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BACKGROUND 

 

Naturally Native was a 3-year project working across the catchments of the Tyne, Wear and Tees supported by 
the National Heritage Lottery Fund (NLHF) and delivered by Durham Wildlife Trust (DWT), Northumberland 
Wildlife Trust, Tees Valley Wildlife Trust in partnership with Living Uplands in the upper reaches of those 
catchments. The project aimed to facilitate growth and expansion of existing water vole populations, 
systematic and priority led control of American mink, and a programme of education and engagement with 
landowners, local communities and other stakeholders. 

 

Living Uplands coordinated reporting of mink sightings and captures across a network of upland estates and 
fed this information into the project. As the project developed the importance of upland water vole 
populations and the role they will play in ensuring the survival of the species in our region became increasingly 
apparent. 

 

WHAT THE PROJECT DELIVERED 

 

Project activity is summarised below -  

• 344 site surveys for water voles across Durham, Northumberland and the Tees Valley. 

• 298 mink trapped and removed from the ecosystem to improve biodiversity and wildlife habitat for 
threatened species such as the water vole. 

• Coordination and reporting of upland activity by Living Uplands. 

• 11km of conservation improvements and 3 ponds created at strategic locations to improve 
biodiversity and habitat for water voles. 

• 57 landowner agreements signed to support mink control and survey work with 

• 27 landowners attending water vole habitat workshops. 

• 808 people engaged across the project in 28 different public events to increase awareness of their 
local river environment and threats to vulnerable species. 

• 891 children from 16 schools engaged in 36 different education sessions. Volunteering 

• 93 volunteers recruited and participating contributing 731 days of volunteer time or 3½ full time 
equivalent staff for one year. 

• 23 training courses delivered with a total of 400 people attending. Employment 

• One project manager and three project officers recruited and employed by the 3 Wildlife Trusts to 
oversee and deliver project activity. 

 

SURVEY 

 

Surveys for water voles were conducted every year with an expanded programme in 2023.  Surveys for field 
signs were conducted by project staff and trained volunteers. In 2023 eDNA surveys were conducted for the 
first time, but unfortunately did not reveal any new water vole populations. 

 

All known populations persisted throughout the time of the project, but with the expanded coverage gained by 
using volunteer surveyors and eDNA it was hoped that new water vole populations would be discovered. They 
were not and this demonstrates the continued pressure the species is under. 



As the training materials and methodologies are now in place, the training programme followed by volunteer-
led water vole surveys will continue to be run every spring and summer.  This is an important legacy of the 
project. A map showing survey locations and results is below and shows the almost complete loss of water  

vole populations in lowland areas except for parts of the Tees Valley. 

 

In contrast to lowland areas, upland populations continue to persist, particularly in the North Pennines, as 
shown above. 



SKILLS 

 

The project worked with more than 60 landowners across the lowlands and uplands, with two training events 
organised specifically for land-owners. One focussed on water vole conservation on private property and the 
other on the use of camera traps.  Volunteers were recruited throughout the three years of the Project.   

 

MINK CONTROL 

 

As of 31st December 2023, 298 mink had been caught and euthanized. In lowland areas this was achieved 
through the deployment, of a network of 82 rafts, each with an attached mink trap. In upland areas mink 
control was conducted as part of regular management activity on estates.  

 

Despite this success mink have not been eradicated, but the Project has achieved a substantial reduction in 
numbers. Without further effort the mink population is likely to rebound, which is why trapping must continue 
as American mink remain a highly significant threat to wildlife in North East England. 

 

Mink control in the lowlands was very time consuming and project staff spent upwards of 80% of their time on 
mink-related work as it was only in the final year that significant numbers of volunteer despatchers were 
recruited and trained. Fortunately, the project ends with a cadre of committed volunteers in place so that the 
trapping effort can be sustained.  

 

The ability to focus project staff and volunteer activity in the lowlands was possible in part because of the 
coverage already in place in upland areas that Living Uplands was able to integrate into project delivery.  

