[bookmark: _Hlk101280095]Two Moors Pine Marten Project 
Pine Marten Group
Meeting MINUTES
29th January 2025, 1.30PM-4.30PM
Jubilee Hall, Chagford NEWTON ABBOT, Devon, TQ13 8DP
Attendees
Chair: Susan Warren (SW)
	Organisation

	Barn Owl Trust (BOT)
	Fountains Forestry

	Bat consultant
	Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust (GWCT)

	British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC)
	Independent consultant

	Councillor, Hennock Parish Council
	National Farmers Union (NFU)

	Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA)
	Natural England (NE)

	Devon Wildlife Trust (DWT)
	Piedfly.NET / RSPB

	Duchy of Cornwall
	Somerset Bat Group (SBG)

	Exmoor landowner
	Somerset Wildlife Trust (SWT)

	Forest Management Ltd
	Vincent Wildlife Trust (VWT)

	Forestry England (FE)
	



Introductions
Chair welcomed participants and introduced herself.  SW is a Board member for Exmoor National Park Authority but is Chairing the Two Moors Stakeholder Forum (Pine Marten Group) in an individual capacity independent of this.
Terms of Reference (ToR)
Draft ToR had been circulated to attendees ahead of the Forum.  SW summarised these set out how the Forum will operate and provide clarity about its purpose.  While the Two Moors partnership team endeavours to provide all necessary information to all relevant stakeholders, it cannot reach every person.  Participants reminded of their role in communicating back to their colleagues after the Forum and speaking on behalf of their colleagues at the Forum.
[bookmark: _Ref189558131]After feedback, it was agreed confidentiality clause should remain so as not to limit discussion, but that confidential and sensitive information would be noted on the full Minutes and removed from the precis-ed Minutes circulated to wider stakeholders.  Also agreed to change “pine marten welfare” (point 8 of PMG Purpose) to “animal welfare” to reflect the broad range of wildlife that will be affected by the project.  
Discussion had, regarding Forum membership.  Some suggestions made for additional invitees.  Participants also encouraged to let DWT know of other key stakeholders they believe should be represented.
Draft ToR accepted with amendments in 2.2.
DWT presentation on consent process and Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) 
Outlined how the Two Moors project had been built around the IUCN Code for Translocations and English and Scottish interpretations of that Code.  Project also complied with the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017, including receiving licences from Natural England and NatureScot for work with protected species and on SSSIs.
Starting in March 2020, VWT did ecological and biological feasibility surveys.  Location and number of release sites informed by this.  Social feasibility had to be temporarily paused due to coronavirus pandemic.  Report produced in March 2021. 
Two Moors project feasibility report covers: biology; project goals; project plan; biological feasibility; ecological feasibility; disease risk analysis; and social feasibility. 
Zoological Society of London (ZSL) completed disease risk analysis.  Only high-risk disease was coronavirus.  All other pathogens, including avian flu and bTB, were low or very low risk.
HRA for ecological assessment completed 2022-2023, informed by a bat report by Vincent Wildlife Trust and University of Sussex.  Species of conservation concern in natural situations considered to be unlikely to be at increased risk because of the project, with suggestion there might be a net gain for habitats and some species.  Main risk anticipated to be where pine martens use anthropogenic features (e.g. bat roosts in buildings, animals using nest boxes).  Ground nesting birds were not identified as at increased risk but a key concern of stakeholders.  Two Moors team is studying nightjars as a proxy for ground nesting birds to assess impact.  HRA and a series of proactive and reactive mitigation measures were approved by NE.
Key documents are on https://www.devonwildlifetrust.org/our-reports-and-documents.  Supplementary videos are on DWT’s YouTube page and more information on both DWT’s website and Two Moors website.
Floor opened for questions:
Concern raised about the potential impact of the pine marten releases on the Annex II species of woodland bat in the Exmoor & Quantocks SAC and the data deficit for these woodland bat populations in the project areas.  Request for a systematic study of population size to monitor any impact of pine marten presence.  Two Moors project cannot fund surveys for all species but agreed that DWT, NE, VWT and bat consultant would discuss this outside the Forum.
[bookmark: _Hlk189574425]Question asking how geographically extensive the mitigation process for horseshoe bats was and what would trigger bat mitigation work.  Bat roost mapping has been done for the main roosts in the release areas, but it is difficult to protect smaller or underground roosts.  Project is now focussed on identifying priority roosts on Exmoor.  Project team keen to hear from stakeholders of roosts that have been overlooked from or are new since initial surveys.  Request made for NE to include mitigation work as a condition of licenced works involving buildings with roosts although there are concerns about imposing extra costs on people undertaking those works/projects.
