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Welcome to the third newsletter of the 

Wiltshire Mammal Group. We hope you enjoy 

this newsletter, and indeed, the recent 

events that the group has provided. A huge 

thanks you to all, whether you have helped 

organise the events or supported the group 

by attending them! 

On the trail of the polecat- we 

need your help! 
The Vincent Wildl ife Trust has launched 

its next national  polecat survey, to run 

from 2014 to 2015, and needs your help 

to gather up-to-date information on 

the current distribution of the polecat 

in Britain.  

The polecat is a native British mammal 

and a member of the mustel id (weasel) 

family, which includes otter, stoat and 

weasel. Polecats are generally dark in 

colour with a striking mask-l ike pattern 

of dark and l ight fur on the face. The 

polecat is closely related to the ferret 

and escaped or feral  ferrets may breed 

with wild polecats to produce wild 

polecat-ferret hybrids, which are 

generally paler in appearance than 

true polecats.  Polecats are mainly 

nocturnal  and sol itary and the most 

common evidence of their presence is 

the bodies of animals kil led on roads. 

The polecat population suffered a 

severe decl ine due to historical 

persecution and became confined to 

mid-Wales by the early 20th century. 

The population slowly recovered during 

the 20th century and polecats are now  

widely distributed in Wales and central 

England, with outl ier populations in 

northern England and Scotland.  This 

recovery was documented by 

distribution surveys carried out by The 

Vincent Wildlife Trust in the 1990s and 

2004-2006. 

The Trust is keen to receive any records 

of polecats, polecat-ferrets or feral 

ferrets, dead or al ive, from anywhere in 

mainland Britain. Ideally, records 

should be val idated by photographs to 

allow the animals to be identified. The 

Trust wil l  also be collecting muscle 

samples from carcasses for genetic 

analysis, to investigate hybridisation 

between polecats and polecat-ferrets.  

To submit records or for more information 

about the survey, email enquiries@vwt.org.uk 

or visit www.vwt.org.uk   

 

(Another mustelid, the American Mink, photographed 

on the Wilt & Berks Canal, Pewsham, Wiltshire (March 

2014). With thanks to Rob & Rebecca Bennett © 

Rebecca Bennett) 

 

mailto:enquiries@vwt.org.uk
http://www.vwt.org.uk/


Successful funding application 
Before Christmas, the committee 

submitted a funding appl ication to the 

Small Grants Fund administered by 

Link2Nature (the Wil tshire Local Nature 

Partnership, LNP) and funded by 

Wil tshire Publ ic Health. We were 

informed in February that our 

appl ication to support a number of our 

projects, including the Hedgehog 

Project and dormouse survey & 

monitoring on a number of new sites, 

had been successful ! We’ll  keep you 

posted on how the funds are used.  

Thank you to Bil l  Blumsum at Wil tshire 

Wildl ife Trust who coordinated the 

funding round. [GH &CH]. 

Owl Pellet Survey 
The assessment of the contents of owl 

and raptor pellets has been a standard 

investigation carried by people of all 

ages.  There is a fascination of the 

unknown held in each pellet; what a 

bird has eaten over a period of days 

can certainly be discovered. However , 

one can start to consider the 

populations and communities of small 

mammals l iving in an area that may be 

unknown – ask yoursel f when was the 

last time you saw or heard a shrew? 

And how frequent are bank voles 

versus field voles in a habitat?  

Generally there are logistical  l imitations 

to measuring or estimating small 

mammal populations. Firstly, one is  only 

l ikely to catch a relatively small sample 

(which is itsel f governed by the number 

of traps and time one has available).  

Secondly, l icensing from the statutory 

nature conservation organisations, such 

as Natural  England, wil l  be necessary 

for the l ive trapping of shrews and 

water vole for example.   

Owl pellet analysis can overcome some 

of these issues.  Birds of prey are 

present year round in their territory, 

they sample their small mammal 

community daily and they are not 

legally restricted in what they can 

catch and eat (unl ike us!) making them 

useful  all ies when we might need to 

(Results from Owl Pel let Analysi s © Mark 

Satinet) 

sample small  mammal populations. 

(However, it should be noted that bird  

species l isted on Schedule 1 of the 

Wildl ife & Countryside Act 1981, as 

amended, cannot be disturbed at their 

nest site during the breeding season 

without a Schedule 1 l icence from the 

statutory nature conservation 

organisations, such as Natural  England. 

Care must be taken to avoid 

disturbance of Schedule 1 breeding 

birds; it may be possible to work with 

local owl and raptor nest box  projects,  

which wil l  have the necessary l icencing 

and be able to provide pellet samples. 

Schedule 1 birds of relevance here are 

Barn Owl in particular. Regardless of 

their inclusion or not upon Schedule 1, 

care should be taken to avoid 

disturbance to all nesting birds. If in 

doubt, seek advice). 

This is the aim of the Wil tshire Mammal 

group Owl pellet survey; to assess 

local ities frequented by birds of prey 

for their small mammal communities.  

The information gained wil l  give 

indications to small mammal species’ 

presence throughout Wil tshire that can 

be fed in to the Wil tshire Mammal Atlas.  



