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Autumn 2006 Newsletter
AGM

The Cheshire Mammal Group AGM will take place on Wednesday 13th December at Chester Zoo. Further details to follow.

Donna Nook
The field trip to Donna Nook will now take place on Fri 8th and Sat 9th December, details to follow.

National and International News

Bottlenose Dolphins on the Moray Firth could be under threat form a major housing and leisure development. The proposed ‘Whiteness community’ is a new village of nearly 2,000 houses, hotel and 500 berth marina, sited on a former oil-rig construction yard beside the Moray Firth. 

The site is within the Moray Firth Special Area of Conservation, which is protected under EU law for cetaceans, the Bottlenose Dolphins here are the most northerly population in the world. The population of about 130 animals is considered vulnerable from both human-linked and natural factors. 

Scottish Natural Heritage has asked the planning authority for more information regarding the proposal, these include the effects of boat traffic to and from the marina. At present wildlife tour operators have a code of conduct but marine charts do not show routes that boats should take to avoid disturbing dolphins.
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Water Voles
The Game Conservancy Trust has released over 500 Water Voles on rivers along the Wales-Herefordshire border. It is hoped that habitat restoration already carried out will allow the animals to become established along the tributaries of the River Monnow.
See www.gct.org.uk
Red Squirrels

A grant of £626,000 has been awarded by the Heritage Lottery Fund to an initiative aimed at raising awareness of the plight of Red Squirrels. The ‘Save Our Squirrels’ project is being managed by the Northumberland Wildlife Trust, six full-time and one part-time Red Squirrel Officers will be deployed from the Tyne to the Mersey and other areas where Red Squirrels are found. 

Bats
Latest results from the National Bat Monitoring Programme show that 4 out of 11 bat species are increasing, while none are declining significantly. Over the last 50 years bats have suffered catastrophic declines due to loss of roost sites and agricultural intensification. Factors such as improvements in water quality which has increased insect abundance and milder winters which has increased survival rates, are among the probable reasons for the increases.
Hedgehogs
Findings from the latest Mammals on Roads survey organised by PTES are showing that hedgehogs in rural England and parts of Wales are disappearing at a worrying rate. To determine what is causing the decline and how serious it has become, PTES and the British Hedgehog Preservation Society are supporting a project at Royal Holloway, University of London, to determine whether agricultural practices and land management of urban areas could be improved to benefit hedgehogs. 

The project has begun with ‘HogWatch’ whereby members of the public are requested to send in sightings of hedgehogs during 2005 as well as information from people who have not seen the animals. A similar request for sightings will be made for 2006. 
Garden Mammals
The latest leaflet in English Nature’s garden wildlife series is a guide to the mammal that inhabit our gardens. Produced with The Mammal Society and Mammals Trust UK, the illustrated guide has tips on attracting more mammals to your garden and deterring less welcome visitors. Steve Berry of English Nature, who edits the organisation’s series of wildlife gardening leaflets, said ‘There are around 16 million gardens in Britain and together they cover a bigger area than all the country’s nature reserves combined. Almost all gardens, including those in the heart of any city, will receive at least occasional visits from some mammals and they are vital habitats to some declining species, like Hedgehogs. By following some of the suggestions in the new leaflet people can make a real difference to the fortunes of our mammal species’.

English Nature. 2006. Guide to Mammals in your Garden. Viewed at http://www.english-nature.org.uk/news/story.aasp?ID=787
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Prehistoric Mammals
When the dinosaurs ruled the world, the mammals hid in the shadows, daring to grow no bigger than shrew-like insectivores that hunted at night. Or so we thought. Two stunning new fossils from China have overturned this preconception. Not only did large mammals live alongside their giant reptilian cousins, but some were big and bold enough to go dinosaur hunting. 

Named Repenomamus giganticus and Repenomamus robustus, the sturdily built mammals lived in China about 130 million years ago, around 65 million years before we thought their kind inherited the Earth. At 1 metre long, R. giganticus was big enough to hunt small dinosaurs, and a newly discovered fossil of its smaller cousin, R. robustus, died with its belly full of young dinosaur. 

This totally overturns the notion of dinosaur-age mammals as tiny and nocturnal, says vertebrate palaeontologist Hans-Dieter Sues of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC, US. "Apparently some mammals could grow much larger than anyone had thought was possible." 

In another role reversal, those comparative mammalian giants may have affected dinosaur evolution by preying on them, adds palaeontologist Anne Weil of Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, US.

