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	Project: PhD student placement opportunity

	Title: Assessing the Feasibility of a Squirrelpox Vaccine for Wales: Evidence to Inform Red Squirrel Conservation Policy


	Purpose of the post:
We are seeking a PhD student placement within the Welsh Government Biodiversity Team to undertake a scoping study on the feasibility, delivery, cost, and effectiveness of a squirrelpox vaccine for protecting wild red squirrel populations in Wales.
The post holder will undertake a literature review and market research on an animal vaccine manufacturing and marketing authorisation process, estimated costs and timeline of research from the initial stages to placing the vaccine on the market, and estimated cost and resource needed for the ongoing deployment of an animal vaccine to wildlife, in relation to squirrelpox in wild red squirrels. This will also include requirements for all the necessary licensing to carry out experiments on live animals. 
The review and recommendations should be supported by available peer-reviewed scientific literature and other reliable scientific sources, where possible. 
As there is no vaccine against squirrelpox currently, the review will draw on evidence of other existing animal vaccines and vaccinations programmes for wildlife and evaluate their relevance to the potential development of a squirrelpox vaccine.
If the key tasks cannot be achieve through literature review and market research alone, then additional methods can be used e.g. questionnaires or interviews with industry representatives. 

Background: 
a) Squirrelpox is a disease caused by a virus which has devastating effects on red squirrel populations. Grey squirrels are carriers and generally remain unaffected, but can pass the virus on to the red squirrels resulting in severe disease and often death.
b) Last recorded outbreaks of squirrelpox in Wales occurred between 2020 and 2022 in North Wales. At that time, Anglesey was considered free of grey squirrels. 
c) There have been recent sightings of a few grey squirrels on Anglesey, some of which were trapped and euthanised. Both species of squirrel exist in North-West Gwynedd. The dynamics of the spread of infection in the two outbreaks are unclear. Infection between red squirrels in the absence of grey squirrels is a possibility.
d) There have only been isolated cases (no epidemic) in Clocaenog area, which has had some red squirrel introductions at low density. There have been no known incidents of squirrelpox in the Mid Wales red squirrel population.  
e) Evidence shows that numbers of red squirrels are increasing on Anglesey and in the Clocaenog forest through successful habitat management, reintroduction and grey squirrel control programmes.
f) Controlling grey squirrel populations is key in preventing the spread of squirrelpox. The Grey Squirrel Management Action Plan for Wales outlines actions currently undertaken, with emphasis on collaborative approach between all stakeholders. These include:
· raising awareness of the impact of grey squirrels on the woodland resource and biodiversity, 
· encouraging the establishment and support of landscape-scale and collaborative grey squirrel management partnerships, 
· providing support on grey squirrel management for red squirrel conservation on private land through provision of advice and loan of equipment, 
· assessing the feasibility of incentives for a strategic and collaborative approach to grey squirrel management in the design of future natural resource management schemes.
g) Alongside those measures, a contraceptive bait for grey squirrels is being developed by the Animal and Plant Health Agency, funded by the UK Squirrel Accord.
h) Research carried out around 15 years ago concentrated on developing an injectable vaccine using live, attenuated virus. It was at very early stages and was performed on a very small number of squirrels. Funding, provided by The Wildlife Ark Trust (WAT), had eventually run out around 2012 and work had stopped.
i) This research also highlighted serious side effects in treated red squirrels, such as developing signs of clinical disease, which was deemed unacceptable. 
j) Vaccination alone is not the sole answer to the problem. It would have to be used as part of an array of conservation efforts outlined in the Grey Squirrel Management Action Plan for Wales and the Red Squirrel Conservation Plan for Wales. Vaccination, if feasible, would form only a small part of a comprehensive approach.
Key tasks:
a) Review of the evidence and distribution of the squirrelpox virus in red and grey squirrels in the UK.
b) Review of a squirrelpox vaccine development stages – drawing on a standard process for a development of animal vaccines from research to marketing authorisation.
c) Review of case studies of comparable wildlife vaccination programmes and their effectiveness.
d) Assessment of potential vaccine delivery methods for wild red squirrels (e.g. injectable vaccine, oral bait, other wildlife vaccination models).
e) Rapid assessment the of the pharmaceutical industry’s appetite with regards to small-batch manufacturing and sale of a squirrelpox vaccine.
f) Assessment of the potential scale of investment required in the research and development to the of the vaccine.
g) Identification of key regulatory, technical and logistical barriers. 
h) Identification of risks and benefits of a potential vaccination programme.
i) Identification of key evidence gaps and research needs.
j) Recommendations for Welsh Government on whether further investigation is warranted, including a report and policy brief. 
Outcomes 
The outputs of the scoping study will directly influence decision making and inform the development of policies in Wales.  
The student will also have the opportunity to become involved in other work areas where they have a specific interest. 


