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Workshop Report: Wilding (or re-wilding)

Chair: Dr Keith Kirby, Natural England

Presenter: Rachel Yannik, Wild Ennerdale

Rapporteur: Colin Barr, Independent consultant

INTRODUCTION

Dr Kirby introduced the scenario of ‘re-wilding’. The terms ‘wilding’ and ‘re-wilding’ meant different things to different people. It is not proposed as ‘the solution’ for the uplands, but rather one which might be considered as part of the mix of options. It would not be ‘imposed’ but would be encouraged through negotiation and consensus agreement, where it was appropriate. It would need to take account of ‘historic’ and cultural interests and a wide range of other factors, including animal welfare. Dr Kirby saw re-wilding as a process which led to a more ‘natural’ state than traditional forms of land management. It would be the conclusion of a programme of de-intensification of farming and forestry and might include phases of less-intensive land management systems such as extensive sheep rearing, or conversion of plantations to broadleaf high forest (Figure 1). As an example of a rewilding, Rachel Yanik (Project Officer) introduced the Wild Ennerdale initiative. This project had been set up in the Ennerdale Valley (West Cumbria) by a partnership of the three main landowners (Forestry Commission, United Utilities and the National Trust) together with their tenant farmers, to ‘re-wild’ the valley in a sustainable and holistic way. A full description can be found at www.wildennerdale.co.uk. The work was designed to address the twin threads for the creation of wilder areas, as laid out by the Council for National Parks: 

· Promotion of the wilderness quality of an area; 

· Promotion of areas where ecological processes can be paramount (near-natural areas).

Ms Yanik demonstrated how the project met the policies of the Lake District National Park Management Plan (2004), particularly with regard to nature conservation, landscape, access and recreation issues. The main objectives were:

· To create a diverse and robust ecosystem functioning as a near-natural area with minimum human intervention;

· To sustain local livelihoods;

· To give opportunities to a broader cross-section of people to be involved in the future of the valley;

· To allow visitors to gain a heightened sense of wildness and an understanding of processes;

· Anthropogenic processes to become part of the range of natural processes.

· Correspondence:

Figure 1 Diagram representing the potential transition from traditional land uses to re-wilding


In terms of practical, on-the-ground activity, the project was at an early stage. In the previously forested areas, Sitka spruce seed sources were being removed and plans were in place to assist the spread of broadleaf trees up the valley. Sheep numbers were being reduced and Galloway cattle had been introduced as an experiment on one farm holding (which included former plantations) and were being monitored. Vehicular visitor access was being discouraged. In other areas, a watch-and-wait policy was being adopted to observe the effects of a reduction in intensity of land management. Ms Yanik concluded by listing some of the economic, cultural and environmental issues surrounding the project. It was clear that although Ennerdale was the product of a unique set of circumstances, and the project could not be replicated elsewhere in exactly the same way, a number of broad principles and issues could be studied there. The workshop participants were invited to comment. The responses may be grouped under a number of headings:

WHAT IS WILDING?

· There was confusion about exactly what ‘wilding’ means. After the presentations, some participants were marginally happier with the concept but significant scepticism remained.

· It was suggested that some muddled thinking was taking place and that human processes cannot be separated from natural processes.

· It was also felt that it was not possible to return to a ‘natural’ state within the British context because of past human activity.

· English Nature would not promote wilding as the solution for the uplands but welcomes a shift in balance towards natural processes, provided it is done working with the farming community.

· It was concluded that wildling was really an alteration in balance, reducing the intensity of land management and giving a larger role to natural processes.

· Many of the problems with the concept of wildling were seen to lie in the way it was promoted.
BRANDING/IMAGE

· Many of the participants (but by no means all) were clearly unhappy with the terms ‘wilding’ and ‘re-wilding’. One view was that the term had become a ‘red rag to a bull’ in the farming community.

