke exhaust fumes. Wouldn’t it just
be easier to let nature take over?
Twenty years ago, the answer to the question would
have been a definite ‘No’. The expert opinion was that
the landscape of the UK was man-made, and that if we
didn’t manage it, it would revert to dense, closedcanopy woodland, so dense that a squirrel could cross
the country from the Wash to the Wirral without ever having to touch the ground.
This great forest would capture carbon and benefit a few species but result in the
extinction of much of our rare and most precious flora and fauna. Wildlife Trusts and
Pic: SWT / Volunteers at The Hollies
charities needed people like me with noisy smelly chainsaws to fell trees and create
the sunlit areas, the edges; clearings and coppices where so many birds, flowers and insects thrive.
In the last few years, however, that expert view has been revised. It seems that maybe the landscape before
man wasn’t one great primal forest: it was more like an African savannah; a mix of great trees, woodlands
and open meadows. And what kept it that way were large grazing animals: wild cattle, deer, bison and even
mammoths. In the winter, when the grass died back, these huge animals survived by grazing on the woody
stuff; eating scrub, tearing down branches and debarking trees. That is what stopped it becoming one huge
forest. The system was in a natural balance: if the population of grazers
rose too high, then in a harsh winter, there would be mass starvation and
die-offs leaving great carcasses lying on the landscape for insects and
scavengers to feed on.
So we could rewild parts of the UK, even Shropshire, if we could somehow
face re-introducing some large wild herbivores. There would need to be
some strong fences, probably electrified, and the reserves would have to
be large enough to let the grazers roam from habitat to habitat as the
seasons changed. The result would be more like safari parks than nature
reserves. Although they wouldn’t be completely wooded, they would
capture a lot of carbon: not just in trees, but in other biomass; in particular
the deep organic, unploughed topsoil of the meadows. Most current nature
reserves would be too small to be re-wilded as they are. To make it work,
we would require wildlife corridors across set-aside land, and perhaps
wildlife bridges over main roads to connect the different areas of habitat.
What seems simple in principle could become very expensive in practice.

Isabella Tree’s Wilding,
about the Knepp Estate
in West Sussex, is the
current go-to popular
read on this subject
(reviewed in SMGN38,
Spring 2019).
As
Quentin
says,
the
desired savannah-like
landscape cannot be
recreated without the
involvement of some
very large grazing and
browsing mammals

Back in my coppice, re-wilding won’t be practical anytime soon. The only
wild grazing animals currently here are rabbits, muntjac and the small roe
deer. The deer do their best to graze down young scrub, but they cannot
Pic: SWT / Conservation volunteers
from the Whitchurch branch
live in the reserve permanently. The problem, ironically, is the lady’s dog. Off the lead, dogs
will sniff out the day-time hides of deer just like their ancestors the wolves did. While the lady
walks her dog here, the deer will spend their days hiding somewhere else, and only sneak back into the reserve at night. If we
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were to introduce larger deer, cattle or even bison, the dog problem would become worse. Some
of these animals would attack a dog.
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So the sensible answer to the lady with the dog would have been: “Yes, we could let nature
take over, but it would mean both of us having to make some big changes”. She would have
to keep her dog on a lead or even walk somewhere else, and I would have to put down my
chainsaw and learn to put up lots of big strong fences.
I’d be willing to give it a go, and I’m hopeful: I think the will is there for us to begin making
some changes. The results could turn Shropshire into a really exciting and diverse county.

Quentin Shaw

The Ludlow foxhounds

14th November 2019

by Jack Riggall

On 14th November last year I joined Shropshire Mammal Group members Tris and Charlie Pearce, Sam Devine-Turner
along with another colleague to see what the Ludlow Fox Hunt were doing around Leinthall Starkes as they were
licensed to use Forestry England’s land for the day. As a government department, F.E. allows hunts on its land across the
country from Cornwall to Yorkshire. Fortunately they now publish (some of) their licensed hunting dates in advance following
a change in policy last August.
In the early afternoon the hunt entered Aston Coppice, one of Forestry England’s
woodlands, and made a half-hearted attempt to disturb foxes using a ‘rolled
tongue’, before calling it a day; most likely due to the prospect of being filmed after
encountering hunt monitors. The ‘rolled
tongue’ is explained as a huntsman
command specific to fox hunting (with
no place in legitimate trail hunting, if
such a thing exists) on a website for law
enforcement professionals with regards
to the Hunting Act 2004 jointly created
by the Royal Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals and the League
Against Cruel Sports as – you can listen
to this explanation here [recording 15].
Video framegrab: T & C
Pearce / Shropshire
Monitors

A Forestry England representative disagreed that this was evidence of
illegal hunting and stated in an email on 13th December that ‘I do not believe anything shown in the
video infers that the hunt were unlawfully chasing wildlife or acting contrary to the terms of their licence’,
which is their decision to make even if factually incorrect. Forestry England did however remove one of
the Ludlow Hunt’s hunting dates (07/01/2020) for a different documented licence breach (not one related
to fox hunting), but more interesting than that was the day after the hunt found us waiting on Forestry
England’s land they themselves removed their remaining licensed hunting dates, confirmed by one of
Forestry England’s representatives who stated in an email dated 17th December that ‘The remaining
fixtures, that were previously disclosed on our website, have cancelled by request from the hunt’.
I’m open to hearing different explanations for this but the only reason I can
think of is that the Ludlow Fox Hunt have no intention of legally hunting (eleven
reports of the Ludlow Hunt illegally hunting have been sent to hunt monitors
this season by members of the public) effectively withdrew their own hunting
licence to avoid scrutiny and to avoid their hunting meets being advertised in
advance.