As discussed earl ier, there are 

constraints to the collection of pellets 

from the nest sites of Schedule 1 birds 

such as Barn Owls,   and so we are very 

grateful  to Michael Groves of the Imber 

Conservation Group Owl & Raptor 

Team and Wil tshire Mammal Group 

(Results from Owl Pel let Analysi s © Mark 

Satinet) 

member for collecting a large number 

of samples from a series of nest boxes 

across Wil tshire.  

On 26th of January 2014 we held our 

first Owl Pellet workshop at Wil tshire 

College Lackham where 25 members 

and friends of Wil tshire Mammal Group 

met to delve into the fascinating world 

of pellet contents.  The group started  

with started with a review of the use of 

taking such pellet samples, their safe 

collection and ultimately dissection of 

remains.  In the lab we were able to 

dissect and identify, sometimes under 

magnification, the skeletal  remains of 

numerous small mammals.  Features of 

the skull  size and tooth morphology are 

all key clues as to species identification 

and with careful  recording we were 

able to assign numbers of individual 

mammals brought to particular nesting 

sites. 

A number of delegates were clearly so 

enthralled by the process that they 

even took pellet sample home to 

dissect in the comfort of their own 

homes!  All  results are central ised with 

me to be verified and records wil l  be 

forwarded to WSBRC.  Over time this 

may start to give us not just mammal 

local ity records, but also improve our 

understanding of mammal distribution 

throughout Wil tshire. 

The last part of our workshop was a 

fascinating talk by Major (Rtd) Nigel 

Lewis, of the Imber Conservation Group 

Owl & Raptor Team on his work 

supporting and monitoring various 

species of raptor and owl, but 

especially Barn Owls, throughout 

Wil tshire over recent decades – an 

absolutely fascinating and inspiring 

story. 

Anyone wishing to learn more about 

what l ies within owl pellets may be 

interested in our second workshop later 

in the year.  We’d welcome pellet 

samples from elsewhere in Wil tshire 

(please record the location, a map grid 

reference, the date of collection and 

ideally the species of bird producing 

them). If you have pellets and would 

l ike to analyse them yoursel f, then why 

not join us at the next workshop later in 

2014. 

All  data generated in this project 

contributes to the Wil tshire and 

National  Mammal Atlas Projects.   

Paul  Wexler, Wil tshire Mammal Group 

Heytesbury Wood dormouse 

tube deployment  
On a bright winter’s day in February, 

members of WMG and Imber 

Conservation Group met at Heytesbury 

Wood to deploy 60 dormouse survey 

tubes. Thank you to everyone who 

joined us; we’l l return later in the 

summer to check the tubes for any 

evidence of use by Dormice! Fingers 

crossed! [GH&LW]. 



Kennet & Avon Canal Project 
In 2011 Matt Johns, Wil tshire Bat Group 

(WBG), launched a project to promote 

the study, survey and conservation of 

bats along the Kennet & Avon Canal 

(K&A) through Wil tshire. He proposed to 

recruit and support a series of 

volunteers to enable bat surveys along 

the canal.  

“The Kennet & Avon Canal, Limpley Stoke” 

(Gareth Harris 2014 © 

Since then the partnership has 

developed to include Laura Plenty of 

the Canal & River Trust (previously 

British Waterways) and Gareth Harr is of 

the Wil tshire Mammal Group along with 

members of the Wil tshire Bat Group. 

During a recent plea for volunteers to help 

we have been amazingly inundated with 

support! Over 30 people have volunteered 

so far. The training event will be delivered in 

early April and surveys commence in late 

May. As results come in we’ll keep you all 

informed. [GH] 

Living Record training-Phase 1 
Living Record (Livingrecord.net) is a 

freely-available onl ine recording tool 

that is based upon Googlemaps, 

enabl ing recorders to accurately but 

easily assign records to exact locations. 

WMG has adopted Living Record as 

one of the ways to collate and submit 

records (alternative methods including 

excel  spreadsheet, Mapmate etc.). In 

order to promote recording using Living 

Record it has long been the intention 

to del iver a number of training 

workshops to support and guide users. 

Al ready however, Living Record is 

becoming a popular route to submit 

records for the mammal atlas project 

(in excess of 1500 thus far!).  

In late February, WSBRC were invited to 

apply for funding from the NBN Trust to 

undertake some training of local 

recorders in using onl ine recording 

tools. The appl ication was successful 

(although somewhat comical in the 

way the NBN Trust managed the 

funding round and decisions, causing 

us some logistical  headaches!!) and 

the first training workshops to promote 

the use of Living Record were delivered 

in mid-March. This is al ready resulting in 

more users of Living Record, improved 

use by existing recorders, and the 

development of training notes and 

guidance which is freely available on 

the WSBRC website. And all of this 

means more mammal recording and 

we are seeing the fruits of this al ready. 

Furthermore, attendees of this training 

are not only mammal recorders, but 

are also recording plants, birds, various 

invertebrates, reptiles & amphibians 

and fungi! So this training is having 

wide-reaching impact across Wil tshire’s 

recording community. 

