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Editorial

 
This is the first newsletter of 2012, so a big welcome back to all our returning members, 
and an equally big welcome to all our new members. This is my first newsletter, so I trust 
you will forgive the inevitable errors. This newsletter reviews some of our recent events 
and looks forward to upcoming chances to get involved. We also have articles on polecat 
ID, Dormouse monitoring, EcoSoc, wild life cameras and hedgehog tracking. I hope that 
you will all take the chance to get actively involved with our projects this year and 
support to as many events as possible. One project which will need everyone's support is 
the Cornwall Mammal Atlas. Check out the progress to date and see where you can help 
us to put Cornwall s mammals on the map.  
We try and deliver a range of events to educate and entertain let us know if there is 
something you think we should consider. Even better, help us to set up an event in your 
favourite area or about your favourite mammal it isn t d ifficult and there will always be 
someone to help you make it happen. Away from the field work and talks, the 
Newsletter is a great way of sharing your mammal stories and ideas, asking for help with 
a project, or telling us about your favourite species all contributions are gratefully 
received! 

Notes from the Chair

 

For the first time, since I set up Cornwall Mammal Group (CMG), I find myself officially 
voted in as the chair. A key ambition then, was to produce a mammal atlas for Cornwall 
and the Isles of Scilly 

 

and this is the thrust of this year s action, after a good decade of 
carrying out and promoting mammal record ing. Dave Groves has done sterling work 
pulling in a team to produce this. A key partner is, of course, ERCCIS who will produce 
maps of mammal records. But our atlas aims to do much more. We are collecting Cornish 
mammal expressions, such as chuffed as a maggot in a dead rabbit (thanks Simon 
Toms) and details of local mammal books, such as The Life Story of An Otter by 
Cornishman J C Tregarthen. We will comment on the status and fortune (or not) of 
mammals in the County. We hope to have a glossy, colour mammal book on sale in 2013. 
We need to raise funds to this and have a few big fund-raising events planned to do so, 
following on from the big mammal auction we held to raise money (£650) for The 
Mammal Society, to whom we are affiliated. 
CMG s aims have not changed in the 13 years we have been running. We try and hold 
monthly events all over the County. Last year, although we failed to hold events in 2 
months, but we d id hold 15 events in total, which were impressively spread about 
Cornwall. We had 390 attendees at these events and had stands at big events, such as the 
Bioblitz at Tremough Campus, with another 450 people present. As you will see from the 
events page, we have a range of events on and we hope to see you at some of these. We 
hope you will support us in other ways too - by sending in your favourite mammal 
expressions or quotes, telling us about Cornish mammal books or informing us of weird 
or wonderful mammal experiences. We will also update you on mammal issues 
includ ing plans to re-introduce red squirrels, beavers and water voles to Cornwall. Do 
check our website www.cornwallmammalgroup.co.uk

 

to find out what s going on.  

Kate Hills (nee Stokes) 

http://www.cornwallmammalgroup.co.uk
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Ecosoc. 

Ecosoc is a student led society based at Tremough Campus in Penryn. The society 
provides its members with opportunities to improve their wild life identification and 
biod iversity survey skills. Regular activities that Ecosoc students get involved in 
include habitat management conservation projects, natural history walks and talks 
and improving identification skills of insects, reptiles and mammals in long term 
surveys on our campus! We are lucky enough in Cornwall to be surrounded by so 
many ind ividuals and organizations with a huge wealth of knowledge of the wild life 
in the local area. This year Ecosoc has really enjoyed getting more involved with 
Cornwall Mammal Group by attend ing and lead ing some events! This has created 
brilliant opportunities for students to meet like-minded mammal enthusiasts and to 
learn from the experts! We recently 
set up two live trapping and one 
field vole sign transects on our 
campus as part of the Small 
mammal national monitoring 
scheme. This has been a great way 
for Cornwall Mammal Group 
members and students to come 
together to learn more about the 
mammals we have here in 
Tremough! We have so far found 
woodmice, bank voles, field voles 
and house mice and a highlight 
was finding a black field vole! 