This petition is worth
considering if you feel
strongly
about
the
misuse of public land for
hunting.

In future, should anyone have information on the Ludlow Fox Hunt,
or any other fox hunts in Shropshire, such as the United Pack who
were documented trespassing on Shropshire Wildlife Trust land in
January, as reported by the Shropshire Star on 23rd January 2020,
then contacting Cheshire Monitors (info@cheshiremonitors.org.uk)
in confidence may help. Please also contact West Mercia Police on
101 if you witness active illegal hunting next season and make sure they give you a police incident number.
Jack Riggall
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Tweets by @PinemartensUK
Idea & Twitter framegrabs by @Skull_Bloke
part 1

Our now to-be regular round-up of Stuart’s greatest camera trap clip tweets since publication of the last Newsletter, for any
members who don’t use Twitter or other social media. You don’t need to be a Twitter user to enjoy these; each framegrabbed
image hides a hyperlink to Stu’s own Twitter account– just press Ctrl and click on the tweet to enjoy each clip and many more
in full. Make sure your sound is turned on too! Ric

Stuart Edmunds
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As some of you know, I moved up to Shropshire last August so I’m still making friends with the land. I sat with
the garden quite a bit in my first month asking how it would like to be and a plan has/is growing out of that.
Thanking all the gods (from my perspective), the garden wanted to be a wildlife garden. This is what I do best, my last
place was a quarter of an acre, so bigger than where I now am, I used to open for the Herefordshire Wildlife Trust. Part
of my ‘sit-with’ in the garden was to notice what wildlife already lived with me.
Loads of butterflies including some I’ve not seen for a good few years, like Comma, various
Fritillaries and Meadows, and Peacocks which had become very scarce around me where I was.
Lots of birds too including swallows, swifts and martins, as well as ravens, buzzards, kestrel, tawny
and barn owls, greater spotted woodpecker pair who come to our
feeders now and long-tailed tits as well as great and blue tits,
blackbirds and a thrush.
On the mammal side we literally have bats
in our attic! We saw them hunting at night
and one managed to get itself into the
living room and out again, thank the gods,
poor thing was terrified. I’m not good at
bats so not sure what they are, probably
pipistrelle Pipistrellus sp. but could be one
of the other small ones. Further mammal
tracks I’ve seen are fox Vulpes vulpes,
badger Meles meles and rabbit Oryctolagus
cuniculus; I think I saw a stoat Mustela
erminea one evening; we also have wood
mice Apodemus sylvaticus, house mice Mus musculus and once a yellow-necked
mouse Apodemus flavicollis, common, pigmy and (I think) water shrews Sorex
araneus, S. minutus and Neomys fodiens respectively, field voles Microtus agrestis,
and a very occasional rat Rattus norvegicus. It would be grand if our pine martens
Martes martes decided to come live up this way too.
The house I moved to had a bare expanse of grass and a lot of unfortunately-placed
self-seeded and/or suckering trees, and some completely mad east-west hedges that
shut off three meters of sunlight from the bits of garden behind them so nothing but
nettles would grow, and they were no use as windbreaks either.
All these had to come out and the garden was very happy with this. It was a lot of
work but the trees and bushes popped out, or came down, very easily. As we all
know, a garden is a continuous WIP (work in progress).
We did amazing things clearing and rejuvenating during October and November then
had a break over December and January. February began with some serious
tree work; this area grows sycamores like there’s no tomorrow so I now have a
shed full of wood seasoning for next winter. Of course, it’s also good habitat for
wee beasties and creepy crawlies, I’m always careful taking wood when I come
to burning it to make sure I don’t cook little critters. The tree surgeons were
excellent and very wildlife friendly so their work is not at all intrusive, in fact a
friend who came said “I thought you were having some trees down.” “We have!”
I responded! It looks so natural. And now my gardener and I have just begun a
double job. The first bit is to clear the area by the front door of a heap of
boulders (some have the most gorgeous moss on them) to make a hot-herb
garden. It’s partly walled and facing south, and already has a fab sage bush and
some nice mint, a lovely place to sit as well as good for the kitchen and the bees.
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The boulders are going up to the pond. Back in October, we dug a crater for the
pond. In January my husband Paul helped lay the liner so it could fill up with
