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MAMMAL SURVEY AT EVANTON WOOD 
Summary

Evanton wood is a mixed plantation with some areas of semi-natural woodland Dawson, T (2013). It is owned by Evanton Wood Community Company (EWCC), and this survey has been carried out at their request.  The wood is known to have a range mammal species including red squirrels, pine martens, otters, badgers, rabbits and deer.  The purpose of this survey was to ascertain evidence of these species and any others that may come to light. The survey found that as a well used wood by walkers and cyclists, actual sightings of mammals is limited. Therefore, finding signs of mammals is easier and that perhaps the use of more camera traps might provide 
Introduction

In total, five surveys were undertaken over a twelve month period from December 2012 to November 2013.  The surveys were undertaken at dawn.  
Dates





Season

Wednesday 5 December 2012

Winter

Saturday 5 January 2013


Winter

Wednesday 8 May 2013


Spring

Thursday 18 July 2013


Summer

Thursday 7 November 2013

Autumn

The map attached shows all observations made in the wood during the five surveys.  There are 5 target notes shown and they are related to thus:
#1
Stripped cones (Scot’s Pine) – red squirrel. Comp 1a ridge.
#2
Stripped cones (larch) – red squirrel. Comp 7 near river.
#3
Pawprint on mink trap – mink. Comp 7 side of river.
#4
Droppings – pine marten. Comp 6 in plantation.
#5
Snuffle marks and paw prints – badger. Comp 8 along track and in plantation.
There is a possible red squirrel drey in Compartment 1a high up in a Scot’s pine tree on the edge of the ridge near the forest school clearing.  This needs to be confirmed.

Site description

A detailed description of the wood is provided by the Phase 2 survey undertaken by Dawson, T (2013).  It shows that this mixed wood has a number of distinct areas which have been broken down into compartments.  During the mammal surveys, all the areas were covered.

In the biodiversity report of the wood (2011), it shows that EWCC are meeting the objectives of the local Biodiversity Action Plan (LBAP) through enhancing woodland biodiversity through sensitive management of existing native woodland and mature plantations.  Important mammal species in the LBAP include red squirrel, pine marten, otter, badger and wild cat.  The report shows that all these species have been recorded in the wood over time but that sightings are sporadic at best.  
More recently, this wood has been identified as a red squirrel stronghold by Forestry Commission Scotland.  It is part of the Glen Glass stronghold and the advice statement prepared by Grey-Stephens, G (2013) outlines how woodland management should favour red squirrels.  This might had some implications for management of the woodland but from what I have seen, the wood is well suited for red squirrels and the proposed management actions should not compromise this.  

Survey methods and results

Desk top 
Records of some species have been found on the NBN (National Biodiversity Network) and the See Red Highland websites.  This confirms records for red squirrels, otters, badgers, pine martens and mink. 

Field work
Field guides were used such as the BBC sheets (attached) and animal signs/tracks field book shown in the reference section.  Each visit took place at dawn which should be a quiet time in terms of visitors and a time that mammals are starting to move around and be active.  A quiet walk around the wood, covering all habitat areas (as shown in Dawson, T 2013) gave me the best chance to witness any activity and to spot any mammal signs.  The seasons showed different aspects – snow cover in winter allowed good evidence of animal tracks, lack of vegetation in winter and spring made observation easier and summer warmth made the survey quite pleasant!  The following is a summary of each mammal known in the wood and any sightings or signs found. 
Red squirrels
Red squirrels rely on woodland. They feed, nest and breed in trees and need good amounts of well-managed woodlands to survive.  The biggest problem they face is the grey squirrel, but luckily there are none in the Highlands.  They have been sighted in the wood, but few since 2010.  During the surveys, none were observed.  However, signs were seen such as a drey and stripped cones:  
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Local people have observed that sightings of red squirrels have reduced over the years. Reasons could be due to the following:

· Disturbance from forest operations

· Increase in pine marten populations
· Disturbance from people and dogs visiting the wood