Ali North 

Cornwall Mammal Atlas Update

 

We have been working towards an Atlas of mammal distribution for 
over 10 years. The draft version has been on our website for a while 
now and we are taking the next step of producing a printed version. 
The atlas will be an A5 soft cover in full colour and will include up-
to-date distribution maps for all 54(ish) species, together with full 
colour illustrations from local photographers and artists. There will 
be background information on each species and hints on tracking 

and identifying them especially useful to help discriminate between the confusing 
ones! We will also be including as much local information as possible to make this a 
truly Cornish book. Alongside the species accounts will be more general information on 
habitats, geology, and conservation issues. 
We hope the book will appeal to all mammal enthusiasts and also to the general public, 
both resident and visiting. We intend that the book will sell for less than £10 and will be 
an attractive and interesting add ition to anyone s shelves. 
We are aiming to raise about £5000 to support the publishing and printing of the atlas, 
some of which we hope to recoup from sales of the book. 
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How can you help us produce the country s best Regional 
Mammal Atlas?

 
Photographs 

We have some beautiful photographs and illustrations for 
the Atlas thank you to everyone who has volunteered to 
let us have the use of these but if you have any images 
which might compliment the text we would be very 
pleased to hear from you. This is especially true if they 
show key identification features, unusual forms or colours, 
or interesting behaviour. 

Support 
Do you have experience of working with 
publishing software, liaising with 
printers, chatting with bookshops? We 
are working with a small team  of 
volunteers to carry out all the tasks associated with producing, 
printing, and distributing the Atlas. If you can help with any of these 
tasks please contact Dave Groves. 

Keep those records coming in 
The Atlas is a snapshot (although we hope a rather 
fine snapshot, ideal for your coffee table, bookshelf, 
or field jacket ) of Cornwall s mammals. One of its 
core values will be as a comparison for surveys in the 
future, so it is still vital to collect mammal records 
whenever possible they are no good if they just 
stay in your notebook or scribbled on a scrap of 
paper send them to ERCCIS Now!  

Fund Raising 
We need to find about £5000 to cover the up-front costs of the Atlas. We 
will be raising this from a number of sources, including the Group s 
reserves, subscriptions (where you can pre-order your copy of the 
Atlas), support from local businesses and organisations, and from 
sponsorship and fund-raising events. If your company would like to 
support the atlas, or you know of anyone the Group could approach, if 
you would like to take part in our sponsored walk or run, if you can 
help with our upcoming auction, please contact Dave Groves. 

Contact: Dave Groves GimblettsM(at)btinternet.com or 01566 86416 
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Polecat or Ferret?  

There are increasing numbers of reports of polecats 
and polecat/ferret hybrids from the South West. Since 
the 1960s pure polecats have been expanding their 
range from their refuge in North Wales. Polecats 
have spread into the west Midlands and down 
towards the South Coast. Recently several specimens 
have been collected from South Devon and just over 
the Tamar and recently a Polecat was recorded from 
Lostwithiel. The presence of polecat-ferrets feral 
ferrets with polecat-type coats can confuse the 
picture. We seem to have well established feral 
populations of polecat-ferrets, especially in the east 
of the County. Polecats and their feral cousins, seem 
to have a pretty poor understanding of modern traffic 
and are often seen dead at the roadside. We are really 
keen to collect any records of these animals but 
how do we tell the difference?  
Polecats are generally dark, especially in the summer, 
although the pale underfur may show through. The 
facial mask has a pale outline to a dark bandit eye patch with pale cheeks and ear tips. The dark 
mask extends all the way to the dark nose or rhinarium. The polecat-ferret tends to be paler a 
grubby cream over most of the body. The pale area of the face is extensive and there is often a 
large (longer than 50mm) pale throat patch. Polecat ferrets may also have one or more pale feet. 
The polecat ferret generally has a scattering of white guard hairs across the coat giving a paler 
appearance. As you can see, there is a very fuzzy line between these two animals. If come across 
either please try and take some good photographs (if it is a live specimen) of the whole animal, 
face and throat. If at all possible please call the Record Centre (01872) 240777 ext 250 and they 
will try an co-ordinate collection of the body for autopsy and identification. 

