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1. Objective of this strategy 
 

This conservation strategy establishes next steps to support the conservation of pine martens in 

Yorkshire, with a primary focus on the North York Moors and surrounding areas, presented as a 

set of short-term actions and a long-term vision. These conservation measures have been put 

together by NatureSpy in collaboration with Forestry England, on the basis of our current 

knowledge of the status of pine martens in Yorkshire, how this relates to other evidence from 

recent decades and the current context of pine marten recovery at the national scale.  

 

The long-term vision of this strategy is to establish self-sustaining populations of pine martens in 

Yorkshire, as part of the national restoration of the species.  

 

This strategy has been created following three years of activity through the Heritage Lottery funded 

Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme (YPMSP), a partnership project between NatureSpy and 

Forestry England. Outcomes of the project are summarised in this strategy, and the full project 

report is available via the NatureSpy website. 

 

The objectives detailed in Section 6 of this strategy will be carried out by NatureSpy in collaboration 

with Forestry England’s Yorkshire Forest District. NatureSpy will seek to collaborate with additional 

organisations and people where appropriate, including aspects such as: research components with 

universities, engagement with private woodland owners and collation of pine marten records with 

organisations such as the North York Moors National Park and Wildlife Trusts.  

 

 

 

 

View from Guisborough Forest, North York Moors 
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2. Pine marten conservation 
 

Pine martens are Britain’s second rarest carnivorous 

mammal, following Scottish wildcats (VWT, 2014). 

Historically, pine martens would have been a 

widespread species throughout Britain, but intensive 

predator control measures through the 18th and 19th 

centuries, coupled with loss of suitable habitat, 

extirpated the species almost entirely from England 

and Wales (Birks, 2017). Legal protections introduced 

in the 1980s marked the beginning of pine marten 

recovery in Britain.  The most recent estimate suggests 

there is a population of 3,700 pine martens in Britain 

(Mathews et al, 2018), primarily located in Scotland.  

 

 

Until the 1980s, the distribution of pine martens had been largely restricted to the northern parts 

of Scotland (Sainsbury et al, 2019). Over the past 40 years, pine martens have recolonised southern 

Scotland, both naturally and with the help of reintroduction programmes (Sainsbury et al, 2019) 

and in recent years there have been reintroductions of pine martens in England and Wales 

(MacPherson and Wright, 2021).  

 

Like all mammalian carnivores, pine martens play a vital role in the balance of nature. There are 8 

species of native mammalian carnivores in the UK, including otters, badgers, wildcats and red foxes. 

Some of these species, such as otters, have experienced a comeback since the 1960s (Sainsbury 

et al, 2019), but there’s still a long way to go to restore the balance these important species bring 

to Britain’s wild and not-so-wild landscapes. Our understanding of how pine martens interact with 

other species is at an early stage because they’re a challenging species to study, owing to their 

elusive nature. Recent research suggests that pine martens are an important ally to the UK’s 

dwindling red squirrel population, as pine martens prey on the invasive grey squirrels that out-

compete and spread the squirrel pox virus to native red squirrels (Twining et al, 2020). In years to 

come, we will continue to learn about the important role that pine martens play in the ecosystems 

they inhabit. It is imperative that effective conservation measures protect pine martens now, at the 

national scale, to ensure effective recovery of the species to their former range.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo by Tom Broxup 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42991-020-00031-z
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3. The Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme 
 

Between 2018-2021, the Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme set out to establish the status 

of pine martens in forests across the North York Moors, implement conservation measures where 

possible and increase engagement in pine marten conservation in the region. The North York 

Moors was the primary area of focus for this project due to trends in historic sightings and records, 

likely owing to the expanses of forest present on the North York Moors and surrounding areas. 