This wood forms part of the Forestry Commission’s suite of red squirrel stronghold woodlands.  As part of the Glen Glass stronghold, it is important that the wood retains features which favour red squirrels in terms of species type and structure.  Feeders have been placed throughout the wood with varying success.  It is possible that pine martens are getting more out of the feed than the red squirrels!  The use of camera traps should confirm this assumption.
Badgers
This is Britain’s largest remaining carnivore and is a specialist feeder on earthworms.  They are largely nocturnal and they emerge from their burrows (setts) under the cover of dusk or darkness. A badger sett is well known in the western end of the wood where the plantation lies on the north facing slope above Allt Graad.  The conifers are dense and dominated by Douglas Fir and Norway Spruce (Dawson, T).  There is a lot of evidence of badger activity along the path to the western end of the wood including snuffle marks, ground disturbance and paw tracks (observed during the winter survey).  
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Otter/Mink
The otter belongs to the same family as badgers, weasels, stoats, pine marten and mink. Scotland is a European stronghold for the otter where they occur all over the country, east and west. They are solitary, semi-aquatic mammals which feed on fish and crustaceans. Mink are found in similar habitats.  Mink are a direct threat to water voles (see below).  
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Both otters and mink are recorded on the NBN in this area.  A mink raft has been placed in the river and this has resulted in evidence of mink tracks.  Local resident John MacDonald has seen several sightings of otters over the years.  None were observed during the surveys.  
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Print of polecat fore and hind foot.
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I was unable to find signs of otter spraints at the river but perhaps a more detailed survey of the river might reap results.
Pine martens

There were many signs of pine martens along the tracks in the wood.  No actual sightings were observed during the surveys but there is no doubt that they are present.
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It has been observed by many that the number of pine martens has increased substantially since they reached protected status in 1981.  This cat sized mammal is of the weasel family with long bodies and covered with dark brown fur with a large creamy throat patch.  They can be a threat to red squirrels if the latter population is very low.  
Deer – red and roe

These are the two native types of deer in Scotland.  Roe is found more commonly in woodland and observations confirm this fact.  They can cause considerable tree damage through browsing seedlings and bark stripping activities on saplings and mature trees.  None were observed during the surveys though there is evidence of droppings throughout the wood.  It would seem that the deer population is not too high in the wood as tree damage is negligible.
Hare/rabbits/foxes
Rabbits and hares are a browsing species and can cause considerable vegetation damage.  Rabbits were observed during one of the surveys. It is more likely that hares would be found on adjacent farmland fields.  Foxes have been seen in the wood. Of all the carnivores, the fox is one of the most adaptable and can be found in almost every habitat.  They are mainly active at night, but can be seen in daytime.
Water voles

These are the largest of the British vole species.  They usually live beside water bodies where they feed on grasses and herbs growing on the banks where they dig their burrows.  They are threatened by the presence of the mink (see above).  None were observed during the survey (or signs) but as the map suggests below, perhaps they are present:
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Wildcats

The Scottish wildcat is one of the most elusive and enigmatic of our carnivores.  It is extremely rare and the numbers are very low due to persecution and cross breeding with domestic cats.  It has been suggested that a wildcat has been observed at the wood, though not during any of the surveys.  It would be very exciting to know if they are present.  The attached guide will help to distinguish it from the common domestic cat.
Recommendations

This survey has shown that a considerable diversity of mammals are present in this wood but that observing them is a challenge!  This might be partly due to the popularity of the wood for recreation and education and that in some cases; the mammals are in very small numbers.  I think this is certainly the case for red squirrels which use the wood intermittently when there is food available.  
It would be interesting to have an in-depth survey of the water courses to ascertain presence of otter, water voles and mink.  It would be important to make efforts to control the mink which seem to be present to allow any possibility of water voles making home in the area.  

Surveying of wildcats has been known to be very challenging.  However, with the suggestion that they might be present, it would be worth pursuing this.  In the Cairngorms, bated camera traps have been used with considerable success.  This might be considered at Evanton wood.

In terms of red squirrels, the continued use of feeders and camera traps should continue.  Enlisting the help of residents whose properties border the wood may increase the number of sightings, particularly those who have bird feeders in their gardens. 
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Attachments
1. Map of wood showing signs and sightings
2. Distinguishing Wildcats guide
3. BBC Wild Britain field guides – droppings, feeding signs, tracks and homes
Drey in Scots pine and stripped larch cones





Badger tracks in winter and snuffle marks in spring





Otter prints but none found











Mink prints found on raft





Pine marten droppings found in the autumn survey (autumn berries ingested)





Mink distribution in Scotland in 2013





Water vole distribution in Scotland 2013 (NBN)
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