Find out more from The Vincent Wild life Trust s publication POLECATS AND 
FERRETS: HOW TO TELL THEM APART 
http://www.vwt.org.uk/docs/polecat/polecats-and-ferrets-how-to-tell-them-
apart.pdf?sfvrsn=6 

Safety First! 
If you see a polecat, or indeed any dead 
animal, by the roadside please be very 
careful if you decide to collect it. Please do 
not take any chances with your personal 
safety. Avoid touching the animal directly 
and make sure you wash your hands 
thoroughly when you get home. Please 
contact ERCCIS as soon as possible and 
keep the specimen cool (but not in your 
food fridge!). 

Polecat Picture VWT 

Polecat-Ferret picture VWT 

http://www.vwt.org.uk/docs/polecat/polecats-and-ferrets-how-to-tell-them-
apart.pdf?sfvrsn=6
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You can find out more about the survey , how to get involved and how to build or order the 
tunnels from the Mammal Society or online at:  
http://www.mammal.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=373&Itemid=415 

Tunnel Vision new methods for monitoring hedgehogs

 
Hedgehogs are one of our most charismatic mammals. The 
spiny insectivore is reportedly declining across the UK and this 
may be a result of many causes habitat degradation, slug 
pellets and other agricultural and horticultural poisons, road 
kills and badgers have all be suggested . For many of us our 
only sighting will be casualties at the side of the road all 
valuable records, but a rather sad way of record ing. Dr. 

Richard Yarnell at Nottingham University has been developing in inexpensive and 
simple way of monitoring hedgehogs in the wild . The Footprint Tunnel encourages 
animals to enter in search of food (tinned hotdogs seems to work well it s got to better 
than eating the things ). At the entrance to the tunnel 
is a reservoir of ink a non-toxic mix of vegetable oil 
and charcoal. The animal walks through this and then 
across a sheet of paper. Of course, plenty of animals 
will enter the tunnels in search of food but we can 
easily recognise the prints. The tunnels are simple to 
make, or they can be bought from The Mammal 
Society, and are placed in edge habitats along field 
boundaries or in hedges around the garden and 
checked every day. An added benefit is that, with a 
little care, they should also provide records of other 
species. We are currently evaluating these tunnels so 
contact Dave Groves if you would like to find out 
more . 

Hedgehog prints from a tunnel paper 

Race for Wildlife

 

Would you like to join a Mammal Group Team entering the 
CWT 10 K Run on October 14th? 
It would be great to find 3 or more people to run/walk/hobble 
the course to raise awareness for the Group, support the Wildlife 
Trust, and most importantly, enjoy themselves.  
If running is your thing , or if you would like to join other novices, then please call 
Dave Groves on 01566 86416. It will NOT be compulsory to dress as a Badger! 
You can find out more at http://www.cornwallwildlifetrust.org.uk/whatson/
race_for_wildlife  

http://www.mammal.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=373&Itemid=415
http://www.cornwallwildlifetrust.org.uk/whatson/
race_for_wildlife
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Game Cameras  wildlife watching for the couch potato.

  
Having spent a lot of time over the last 10 
years discussing the finer points of otter 
spraint as a way of recording this elusive 
mustelid I know not everyone has the 
patience or the time to sit out every 
evening in the hope of catching sight of a 
passing otter. Several years ago I spent 18 
months working with a local wildlife 
camera expert trying to set up a system 
which would let me know when otters 
were active in my area so that I could 
decide when was the best time to sit out and provide the midges with supper. 
Professional gear presumes a level of professionalism  here I was sadly lacking and 
everything that could go wrong, did  the camera played up, then the infrared 
illuminator stopped working, then the infrared trigger d idn t work, then the d igital tape 
recorder threw a wobbly, then the battery drained out and to add spice to the 
experience  mice ate the cabling! Once we got that sorted it all started over again. At 
the end of it all I had a fuzzy photo of an otter s bum and a strong d islike of all things 
photographic.  

