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31 May 2013 
 
 
Dear Richard 
 
 
 
FUNDING FOR SQUIRREL POX VIRUS VACCINE 
 

I am writing to ask you and colleagues in the other devolved administrations whether you 
would be prepared to join me in providing short-term funding to allow the continuation of 
work to identify a squirrel pox virus vaccine until longer term funding can be put in place.  
 
I am very aware of the difficulties we all face in finding funding for even the most worthwhile 
projects.  However I think this proposal is for a relatively small amount of money that could 
go a long way to protecting one of the most loved species in all our countries - the red 
squirrel.  
 
I met with some of my fellow MSPs recently along with representatives of the European 
Squirrel Initiative, the Red Squirrel Survival Trust, Saving Scotland’s Red Squirrels, and the 
Moredun Research Institute to discuss red squirrels, and in particular, the development of a 
vaccine for use against the squirrel pox virus. 
 
As you are aware, the red squirrel is currently threatened by competition from the grey 
squirrel and by the spread of squirrel pox virus.  Grey squirrels are carriers of the virus, and 
outbreaks of the virus in red squirrels, which is normally fatal, have only occurred in areas 
with seropositive grey squirrels.  The virus is present in parts of south Scotland and if 
allowed to spread, would pose a devastating threat to red squirrel populations throughout 
Scotland and the north of England.  Similarly I understand that in Northern Ireland the 
incidence of seropositive grey squirrels is widespread but with a relatively low proportion of  
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grey squirrels testing seropositive. There is a continued risk to red squirrel populations in 
areas where the species overlap. I am advised that in Wales  squirrel pox seroprevalence 
appears to be widespread, including at all the red squirrel sites in Wales where testing has 
been carried out; with around 50% of greys squirrels testing positive.  So the risks are 
widespread throughout the UK. 
 
While we in Scotland are supporting intensive control efforts to prevent the spread of grey 
squirrels, we are aware that the threat of widespread infection leading to a catastrophic 
effect on our remaining red squirrels is very real.  We believe we need to press ahead with 
the development of a vaccine to try and prevent any such widespread infection.  
 
The Wildlife Ark, a registered charity based in the north of England , commissioned the 
Moredun Research Institute, a charity based in Midlothian which is dedicated to the 
improvement of animal health and wellbeing through research and education, to carry out 
research and produce such a vaccine against squirrel pox virus that could be used to protect 
red squirrels.  The Wildlife Ark provided three years of funding towards the research, which 
included a contribution from Scottish Natural Heritage.  This funding has now come to an 
end.  
 
As things stand, the Moredun have completed proof of concept tests and are confident that 
they have a prototype vaccine to take forward with further work.  Clearly there is much still to 
be done, not least in the development of reliable delivery mechanisms and further trials on 
attenuation and dosage to develop and trial a vaccine for use in the field.  Moredun 
Research Institute estimate that the work required could take 5-10 years to complete.  
 
To help complete this research, Moredun Research Institute intend to apply for funding 
through the EU Life + programme.  If successful, this could still take up to two years before 
they receive any funding.  My proposal is that we jointly try to bridge that two year gap.  The 
Moredun Research Institute estimate that it would cost approximately £240,000 to continue 
funding the project until the outcome of their bid for funding through the EU Life + 
programme is known.   
 
I understand that donors of the Red Squirrel Survival Trust, which is a national charity 
established to ensure the conservation and protection of the red squirrel in the UK and has 
HRH the Prince of Wales as its Patron,  may be able to provide 50% of this cost if the 
shortfall can be made up by contributions from Government.  This would mean that we would 
be looking to find £120,000 between us over the next two years.   
 
My suggestion is that we fund this with £25,000 per year from the UK Government, £20,000 
per year from the Scottish Government and £10,000 and £5,000 per year respectively from 
Wales and Northern Ireland.  
 
I hope you will agree with me that these are relatively small sums but which have the 
potential to play a major role in helping save the red squirrels of the British Isles.  I think that 
the public would not forgive us if we did not do what we can to help save the red squirrels 
from what could well be a very uncertain future.  
 
I would be happy to provide any more information about this proposal or to discuss further if 
that would be helpful.  
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I look forward to hearing from you. I am also sending a similar letter to Alun Davies AM, 
Minister for Natural Resources and Food at the Welsh Government, and to Alex Attwood 
MLA, Minister for Environment, at the Northern Ireland Assembly.  
 
Kind regards 
 
 

 
PAUL WHEELHOUSE 
 
 
 
 
 
 