Through a programme of camera trap and DNA surveys and responding to reported pine marten 

sightings, the project was able to better understand pine marten presence in North Yorkshire’s 

forests. Engagement with a wide range of people including volunteers, the public, landowners, 

schools, universities and citizen scientists has helped to increase awareness and knowledge of pine 

martens and their currently poor conservation status regionally. The installation of den boxes 

through this project contributed to improving habitat quality for pine martens and supporting their 

future conservation on the North York Moors. The project report for the Yorkshire Pine Marten 

Support Programme covers the objectives and outcomes of this work in detail and is available at 

www.naturespy.org.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pine marten den box installation  
on the North York Moors 

Project volunteers setting up a camera trap 
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4. Evidence and status of pine martens in Yorkshire  
 

Pine martens typically live at low population densities and tend to be more active at night, making 

them a challenging species to monitor. Additionally, there is a risk that pine martens can be 

mistaken for other species in the mustelid family (Poulton et al, 2006). The most reliable methods 

for confirming pine marten records are through images, often gathered via camera traps, or 

through DNA, typically obtained from pine marten scat or fur collected via hair tube surveys (Croose 

et al, 2019).  

 

Reported sightings are also a valuable source of pine marten records. The use of standardised 

questionnaires completed by sighting reporters can be used to apply a level of confidence to the 

quality and reliability of the record (Poulton et al, 2006). These records can then inform future 

survey work and searches for field signs that may lead to further evidence of pine marten presence. 

Clusters of pine marten sightings within short periods of time (e.g. several months) and within close 

proximity to one another can be of particular use in locating pine martens, with one example of 

this during the Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme leading to the discovery of a pine marten 

scat that was then confirmed with DNA analysis.  

 

4.1  Recent confirmed records 
NatureSpy have been collecting and evaluating records of pine martens in Yorkshire since 2017. 

Between May 2017 and July 2021, there have been 6 confirmed records of pine martens in 

Yorkshire:  

- In 2017, camera trap footage obtained 3 records on the North York Moors over a 3-month 

period. All 3 records are believed to be the same animal from comparisons of the unique bib 

fur pattern.  

- In 2017, the carcass of a pine marten was found on the M1 motorway in South Yorkshire. 

- In 2021, a photograph was taken of an animal in East Yorkshire. 

- In 2021, a pine marten scat was found on the North York Moors and confirmed with DNA 

analysis.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Camera trap image of a pine marten  
on the North York Moors in 2017 
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4.2  Reported sightings: 2017-2021 
Gathering information on sightings of pine martens from the public enables us to build a picture 

of possible pine marten distribution and inform surveying that could lead to further evidence and 

conservation measures. Through the YPMSP, we have had the opportunity to gather new records 

for Yorkshire and build on previous work by Birks and Messenger (2010), who analysed reported 

sightings in England and Wales for the period 1996-2007. 

 

Confirming pine marten sightings without evidence (e.g. photographic or genetic) is challenging due 

to the risk of misidentification, as the species can be mistaken for other mustelids, including 

polecats, stoats and mink (Poulton et al, 2006). For this reason, we adopted a standardised question 

set for any sightings reported, adapted from an existing scoring approach for pine marten sightings 

created by Poulton et al (2006), enabling an understanding of the likelihood that the animal 

reported is a pine marten. For each reported sighting, we gathered information on the following 

topics where possible: 

 

Table 1 - Question set for reported sightings 

Question Reason 

What the animal was doing? To provide detail on behaviour and help us 

make an assessment on whether this appears 

like typical behaviour of a pine marten. 

What were the main characteristics of the 

animal you saw? 

An accurate description of characteristics 

including fur colour, fur markings and size are 

crucial to determining an accurate species 

record. 

What characteristics or behaviours helped 

you to identify the species as a pine marten? 

To help us understand the confidence and 

experience of the reporter in what they saw. 

Time and date An essential part of ecological records and 

useful in establishing any potential patterns in 

sightings.  

The location To help us establish information about the 

habitat, how this may relate to behaviours 

observed and patterns across sightings. 

Any additional information To provide context or clarity.  