Digital cameras have developed dramatically over the 
last few years and one area where this has yielded 
results is the Game Camera. These are used primarily 
for hunters to monitor remote sites. Obviously this can 
be handy for wildlife watching as well. Cameras are 
compact with very good battery life which operates 
both Passive Infra-red detectors and infra-red 
illuminators. Most cameras work on visible light during 
the day and switch to infrared at night.  

Cameras cost between £100 - £500 for the amateur user, (and less if you get lucky on 
Ebay). To some extent you get what you pay for and the major advantage of the more 
expensive kit is better made with shorter trigger times and better illuminators. I use an 
American Reconyx camera, but Bushnell and Scoutguard have also been used 
successfully by members of the Mammal Group. Cameras are easy to set up and use 

 

you charge up the batteries (you will need good quality NiMH ones to get the most 
from the camera), load them up and program the camera. This usually involves setting 
the sensitivity (depending on if your interest is mice or deer although trade-off is higher 
sensitivity may trigger on vegetation especially on sunny days). Most cameras can be 
set to take a defined number of pictures at a fixed interval each time the camera is 
triggered  for instance 10 pictures at 1 second intervals  or some cameras can run in 
video mode for a defined time. The video option is a mixed blessing as it is very hungry 
of power and storage space but can produce some good behavioural information. You 
can also usually set a refractory period, where the camera will not trigger. This avoids 
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the camera exhausting its battery while 
your cat sits in front of it for 10 minutes. 
Once programmed, you secure your 
camera to a convenient tree 
I started using my camera to monitor 
established otter spraint sites along the 
River Inny in North Cornwall. The camera 
was rigged about 3 metres across the river 
and looking down at about 20 degrees. At 
this distance sensitivity was good and 
several otters triggered the camera during 
the first two weeks it was in place. During 
the day the image quality was pretty good but at night the images were only useful for 
recording data. The camera was then moved in to about 1 metre to take this photo. 
Along with otters I also recorded mink (with a trailing cub  check out the brown blur 
behind the adult ) and herons.  

Moving the camera again to a small meadow I 
recorded lots of previously unnoticed badger 
activity together with roe and red deer and 
several individual foxes. Moving the camera to 
another spraint site, where an old mill leat 
leaves the main river, I d idn t find any otters 
but I did record an abundance of activity as 
various animals used the dry leat to travel and 
play. Here I recorded roe deer, fox cubs, grey 
squirrel and badgers.    

I had noticed an occasionally used hole in a bank 
which I thought might be an otter holt. Setting up 
the camera opposite, I found that it was a satellite 
sett for a badgers  some 500 metres from the 
main sett.  

Finally, for the moment, I set up the camera to 
monitor another spraint site but misaligned the 
camera so that it actually focussed on a small 
hazel stem which bridged the river. This gave 
some fascinating results as it proved to be a veritable motorway  during the day 
squirrels ran backwards and forwards, in the evening wood mice used the bridge. Stoats 
and weasels also scurried back and forth, occasionally carrying one of the previously 
active mice. The camera has opened up a whole new world of mammal activity for me 

 

allowing definitive recording without relying on tracks and signs and enabling some 
individuals to be identified and monitored. Importantly a lot of behavioural information 
can be gathered  activity patterns, interactions, scent marking, mating behaviours, have 
all appeared on my single camera. 
Dave Groves 
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Keeping track of small mammals

