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Chair’s Chat  
Spring is very much underway and with the slight lifting of 
some lockdown restrictions, I hope that you have all been 
able to get out and enjoy the (occasional) sunshine.   

 
 

So far this year we have been treated to three fantastic 
talks:  
  

 “Returning the Eurasian Beaver to Devon (and England)” by Mark Elliott, a 
shared talk with Cornwall Mammal Group  

 “The Secret Life of Moles” by Derek Crawley  

 “Devon Greater Horseshoe Bat Project: achievements and new discoveries” by 
Anna David.  

  
Hosting the talks online has enabled people from all over the United Kingdom, and 
Eire to attend, which is quite amazing. However, all talks continue to be 
predominantly attended by our wonderful DMG members and the committee are 
very grateful to you all for  your ongoing support – thank you!  

 
 

In April we will be holding our second online AGM, so keep an eye out for an email 
with the date and time, and details of the accompanying talk.  

 
 

We look forward to warmer weather, and a time when we can all meet up face-to- 
face for events and activities. In the meantime, stay safe and well. 
 

Best wishes 

 

Helen 

 

Good news for the Harvest Mouse Project 

After this difficult year things are looking good for the Harvest Mouse Project, now in its 

fifth year.  We are delighted to announce that a very generous donation from one of our 

members, and a £1000 from Tesco ‘s ‘Bags for Life’ Scheme, have ensured that Sarah 

can continue her amazing research for at least another year.   
 

We are very grateful to our sponsors and very excited to hear, now things are becoming 

a little more normal, what Sarah’s plans are for next season.  She continued to carry out 

training via Zoom and has trained 170 people over the winter.  She is hoping that she 

can run a Barn Owl pellet dissection training session later this year, where members can 

learn how to identify small mammal remains and especially those of Harvest Mice.  

 

For further information on the project and how you can get involved go to our website: 

http://devonmammalgroup.org/harvest-mouse-project.html  

 

Email: harvestmouse@devonmammalgroup.org  

  

 

Secretary: Charly Mead 

charlymead91@gmail.com  

07795 337409 

http://devonmammalgroup.org/harvest-mouse-project.html
mailto:harvestmouse@devonmammalgroup.org
mailto:charlymead91@gmail.com
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Great Tits 

Grey Squirrel 

Harvest Mouse 
Harvest Mice 

sheltering from 

Storm Dennis  

 
Rowden Wildlife Project, Sampford Courtenay 

In September 2019 Devon Mammal Group was approached by 

Rowden Wildlife Project regarding involvement in baseline 

recording for their project, which aims to combine wildlife and 

productive farming. The farm includes grassland in both large and 

small well hedged fields, herbal leys, culm grassland, mature oak 

woodland, other woodland, a couple of ponds, streams and the 

River Taw. 

It sounded an exciting 

project, and at that 

time the committee was planning to offer events, surveys and 

mammal activities at the Project open days etc, in a part of Devon 

where we haven’t held many events, little knowing what was just 

round the corner…. 

Despite the limitations of Covid-19 restrictions, in their first year 

they have had visits from the Devonshire Association Botany 

Section, Devon Reptile and Amphibian Group, Devon Birds, moth 

surveyors and ourselves. Our input so far has been analysis of Barn Owl pellets (in which five species of 

mammals were found—see  P.3 & 4) by Ellie Knott and survey of their section of the R Taw for signs of otters 

(8 spraint sites and a potential holt found) by Hilary.   

We had all the gear ready and a date arranged to put up dormouse tubes and trail cameras, but were foiled 

by lockdowns.  Harvest Mouse survey training was also a possibility. 

We look forward to working with them again as soon as conditions allow us to do so safely.  Meanwhile they 
can be followed on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/rowdenwildlife/ 

Hilary Marshall 

Spraint site on the Taw                                          

Close up of the spraint 

 New species of whale discovered off southern US coast 
  

Genetic analysis and a close examination of the skulls from a group of 
baleen whales in the north-eastern Gulf of Mexico have revealed that 
they are a new species. 

Researchers have long known that this group of Bryde’s-like whales in 
the Gulf of Mexico was different. They seem mostly to stay put in the 
north-eastern corner of the gulf, and don’t mingle with Bryde’s whales, 
which are found in the Indian, Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. They also 
feed near the seafloor, while most Bryde’s whales typically forage near 
the surface. 