rainwater; these storms we’re having have a use in the garden! Now my
gardener, who’s also very good with stonework, will be building a waterfall from
the boulders.
In November we also planted a wildlife hedge.
The north side of the garden had only a good
stock-fence covered in nettles and brambles
while the rest of garden is enclosed in a
gorgeous thick, tall holly hedge that the birds
and wildlife adore. They’re only babies as yet
but I’ve planted hornbeam, wild privet, gorse,
juniper, a Scots Pine, rowan, a crab apple, and
some spindles, some wild roses and some shrub roses too. There’s some willow and a
flowering currant, a cotoneaster and a rescued Christmas tree too! I’m intending to add
some eating apples and a cherry, berberis, Paul’s Scarlet hawthorn (because it’s so
gorgeous), and sweet box. And I’ve made space to keep the brambles for both me and
the mice; they even got to make blackberry gin last autumn! All of these will be excellent
for the small mammals and so, in their turn, for the larger ones. The small mammals
are good for the owls and other large predators; maybe there’ll be a sparrowhawk this
summer. In Herefordshire, we were privileged to have a pair who hunted the garden.
It’s so good to know you’re providing the right ecology for the wildlife, having top
predators like hawks (maybe even falcons) is a very good sign of that.
The pond at my last place in Herefordshire was a big pond. In the pix below the one on the left is my old Herefordshire
pond at the edge of the Woody Bit; on the right is the crater for the new pond here at Park Farm and behind it some of
the young hedge plants
we put in.
The old pond had pondskaters, water snails,
leeches
and
worms,
water
beetles
and
boatmen, and the larvae
of all sorts of things like
caddisfly,
alderfly,
dragonfly and damselfly
so we had dragonflies
and damsels as well as
frogs, toads (we saw two
toads in the garden last
autumn) and all three newt species. None of these are mammals of course but all of them are in the food-chain to feed
mammals and so part of the whole ecology. I don’t suppose it will be long before the new pond starts being colonised
by pond critters. We even had a moorhen pair in Herefordshire, who regularly nested on
our last pond and I often hear a pair close by, maybe they’ll like our new pond too … here’s
hoping.
I brought a load of plants with me from the last garden as the people who were coming in
seriously did not want them! Half of these got transplanted in the autumn, including all
the roses, and are doing good in this scarily mild winter we’re having. I’ll be transplanting
the rest of them over the coming month once I stop being blown away every time I stick
my nose out of the back door. There’s quite a lot for the shady areas to go in like
Lungworts, Lady’s Mantle, hardy geraniums; I’ve just planted some native bluebells, in the
green, so I’m hoping I might even see a few flowers this May and next year they should
have come on well. I did aconites and snowdrops in the green too and they’ve taken hold
nicely. The bulbs I panted in the autumn are coming along well and our first ones to show
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were the miniature irises – such a fabulous colour. And the small daffodils are getting going along with the dog-tooth
violets.
My predecessor at this house was very keen on pebbles. Perhaps she didn’t realise the frightful weeding problem she
left me? Whatever, I’ve scrapped the pebbles; they’re helping to make the parking yard
less muddy, or being excellent anchoring for some gateposts. The areas were seeded with
grass last autumn and it’s all coming up well, thanks again to the mild winter. I much prefer
just to mow where I need to, and it’s much better for all the wildlife too; blackbirds love
grass for bugs and insects and so do lots of other things, even me, a soft green background
starred with daisies and buttercups and selfheal is real eye-candy, and the scent is good for
the nose too.
The place still feels a bit like a building site as it and me get ourselves together now it has
more light, as well as lots of new and different plants to feed the insects, bees and birds,
and so everything else. I’m gently looking forward (but no rush!) to how it will be, come
May-June, full of life and buzzing with insects I hope.
Oh and that reminds me, my neighbour is going to build me (and herself, and the farmer
next door who’s giving us the logs) a log beehive. She’s even teaching herself to carve
faces so we can have one like this.
And in case you’re interested, I did plan to open the garden on Sunday 21st June for
Shropshire Wildlife Trust so you could come see how this WIP is going… but that’s all subject
to how we get on with Covid-19. More news as we have it, meanwhile, keep safe!
Elen Sentier
Park Farm House, Smethcott, SY6 6NZ

Bargain Hunt… Mammal Group style

How’s this? Treebeard or Merlin?