Mammals and dinosaurs evolved from different groups of comparable-sized reptiles during the Triassic, which ran from 248 to 206 million years ago. In the conventional picture, dinosaurs filled the niches for large plant-eaters and predators, relegating mammals to the marginal niches that are now home to shrews and rodents. So large mammals could evolve only after the dinosaurs died 65 million years ago.

And while a handful of teeth and other fragmentary remains hinted that a few large mammals may have lived alongside the dinosaurs, little was known about them. No one had found a reasonably complete skeleton of a Cretaceous mammal as large as R. giganticus, says Yaoming Hu at the American Museum of Natural History in New York, US. 

R. giganticus and the new fossil of R. robustus come from an area of China's Lianoning province famed for its feathered dinosaurs. R. giganticus was a short-legged but powerful animal with fearsome teeth, similar to a large modern Tasmanian devil or a honey badger. "I wouldn't want it coming after me," Weil told New Scientist. 

Its skull measures 16 centimetres long, its body 52 cm, and the preserved part of its tail 36 cm. The beast probably weighed 12 to 14 kilograms. Hu says R. giganticus's legs suggest it was a ground dweller that could dash to catch prey, but not run long distances. R. robustus was two-thirds as long and weighed between 4 and 6 kg.

The large sharp front teeth and smaller back teeth of both mammals mark them out as carnivores. Their teeth are not designed for heavy chewing, and the relatively unbroken bones in the stomach of R. robustus confirm that it tore chunks from its prey and gulped them down. The bones found in the stomach came from a young psittacosaurus, a common bipedal plant-eater, and evidently the favourite meal of the local carnivores. 

Adult psittacosaurs grew to be nearly 2 metres tall, but R. robustus's last meal was just 14 cm long. Modern mammal predators that weigh less than 21.5 kg normally take prey less than half their body mass, so if both species of Repenomamus followed suit then adult psittacosaurs would have been safe. Not so the juveniles.

The discovery suggests there is much we have yet to understand about mammal evolution during the Mesozoic era, which spans the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous periods, from 248 to 65 million years ago. "It's very possible that when people start looking for Mesozoic mammals of this size, they will find them." Weil says. 

The Repenomamus species, however, have no living descendants. They were triconodonts, a poorly understood group of primitive raccoon or opossum-like creatures that diverged from modern mammals during the Mesozoic. Triconodonts have faded from the fossil record by the late Cretaceous, and may have died out before the dinosaurs.

Journal reference: Nature (vol 433, p 149)

CETACEANS OF THE MERSEY AND EAST LIVERPOOL BAY 1829 TO 2005

There have been over 300 records of cetaceans in and around the Mersey, Dee and east Liverpool Bay area since 1829, over 230 have been in the last 50 years, most of these within the last 20 years.

The area from which these records are drawn incorporates the upper, outer and inner Mersey estuary, the River Dee and east Liverpool Bay (from the west side of Liverpool Bay SSW to Towyn on the North Wales coast).

Reasons for the study;

Records have been collected for marine mammals in the defined area since 1832

No systematic studies have been carried out in the area

Records are kept by a number of people and organisations but are not fully collated or kept at a single source

Marine mammals are under-recorded

BAPs (marine mammals and NW marine) require information

Importance of marine mammals may be underestimated in relation to development in the Mersey estuary area

28 species have been recorded around the British Isles, 13 of which have occurred in the study area, Harbour Porpoise, Bottlenose Dolphin, Bottle-nosed Whales and Common Dolphin were the most sighted.

Of 279 records up to 2002, 203 occurred near the estuary mouth, 166 strandings, 82 sightings and 31 uncertain records, mostly Porpoise and Bottlenose Dolphins, these being inshore species and obviously easier to spot.. However there has been a definite increase in numbers of sightings and strandings through the 20th century, are more people reporting sightings? Does more interest activate imaginations? Or are numbers increasing?

The distribution of records indicate the latter, Hilbre is the source of over 60% of the data, this is where consistent recording by reliable sources has taken place. Even if records from Hilbre are removed there is still a significant increase in the number of Cetacean sightings.
Information supplied by Val Cooper
OTTER UPDATE FOR CHESHIRE MAMMAL GROUP MEETING 8/4/06

· Otter article will feature in June edition of Cheshire Life.

· International Otter Survival Fund’s latest newsletter features an article on otter conservation work in Cheshire.