 
To compare their morphologies, the scientists inspected skeletons held in museums. Then, in January 2019, an 11-
metre-long Rice’s whale washed up on a key in the Florida Everglades. Examining the whales’ skulls revealed some 
differences in the shape and size of the bone material around the blowhole compared with Bryde’s whales and Eden’s 
whales, another close cousin. 

The genetic and skeletal differences together were enough to warrant a new species designation 
 
For more of this article: https://www.google.com/amp/s/amp.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/08/rices-whales-new-
species-discovered-southern-us-coast 

https://www.facebook.com/rowdenwildlife/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/mms.12776?campaign=wolearlyview
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/dna-confirms-rare-brydes-whale-florida-gulf-mexico-species
https://www.google.com/amp/s/amp.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/08/rices-whales-new-species-discovered-southern-us-coast
https://www.google.com/amp/s/amp.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/08/rices-whales-new-species-discovered-southern-us-coast
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What’s in an Owl pellet? 
 
When Devon Mammal Group kindly offered to help us investigate the contents of the owl pellets, found at the Rowden 
Wildlife Trust site, we jumped at the chance.   

The contents of owl pellets are able to give us a great indication of what small mammals are on our land. Not only 
are the materials found in owl pellets easy to extract but being seldom affected by digestion they are commonly 
easy to identify too. 

Devon Mammal Group’s Ellie Knott managed to extract bones and skulls from 15 owl pellets from our farm in total 
and found the remains of: 

• 38 field voles 

• 15 common shrews 

• 11 pygmy shrews 

• 8 wood mice 

• 1 brown rat 

This collection of photos includes the bones and skulls found:  

The first photo shows the field vole and wood mouse skulls and bones, these include the pelvis, scapula, tibia/fibula, 
femur, ribs, ulna/radius and vertebrae. The field vole skulls are on the far right of the photo and the wood mouse skulls 

Photograph: Charlie Elder 
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The second photo shows the shrew skulls and bones, this includes the tibia/fibula, pelvis, femur, ribs and scapula. 
The common shrew skulls are on the left and the pygmy shrew skulls are on the right. 

 

The third photo shows the 
brown rat bones which 
includes the tibia/fibula, 
femur, humerus, ulna/radius, 
pelvis, vertebrae and sacrum. 

 

 

We have found these remains 
so interesting to look through 
as they allow us to see up close 
some great discoveries. Most 
excitingly for us however is 
seeing the evidence of the food 
chains that are on our land 
which really is fascinating.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to the DMG for their help with this project. Photo credits Ellie Knott. 

Ellie Hampson 
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Interesting records from  Virginstow 
At the 2010 DMG AGM the speaker, Hugh Warwick, asked if anyone was seeing more hedgehogs than they used to.  I 
was the only person to put my hand up.  This led me to look at my data for the 21 years that I had lived in Virginstow, 
which I then wrote up for the DMG Newsletter in 2011.  Another 10 years has passed so I thought that an update may 
be of interest.   

 
 

Before examining my card index records, I decided on an arbitrary 5km radius circle from my home, being a distance 
within which I was unlikely to forget to write down a live sighting or road casualty, or if I forgot I was likely to pass the 
same way again.  Also, an unconfirmed RTC [road traffic casualty] could be identified when I next went by.  Being a rural 
area, I travel along most of the roads within the 5km circle fairly often.  I drew the circle on a 1: 25 000 Ordnance 
Survey map.  Then I extracted all the hedgehog records which came from within the circle.   

 

 

As badgers can prey on hedgehogs in sufficient numbers to affect the population level (e.g. Young et al.(2006) Journal 
of Zoology 269 349-356 ‘Abundance of hedgehogs Erinaceus europaeus in relation to the density and distribution of 
badgers Meles meles’), I also extracted the badger records.   

  
 

I only included animals that I myself saw but excluded badgers seen when specifically badger-watching.    
Our area was included in a 
‘proactive cull’ by MAFF in the 
Randomised Badger Culling Trial.  I 
saw MAFF vehicles in the area 
between January 2001 and October 
2004 but the dates of culling were 
October 2002 – May 2005 and 846 
badgers were culled here (Final 
Report of the Independent Scientific 
Group on Cattle and TB, June 2007).    

   
 

The graph shows the results for 
1990 to 2020.  The huge increase in 
roadkill badgers (17 RTCs, 2 live 
sightings) in 2001 was unexpected 
as there was much less traffic in this 
area because of Foot and Mouth 
Disease in the early part of the year - people tended to stay at home rather than risk spreading the disease.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
I first saw a hedgehog in our garden in 
October 2008 but there was then a gap 
until 2018, after which we and our 
neighbours have often seen them.  Three 
poorly ones have been found. One was 
taken to a vet and another to a rescue 
centre.  The latter is doing well and likely 
to return later this year. There was a RTC 
hedgehog on 22 Dec 2020, the only 
December one recorded. 

