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BACK
TO
THE 
WILD

WILDLIFE
Rewilding wolves

Sam Mittmerham reports on how, 
despite resistance, rewilding efforts are 
taking place on the Continent and how 
the movement has fared to date on  
our own shores
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WILDLIFE
Rewilding wolves

ABOVE: A scat sample is placed in ethanol; 
RIGHT, TOP: Lüneburg Heath; RIGHT, BELOW: 
Two citizen scientists documenting a wolf track

Peter Schütte, one of 
hundreds of ‘wolf 
ambassadors’ in 
Germany, crouches in 

the sand of Lüneburg Heath. Carefully his fingers 
trace the outline of a wolf track. One, two, three, 
many – stamped into the damp sand of a footpath 
through the heathland. Visible traces of an 
otherwise almost invisible creature.

‘That was four,’ Schütte murmurs. ‘Two adults 
and two juveniles, walking in this direction.’ Four 
pairs of eyes follow his outstretched arm into the 
distance. Four gazes from four continents. All here, 
because the wolf, and with it a sense of wilderness, 
has returned to Germany.

Peter from England, a retiree from Cambridge 
University; Rasha from Australia, a lawyer for a 
conservation NGO in Melbourne; Sue from the 
USA, another retiree from near Chicago and 
Lalitha from India, a teacher in Mussoorie.

The quartet, along with myself and five others 
engaged elsewhere, are here to help Schütte 
who, like the other ‘ambassadors’ works on a 
voluntary basis, to monitor the behaviour of 
wolves in this area of northern Germany a vital 
link in the patchwork of wild areas across 
Europe that is facilitating the return of this 
crucial predator. 

Studies in America have shown that the return 
of wolves to the Yellowstone National Park 
caused a dramatic transformation of the area’s 
ecology leading to signification improvements 
in biodiversity in both vegetation and animals.

In Continental Europe 150 to 200 years ago, 
humans eradicated wolves, lynx and bears from 
much of the landscape, all of which have had 
knock-on effects on the level of biodiversity 
across the continent. But today the wolf is back 
in the land of Little Red Riding Hood, and despite 
fierce opposition at times from farmers and 

200 years ago, humans 
eradicated wolves, lynx 
and bears from the 
European landscape

S
A

M
 M

IT
T

M
E

R
H

A
M



60   |   September 2017 September 2017   |   61

ABOVE: Wolves 
are back on the 
Continent, but 
are far from being 
reintroduced  
into Britain

WILDLIFE
Rewilding wolves

Britain’s upland areas 
have been bare for so 
long that most of us  
find them beautiful

hunters, it is protected by EU legislation. Wolves 
are pushing ever westward, soon to reach 
France and beyond, where, when linked with 
wolf populations in Spain and Portugal, they will 
once again roam all across the Continent.

PATH TO REWILDING
We are here with Biosphere Expeditions, an 
international non-profit organisation that runs 
citizen science volunteering projects and supports 
‘ambassadors’ such as Schütte in their work. In the 
first wolf expedition, run over four weeks earlier this 
year, we found 160 signs of their return including 
tracks, kill samples and images on camera traps.

The founder of Biosphere Expeditions,  
Dr Matthias Hammer, himself a biologist from 
Germany, has been surprised by the controversy 
the study has caused, with the organisation’s 
offices having to field a barrage of hostile and often 

making a return. Ambitious conservation groups 
have succeeded in setting aside large areas of land 
for nature conservation and within the EU this is 
supported by effective regulations.

There are significant rewilding success stories on 
the Continent (see panel, right) – beavers are now 
found in 25 countries, European bison have 
returned across eastern Europe, lynx are present in 
much of northern and eastern Europe and some 
southern European countries and wolves have 
spread across much of Europe .

In the UK rewilding for a variety of reasons hasn’t 
had as much success. Biologist David Hetherington 
points out Britain is ‘the largest country in Europe 
and almost the whole world, which no longer 
possesses any of its big (or even medium-sized) 
carnivores, and why, above all, are our conservation 
groups so unconcerned about the depletion of 
nature in Britain and so disinclined to address it?’

Official records say the last wolf in Scotland was 
killed in 1680, but other sources suggest some may 
have survived in the remote Highlands until the 
18th or even the 19th century. Efforts by the 
Alladale Wilderness Reserve in the Highlands to 
reintroduce wolves have been met by significant 
opposition by the gamekeeping, farming and 
rambling communities. So much so that plans have 
had to be postponed time and again. In Britain it 
would have to be ‘artificial’ reintroduction, whereas 
in Germany wolves first started to migrate over the 
border from Poland around the year 2000.