 

Through a combination of the answers given to the above questions, we can establish a qualitative 

level of confidence for each of the 25 reported pine marten sightings we have gathered in Yorkshire 

between May 2017 and July 2021. These sightings have predominantly been received through the 

NatureSpy website on the Report a Sighting page, with additional sightings and contacts forwarded 

to us by Wildlife Trusts, the National Park and via social media.  
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Between 2017 and 2021, 19 sightings were reported in North Yorkshire (including 10 on the North 

York Moors and 2 in the Yorkshire Dales), 3 in East Yorkshire and 3 in West Yorkshire. Of these 25 

sightings:  

 

• One was confirmed with photographic evidence in East Yorkshire,  

• One was rated highly probable in North Yorkshire due to the clarity of description and 

experience of reporter,  

• 12 were rated as possible sightings due to a clear description provided for key pine 

marten characteristics and little-to-no confusion to suggest it could have been another 

species,  

• 8 were rated as unlikely pine marten due to lack of detail or an indication that it may have 

been a different species; and,  

• 3 were not rated due to insufficient information provided.  

 

Where possible, NatureSpy staff followed up on any possible and highly probable sightings with site 

visits to search for field signs and install camera traps. A pine marten scat, confirmed with DNA 

analysis, was found 7km east of the one highly probable sightings received in North Yorkshire on 

the North York Moors.  

 

4.3  History of reported sightings 
It is useful to consider how our findings between 2017 – 2021 compare to historical records to 

provide context to any potential trends in pine marten records in Yorkshire. The report Evidence of 

Pine Martens in England and Wales 1996-2007 by Birks and Messenger (2010) presents an 

assessment of pine marten sightings in Yorkshire during that period. The report identified a total 

of 525 pine marten reports considered to be more defendable as true pine marten records in 

England and Wales between 1996-2007. When reviewed at the vice-county level, the report 

identifies North-East Yorkshire (VC62) as one of four primary areas for pine marten records in 

England and Wales during this period, with 81 total reports in North-East Yorkshire (VC62), 56 of 

which scored as more defendable true records. Additionally, a further 31 sightings in the wider 

Yorkshire area were rated as more defendable true records. To identify hotspots within vice-

counties, the authors reviewed records at the hectad scale (10km2), identifying 15 hotspot areas 

for higher quality pine marten records in England and Wales, with 3 of these areas located in 

Yorkshire, all within  North-East Yorkshire (VC62):   

 

• NZ62: Woodlands east of Middlesborough – 6 reports 

• SE49: Western edge of the North York Moors – 5 reports 

• NZ50: North York Moors south of Middlesborough – 5 reports 

 

A similar review of pine marten records conducted by Strachan et al (1996) for the period 1977-

1988 identified five main population areas of pine martens in England and Wales. Although the two 

studies differ in approach, associations are observed in the findings, with 86% of the higher quality 
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records between 1996-2007 located within five main pine marten population areas identified in 

1977-1988.  

 

In contrast to our findings in Yorkshire between 2017-2021, we have gathered a total of 19 higher 

quality records over this 4-year period, 9 of which reside within the North-East Yorkshire (VC62) 

area, identified as a primary area for pine marten records in the previous 1996-2007 study (Birks 

and Messenger, 2010): This comprises 4 confirmed records and 5 reported sightings rated as high 

quality in the North-East Yorkshire (VC62) area. The remaining 10 higher quality records comprise: 

6 reported sightings in Mid-West Yorkshire (VC64), 1 confirmed record and 1 reported sighting in 

South-West Yorkshire (VC63) and 1 confirmed record and 1 reported sighting in South-East 

Yorkshire (VC61).   