Clarification given around Vincent Wildlife Trust’s role as an advisor chosen for its specialist expertise.  VWT is not a formal partner, which would limit its capacity to support other projects and would represent a conflict of interests.
Concerns raised that legal protections around pine martens make wider pest and predator control more complicated.  There is a lack of clarity from NE and advisors about which traps are lawful and legal to use when pine martens are present.  Strong desire for the Two Moors project to give advice and reassurance.
Project team is working with Forestry England to develop written guidance and developing a way land management advisors can recognise the impact of pine marten presence on woodland management techniques.  Forest Research also has guidance on what control methods are most effective in different contexts. ukfstn022_m7ldper.pdf
There have been covert releases of pine martens in the Exmoor area so, even without the Two Moors project, the issue of how to carry out pest/predator control when pine marten are present already exists and needs addressing.  This issue is not solely a consequence of the Two Moors project but is an area where the project could be a useful catalyst for those wider conversations.  Agreed to arrange a meeting with relevant bodies to obtain more clarity from regulators.
University of Exeter (UoE) presentation on social feasibility
UoE commissioned to complete social feasibility study as an independent body, not project partner.  Its involvement started Spring 2023 and the report was published in July 2023.  
No recommendation was made for or against translocating pine martens but belief was the project was socially feasible.  
Presentation given in absentia but UoE team happy to answer any questions in writing via DWT.
DWT update on Dartmoor translocation, including release and tracking
Overall, 15 pine martens (8 females and 7 males) were successfully translocated.  A library of translocated pine martens’ bib patterns has been created to aid identification.
Tracking still being done using VHF and GPS collars.  These will last for a maximum of 12 months before either the leather breaks or the batteries run out.  Average dispersal distance is c.14km and most have stayed within the core area.  Most settled within 2-3 weeks, although pine martens are still mobile within their new territorial ranges.  This means it is not possible to tell land managers if they do or do not have pine marten on their land.
Already moving to next phase of monitoring, using camera traps.  Project is setting up a camera loan scheme, although people can submit data from their own cameras too.  Added advantage of camera trapping is ability to monitor not just the Two Moors project’s pine martens but also offspring and any covertly released pine martens.
Other ways wider stakeholders can help monitor pine marten distribution is through: installing cameras by den boxes (although reminded that as a protected species, the box cannot be disturbed); scat surveys; footprints.  Project is hoping to set up workshops with individual landowners so they can do pine marten surveys on their land.
Next steps are: increasing engagement on Exmoor; setting up Working Groups, particularly Forest and Land Management and Community Engagement; working with VWT to update forestry and land management guidance, and, subsequently, produce a copy tailored to the local area; and surveying and monitoring of pied flycatchers, nightjars and grey squirrels.
More information can be found at the Two Moors website or contacting the Two Moors team by email (pinemartens@devonwildlifetrust.org).
Floor opened for questions:
Query what would trigger protections being put in place for bat roosts as pine martens dispersed outside the area covered by the HRA.  DWT confirmed they would always follow the HRA guidelines.  This approach approved by VWT as optimal.
Request to monitor population density, not just distribution.  Relevant stakeholders to meet and discuss how this could be done, which might help analyse and contextualise other data.
Piedfly.NET presentation on trial of bird box mitigation measures
Overview given of pied flycatcher conservation status and ecology and Piedfly.net conservation scheme focussed on over 3000 nest boxes mainly on Exmoor and Dartmoor. Ringing data shows the scheme has a good success rate for pied flycatcher conservation in the south-west peninsula.
Monitoring of 10,000 nests in nest boxes shows a baseline predation of 2-3%.  Most common predators are weasels, dormice (taking eggs), and greater spotted woodpeckers (exploiting damaged boxes).   Predation data from Scotland is 57%: this higher percentage is supported by a literature review of predation in both nest boxes and natural cavities.
Trial for Two Moors Project. Nest boxes can be altered to increase protection from predators including pine martens through addition of hole-extenders and baffles. These are effective measures used in Europe and elsewhere but unclear if they impact bird occupancy of nest boxes – so study is investigating this. Very early results (year one only) suggest occupancy rate decreases when protections are put on the boxes.  Occupancy by blue tits is unaffected by presence/absence of modifications: favouring the blue tit population in this way, could have a knock-on implication for other different bird species. There is a need to determine the relative harm of adding the protections versus leaving the boxes unmodified and risking increased predation.  To date, all trial sites have had a mix of modified and unmodified boxes so reduced occupancy could be due to the changed shape being unfamiliar to pied flycatchers.  The scheme is hoping to do a trial using just modified boxes to determine occupancy when there is no alternative. The trial continues throughout the Two Moors Project.