by Ric Morris

Many of you who know me personally or already follow me on social media will know that I am an avid boot sale, eBay
and charity shop hunter; shunning most pre-loved clothing and random household items, but concentrating on books,
DVDs and CDs, often with a wildlife or natural history flavor. With the current pandemic, charity shops have closed their doors
and boot sales are suspended, so it seems a good time to share some of my all-time favourite bargains with you.
I’ve been collecting the Wildlife Photographer of the Year Portfolio books for many years, and around 2007-2008
these used to sell for well over published price, some volumes fetching extremely high prices from collectors. The
rarest portfolios were numbers 1, 3 and 5, published for the 1991, 1993 and 1995 competitions, which could
often fetch anything up to £300 a copy. Even Portfolio 10 could fetch over £100, though now it’s under a tenner.
Since the financial crash you can pick copies up for very much less, and I’ve seen Portfolio 1 on bootsales for as
little as a pound or two in the past. Obviously the sellers haven’t done their homework as these can still command
at least £50 on eBay. The edition you’d ideally look for has the dustjacket with the block capital title; the cursive
script edition was published later, to fit in with the design style of subsequent books. One hugely optimistic eBay
seller is currently offering the ultra-rare 1990 ‘pre-portfolio’ in slipcase for a
massive three thousand pounds! It’s been listed for months with very little
interest (apart from me, I suspect). I’ve also got one, for a fraction of one
percent of that price, but never been able to ascertain its origin; there’s no
publisher named on the end plates and no year of publishing (although it’s
the winning images from 1990). I suspect that it may have
been a special limited edition for shareholders or board
Two editions of the legendary
and still highly desirable
members of British Gas, which sponsored the contest between
WPOTY Portfolio One
1990 and 2003. Another example of a fossil fuel corporation
trying to establish green credentials!
Sir David Attenborough’s work is obviously recommended; his more common printed books and DVD sets, including
Life of Mammals can often be picked up for less than a fiver, but I also enjoy his audio books. Three of his early Quest
books (Dragon, Capricorn and Paradise) from the 1950s-60s are available as abridged audios; his Life Stories and New
Life Stories triple CD sets are ideal to drop into, at only 12 minutes or so an episode. The really immersive one is his
unabridged 16 CD Life on Air autobiography. The print version has been extended twice since first edition, and the
audiobook corresponds to the 2008 second edition. I picked up the Life on Air discs from Newtown’s Air Ambulance
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shop for a fiver, and the triple disc New Life Stories (with a whole collection of reduction stickers on
the case), from the Severn Hospice shop in Craven Arms for 99p! Most audio books are also available
to download or stream online of course, if you don’t need a physical copy, though you’ll either have to
subscribe to stream, or to pay commercial rates for a download. Now and again you might find signed
copies of his books; there was a signed Life of Birds in Oxfam Shrewsbury a couple of years ago priced
at £20. I’ve found signed copies of Zoo Quest for a Dragon and Life in the Undergrowth for very much
less though.

Don’t overlook magazines – there are often stacks of old National Geographics propping up shelves, usually in the scuzzier
charity shops and if you can bear to search through for a mammal article that interests you, the assistant will happily take your
20p. You may get ten issues for a pound, it depends how desperate they are! I suspect most mainstream charities give them
a fortnight on display then it’s off to recycling… the really upmarket ones (usually Oxfam) and the bona fide antique dealers
might put them in a cellophane sleeve and
sell them as collector items for up to a fiver.
Far cheaper to buy a 1990s complete set on
CD-ROM! Often you’ll find five or ten year
old back issues of BBC Wildlife, better still
its pre-1983 antecedent Wildlife magazine
(1974-83) or best of all perhaps, bound
issues of the even earlier Animals magazine (1963-74). Some of these old magazines will
feature Wildlife Photographer results from the years before the Portfolio books publication. Regular readers and followers will
remember I’ve plundered vintage Animals mags for Newsletter articles and social media posts in the past!
Field guides for normal naturalists are very common, but anatomy
books for the freaky bone geek are also to be found occasionally.
Naturally I can’t resist Mammals of Britain Their Tracks Trails and Signs
by M.J. Lawrence and R.W. Brown. Since I use this for teaching my
bones ID workshops, I have multiple copies of the more comprehensive
second edition. Occasionally these turn up in the charities for under a
fiver, but buying on eBay and Amazon can often incur postal charges
too, depending on the seller. I found I.W. Cornwall’s 1956 classic
Bones for the Archaeologist for a couple of quid in Bishops Castle
Severn Hospice shop (they never thought they’d sell it!); I’ve seen a
couple of copies in Oxfam Shrewsbury too, where they were asking rather more. Gerald J Tortora’s
Atlas of the Human Skeleton was spotted and bought in Oxfam Ludlow for £1.99; again something
I already owned but an invaluable extra copy to use on my bones workshops. Depending on your
mammal of interest, you can find dissection and anatomy guides for rats, dogs, horses, veterinary
and medical textbooks, forensic manuals and anthropological and archaeological reference works.
I love the artwork of the late Charles Tunnicliffe and the Ladybird seasonal What
to look for in… books from the late 50s and early 60s were classic. There were
many other fine artists working on the Ladybird nature books too, and there’s
a whole Twitter account to celebrate the illustrations (@LBFlyawayhome). For
more vintage Tunnicliffe, look out for the Brooke Bond tea card albums; he
illustrated Tropical Birds, British Birds (at least two sets), three series of Wild Flowers, Asian and African Wild
Life and more. I collected these as a child of course, always loving the natural history sets more than the
cars, transport or famous people. I rarely filled an album though; I suppose the family didn’t drink enough
tea. My old half completed sets are long gone, replaced by more carefully cherished completed albums from
random lucky finds, guide price is between a pound (on a bootsale) and a fiver (in an upmarket charity shop).
Again, scans of many of these beauties are on my Facebook page and will often appear in the Newsletter.