	Details 

	Skills required:
	Key Skills
· Excellent research skills
· Ability to analyse complex information and data
· Ability to write clearly and concisely
· Ability of presenting technical material in an accessible format
· Presentation skills
· Creative thinking
· Ability to apply an innovative approach

	Outputs:
	As agreed with line manager and in relation to the above priorities.

	Host Organisation: 
	Welsh Government

	Number of posts available:
	One


	Placement Start Date
	Autumn 2026 – Start date will be agreed following successful Welsh Government security clearance. Please note that this process can take up to 8 weeks. 

	Development Opportunities
	The placement provides an opportunity to gain insight into the functioning of Welsh Government and evidence-based policy development at the highest level.  The post-holder will work in an interesting and diverse team, contributing to the shaping of a future policy direction. The post-holder will be expected to work independently within parameters and guidelines provided by the Welsh Government. Working closely with a wide range of colleagues the successful candidate will build valuable working relationships, broaden their knowledge of public policymaking and enhance their existing transferable skills.

The student will join an analytical team managing a diverse evidence-base and delivering technical and advisory support to the policy team’s programme. This is an interesting and diverse role, working on a high-profile programme across Welsh Government portfolios which will allow the student to gain a broad knowledge and understanding of Welsh Government policy work. With support from their WG supervisor, the student will be expected to take responsibility for managing and delivery of work commitments during the placement period.

The successful applicant will be responsible for delivery of important work areas.  We would expect the final reports/documents to be of a suitable standard.  

The post will also offer an opportunity to work with senior colleagues in the Welsh Government, and across the UK, learning about wider biodiversity and ecology, and wildlife health and welfare policy development. 

	Duration, location, working arrangements and environment: 
	This role will be full-time with a mix of home and office working. The successful candidate must be able to travel to Welsh Government offices. 

Post-holders will be provided with a laptop to facilitate regular contact with the policy team members and line management, other policy teams and external partners.  Due to the remote nature of working, the policy team will ensure that the post-holder is fully supported during the placement and will endeavour to ensure that the placement is as close to the in-team office-based experience as possible.

The placement will be for a 3-month period and will focus on delivering the key tasks set out in the job specification.  The option to extend for a further 3 months is possible if the project team feel there is merit in doing so and if it is compatible with the post-holder’s university research schedule and DLP/DFParrangements.  

The Welsh Government is a bilingual organisation and Welsh language skills are considered an asset to the organisation. We encourage and support staff to use their Welsh language skills during a placement.  

	Application criteria
	Welsh Government can only accept applications to the PhD student placement programme from registered PhD students living in the UK.  

All applicants must seek approval from their academic supervisors before applying. 


	Funding

	For PhD students applying for a voluntary placement (Funded – voluntary): Funding will be provided by Welsh Government and will match the current UKRI PhD stipend rate, payable in one sum at the beginning of the placement (to minimise financial administration). The payment process aims to compliment PhD student university stipend payment structures, i.e. WG pay the university and the funds are passed-on to the student’s account.  To avoid delays to students receiving payments, it is preferable that the student’s PhD stipend is not paused during the placement and that, instead, it continues and that WG reimburse the university for the time the student is not undertaking research.  Please note:  we do not pay students directly.
 
For PhD students with a placement requirement as an essential part of their PhD programme / PIPS (Unpaid – required placement): Funding for this type of placement is expected to be covered by the research council as per the applicant’s programme. Welsh Government will pay the cost of hotel, subsistence, travelling and any other additional expenses incurred by the PhD candidate in connection with the Project Support Services, subject to the limits in Welsh Government’s travel and subsistence policy.

	Contact 

	Name: 
	Contact Donna Thomas (Academic Placements Administrator) via researchplacements@gov.wales 

The Welsh Government takes the protection of your data seriously. If you contact the Welsh Government then our Privacy Notice explains how we use your information and the ways in which we protect your privacy.

	Application process 

	Please submit CV and covering letter to Donna Thomas and indicate the type of placement (funded – voluntary or Unpaid – required placement) and the type of role: full or part-time. 

NOTE: All applicants must confirm that they have received authorisation to undertake a placement from their academic supervisor and/or programme coordinator. 

We welcome receiving correspondence in Welsh. Any correspondence received in Welsh will be answered in Welsh and corresponding in Welsh will not lead to a delay in responding

If you have an impairment or health condition, or use British Sign Language and need to discuss reasonable adjustments for any part of the placement programme, or wish to discuss how we will support you if you are to be successful, please contact the research and innovation team via the email provided as soon as possible to discuss your requirements and any questions you may have.
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