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Galiano’s Great Squirrel Debate
by Kadek Okuda

If I were to say “Galiano squirrels” what would come to mind?
Perhaps some cute little woodland creature, or maybe a tree rat
with a fluffy tail? Before I got my summer job with the Galiano
Conservancy, I would not have thought much if someone said
Galiano squirrel, but now all I think of is the Great Galiano Squirrel
Debate. This raging controversy centers on what type of squirrels
we have here on Galiano: either the Douglas squirrel
(Tamiasciurus douglasi), or its close cousin, the Red squirrel
(Tamiasciurus hudsonicus). I hope to shed some light on this
debate and, perhaps, set the record straight.

First off, Douglas squirrels are not named after the Douglas-fir
tree. Both the tree and the squirrel are in fact named after David
Douglas, a Scottish botanist who collected the first Douglas
squirrel specimens in the early 1800’s. While they may be slightly
redder than the Douglas squirrels, Red squirrels are not
distinctively bright red.

The squirrel debate is fuelled by the similarities between the
Douglas and the Red squirrels. Both species are about the same
size (25 to 38 centimeters including the tail) and weight (150 to
300 grams). They are diurnal (active during the day) foragers for
coniferous tree seeds, mushrooms, berries, nuts, fruits, tender
tree shoots and from time to time birds’ eggs.

The squirrels are territorial and make a “churring” noise to warn
intruders not to trespass. Their territory of 0.8 to 3.8 acres is
where the squirrel gathers and stores food for the winter. The
squirrels can make different types of nests: tree nests built of
twigs, grasses, mosses, lichen and shredded bark; nests in tree
hollows left by woodpeckers; and underground nests during
severe winter conditions.

Squirrels are not found on all Gulf Islands. At least
in recent times, Galiano has had squirrels for

only a few decades. It is logical to assume that they floated across
either from the mainland or from Vancouver Island. This is where
things start to get complicated.

Red squirrels are more widely distributed, found on Vancouver
Island, in the interior of BC and across Canada. Douglas squirrels,
only live along the coast of the lower mainland of BC and into the
USA. Galiano is inconveniently located where the Douglas squirrel
and Red squirrel territories overlap. So, the different ranges don’t
really help in figuring out which species of squirrel we see on
Galiano. Both species of squirrel have been confirmed as
residents of Cortez Island. Could the same be true here?

There are subtle visual differences between the Douglas and the
Red squirrel, as their coats change colours from season to
season. The Douglas squirrel is greyish to olive brown with an
orange or yellowish buff belly in the summer. In winter they
become slightly browner as their bellies turn slightly greyer. The
Red squirrel also has an olive brown coat in the summer, but
sports a white belly. In the winter their coats become slightly
redder, but their bellies remain white. Unlike the red squirrel, the
Douglas squirrel grows small ear tufts in the winter and has
yellow-tipped hairs in its tail.

With this information now out, what conclusions can we draw? Do
we have Douglas or Red squirrels, or both? While working with
the Conservancy, I have had the opportunity to observe our
squirrels in the forest. The squirrels I have seen had white bellies.
I also saw a red tinge to their fur in bright sunlight. This draws me
to conclude that we have Red squirrels on Galiano, but I do not
claim to be any kind of a squirrel expert. I have only seen a few
squirrels, and there could be another species out there.

Will you take the Great Squirrel Debate challenge? For now, you
must draw your own conclusions about our squirrels. We’ll need a
courageous squirrel authority to come up with a definitive answer.
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