So, all these goodies celebrated, and I still haven’t mentioned the Collins New Naturalist books; the Sunday
Times Animals of Britain series, there’s been a few really interesting non-Attenborough DVDs I’ve acquired recently… hmmm,
plenty of scope for a further article, I think. Happy bargain hunting!
Ric Morris / Follow Ric on Twitter as @Skull_Bloke
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by Sam Devine-Turner

(*Wounded Badger Patrol)

Oops!

Hi Ric,
I should have checked it before it went out, but I've realised that somehow I attached an unfinished copy of my WBP article!! Eek!
I know you can't do anything about it now, but I've attached the full version. Maybe it could go in the next newsletter, as an
amendment. Oh dear. So sorry about this!
Thanks, Sam
As requested, here’s the full version of Sam’s article from the previous Newsletter…
Shropshire saw its second season of the cruel and unnecessary badger Meles meles cull begin in September 2019; though teams
of people were out in force for many months prior to this. Throughout the year, wildlife lovers searched parts of Shropshire high
and low for badger setts and other signs such as latrines, runs and pawprints to find out where
our stripy faced friends were most likely to be targeted by those intent on killing innocent
individuals. Every badger record we can make helps us protect them; from roadkill badgers, to
setts, to pawprints. It’s really important for people to report all of these signs to Shropshire
Badger Group and Shropshire Mammal Group whether they’re out surveying for badgers
specifically or just happen across signs of them.
Training and recruitment sessions offered throughout August gave opportunities for new patrollers
to learn how to spot signs of badgers, and one lucky group of trainees were delighted to see two
badgers snuffling around near a well-used sett, as well as a
pair of foxes running around through a field of nonchalant
sheep adjacent to the sett. Everyone who attended this
session joined Shropshire’s wounded badger patrol team,
likely prompted by feeling fierce love and protection for our
badgers after seeing such beautiful creatures so
undeserving of the mass slaughter facing them.

Lush badger print

Throughout the cull season, protectors of our largest
mustelid were out day and night. While those mystical
pixies painstakingly scoured the countryside for cages, our very own
patrollers marched along footpaths throughout the cull zone patrolling for
injured badgers.

Medical advice is not to touch your face…
or anyone else’s face.
SMG can accept no responsibility etc etc

Message dated 6/1/2020…

Fuzzy badger in the cull zone

From a team of about fifty patrollers, there were usually between three and eight patrollers out every
single night of the cull. And what dedicated souls they were – a massive heartfelt thank you to all
those who were involved in the anti-cull efforts this year, it can take a lot
An active sett
out of people physically and emotionally.Wounded Badger Patrol aims to
walk the footpaths throughout the cull zone in the evening, listening out for
gunshots and looking out for unusual activity such as vehicles parked in
fields, so that they can help injured badgers. One method of culling badgers
is to free shoot them, which means shooting them from a distance while they
forage. This method is particularly inhumane as over 5% of badgers take
longer than five minutes to die, due to factors including amateur shooters
taking poor shots and weather influencing the trajectory of the bullets. If
gunshots are heard, a badger may be wounded and may be in need of urgent
medical help.
As serious and depressing as this is, there are upsides to going out on patrol.
Throughout the cull this year we heard tawny owls almost every night; we
saw badgers, foxes and hares through thermal imagers; we saw badgers run
across roads in front of us, or saw their bums disappear into hedgerows; we
saw curious foxes sitting in fields staring at us; we helped toads cross the
road on wet nights; we saw wood mice sitting in hedgerows gorging on
berries; we saw little sparrows all tucked in for the night behind some ivy. In some areas, the wildlife was
absolutely abundant and it was beyond beautiful. In other areas however, the lack of wildlife and the
monoculture of the countryside was incredibly stark.
A further perk to patrol was connecting with like-minded people. It was always cathartic to be able to rant at each other about the
injustices some people commit towards our beautiful wildlife and countryside. Firm friendships were formed during the cull and many
people have been inspired and enraged to join further wildlife efforts after the cull ended.
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We’ll never know how many badgers were saved through combined efforts of all badger protectors
out during the cull. We will know how many badgers lost their lives when the figures are released.
During the 2018 cull season, cull zone 31 which contains parts of Staffordshire, Cheshire and
Shropshire saw 3979 badgers ruthlessly murdered. What we do know is that we saved some lives,
whatever the number might be. Some of our beautiful stripy friends made it through the cull and
continue to inhabit their setts in defiance.
The more people who join the anti-cull efforts, the more lives we can save. If you would like to join
our
team
of
patrollers
during
the
cull
period
next
year,
contact
us
on
shropshirewoundedbadgers@gmail.com. If you can offer help surveying for badger setts over spring
and summer, and want to know more about other
anti-cull activities you can get involved in, email
shropshireagainstthecull@yahoo.com.

Toad encounter Bufo bufo

[Subject to Corvid-19, we had planned to put]
on training events throughout the year leading
up to the next cull period including badger track
& signs, map reading and leading teams of
patrollers as well as delivering a roadshow of
talks about the cull so keep an eye out for [any
news of these happening] to help get yourself
prepared for the next cull season.
Let’s save the lives of our beautiful badgers, together.

