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Introduction 
The pine marten (Martes martes), occurs throughout most of continental Europe, 
Asia Minor, northern Iraq and Iran, the Caucasus and in westernmost parts of 
Asian Russia. It is classified by the IUCN as Least Concern but is listed as a 
protected species in Appendix III of the 1979 Bern Convention on the 
Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats. The pine marten is also 
included in Annex V of the European Community’s Habitat and Species Directive 
of 1992, so that taking in the wild and exploitation of the species may be subject 
to management measures. In the UK, the pine marten is protected under 
Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act and listed as a UK Biodiversity 
Action Plan Priority Species. Pine martens were formerly widespread in Britain; 
however, in the 19th century, persecution resulted in their eradication from most of 
southern Britain. Remnant populations were restricted to north-west Scotland and 
isolated parts of northern England and Wales. Since the mid-20th century, the 
population in Scotland has expanded south and eastwards, but in England and 
Wales numbers were so low that recovery is unlikely without intervention. This 
intervention has started in Wales with a closely monitored, pilot reinforcement. 
 
Goals  
x� Goal 1: Increase numbers and genetic diversity to prevent extinction and 

restore a viable population of pine martens to Wales. 
x� Goal 2: Establish a community-wide level of support for the project and a 

sense of community ownership of the Welsh pine marten population. 
x� Goal 3: Long-term persistence and expansion of the pine marten population in 

Wales. 
x� Goal 4: To develop a 

robust, transferable 
protocol for pine 
marten translocations. 

 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Initial 

success (1 - 2 years)- 
Translocation and 
release of a minimum 
of 30 - 40 adult pine 
martens over two years 
with no loss or injury. 
Stable home ranges 
established and overall 
annual survival rates of 
at least 70%. 

Pine marten with radio-collar © Nick Upton 

Mammals 



234 

 

x� Indicator 2: Initial 
success (1 - 2 years) -  
Evidence of successful 
breeding by some 
translocated females in 
the first year following 
release, and survival of 
site-native young. 
x� Indicator 3: (Short-
term) - Establishment of 
site-native population and 
production of second 
generation animals. 
x� Indicator 4: (Long-term) 
- Increase in pine marten 
population size in release 
area over 10 years, 
subsequent colonisation of 
surrounding suitable 

habitat and population spread. 
x� Indicator 5: Wide scale involvement of local community in helping to monitor 

the pine marten population. 
 
Project Summary  
Feasibility: Although recovering in Scotland, there is consensus that in 
England and Wales pine marten numbers are so low that the species is almost 
extinct. So, in 2014, The Vincent Wildlife Trust’s Pine Marten Recovery Project 
began. Habitat modelling identified potential reinforcement regions, where reports 
of recent sightings and other evidence suggested pine martens were still present 
albeit in extremely low numbers. Analyses were carried out of variables likely to 
impact on establishment and spread, such as woodland patch size, connectivity 
and prey availability. The results of the feasibility study suggested that the large 
expanse of well-connected woodland throughout the Cambrian Mountains in 
central Wales provides a suitable habitat network with the potential to support a 
viable pine marten population. Whilst a public opinion survey suggested that the 
majority of people would be in favour of action to prevent the pine marten from 
becoming extinct in Wales, detailed consultations with stakeholders and other 
land users in the area were also carried out in order to gauge local levels of 
support for the project and identify any specific issues.   
 
Implementation: As part of the feasibility study and associated 
translocation plan, an assessment was made of the number, age class and sex 
ratio of individuals required to maximise the chances of the translocation 
achieving its goals. Capture methods, holding, transportation and release 
protocols were all designed to minimise stress to the animals and maintain the 
highest standards of animal welfare. A detailed disease risk analysis was also 
undertaken. In early September 2015, trapping began in a number of areas in 
Scotland selected as suitable donor sites. By this time, young of the year are 
independent and adults have mated. Post-translocation releases were carried out 
in autumn when food availability is high. 

Pine marten release site © Henry Schofield 
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Captured animals were initially evaluated in the trap and suitable candidates for 
translocation were taken to a nearby mobile veterinary unit. Here the pine 
martens were anaesthetised by a wildlife veterinarian, given a full health check 
and samples were taken for further screening and surveillance. Animals not 
suitable for translocation (not of breeding age or a surplus of either sex) were 
released at their capture site after recovery. Pine martens selected for 
translocation were microchipped, the throat patch photographed for subsequent 
visual identification and a hair sample taken for genotyping. All animals were fitted 
with a radio-collar incorporating a mortality sensor to monitor post-release 
survival. Larger animals were also fitted with a GPS logger to gather more 
detailed movement data. Combined collar/transmitter weights did not exceed 5% 
of the weight of the animal. Once the animals had fully recovered, they were 
transported to the release area overnight by road in a modified vehicle.  
 