· There had been a wide range of uses of these terms, ranging from a modest reduction in land management right through to land abandonment, the re-introduction of formerly native species and the exclusion of people from large tracts of land. Although the Wild Ennerdale project clearly fitted the less extreme end of the spectrum, there was concern about the way it was being ‘sold’ to the public and stakeholders.

· If the definition of wilding is not universally understood, then it is difficult to sell/market, especially in a policy context. It is open to misinterpretation by policy-makers (and the press).

· On the other side of the argument, an advantage of the new term was seen to be that it would engender debate and move discussion away from traditional forms of land use.

· It was suggested that there might be a role for ICU-C in producing an explanatory booklet.

LACK OF CLEAR OBJECTIVES

· In general, participants were unhappy that no clear objectives had been stated, especially in the case of Ennerdale. It was unclear how the initiative could be assessed unless there were aims and targets against which to measure success.

· By contrast, some participants felt that objectives were not essential and that it was valuable to ‘just see what happens’ provided that this is within set limits of tolerance. The stakeholders would decide on these limits, collectively.

· Whether steered by clear objectives or not, it was essential to monitor the socio-economic and environmental changes within the valley.

MANAGEMENT/INTERVENTION

· There was some confusion about what sorts of management and intervention were implemented in Ennerdale, and on what basis decisions were made about these.

· It was unclear how decisions could be made as to what types, and what degree, of intervention were acceptable, without clear objectives.

· The Wild Ennerdale project would include some early intervention to make sure that processes were heading in the right direction for re-wilding, but these interventions would decrease over time.

· It was suggested that what was missing in the British uplands was a real transition zone between the ‘mountain wall’ (at the upper limits of traditional farmland) and the true upland areas. Re-wilding might help fill this gap.

· On a specific point, it was suggested that while limited numbers of deer were important in Ennerdale, there would be an explosion in their numbers (and possibly sheep numbers from adjoining grazings) and that a degree of intervention would be needed to control these.

OTHER CONCERNS

· Concerns were expressed about any reduction in stocking leading to a corresponding increase in coarse vegetation which might bury ancient monuments.

· From a global perspective, wilding might be seen as a luxury in a relatively prosperous country which would take place at the expense of other areas which would have to be converted to yet more intensive agriculture. It was pointed out that wilded areas could revert to farming in crisis situations.

· The question was asked as to what would happen to rural communities if re-wilding became more common nationally; there was an imperative to support sustainable rural communities. The reply was offered that wilding should take place in full consultation with local communities and this would ensure their sustainability.

· Animal welfare might become an issue if inappropriate breeds were used at the wrong times of year (e.g. over-wintering cattle in Ennerdale).

EXPORTABILITY OF ‘WILD ENNERDALE’

· It was unclear to what extent the ‘Ennerdale model’ had applicability elsewhere in the uplands. A combination of special circumstances (e.g. limited land ownership, tenant farming, change in forestry policy, limited infrastructure, remote location) had enabled the Wild Ennerdale project and it was unlikely that these would be generally ‘exportable’ to other locations. However, many people agreed that it would be interesting to monitor developments there and learn lessons for wider applications.

SOME OVERALL CONCLUSIONS

· There was confusion about what was meant by ‘wilding’ and ‘re-wilding’ and particularly the broad spectrum of scenarios covered by the terms. Similarly, the concept suffered from the way it was being ‘marketed’ by its proponents.

· There was a need to clarify current thinking and there might be a role for ICU-C in doing this (e.g. producing a booklet).

· There was a dichotomy of views on the desirability of setting clear aims and objectives for any wilding projects. On the one hand, objectives were needed to judge success; on the other, it would be interesting to ‘see what happened’ under given scenarios of wilding.

· The degree and nature of management and intervention was the subject of concern and debate. Whatever the regimes put in place, it was essential to monitor the outcomes as rigorously as possible.

· It was unclear to what extent the ‘Wild Ennerdale’ model could be used elsewhere.
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