Lovely latrine

Malcolm’s bit!

Sam Devine-Turner

Featuring membership matters and other updates
by Malcolm Monie
SMG Treasurer and Membership Secretary

Shropshire Mammal Group is grateful to its corporate members for their support.
Pearce Environment Ltd
Field Studies Council, Preston Montford
The total of our wonderful membership continues to hover around the 150 mark but the job of collecting subscription
renewals is gradually getting easier! And why is that? Possibly I'm getting more efficient, but mainly because most
new members have opted to pay by direct debit, as have about half of our longer standing ones. This month and last,
80-90% of renewals were paid that way but in January (the busiest month dating back to the days when all renewals
were at the start of the year), it was only about 50%. To change to direct debit, there is no need to wait to your next
renewal, so why not do it now? You won't be charged until your usual renewal month. To set up a mandate, simply go
to GoCardless.com using this link: https://dashboard.gocardless.com/api/paylinks/0TG462JMVB
You will need your own bank sort code and account number, as found on any of your cheques, but not
SMG's details.
A huge thank you to all the members who have sent in species contributions for our
Shropshire Mammal Atlas. Although I am not supposed to be co-ordinating this, I must offer
an apology for the delay in getting material on to the website. Perhaps now that diaries have suddenly
been cleared, we will be able to sort out the material that has come in and see where the gaps still are.
Meanwhile, do keep collecting records and sending them in (see website for how to submit them if you're
not sure). The current maps are just a snapshot and we will be wanting to update them
regularly. Also published this month is the Mammal Society’s national atlas; well worth
browsing during the lock-down!
After a reported sighting last year, there's a survey planned for June
in the Battlefield area of Shrewsbury. Whether we will be able to go
ahead at that time remains to be seen. The mild winter and the resulting
continued vegetation growth has brought water voles out unusually early. Several
sightings were made by Kate Long in Whitchurch in January and February. The vole in
the photo was snapped by Kate adjacent to the Wood Yard in the centre of town on 1st
March.
Malcolm Monie

Pic by Kate Long
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Before doing so and because confession is good for the soul, I should explain my relevance to this subject. I was, for nearly ten years,
Natural England’s Executive Director for Science & Evidence. Alongside a host of other responsibilities, I was, from 2010 to 2015,
responsible for NE’s wildlife management functions, including wildlife licensing. Licensing of activities relating to badgers – usually
where they were creating a problem
for humans in domestic dwellings,
churchyards, etc, but also in relation
to research and survey work – had
always formed part of this role, so it
was inevitable that Defra should ask
NE to take on the licensing role in
respect of the cull. I was, therefore,
the licensing authority for badger
culling, from 2012 until my
retirement in 2015. Beyond this, NE
is the Government’s statutory
conservation advisor, so we were
also heavily involved in providing
advice to successive Secretaries of
State on whether they should invest
in culling or not – we and I thought
not – and in the construction of the
culling regime once the decision had
been taken. More of all that in any
future article. In the meantime and
for the record, let me just say that
culling badgers as a contribution to
the Government’s bTB eradication
strategy makes no sense in scientific
or conservation terms and only very
little sense in policy or political
terms.
You may think that I will, therefore,
be welcoming the present Government’s belated conversion to reason. But I am more cautious than that.
It’s still far from sure that they get it. In essence, the Government’s announcement says that because the
bTB strategy thus far has been successful in reducing the incidence of the disease, they will phase out
badger culling over the next 5 years and replace it with widespread vaccination of both cattle and badgers.
Let’s examine that a step at a time.
The success of the badger cull?
Is the widespread culling of one of England’s few surviving ‘large’ mammals proving successful? The
Government’s claim appears to rest on three pillars: anecdotal evidence from farmers; a limited number
of research studies in specific areas; and an examination of trends in new disease outbreaks. Well, I
think we can dismiss the anecdotal evidence. Not because farmers are inherently untrustworthy or
because anecdotal evidence is useless. Farmers I’m sure will honestly report what they think they are
seeing and anecdotal evidence has real value in adding colour and ground truthing to dry statistical
analysis and arcane research reports. But farmers don’t know if badgers on their land were infected with
bTB; will only have a hazy sense of whether culling has removed badgers from their land; and generally
have little idea of what has caused a specific herd breakdown. My experience is that they even struggled
to identify individual badger setts prior to the pilot culls in Gloucestershire and Somerset. We do know,
however, that very few badgers killed in culling have ever been autopsied to establish the presence of
bTB; that the transmission of the disease between species
is proven but demands highly specific circumstances; and
A NE badger cull licence from www.gov.uk
that around 95% of transmission is cattle to cattle.
(issued 11/9/2019)
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My original intention in writing this piece, was to reflect on the politics and science of the badger cull as it arrives in South
Shropshire this autumn with the creation of yet another cull zone. I was halfway through composing this when the Government
announced that it was going to phase out badger culling over the next five years. Does this mean the end of the cull? Will it now come
to Shropshire at all? Why are they doing this? With these questions to consider, my original article seemed overtaken by events. So
while I may still inflict it on you at some later date, I thought it might be more helpful to think about the rationale and possible
repercussions of the Government’s announcement.
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I’m also unconvinced by the research. The Government have relied largely on a single study carried out by the Animal & Plant Health
Agency (APHA). This looks at the outcome of the strategy in Gloucestershire and reports a significant reduction in herd breakdown in
2016 and 2017. I have no reason to doubt this. But I am curious that they didn’t include the numbers from 2018, available when the
APHA report was published, which show new herd breakdowns going back up. Nor do they appear to take account of continued increases
post 2012, after culling had started. Moreover, the whole endeavour is flawed by their inability to ascribe
‘success’ to any of the elements of the bTB control strategy in isolation. For the strategy does not rely simply
on culling, despite this dominating the coverage. It also includes measures tightening controls on cattle
movements; enhanced biosecurity on farm; and a modest reliance on badger vaccination. We really don’t
know what the contribution of each of these measures is to any real or perceived reduction in bTB. But we
do know that in Wales, which has placed reliance on improved
biosecurity and an enhanced testing regime, without
widespread culling, there has been a sustained reduction in new
outbreaks of more than 40%.