  
Despite their size, small mammals are critically important in the ecology and 
conservation of British wildlife. Several are species of conservation concern, such as the 
hazel dormouse and harvest mouse; many are important prey species; some are pest 
species, and others may harbour diseases. Therefore, it is crucial to collect information 
on their ranges and population trends. 
Small mammals are elusive and difficult to survey. Incidental records are often provided 
through cat kills and field signs, such as feeding remains and nests, although these can 
be difficult to find. Surveys using humane traps are also widely used, but these require 
expensive equipment and expertise. Additionally they are invasive and can cause 
mortality of the trapped animals. 
Footprints are excellent field signs, as prints are often left behind in the animal's habitat 
and the large variation in foot morphology, allows species identification. However, for 
small species, it can be difficult to find tracks - and this is where tracking stations can be 
employed. A suitable tracking medium is placed at locations where the target species, if 
present, are likely to pass through. Bait may or may not be used to lure animals to the 
station. For terrestrial small mammals this is often carried out using tracking medium 
placed within weather-resistant tubes.  For example a mixture of carbon powder and 
sunflower oil can be placed at the tube entrance, so the feet of animals passing through 
the tube become covered in this black "ink". Then, as they walk through the tube they 
leave footprints on white card lining the tube floor. Later, the tracks can be collected and 
identified. 
Tracking stations have also been adapted for other environments - mink rafts float in 
waterways and use clay as a tracking medium, and tracking cages have been developed 
for use in arboreal habitats, for species such as hazel dormice. 
Once footprints are collected the challenge is to identify the prints. The simplest way is 
to use reference prints from known species to compare to the unknown tracks, although 
this does take some practice and patience. Statistical and pattern recognition software is 
also being developed, which aim to automate footprint identification. This could open 
up the world of tracking to many more professional and amateur naturalists. Therefore, 
we can  expect this very traditional survey method to evolve into a high-tech surveying 
solution. 
Cheryl Mills 

Footprints of the hazel 
dormouse, fore foot (A) and 
hind foot (B), wood mouse 
fore foot (C) and hind foot 
(D), and bank vole fore foot 
(E) and hind foot (F). All 
prints are positioned with 
toes at the top, the scale 
bars represent 0.5mm 
graduations. In all species 
there are four toes on 
forefeet and five on hind 
feet. 



10  

Event reviews

  
In November Dr. Johnny Birks gave a talk on Small is beautiful - why 
are we neglecting our smaller mustelids? We had a great turnout to 
hear this internationally renowned speaker and it was especially 
gratifying to see so many students trecking up to Lanhydrock Hall 
for the evening. Mary, Kate and Alissandra did sterling work in 
feeding the 5000 (well, OK 70). Johnny talked about the behaviour, 
ecology and monitoring of weasels, stoats, polecats and pine 
martens. The event was held to raise funds for The Mammal Society 
and Tom Hills professionally auctioned a selection of desirable 

Mammal-related items kindly donated by members. CMG was able to donate £592 to the 
Society to support their work in Mammal conservation. 

In April Cathy, Tania, Jen and Dave lead volunteers in East 
Cornwall in installing new Homes for Dormice. The Caradon Hill 
Area Heritage Project has established several dormouse nest box 
schemes on the East of Bodmin Moor to improve dormouse 
habitat and monitoring. Survey work and training will continue 
over the coming year. We struggled through the mud, woods, and 
hedgerows to put up 250 dormouse boxes and nest tubes. Despite 
the weather this year, we have already carried out 2 checks no 
signs of dormice yet, but plenty of grateful birds taking advantage 

In January we held an event with the Stoke Climsland Wildlife 
Group to discuss the return of the polecat to Cornwall. There have 
been more than 20 reports of polecats or polecat/ferrets from this 
area of Cornwall recently. Dave Groves  talked about the biology 
and ecology of the Polecat and its domesticated cousin the ferret 
and its history in Britain. We discussed ways of discriminating 
between the two and the importance of recording any sightings. 

More than 30 attendees enjoyed a  lively discussion washed down with tea and cake. 

Could you .. 
Write a review of an event? 

Tell us about your mammal experiences or research? 
Let us know the latest mammal news? 