 

4.4  The status of pine martens in Yorkshire 
Recent and historical evidence suggests that pine martens have persisted in Yorkshire in low 

numbers throughout the past 50 years. There is no evidence at present to suggest the source of 

these animals. While they could be from a small, remnant population, we cannot rule out that these 

animals could be the result of covert releases or escapees from captivity. Genetic analysis would 

be required to suggest the origin of an animal, either from haplotype associated with different 

regions, or signs of inbreeding depression. For example, should genetic analysis identify no signs 

of inbreeding depression, this could suggest an animal has come from a larger population: likely 

that of Scottish origin or from recent translocation projects to England and Wales, as the low 

number of confirmed records in Yorkshire suggests that pine martens are not living in population 

sizes typically associated with viable, healthy populations (Bright and Harris, 1994; MacPherson, 

2014).Despite speculation as to the source of animals, given the infrequency of records, the current 

data suggests that any existing pine marten populations in Yorkshire are of a low number and 

vulnerable to the negative impacts on population health that are associated with losing genetic 

variation (Gilpin and Soule, 1986; O’Reilly et al, 2020).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Camera trap image of a pine marten  
on the North York Moors in 2017 
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5. The national context of pine marten recovery 
 

5.1  National recovery plan for pine martens 

In June 2021, the Vincent Wildlife Trust published a Long-term strategic recovery plan for pine 

martens in Britain, in association with Natural England and NatureScot (MacPherson and Wright, 

2021). Through a process of ecological modelling, the strategy proposes pine marten conservation 

measures at a national level over the next decade. This strategy has stemmed from a need to 

balance ongoing conservation of the recovering pine marten population in Scotland with growing 

interest in pine marten translocations from Scotland to England and Wales. The outcomes of the 

strategy are intended to protect existing populations, promote natural recolonisation and prioritise 

restoration of the species into areas where this will be most effective and likely to succeed. In order 

to avoid adversely impacting Scottish donor populations, the strategy advises that there could be 

a maximum of two pine marten translocation projects between 2021-2031. South-west England 

and Cumbria are identified as two regions to be prioritised for further consideration during this 

period.  

 

North Yorkshire is one of eight areas modelled for potential suitability as an area for a pine marten 

reintroduction in the strategy. Modelling suggests there are areas of high habitat suitability and 

connectivity for pine martens on the eastern side of the North York Moors, this includes several of 

the larger forests in North Yorkshire: Dalby, Wykeham, Cropton and Langdale. On the western side 

of the North York Moors there are areas of moderate habitat suitability that have moderate to high 

connectivity. This stretch of connectivity runs from Guisborough in the north, along the western 

edge of the moors through Silton Forest and Sutton Bank, towards the Howardian Hills AONB. The 

modelling indicates there is some habitat connectivity along the northern and southern edges of 

the North York Moors, connecting the highly suitable habitat in the east with the moderately 

suitable habitat in the west. 

 

The strategy suggests that, currently, it is unclear whether a translocation of pine martens to 

Yorkshire would establish as a self-sustaining population. For a population on the North York Moors 

to be self-sustaining, it would likely need a small but constant influx of individuals dispersing into 

the area from established populations further north. However, it is suggested that this natural 

colonisation is unlikely due to conurbations creating barriers in habitat connectivity between an 

expanding Scottish population and the North York Moors. For these reasons, the strategy does not 

identify Yorkshire as a suitable location for a translocation of pine martens between 2021-2031.  
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5.2  Pine marten mortality risks & dispersal challenges 
There are anthropogenic mortality risks to pine martens that need to be assessed and mitigated 

to support the viability of pine marten populations. These include road traffic accidents and 

incidental mortality as a result of lawful pest control activities. The magnitude of such risks varies 

by region and the slow reproduction rate of pine martens means that low rates of additional 

mortality can significantly increase the likelihood of local extinctions (MacPherson, 2014). Due to 

territorial behaviours and potentially large home ranges of pine martens, consideration needs to 

be given to their ability to disperse across a landscape safely. For this reason, incidental mortality 

as a result of lawful pest control and road traffic accidents pose risks within a pine marten’s home 

range, and potentially greater risks for pine martens that are roaming landscapes to establish 

territories or seek mates (MacPherson, 2014). Consideration of future pine marten translocations 

to Yorkshire should assess mortality risks to inform a management strategy that ensures robust 

mitigation measures are in place.  