Meanwhile, Farmers Weekly
published this in May 2013:
“DEFRA has released an
infographic explaining the
need for a badger cull to
control bovine tuberculosis
in cattle. In a bid to counter
the publicity drive by anticull campaigners, the online
poster sets out key facts on
the spread of the disease
and its cost to the taxpayer
if left unchecked.
The
infographic is designed to
be
printed
or
shared
through social media along
with the Twitter hashtag
#tbfree”. Hmm.

As for the overall trend in the disease, this shows little real sign
of adopting a downward trajectory.
Incidence of herd
breakdown in a particular area have always tended to fluctuate
from year to year and the period from 2013 to 2020 while
culling has been active is no different. Perhaps most telling is
the NFU’s claim that culling must continue because around
30,000 cattle went to premature slaughter in 2019 due to bTB.
I’m sure that number is right. But I’m equally sure that the number going to premature slaughter in 2012
(the year before culling began) was around 26,000. So, seven years of culling at a cost of about £160m
and involving the deaths of over 100,000 badgers has delivered what exactly? An extra 4,000 cows a year
being infected with bTB and being slaughtered earlier than they would have been in the normal course of
farming.
Of course, the Government’s own definition of success depends on
killing 70% of the badgers in a licence area, where culling activity
covers 70% of the area and sees no detriment to humans. The first
two elements of this are drawn from the evidence of RBCT about what
measures enable a cull to be as effective as possible – and even then
RBCT tells us that you only get a 16% in new herd breakdowns. So the
Government’s definition is highly selective and tells us nothing about
impact on the disease itself. You will forgive me if I conclude that the
cull is very far from being a success in terms of its real objective – the
reduction of bTB.

Phasing out culling?
The Government’s announcement proclaims that badger culling will be
phased out over the next five years. Really? And if so, how will they
achieve this? I think we have to understand that “phasing out” doesn’t
mean that culling will stop now. It seems certain that existing culls will
be allowed to continue culling up the end of their initial four year licence. For once the science
supports this. Evidence from the RBCT (for which see my forthcoming piece, if I ever write it) says
that for culling to be effective at all, it needs to continue for four years. And I assume that they
will permit cull zones that have completed their initial licence to continue with so-called
maintenance culling for up to a further five years. Might that also apply to culls completing their
initial four years within the phase out period? In which case, phasing out may take rather longer
than five years. And tens of thousands of badgers will die for no good reason.
Least certain – and most troubling – is the fate of culls planned to start in 2020. I’m no longer
close to these things but from my experience those areas will already have been selected and will
be working hard to put the arrangements in place to allow a licence to be issued. Individual
farmers, the cull companies they form and the NFU as their underwriter will already have incurred
costs. Will they be told to stand down? All of the noises from my farming neighbours suggest that
they still think there will be a cull in South Shropshire come the autumn. That will mean four years
of intensive culling here.
We should also bear in mind that the Government have given themselves an out. Indeed, there
are two escape clauses in their statement. Because culling has been successful it will be phased
out and reliance placed on a vaccination programme. If we agree that culling has been successful
so far (and I don’t – see above) there is nothing to give us confidence that it will continue to be so.

Effect of proactive culling during and after trial shows no overall benefit to badger culling for bTB control
in cattle (Jenkins et al., 2010). Screengrab and graph from https://blogs.ubc.ca/badgered/
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Incidence of bTB fluctuates over time within a steadily rising trend. If that goes on, this Government could well confess that it had
rushed to judgement and should extend the phase out. And vaccination might be more difficult than they currently imagine (see below)
and so may need to be delayed and the cull continued. Call me a cynic if you must but I will be confident that the phase out is complete
when culling actually stops.