Contact the Editor 

Our July AGM was an excellent talk by newly arrived local badger 
expert Prof. Robbie MacDonald on Badger ecology, management 
and control of TB. Nearly 50 people listened to a very thought 
provoking review of Robbie s research into badger social structure 
and its implications in controlling TB in the UK cattle population. 
Mary and Kate fed us hot dogs and cake and we also showed off 
some of our mustelid specimens and the new CMG display boards. 
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Coming Soon .Mammal events for your diary

 
July 28th and 29th .Join us at the Bioblitz at Windmill Farm Reserve on the Lizard to try 
and record as many species as possible over the weekend 
Organised by CWT/CBWPS. More details available from the warden 
andypay@talktalk.net  

August date and venue to be confirmed Small Mammal Survey Techniques. Leader 
Dr. Sarah Hodge  

September 30th. Farm walk and Small Mammal Survey in North Cornwall. We will be 
live trapping for mice, voles and shrews and looking for signs of badger, squirrel, 
dormouse and otter in this small farm on the banks of the River Inny. Organised 
together with LAPWG. Leader Dave Groves.  

October 7th.  Site survey includ ing small mammal trapping at Bunny s Hill Cornwall 
Butterfly Conservation site. Leader Dave Groves  

October Date and venue to be confirmed. An Appointment with Norman. Meet 
Norman the Noctule and learn about the work of the Bat Hospital and find out how to 
search for Bats. Leader Cathy Turtle.  

November Date and venue to be confirmed. The Cornwall Red Squirrel Project. A 
chance to learn about the Project which aims to reintroduce Red Squirrels into the 
County from the Project co-ordinator, Natasha Collings  

December Date and venue to be confirmed Return of the world-renowned 
Christmas Mammal Quiz courtesy of Kate Hills.  

January Date and venue to be confirmed Dr. Sarah Hodge will talk about her work 
with Meerkats and mongooses (or is that mongeese?)  

Watch out for more details closer to the event we try to 
use email flyers as far as possible in order to conserve 
funds. If you need to receive notification by post please 
contact Sophie Higgins and let her know. If you are not 
receiving email or postal communications, again please 
let Sophie know. 

Walking Across Cornwall

 

A chance to enjoy walk across the County whilst helping the Group raise funds for the 
forthcoming Atlas. We will be organising a sponsored walk from the South Coast 

(Devoran) to the North Coast (Portreath) this autumn. 
We will meet at Devoran, take the 43 bus to Portreath 
and return on Shank s Pony via the Mineral Tramways 
trail taking the opportunity to record any interesting 
wildlife, admire the mining heritage, and possibly 
indulge in a pub lunch. If you would like to take part, 
and especially if you are able to help out: please contact 
Dave Groves on 01566 86416 
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Contacts:

 

Cornwall Mammal Group Website: www.cornwallmammalgroup.co.uk 
Contact: enquiries@cornwallmammalgroup.co.uk 
Or write to us  
c/o Cornwall Wildlife Trust 
Five Acres, Allet 
Truro 
Cornwall 
TR4 9DJ  

Committee 
Chair: Kate Hills 
Secretary: Sophie Higgins 
Treasurer: Tania Percy Bell 
Vice-Chair: Sarah Hodge 
Newsletter Editor: Dave Groves 

Are your contact details correct?

  
Please make sure that we have your current postal and email addresses so that we can 
make sure you get all the benefits of belonging to the Cornwall Mammal Group the 
newsletter, advance notice of our training events, practical field work, and the fun 
stuff. 
Membership is a ridiculously small sum only £5/year and for this you get great 
discounts on attending events and a warm glow that you are supporting Cornwall s 
Mammals in a very real way.   

Because of the increase in postal and printing costs we would prefer to 
communicate with as many members as possible through email please 
let us know if you would rather receive  your newsletter and event notification 
via snail mail. 

Making the most of your membership .

 

The Cornwall Mammal Group is affiliated with The Mammal Society, this gives 
us access to national resources and expertise and discounts on Mammal Society 
events and conferences. We also should be soon able to access Mammal Review 
online please contact Sophie for details. 

WHAT DO WE WANT? WHERE DO WE WANT IT?

  

We are Cornwall Mammal Group and we can do what we

 

want let the committee 
know what sort of events would amuse, entertain or educate. The committee will do our 
best to organise events on subjects, and in  locations, where there is a demand. Even 
better why not help to organise an event it isn t d ifficult and it can be great fun and 
great experience! 

http://www.cornwallmammalgroup.co.uk