 

Hilary Marshall 

January 2021 

   

Year Badger Hedgehog Year Badger Hedgehog 

  Total (of which those in 
brackets were live 
sightings) 

  Total (of which those in 
brackets were live 
sightings) 

1990 3 1 2006 0 2 

1991 2 (1) 0 2007 1 7 (1) 

1992 3 (1) 0 2008 3 4 (1) 

1993 2 0 2009 4 (1) 6 (3) 

1994 1 0 2010 8 3 (1) 

1995 3 0 2011 4 1 (1) 

1996 2 2 2012 7 (2) 11 (6) 

1997 6 (1) 0 2013 2 3 

1998 4 0 2014 3 (3) 2 (1) 

1999 6 (1) 1 (1) 2015 2 (1) 3 

2000 9 (2) 0 2016 1 3 

2001 19 (2) 2 2017 4 (2) 3 (1) 

2002 10 (3) 1 2018 1 2 (1) 

2003 9 1 2019 1 8 (7) 

2004 6 (1) 1 2020 2 9 (5) 

2005 2 (1) 0       

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

1
9

9
0

1
9

9
1

19
92

19
93

1
9

9
4

1
9

9
5

19
96

19
97

1
9

9
8

1
9

9
9

2
0

0
0

20
01

20
02

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

20
05

20
06

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

20
10

20
11

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

20
14

20
15

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

2
0

1
8

20
19

20
20

Road casualties and live sightings within 5km of Virginstow 
(SX3792) 1990-2020

Badger Hedgehog

Cull



6 

Weasel Water Shrew Pheasant 

Fox 

Wood Mouse 

Are Britain’s wild animals eating plastic? 

The Mammal Society, with support from Waitrose & Partners’ 
Golden Jubilee Trust scheme and the University of Sussex, 
have launched a new project to investigate the impact of 
plastic pollution on Britain’s small mammals. This project is 
being carried out by Emily Dempster as part of her Zoology 
MSci at University of Sussex.   

 
 

As highlighted by the BBC’s ‘Blue Planet’, plastic in our seas 
threatens marine mammals. However, almost nothing is 
known about impacts on land mammals. This study will 
assess the exposure of wild mammals to waste plastics across 
the UK. By analysing the droppings of some of our most 
widespread species — mice, voles, shrews, rabbits and 
hedgehogs — we will find out the extent to which plastics are 

eaten. We will also assess the health threats posed by different types of plastic, through both ingestion and 
entrapment.    

 
   

Small mammals are a good indication of the health of our ecosystems. Hedgehogs, and many small rodents, are in 
severe decline. They are vital prey for a wide variety of species including foxes, weasels, barn owls, and kestrels.  

As some of the most likely species to chew litter, they create tiny plastic fragments that can enter soils, waterways and 
the sea.  

 

Plastics in small mammals means plastics in their predators – ranging from owls to pet cats. 
 
Droppings of small mammals are digested in the laboratory and any micro plastics are identified under a microscope.   

 

You can find out more in Emily’s Blog:  https://www.mammal.org.uk/2021/01/plasticinmammals/ 
 

You can help Emily with her research by posting any droppings you find to:   

71a Franklin Road Brighton BN2 3AD           

                  

  

The Mammal Society would like to promote the use of Mammal 
Mapper to our members, but understand that the local records 
centre is mainly where your records are sent.   

All Mammal mapper records can be easily shared with the Local 
records centre via iRecord or can be downloaded by the county 
verifier, who is currently Ellie Knott. 

 Ellie does not have the time to verify the backlog of 2000 records so, if there is any DMG members in the group that 
would like to become a verifier please get in touch. 

The Society would prefer that  records are  sent via this app as it allows us to  interrogate  the overall 
database easier then from other data sets 

   
 
 

 NEW Mammal Mapper 

 
 

Surveying the UK’s mammal populations 
 

 

 

Derek Crawley 
National Atlas Co-ordinator 
The Mammal Society 
www.mammal.org.uk  

https://www.mammal.org.uk/2021/01/plasticinmammals/
http://www.mammal.org.uk/
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Photo: Helen Calver 

Cub found on the mainland 

The Wandering Walrus!   