Pine martens were soft-released, as it is suggested that this can minimise the 
distances travelled following release. Large (3.6 m x 2.3 m x 2 m), temporary, pre-
release pens were constructed at release sites by staff from Chester Zoo, one of 
the project partners. Animals were held for a maximum of seven nights, during 
which time they were monitored remotely by camera for any visible signs of 
stress, Each pen held only one animal, and pens were located so that each 
male’s pen was within 500 m of a female but at least 2 km from the nearest male. 
Following release, supplementary food was provided at each site for between 2 - 
6 weeks, as long as it continued to be taken. 
 
Twenty pine martens (10 males & 10 females) were translocated from Scotland to 
mid-Wales and released in autumn 2015, with a further 10 males and 9 females in 
autumn 2016 and a final 8 males and 4 females in autumn 2017.  
 
Post-release monitoring: Following release, all of the animals were 
intensively radio-tracked until they had established home ranges, after which they 
were located daily and then weekly. From the following March onwards, there is a 
further period of intensive radio-tracking to locate denning sites of breeding 
females. Hair tubes and camera traps are also used to monitor breeding success. 
In the first year, we were able to confirm that at least four females successfully 
reared kits. At least three females from the second year of releases have also 
been confirmed as having bred so far. Pine martens are re-captured 
approximately 10 - 12 months after release to remove radio collars and check the 
animals. So far, all have been in good condition at re-capture. Mortality is 
monitored and carcasses are retrieved immediately and sent for post-mortem 
examination as part of an ongoing health surveillance program. Research is key 
to improving the science of reintroductions and translocations. The VWT, in 
partnership with the University of Exeter, has a rigorous program of research 
associated with the Pine Marten Recovery Project. This is focussed not only on 
the ecology of the translocated animals, but also on other species at the release 
sites as well as the socio-economic impacts of the project. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� The terrain in the release area, coupled with the distances travelled by some 

animals made radio-tracking challenging, and the GPS equipment often failed 
to get fixes in the dense forest habitat and deep valleys that pine martens 
utilise. 
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x� Pine martens have a 
low reproductive rate: 
females do not breed until 
their third year and then 
will only have a maximum 
of one litter per year, 
usually of 1 - 3 kits. 
Therefore, population 
growth is slow and 
increase and expansion 
will take many years. This 
requires a long-term 
commitment to monitoring 
and management to 
ensure success.  
x� Some land managers 
were apprehensive about 
having another UK 
protected species present 

and the possible restrictions that will impose on what they can do on their land. 
By providing information about pine marten ecology, and supporting land 
managers with practical help and advice, we have been able to allay many of 
their concerns.  

x� Changing the negative perception of predators among some sectors remains 
challenging. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Establishing support for the project from a wide spread of sectors across the 

community at the earliest stages was key.  
x� Thorough research and meticulous planning are vital, but adaptive 

management is also necessary. 
x� GPS technology for relatively small, forest-dwelling mammals is still in its 

infancy. 
 
Success of project 

 
Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Short-term success criteria have all been met, however it will be at least 

another 15 years before the long-term goals are achieved and it can be judged 
a complete success. 

x� Extensive, ongoing community and local volunteer involvement in the project 
from the pre-planning stage was key to the initial success of the project. This 
began very locally with face-to-face contact with adjoining landowners and 
residents in the release area, and was expanded out from there. 
Communication and open dialogue with other land users in the area, 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 

  √  

Pine marten project team 
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particularly those with conflicting views, in order to address and resolve any 
areas of real or perceived conflict before they arise. Continued dialogue with 
all sectors of the community is likely to be important to the project’s long-term 
success. 

x� Allowing sufficient time and resources for detailed preparation and planning. 
However, it is also essential not to stick rigidly to those plans but continually 
review the process and have the flexibility to adapt and improve or refine 
protocols as the project proceeds. 

x� Ensuring sufficient funding, personnel and number of donor animals as well as 
a long-term commitment to the success of the project. 

x� Partnership working with a multidisciplinary team of scientists, wildlife 
veterinarians and land managers. Having a long-term research and monitoring 
program and a staged exit strategy with the goal of local “ownership” of the 
project. 
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