 

Quantifying the impacts of incidental pest control on pine martens is challenging, therefore 

engagement with landowners such is crucial (MacPherson, 2014), ensuring that measures are taken 

to address this risk. A primary stakeholder group to engage with on the North York Moors are the 

shooting estates, as these estates cover large expanses of land where incidental pest control 

impacting pine martens is of high risk. One example of mitigation is the use of trap excluder bars 

to prevent pine martens entering a trap (GWT, 2020). 

 

An understanding of road mortality risk to pine martens can be achieved primarily through GIS 

studies. This is informative for assessing questions such as why a pine marten population may be 

struggling and for the identification of potential sites for future translocation releases that are of 

low road mortality risk (MacPherson, 2014).  

 

Additionally, foxes may predate pine martens (Lindstrom et al, 1995). This is a natural process of 

two coexisting native species, yet the risk to pine martens will potentially be elevated in areas where 

foxes are of higher abundance. It is therefore useful to understand fox population density in forests 

to inform potential sites for pine marten translocations, identifying sites of lower risk to support 

the establishment of pine martens into self-sustaining populations. The provision of den boxes can 

also aid this process: den boxes provide pine martens with safe denning options as rest sites and 

places to rear their young away from predators, this is of particular importance in commercial 

forests where there are less options for elevated natural denning opportunities such as tree cavities 

(Croose et al, 2016).  
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6. Short-term conservation objectives: 2021-2024 
 

Based on our findings from the Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme and considering the 

Vincent Wildlife Trust’s Long-term strategic recovery plan for pine martens in Britain, there are a 

number of measures that NatureSpy, with the support of Forestry England, will be pursuing to 

support the conservation of pine martens in Yorkshire in the coming years. This activity will primarily 

focus on the North York Moors and surrounding areas due to expanses of potentially suitable 

habitat for pine martens identified in this region (MacPherson and Wright, 2021), coupled with a 

recent history of evidence of pine marten presence collated through the YPMSP and from work 

prior to the YPMSP (Birks and Messenger, 2010).   

 

Continuing to build an evidence base of pine marten records through surveys and reported 

sightings will inform conservation of the species now and in the longer term. This will enable 

responses with targeted conservation measures and inform long-term activity by monitoring 

potential influxes of animals into Yorkshire. Additionally, this effort can be boosted by continued 

public engagement work to encourage reported sightings. Consideration of future translocations 

of pine martens to Yorkshire will be informed by an understanding of the trends in the status of 

the species over time, this includes the expansion of the Scottish population into northern England 

and any confirmed records in Yorkshire. If, in coming years, there is a small but steady number of 

records in North Yorkshire, this could suggest that animals are finding their way to the county via 

populations from further north or west (MacPherson and Wright, 2021), and could pose a more 

favourable situation for a translocation project to boost pine marten numbers to a healthy 

population size. Conversely, if we continue to observe a lack of records, this could suggest that pine 

martens are not naturally finding their way to the area, and even if they are, they are not surviving 

long enough to fully establish and reasons for this should be explored.  

 

Along with many other species that rely on woodlands, habitat improvements will be required to 

support pine martens in the long-term. Restoration and generation of woodland habitats will 

provide connectivity and resources for pine martens and other wildlife, contributing to overarching 

aims to support and protect biodiversity (JNCC, 2021). In the long-term, this will be improved by 

initiatives such as the The Northern Forest, that plans to plant 50 million trees from coast to coast 

in the north of England (The Woodland Trust, 2021). A short-term measure to address targeted 

habitat improvement for pine martens is through the continuation and development of our pine 

marten den box programme. Pine martens require elevated denning sites; however, younger 

woodlands lack the natural denning opportunities typically found in mature woodlands. Forestry 

England plantations comprise the greatest area of woodland habitat type in North Yorkshire, but 

typically contain a large proportion of younger forest: Pine marten den boxes are designed to 

provide safe resting and natal denning sites in these types of forests. Den boxes of the design that 

NatureSpy and Forestry England have installed in North Yorkshire have been put to the test in 

Galloway Forest, where it has been found that pine martens have raised their young in the boxes 

(Croose et al, 2016). The VWT’s pine marten recovery strategy identified the west side of the North 
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York Moors as moderately suitable pine marten habitat, so to boost the quality of existing habitat, 

a higher proportion of new den box installations should focus on the west side of the moors.  