An Arctic Walrus has been spotted relaxing on rocks on the Pembrokeshire coastline in 

South Wales. 

It is believed to be the first time in the RSPCA’s history it has been called out to check on one of these giant animals. 

The same Walrus was seen on rocks in County Kerry, Ireland, the week before. 

Animal rescue officer Ellie West said: "It seems this Arctic walrus has swum over to Wales and was resting on rocks 
when I went to check on him. He was resting and, although appearing slightly underweight, thankfully he wasn't 
displaying any signs of sickness or injury”. 

This is an incredibly rare sighting as these big, beautiful animals never usually venture so far south. 

The juvenile walrus has most likely travelled down this way in search of food.  

https://news.sky.com/story/i-am-the-welsh-walrus-giant-arctic-beast-spotted-relaxing-on-pembrokeshire-coast-in-rare
-sighting-12252614 

Report by Ian Collier – Sky News 

Dormouse licence trainers wanted!  

Every year we have more and more requests from people asking for experience in monitoring and handling Dormice, 

in order to get their licence. Many of them are just wanting to set up box schemes for the PTES, or to be able to set 

up boxes on their own land, where they know there are Dormice.  

All of this research is incredibly important in protecting the fast declining species.  If you have a licence, monitor a 

regular site and have the time to take on a trainee, please get in touch with our secretary: 

Secretary: Charly Mead charlymead91@gmail.com  

07795 337409 

https://news.sky.com/story/i-am-the-welsh-walrus-giant-arctic-beast-spotted-relaxing-on-pembrokeshire-coast-in-rare-sighting-12252614
https://news.sky.com/story/i-am-the-welsh-walrus-giant-arctic-beast-spotted-relaxing-on-pembrokeshire-coast-in-rare-sighting-12252614
mailto:charlymead91@gmail.com
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Photo: Dave Smallshire 

  
 

Beaver released in Plymouth   
… what happened next?   

 
 
 

November  2020 -  first release 

This is the magical moment that a Beaver was released into the 
Forder Valley in Plymouth, by a team from of Devon Wildlife 
Trust. 
 

The 20kg male Eurasian Beaver was caught in late September in 
the wild from the Tay Catchment in Scotland. He was released in 
November into specially designed re-wilding enclosure near Poole 
Farm, in the first urban release of Beavers in the UK.  
 
The Beaver’s behaviour and actions will now be monitored in the 
hope that its actions will reduce flooding further downstream and 
create habitats for wildlife in the Bircham Valley. 
 
This is all part of the ‘Green Minds’ project, a Plymouth City 

Council/University of Plymouth/Devon Wildlife Trust initiative , which will re-wild urban parks, gardens and verges and 
introduce a new system of working with partners. Crucially, it will encourage more people from all walks to life to enjoy 
the health benefits that our green spaces provide.  
 
The Green Minds project want to create more spaces for wildlife and nature in different pockets around the city.   
 
 
 

Jan 2021 additional animal released 

Like her male friend, the new arrival weighed around 20kg and she was also caught in the wild in the Tay catchment in 
Scotland. Both Beavers were rescued from a culling threat by farmers, where conflicts have arisen.   
 
A spokesperson for the Green Minds Project said: “Both beavers have been rescued from this fate and will now live a 
very happy life in our six-hectare re-wilding enclosure, which covers 600 metres of river in a wooded valley.”  
 

 

But it’s not been without problems! 

In December the male was spotted ‘on the streets’ by local police, 
after  making a sneaky escape. He was returned back home for 
Christmas and will hopefully  settle happily now he has a new 
mate.  
 

You will find more on this project at: 

https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/newsroom/pressreleases/
femalebeaverreleasedfordervalley 

The Beaver project is part of wider plans by Plymouth City 
Council. They are to designate Kings Tamerton Woods, Newnham  
Meadows and Seaton and Lower Bircham Valley as reserves, 
providing legal protection for a further 48 hectares of habitats 

that include woodland, grassland wetland and streams.  
 
These designations will mean Plymouth will have a total of 13 Local Nature Reserves protecting 302 hectares, taking 
the city above the Natural England’s Accessible Natural Greenspace Standard for the UK.   
 
There are plans to invest £83,000 in the three new reserves, which will be funded through contributions from 
developers (Section106/development contributions) and existing greenspace budgets. 
 

Sue Smallshire 

https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/newsroom/pressreleases/femalebeaverreleasedfordervalley
https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/newsroom/pressreleases/femalebeaverreleasedfordervalley