The issue in the UK lies in our use of our uplands. 
These are the areas where rewilding could happen, 
because there are few people and farming is 
difficult. The RSPB reports that while 60 per cent of 
wildlife species in Britain as a whole are in decline, 
in the uplands the rate is 65 per cent. The reason 
for this, historically, has been sheep farming. These 
stripped bare hills were once biodiverse forests. 
Deer stalking estates and grouse moors also 
produce a similar bleak landscape.

There is also public perception. Britain’s upland 
areas have been bare for so long that most of us 
find them beautiful. Today many of us want to 
protect these ‘sheepwrecked’ hills (a term coined 
by rewilding champion George Monbiot). Indeed it 
is government policy to help hill farmers keep the 
hills looking as they do, against all the evidence 
that woodland is about 13 times richer in 
biodiversity than is moorland and 11 times richer 
than grassland.

In Germany and across Europe there is now a 
patchwork of land wild enough to support a more 
natural environment. In Lower Saxony trees 
abound, interspersed with heath (also artificially 
maintained by sheep these days). Wolves can live 
here, given half a chance, but their survival 
depends on the acceptance by the dominant 
species – us – be they hunters, foresters or nature 
conservationists. Rewilding is not an easy task in 
the developed countries of Europe. But it is possible, 
as the Continent shows us. Whether Britain is ready 
or not to join the trend is the next question.

aggressive phone calls and emails. He says: ‘We’ve 
run citizen science projects around the world since 
1999 and, of course, we know that we 
conservationists are not always welcome. But what 
happened here in Germany, in the run-up to the 
inaugural wolf research expedition, was shameful. 
Both the hostile ignorance and arrogance, mainly 
from the hunting community, but also from the 
supposedly independent state forest management 
authority, has been remarkable. And this towards  
a non-profit, citizen science effort created in 
conjunction with the state’s “wolf bureau” to 
support their important work in human/wolf 
conflict resolution by supplying hard evidence 
about wolf population dynamics.’

Largely unaware of the controversy around us, 
the citizen scientists on the expedition – 12 of us in 
total, from six different nations – scour the 
landscape in small groups for signs of wolf 
presence across forest, heath and moorland. Pine 
trees, tall grasses and mats of blueberry create an 
at times impenetrable hiding place for the elusive 
wolves. We are frequently reminded that this is not 
a safari out to spot wolves but a scientific expedition 
and our quarry is evidence of their presence such 
as scat or tracks not the animal itself. Nonetheless 
camera traps and, more excitingly, howls during 
the night, do reveal their presence.

HOMELAND SECURITY
In Europe more and more marginal land is being 
vacated by farmers and natural habitats are 

R E W I L D I N G  S U C C E S S E S

Beavers
Down to around 1,200 
globally by the beginning of 
the 20th century, then rapidly 
recovered due to protection 
and hunting bans, especially 
in Europe. The European 
population is now estimated 
to be in the hundreds of thousands. Last seen in 
Britain in the 18th century, beavers have been 
successfully reintroduced to Knapdale in Scotland. 
Unofficial populations are thriving in the River Tay 
and its tributaries. They’ve also become established 
in the River Otter in Devon. The re-establishment of 
beavers has widespread public support.

Bison
Increased from 54 captive 
animals in the early 1990s to 
2,700 free-living animals on 
the Continent today. Bison 
disappeared from Britain 
between 15,000 and 25,000 
years ago and there are 
currently no plans for its reintroduction until deep 
vegetation has sufficiently recovered from the 
impacts of overgrazing.

Wild boars
Millions on the continent,  
but only about 500 in Britain, 
in ‘unofficial’ reintroduced 
populations. Originally they 
disappeared from Britain 
around 1260 AD mainly due 
to overhunting.

Wolves
Roughly 13,000 individuals 
across Europe (not including 
Russia), but the population is 
increasing and range areas 
are expanding. Wolves are 
protected in many countries, 
but considered a game 
species in some. Persecution or poaching in many 
rural areas still occurs despite protection. They were 
last seen in Britain in the 17th, 18th or 19th centuries 
depending on which historical sources you believe. 
Currently, reintroduction efforts in Scotland are 
mired in controversy.

Lynx
About 9,000-10,000 in 
Europe, mostly in stable 
populations. The Balkan and 
the Vosges-Palatinian 
subpopulations have 
decreased but the Jura and 
the Scandinavian ones have 
increased. Lynx were last seen in Britain around the 
year 700 AD. The Lynx UK Trust is ‘engaged in 
research to identify potential release sites and is 
carrying out stakeholder and public consultations 
on the reintroduction of these cats to the UK.’
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