Floor opened to questions:
Birds in nest boxes was a concern flagged in the HRA. Two Moors team does not want to create a bigger problem by installing mitigation than would have been caused by natural predation.  Hope this trial might offer clarity about whether it is worth doing proactive mitigation or just doing reactive mitigation where it is indicated.
Piedfly.NET is doing a literature review of research from the continent where pine martens are present and mitigation measures are not fitted to bird boxes.  There are challenges cross-applying that data to the UK (e.g. different forest types and structures) but continental experience would be interesting to know.
DWT presentation on the future and planning for Exmoor
Project is moving into Translocation phase 2 and focus is moving towards Exmoor.  Priority is speaking with key stakeholders on Exmoor and working with them to carry out proactive mitigation where required.  Forum participants asked to notify the team if they become aware of people in the area covered by the HRA but who are unaware of the project so the team can get in touch with them.
Dartmoor Field Officer will maintain a presence on Dartmoor and continue working with Dartmoor landowners.
VWT and DWT are repeating the process of surveys and applying for licences for the anticipated translocation.  Project team is still finalising release sites on Exmoor with translocation anticipated for August/September 2025.  
Process of radio-tracking translocated pine martens will be repeated, continuing until approx. spring/summer 2026, and then followed by camera traps as per Dartmoor.
The funded project ends in March 2027.  However, all partners have committed support beyond the funded period, albeit at reduced capacity.  The team is already looking to upskill other land advisors so they can continue giving advice after the project ends and as pine martens disperse outside the project’s core area.
Team is setting up a camera trapping programme that will work in conjunction with the national Martens on the Move scheme.  
Floor opened to questions:
Query raised about dispersal from release sites.  Data from the Welsh project shows average dispersal of 8-10km in year 1 and 10-12km in year 2.  The Dartmoor pine martens have an average dispersal rate of c.14km.  It is not unexpected that the pine martens dispersed further on Dartmoor due to those woodlands being more fragmented.  In common with the Two Moors project, the Welsh project also had some very mobile individuals.  
Welsh project did not collect baseline data on grey squirrel populations.  Surveys on the interaction between pine martens, grey squirrels and red squirrels in Ireland show it takes about 20-35 years for a positive impact to be seen but it is difficult to cross-apply that as there are differences between species assemblage.  Experience in Scotland is that pine martens are not the sole answer to grey squirrel management and there is a need to consider other predators and management techniques alongside pine martens.  Lack of evidence in Britain is one reason there is so much interest in the Two Moors project that is monitoring the effect on grey squirrels.  
The shoot community is aware detrimental impacts will not necessarily happen but is concerned there is a chance it might.  Guidance for game birds does not necessarily translate to the Exmoor context.  Representatives believe targeted engagement with the shoot community is very important.  Reassurance provided that the Exmoor Field Officer is prioritising meeting with Exmoor shoots.  DWT also aware the shoot community already takes predator control very seriously so protections already in place may be adequate to protect against pine martens too.
Forum participants know of some shoot estates that are managing with pine martens on their land.  Agreement it would be useful for those with lived experience to share their experiences.  Request made for contact details to be shared with the project team so they can set up opportunities for peer-to-peer learning and support.
Project team was asked when they would be able to confirm if a breeding population had been established and also whether pine martens would stay in the same territory for life.  DWT explained some of the translocated females could be pregnant and looking for natal dens now ready to give birth this spring.  The kits would emerge around May/June.  Anticipated life span is around 10-11 years.  Pine martens will move within their territories but tend to be quite faithful to those territories.  Territories will never have a single sex cross-over, although male territories will overlap with territories of several females.
AoB
It was confirmed forestry work can continue when pine marten are present but sensible precautions should be taken.  However, there is a 100m exclusion zone for forestry work around natal dens which must be observed.  Forestry England has guidance and VWT is updating its guidance for managing forestry with pine martens present.
The next Stakeholder Forum is likely to be in June and near Exmoor to increase ability for Exmoor stakeholders to attend.  
Actions
	