Vaccination of badgers was rejected by Owen Paterson in 2012 for two reasons – cost
and the fact that vaccination doesn’t cure already infected badgers. This is almost
completely spurious, other than it is
probably true that a single shot of vaccine
costs more than a single bullet. The cost
argument falls down because the process
used – cage trapping the badger and
injecting it – is the same as that used to
cull – cage trapping and shooting. So
called “controlled shooting” – killing free
roaming badgers at bait points – has
largely been abandoned. And while it is
true that vaccination is not a cure, once
you have vaccinated for three years or a
little longer (the lifespan of the badger is
around three years) you will begin to
create herd immunity and possibly
inherited immunity.
Vaccination is
already practiced in the edge area of
some cull areas and in the low risk zone
(broadly the east midlands and central
southern England). Its time may have
come.
Cattle vaccination is both easier and
more problematic. Easier because we
know where the cattle are and we know
we can vaccinate them all.
More
problematic because it has proved
difficult to develop a marker that will
distinguish between a vaccinated cow and an infected
one. And without that, export, especially to the EU remains a challenge. But these are not insoluble
problems. The five years the Government has given itself to phase out the cull should prove enough.
Especially if they were to move to mandate use of the gamma interferon test for all cattle. This is far
more reliable than the old skin test, which provides large numbers of both false positives – leading to
unnecessary slaughter of cattle – and false negatives, leading to neglected reservoirs of the disease.
To make a success of a vaccination-led approach, the Government will need to commit resources and to
turn a deaf ear to the protests of the NFU. But in doing so they might at last stand a fighting chance of
turning the tide.

Shropshire Star 5/3/2020

Conclusion
You will have gathered that I am no fan of the cull. It is a lazy, prejudice-based response to a serious
problem. It is unsupported by science or by evidence.
It is highly
questionable in conservation terms. With colleagues and in NE’s statutory
advice, I told Government that it would not work. It gives me little
satisfaction to be proved right. I am not convinced that the pledge to phase
out the cull will be honoured and I am concerned that, even if it is, the process
will involve yet more suffering for the poor bloody badger. So maybe oneand-a-half cheers for the announcement and a little hope to cling on to.

Shall we end Andrew’s article with some heartwarming badger cubs? I think we shall.
From https://blogs.ubc.ca/badgered/ again

Andrew Wood
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More from https://blogs.ubc.ca/badgered/
Posted 29/3/2016

Badger vaccination pictures by Tris Pearce

Relying on vaccination?
Vaccination has always been the holy grail of opponents of the cull. Is the moment
when it comes into its own? When NE were advising Hilary Benn on this issue when
he was Defra Secretary of State, he concluded that there was no merit in culling and
that Government should instead invest in research to produce better vaccines. It
seems that the present Government is slowly coming round to the same view, but only
after years of effort and expense and 100,000 dead badgers.
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Events not compiled by SMG Committee this time.

The Shropshire Mammal Group Committee very much regrets
to announce that all Group meetings, surveys and activities
are cancelled indefinitely, with immediate effect due to the
current medical situation.
Similarly, all other mammal related talks and events that we
would normally recommend, such as local branch meetings of
Shropshire Wildlife Trust, have already been cancelled or
postponed by the organisers until further notice.
We urge all our members to do everything they can to comply
with the law, best practice regarding social distancing and if
necessary, complete self-isolation.
We hope you and your loved ones are all able to keep safe
and well. See you on the other side!
Ric and the SMG Committee
And finally…

There is not a lot I can add to the above, really… Sorry this has become necessary but it’s for the best.
However, ‘normal’ life can and must go on as far as possible. We’re all under lockdown now, but those of us lucky enough
to live in the countryside or even to just have a garden may still be able to spot a mole tunneling under the lawn, a
hedgehog nosing in the flowerbeds at dusk or even a weasel hunting over the rockery. You may have bats in the loft, or
even mice (no, not enjoyable, but, hey!) Keep an eye out. What small mammals might your naughty outside cat drag in,
for instance? For those of us fortunate enough to enjoy a rural view from our dwelling, you may spot a fox in the fields
out back, squirrels in the trees, even deer or rabbits on the hillside opposite, to say nothing of the satisfaction we can get
from simply watching and listening to the garden birds on a smaller patch. It will all help to keep us connected to our
beloved wildlife and keep our mental health from plunging. Elen Sentier, in this issue, has shown it’s possible to make
valuable mammal records within the confines of a garden, and when it’s necessary to pop out for a food shop, there’s a
chance to spot some roadkill. Yes, maybe a bit grim, but it’s still a mammal record. Perhaps we can set ourselves the
challenge of pestering Lorcán with a few more of these mundane records (well, the hypothetical weasel is not mundane!)
that we might not normally submit because they’re not ‘exciting’ enough? His contact details are on the page footers as
you know!
And of course… ahem… you could write something for the Summer Newsletter, issue 43? Even if you’re confined
to the house why not have a poke around on TV catchup for some mammal related telly, or pick up a decent book
as Dave Lewis has done, and review that? Don’t hold back… Get scribing… you know it makes sense!
See you soon, be good. Signing off for now.
Ric Morris
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