 

During the initial few months of the project it became clear that the plan for mink control should change from 
the initial approach of working from top to bottom along the catchments. Mink control needed to be targeted 
at key areas (‘hot spots’) and spread out from there. Hot spots were identified by the project and fall into at 
least one of the following categories: 

 

• Where there is a known vulnerable population of water voles. 

• Where there have been recent mink sightings. 

• Areas identified as good breeding habitat for mink. 

• Areas where we suspect mink are invading from other regions. 

 

Mink control in the uplands serves the purpose of protecting known populations of water voles and providing 
a barrier to mink movement from west to east into the headwaters of the river catchments. Knowing that 
control in upland areas is in place and having gained a greater insight to how effective control in the lowlands 
is best delivered, allowed Naturally Native to maximise available resources and focus on lowland hot spots. 
Rafts were not moved unless it was clear there were no mink passing through the water course over a six 
month period or there was evidence of human tampering/vandalism.  

 

Over the duration of Naturally Native the number of traps and rafts deployed (red line in the graph below) 
increased from 5 in May 2021 to just over 80 by November 2023. The positive impact of the project can be 
demonstrated as the number of active traps and rafts increases the number of mink caught (yellow bar charts) 
decreases. The strategic approach adopted to the trapping effort meant that where a trap was active and mink 
were known to live, further rafts were located upstream or downstream to help reduce population numbers. 



 

 
Naturally Native Active Traps and numbers of Mink caught 

 

The seasonal nature of the numbers of mink caught, with “spikes” in March and September, is in line with 
information collected from other trapping programmes and is due to the increase in the number of active 
males moving around the landscape looking for females in March and the dispersal of young mink looking for 
new habitat and territory in September.  

 

A more detailed analysis of data from the uplands shows that upland areas in the North Pennines are critical 
for water vole conservation as they are the only areas where water voles remain widely distributed and 
reliably found. 

 

Of the 29 upland estates engaged in the project by Living Uplands, only 7 reported catching mink. 
Furthermore, of the 73 trap-sites, only 11 caught mink showing a very ‘patchy’ distribution of mink in uplands 
areas, the reasons for which are not fully understood.   

 

No mink were caught on the South Tyne/Tyne estates after February 2021 and none on the Wear estates in 
2023. This reflects other data which shows the majority of mink catches are in the Tees catchment.  

 

• 46 mink caught in total - of these 20 were caught on just one estate 

• 1 on the South Tyne/Tyne grouping 

• 8 on estates in the Wear grouping 

• 37 on the Tees estates. 

• In lowland areas, of the 262 mink caught (until Aug. 23) 91 have been on the stretch of the Tees 
between Darlington and Barnard Castle. 

 



Over the reporting period (Jan 2021 – Jul. 2023) 46 mink were caught in the uplands and 262 in the lowlands 
and there was a marked difference is the timing of the catches as shown in the graphs below. Lowland data 
shows two distinct peaks, in March and September, a pattern that has been widely found elsewhere (in March, 
adults are caught as they disperse looking for mates; in September, the young are caught as they disperse 
from their birthplace).  

 

 
 

Lowland captures 

 

Upland data shows captures concentrated in the August to December period and the reasons for this 
difference are not currently understood. 

 

 
Upland captures 

 

In the uplands there was also no discernible decline in catch frequency 

• In 2021 22 mink were caught 
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• In 2022 16 mink were caught  

And in the first half of the year catches increased: 

• Jan-Jul 2021 3 caught 

• Jan-Jul 2022 6 caught 

• Jan-Jul 2023 8 caught 

 

It is difficult to draw conclusions from the data gathered other than that as no definite declining trend can be 
inferred it must be assumed that mink continue to be a threat to native wildlife in the uplands.   

 

However, greater success in reducing mink populations does seem to be evidenced in the lowlands as the case 
study below shows. 