	Who
	Action
	Target date
	Status

	1. 
	DWT
	Update Draft ToR from “pine marten welfare” to “animal welfare” then finalise and publish ToR
	05.02.2025
	On track

	2. 
	DWT
	Invite GESA and Field Officers to future Forums
	June 2025
	On track

	3. 
	All stakeholders
	Let EPF/TH know if any additional key stakeholders should be invited to future Forums
	June 2025
	On track

	4. 
	DWT, NE, VWT and bat consultant
	Discuss options for systematic approach to monitoring bat population sizes in pine marten release areas
	June 2025
	On track

	5. 
	All stakeholders
	Let VWT know if any bat roosts on Exmoor so they can prioritise where they undertake surveys and mitigation work
	28.02.2025
	On track

	6. 
	DWT
	Update Forestry Commision about discussion re pest and predator control where pine martens are present
	June 2025
	On track

	7. 
	DWT
	Arrange a meeting for DWT, Forestry England, Forestry Commission and others present at Stakeholder Forum to discuss and get clarity around lawful, legal control of grey squirrel (particularly under woodland schemes) where pine martens are present
	June 2025
	On track

	8. 
	All stakeholders, DWT
	Send any questions for Roger Auster on social feasibility to TH who will forward and provide replies
	June 2025
	On track

	9. 
	SWT
	Include links to University of Exeter’s social feasibility report and other key documents in minutes
	05.02.2025
	Completed

	10. 
	DWT, Piedfly.NET
	Meet to discuss how to monitor pine marten population density
	June 2025
	On track

	11. 
	All stakeholders
	Notify EPF/TH of key stakeholders in the Exmoor area covered by the HRA who are unaware of the project so EPF/TH can get in contact
	July 2025
	On track

	12. 
	BASC
	Arrange a meeting with EPF/TH and NGO re engagement with shoot community on Exmoor 
	March 2025
	On track

	13. 
	All stakeholders
	With a particular emphasis on the shoot community, please share details of any contacts who have lived experience of living alongside pine martens and who are willing to support peer-to-peer learning with shoot estates in the south-west peninsula
	Ongoing
	On track

	14. 
	All stakeholders
	Let EPF/TH know of any particular topics, speakers or presentations participants would like included in the next Forum
	June 2025
	On track

	15. 
	DWT
	Issue meeting invitation for next Forum
	May 2025
	On track

	16. 
	All stakeholders
	Submit mileage claim to EPF/TH for payment.  This will be reimbursed at 45p/mile
	March 2025
	On track
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