 

Assessments need to be undertaken to understand the risk of anthropogenic mortality and factors 

that may limit dispersal of pine martens in and out of Yorkshire. These impacts could have a 

significant effect on the viability of pine marten population establishment. Assessments such as 

these will contribute to informing future management strategies to address and mitigate negative 

impacts on pine marten populations in the region. 

 

The table on the following page details key short-term objectives that NatureSpy, with the support 

of Forestry England, will be carrying out to support pine marten conservation in Yorkshire between 

2021 - 2024. NatureSpy will seek to collaborate with additional organisations where appropriate. 

Work began on these short-term objectives in Autumn 2021 as they are a continuation and 

expansion of work from the Yorkshire Pine Marten Support Programme run from Spring 2018 – 

Summer 2021. Annual reports will be produced to provide updates and track progress via the 

NatureSpy website.   
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Table 2 - Short-term pine marten conservation objectives for Yorkshire, 2021-2024. 

Objectives Actions Outcomes 

1. Surveys and monitoring • Camera trap surveys in 

forests across North 

Yorkshire. 

• Feeding stations that enable 

longer-term camera trap 

monitoring of key areas of 

interest. 

 

Systematic monitoring across 

potential pine marten habitats to 

assess presence of pine martens 

and build evidence base. 

2. Assessing, responding to 

and collating reported 

sightings 

• Questionnaire for reported 

sightings. 

• Searches for field signs. 

• Targeted camera trap 

surveys. 

• Scat transects. 

Adding to an evidence base by 

considering the reliability of pine 

marten sightings when there is an 

absence of confirmation through 

images or DNA. Supported by 

responsive surveying approaches to 

add additional evidence to sightings 

where possible. 

3. Den box programme • Maintain and carry out annual 

monitoring of existing den 

boxes. 

• New den box installations.  

Improving the quality of habitats 

that may lack safe and/or natural 

denning opportunities. 

4. Improving public 

awareness of the species 

• Maintaining existing 

interpretation stations. 

• Online resources to support 

pine marten identification 

and submission of sightings. 

• Talks and education. 

Raising awareness of the species 

and encouraging the public to 

report sightings. 

5. Assessment of factors 

that could harm pine 

marten population 

establishment and limit 

dispersal to and from the 

county 

• Assess mortality risks. 

• Assess habitat connectivity 

and dispersal potential  

Regional identification of mortality 

risks and dispersal potential. 
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7. Long-term vision 
 

 

To establish self-sustaining populations of pine martens in Yorkshire  
as part of the national restoration of the species. 

 

The actions required to achieve this vision will be shaped by the natural recovery of pine martens 

at the local and national scale in the coming decade. The current priority is to achieve this through 

natural recolonisation and range expansion of pine martens. Consideration of translocating pine 

martens to Yorkshire will be guided by trends in pine marten records, habitat quality improvements, 

dispersal potential and a greater understanding of the anthropogenic mortality risks that pine 

martens face in the region. Connectivity between populations of pine martens in Yorkshire and 

other parts of the north of England will be key to ensuring the longevity of a self-sustaining 

population. Engagement and education with key stakeholder groups including the public and 

landowners will be a vital component of any successful future translocations.  

 

This conservation strategy is due to be reviewed in 2024 and should consider the trajectory of pine 

marten recovery at the local and national scale to inform objectives moving forward.  

 

 

 

  

Photo by Tom Broxup 
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