 

Eradicating mink from the River Browney ~ case study  

Data collected from the mink trapping on the River Browney demonstrates a declining population that is close 
to eradication. The three mink caught in September and October 2023 were at a location at the confluence of 
the River Browney with the River Wear demonstrating that this activity needs to carry on otherwise the mink 
population will move beyond this location and move upstream, taking over known water vole habitat.  

 

 
 

OBSERVATIONS, REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Naturally Native has been a successful project in that it has delivered the outputs and approved purposes 
required by the main funder. The project has delivered positive actions to help facilitate increases in water vole 
populations by targeting hot spots and made genuine progress made on mink control, particularly in lowland 
areas where regular trapping was not already in place. 

 

Water voles remain scarce across the North East and Naturally Native has revealed the extent of their decline. 
They have vanished from large swathes of their former range and the frequent capture of mink across the 
region points to the most acute threat water voles.  Naturally Native has demonstrably reduced mink numbers 
but the goal has to be eradication of mink, otherwise trapping will have to continue in perpetuity. Removing all 
mink from the landscape is a safer, more humane and more effective approach, and it can be achieved.   

 

Links between partners have been strengthened, whether that’s improved coordination between Wildlife Trusts 
or cooperation between nature conservation interests and upland estates as facilitated by Living Uplands. 



A team of volunteers is now trained and able to continue mink control across lowland areas to complement the 
ongoing mink control carried out by upland estates. However, the resource required to deliver mink control 
cannot be underestimated. It is a seven day a week operation with the need for weekend and out of hours 
working and if mink captures are to continue in the longer term this needs to be addressed, either by having a 
larger team or having the resources for contractor support for out of hours operation. More volunteers are 
needed, but a start has been made and a bespoke training programme for volunteers is in place. Each Wildlife 
Trust has also been able to secure some addition resource, or reallocated existing resources, to provide 
monitoring of rafts and volunteers support for a least 12 months. 

 

It's all about the mink – delivering Naturally Native has reinforced that for water voles to have a future in our 
region, let alone for populations to recover and occupy their previous range, mink need to be removed from our 
river catchments. This is a difficult but achievable task and to secure continued support the damage caused to 
our native fauna by this invasive species needs to be emphasised and more widely understood. The feedback 
below from landowners who engaged with the project demonstrates that there is a willingness, indeed a 
keenness, to see nature recover. 

 

“I used to stand on this bridge all the time and watch water voles swimming around. Then I remember seeing 
a mink catching a moorhen one year, and I haven’t seen any water voles since then. So, it’s brilliant that 
you’re doing something to deal with that.” 

 Ian, local farmer for 40 years 

 

I’ve seen all sorts on this beck over the years ~ kingfishers, water voles, otters. But we started to encounter 
mink more frequently, I even had a face-off with one in the chicken house! The wildlife on the beck has 
declined over the years and I’m sure it’s down to the mink, so get trapping, and I’ll let you know if I see any! 
Christine, a local farmer 

 

To allow the limited resource available to concentrate on lowland hotspots it is vital that upland estates 
continue to have an interest in water vole conservation. Mink captures are part of regular management 
activity, but adapting regular work patterns to ensure water vole populations are safeguarded does place a 
demand on their resources which must be recognised. Future partnership and project development needs to 
take this into account. 

 

NEXT STEPS 

 

DWT is leading plans to develop and secure funding for a project that will deliver mink control across a broader 
area coupled with water vole reintroduction in the lowlands. This will involve Wildlife Trusts and partner 
organisations from North Yorkshire, Tees Valley, Durham, Northumberland and Cumbria and initial planning 
work is already underway and engagement with upland estates will be part of the ongoing development 
process. 

 

Without the participation of upland estates this work will remain aspirational. Mink control in the uplands 
provides a barrier to mink movements and also secures the future of the majority of the remaining water vole 
populations in our region. These populations will provide the breeding stock for future reintroductions and are 
the foundation for the recovery of water vole populations across the North of England. To maintain 
engagement Durham Wildlife Trust would like to deliver ongoing training and information sessions for upland 
estates, so that those on the ground are not only able to provide information on mink captures but also on 
water vole sightings and abundance. 
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