The training proved to be popular and 

attendees have highl ighted additional 

topics for training which we wil l  

develop in coming months; the 

intention wil l  be to del iver more training 

events and provide further web-based 

guidance.  



If you are interested in receiving further 

training, please let either Purgle Linham 

or Gareth Harris know and we’ll  keep 

you abreast of forthcoming 

opportunities.  

(River Thames, Lechlade (Cotswold Water Park) Cotswold Water 

Park Trust volunteer Rosie Ray © has been photographing the 

Water Voles on the River Thames for a number of years. These 

images were captured during the flood events of January 2014; 

despite the high flows and water levels these water voles were 

observed excavating burrows and collecting nest material! Rosie’s 

images are available; contact GH for more details.) 

Hedgehog Project Update  
With the weather warming up 

hedgehogs are beginning to emerge 

from hibernation, my first hedgehog 

spot of the year was sadly a squashed 

one. Always regrettable, but frequently 

unavoidable, road casualties do 

provide mammal records, in this case a 

clear indication that hedgehogs are 

out and about and it’s an ideal time to 

start recording activity.  

Following our Hedgehog Project launch 

at the end of February, when Ben 

Wil l iams a local hedgehog researcher 

and the co-ordinator for the National 

Hedgehog Survey, funded by the PTES 

and British Hedgehog Preservation 

Society (BHPS) gave a really 

informative talk, we wil l  shortly be 

contacting all those who registered 

interest in participating in the 2014 

survey, to plan distributing hedgehog 

tunnels. 

So if you’ve not registered yet please 

do; the more records we can collect 

the better and even if you do not 

actually record any hedgehog 

footprints from a tunnel , you may well 

pick up recognisable prints of other 

small mammals, all of which wil l  be of 

value to the Wil tshire Mammal Atlas.   

To help distribute tunnels the next 

planned WMG Hedgehog Project event 

wil l  be a Hedgehog Tunnel Workshop 

on the weekend of the 27th of April . 

Come along to build your own tunnel 

to take home and use in your garden, 

or arrange to borrow a few more to 

complete a 10 tunnel  survey over an 

area of 1km² over 5 nights. All 

materials, assembly instructions and 

survey guidance wil l  be provided at 

the event. (CH) 

 

 

  



  Forthcoming events: 
 

 

Dormouse Box Monitoring: 

Monthly visits are undertaken at a number of Dormouse box monitoring projects, typically 

contributing to the People’s Trust for Endangered Species’ (PTES) National Dormouse 

Monitoring Project (NDMP). A number of these schemes in Wiltshire are coordinated by 

WMG members and involve a number of group members, including providing training 

towards personal Dormouse licences from Natural England. There are opportunities to join 

a number of projects on the monthly checks, albeit when places are booked in advance. 

Members interested in formal tra ining towards l icences should get in touch and we’l l  try 

help where possible. 

 

Savernake NDMP Scheme:  

Contact Mark Satinet mark.satinet@o2.co.uk to book places and for details of meeting 

place. Meeting 10am on 19th April, 17thMay, 21stJune, 19th July, 16th August, 20th 

September, 18th October and 15th November.  

 

North Wraxall NDMP Scheme: 

Contact Kip D’Aucourt kip.daucourt@gmail.com to book places and for details of the 

meeting place. Meeting 10am on the fol lowing Sundays; 18th May, 15th June, 20th July, 

17th August, 21st September, 19th October, 16th November.  

 

Group Meeting 

 Monday 28t h Apri l at the WWT Devizes office 

 

Hedgehog Project tunnel work shop: 

Lackham College starting at 10.00am until  1.00pm on Sunday the 27th April 

Come along to build your own tunnel to take home and use in your garden, or arrange to 

borrow a few more to complete a 10 tunnel survey over an area of 1km² over 5 nights. Al l  

materials, assembly instructions and survey guidance wil l  be provided at the event.  

To book your place then email mammalatlas@wiltshierwildlfie.org 

 

Monitoring of boxes and tubes at Nockatt’s Coppice and Heytesbury Wood Both near 

Warminster) will  be organised separately later in the season. 

Tracks and signs day at Lower Moor Farm 

 Details to be confirmed  

Watch this space: We have invited Lizzie Croose, Vincent Wildl ife Trust, to Wiltshire to present the 

work of the Vincent Wildlife Trust national Polecat surveys. Date and venue to be confirmed 

watch this space for further details!  

 

mailto:mark.satinet@o2.co.uk
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And finally… 

Do you know these tracks? 
 

Gill Cardy recorded these footprints at Conigre Mead, Melksham, in mud on the banks of the 

River Avon; Email in your thoughts on the identity of some of the mammal tracks. We’ll offer 

some suggestions in the next newsletter 

Email Gareth Harris on gharris_doh@hotmail.com or mammalatlas@wiltshirewildlife.org  
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mark.satinet@o2.co.uk 

Membership Secretary,  Lisa Wade 

l isa.wade@talk21.com 

Owl Pellet Project, Paul Wexler 
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Wiltshire Mammal Atlas Volunteers  
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