· CWT has written to Vale Royal BC to object to 2 large marina developments on Trent and Mersey Canal near Rudheath, Northwich.  Fiona visited site on 30th March and found an otter footprint and feeding remains on canal towpath, close to Gad Brook.  She is hoping to conduct a survey of the Brook soon.

· Recent otter survey training for volunteers and practitioners was successful.  6 sessions completed covering canal surveys, river surveys and national sites.  26 individuals took part in the sessions.  Surveys revealed positive signs of otters on Shropshire Union Canal between Nantwich and Barbridge (spraint under 4 consecutive bridges!), Llangollen Canal at Wrenbury and Shropshire Union Canal at Backford, Chester.  A survey of the River Gowy at Bridge Trafford did not find conclusive evidence of otters but the weather had been wet leading up to the survey.  However, evidence of water vole activity was found in the form of a burrow and latrine with droppings.

· Fiona has also carried out recent surveys on the River Weaver and found positive signs at Shrewbridge, Nantwich (on a number of repeat visits) and Batherton Hall Farm, near Audlem.  She also recorded a dead mink on the A530 at Sandford Bridge on the Weaver not far from the Shrewbridge site.

· Fiona presented a talk on otters to the Wirral Biodiversity Partnership on 25th March.  Positive otter signs were found last year on Arrowe Brook and Dibbinsdale Brook on the Wirral.  Otters have also been confirmed to be using the canal network around Ellesmere Port.  More survey work is urgently required in this area.  Fiona is hoping that an otter survey training event can be arranged on the Wirral via Christine Smyth.

· Funding has been received from Chester Zoo to hold an otter road mitigation seminar later in the year.

· CWT is hoping to organise an otter landowners event at Cholmondeley Castle Gardens on Sat 26th August as part of Meres and Mosses Month, including holt construction at Chapel Mere.

· There is interest from United Utilities and Friends of Caldy Valley LNR in Chester to hold a Great Holt Race event on Monday 5th June to celebrate World Environment Day.  2 holts would be built simultaneously, one at Caldy Valley and one at UU’s Huntington site on the Dee.  A recent survey of this site found otter footprints present.

· Next Otter LBAP Action Group meeting at 10am on 16th May 2006, at Castle Farm.

Information supplied by Fiona Mahon

THE WATER VOLE IN FRANCHE-COMTE: A PROBLEM SPECIES
Dominique Langlois is Manager of a National Nature Reserve in Franche-Comté in Eastern France. He is currently working for English Nature’s Derbyshire & Peak District team on a job exchange with Ben Le Bas from EN. Dominique kindly agreed to describe some of the difficulties facing water voles in this region. The piece has been translated from the original French by Dave Mallon, with notes added by Helen Perkins. 

When the state appointed a new Director of the Environment in Franche-Comté at the end of the 1990s, she acquainted herself with the major problems in the region. They were three in number: a new motorway, a chemical complex, and the water vole.

In what way exactly is this species such a problem on the plateaux of the Jura (as in the Massif Central) above 500m (1640 feet) in altitude? Its habitat is permanent grassland, pasture or hay meadow, it is absolutely not tied to watercourses in these areas. It can consume and/or cover in ‘vole’-hills 90% of the grassland during its population peaks which generally follow 3-5 year cycles. As permanent grassland covers more than 80% of the agricultural area for dairy produce (“Comté” cheese) the economic issue is important. Each year, several dozen communes are declared in need of government assistance. The state compensates the farmers and funds a chemical campaign against the water vole. The substance used is bromadiolone, an anti-coagulant, which is where the problems begin.

This poison is transmitted through the food chain and kills raptors, foxes, and wild boars. 1998 was particularly catastrophic, with 52,750 hectares treated (at 20kg of bromadiolone per ha), equal to about one third of the area of the Peak District NP. Officially, 373 predators and scavengers were diagnosed as poisoned, but how many really died? Stoats, in particular, a specific predator on water voles remained poisoned in its burrows. According to ornithological organisations, the population of red kites, one of the most important in Europe, declined steeply. Nature protection organisations have therefore openly opposed the chemical campaign against the water vole and forced the state to reconsider its campaign, after having brought it before tribunals for destroying protected species. Many farmers have also understood that a public health issue is involved and they had no interest at all in finding traces of bromadiolone in milk. 

Use of bromadiolone is now prohibited in the water vole breeding season. It is necessary to treat the grassland more often but with a reduced dosage when the water vole has hardly established itself. Manual trapping is encouraged, as it was 50 years ago, when village children received money for each water vole tail! Therefore, as soon as a mound of earth appears in my garden I set a trap before the pair develops in the course of year into 250 individuals. I hope that my British counterpart is operating in this way in my absence!

Water vole populations appear to have always been present on the plateaux of the Jura, but they have been accentuated by agricultural intensification and the activities reducing the diversity of the landscape: grubbing out hedges, removal of collapsed walls and the piles of stones cleared from fields (these were left in lines down the edge of fields and were an important habitat for stoats), development of grassland monocultures. Predator density is reduced in these simplified rural structures and labour also seemed to present a barrier slowing down the population peaks. 

Finally, not only does the water vole population reach high levels, it is also the vector of a fatal disease, alveolar echinococcosis**, which can insidiously destroy the liver.  To complete its life cycle this tapeworm passes into the water vole, which is consumed by a predator (fox, cat) which then voids it with its droppings onto a plant which the rodent again ingests. Do not eat natural foods from below one metre in height on the continent, you could catch this disease, which seems to be increasing in Europe. 

The water vole is thus very ‘popular’ in Franche-Comté, but not for the same reasons as in the UK. It is the same species, but British animals are larger. They weigh 150-300 grams, almost twice as much as those in France-Comté.

Dominique Langlois.

** this worm and infection also occurs in sheep

Additional notes

It has been fascinating to talk to Dominique about water voles in the Franche Comte area of France and to discover that he is dealing with a quite different set of water vole ‘issues’ to those that we are we dealing with over here. The fossorial form of the water vole used to be common in grassland habitats in Britain. It appears that, as a consequence of livestock grazing of these habitats, this form of the water vole disappeared from mainland UK around 100 years ago. There are some small populations of the fossorial form remaining on islands off Jura in north west Scotland. 

Regarding Echinococcus multilocularis, the larval stage of this microscopic tapeworm can cause the disease alveolar echinococcosis in humans (sometimes known as Alveolar Hydatid Disease or AHD). Though still rare, it appears to be increasing in continental Europe. Foxes, dogs and cats can become infected if they eat E. multilocularis larvae in infected rodents. Water voles seem to be one of the main intermediate hosts of the tapeworm’s lifecycle. An infected fox, dog or cat can pass the tiny eggs of the tapeworm larvae through their droppings, which can adhere to anything they come into contact with. Humans can become infected either by directly ingesting plants that are contaminated via fox droppings or by handling infected cats and dogs. E. multilocularis can cause a serious and often fatal disease that produces effects similar to liver cancer. The tapeworm is not present in the UK but does occur in France, Germany, Switzerland, Hungary, Austria, Poland and several other countries in Europe, as well as in a number of other countries in the northern hemisphere.  

For more information on the possible role of the water vole in the spread of the disease and the relationship between abundance of water voles and prevalence of the disease see Sréter T, Széll Z, Sréter-Lancz Z, Varga I. Echinococcus multilocularis in Northern Hungary [letter]. Emerg Infect Dis [serial on the Internet] 2004 Jul. Available from: http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/EID/vol10no7/03-1027.htm.  
The 2006 Annual Autumn Symposium of The Mammal Society

Invasion Ecology of Mammals

24-25th November 2006 at The Meeting Rooms, London Zoo

Invasive species pose a considerable threat to biodiversity conservation and the integrity of ecosystems worldwide. This symposium will focus on the impacts on species and ecosystems caused by invasive mammals, and the threats posed to mammal conservation by invasive organisms such as parasites and disease. 
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The symposium will cover the following themes: global issues in invasive species management, invasive species policy, the ecology and genetics of establishment and spread, invasive disease, invasive mammals as predators and competitors of native species, current and future techniques for management, and future challenges for invasive species ecology and management. 

Speakers and topics include:

Prof. Mick Clout The invasion ecology of mammals: a global perspective
Dr Huw Thomas Invasive species policy in the UK
Prof. Tony Peacock Invasive species management in Australia
Prof. Jeremy Searle The genetics of mammalian invasions
Dr Glen Saunders Predation impacts of invasive species in Australia
Dr Franck Courchamp Impacts of introduced rodents on islands
Dr Mike Boots Modelling invasive diseases in mammal populations
Dr John Parkes Translating island eradications to mainland New Zealand
Dr Steve Lapidge Novel products for invasive species management in Australia
Prof Dan Simberloff Future challenges in invasive species ecology and management

The 2007 Mammal Society Easter Conference and AGM will be held on 13th-15th April 2007 at the Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester.

