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Rewilding Scotland Q&a

Danger!

Keep out

Wild plans to tame access
Wolves and elk could once again be roaming the 
Highlands of Scotland if one man’s plan to create 
a wilderness reserve in Sutherland reach fruition. 
The proposal has generated a huge amount of 
debate among the public and environmental 
groups, so what are the issues involved?

what is this wilderness reserve? According to the estate’s  
owner, Paul Lister, the intention of the Alladale Wilderness 
Reserve is to restore a remote area of the Highlands to its former 
natural glory. This would involve releasing animals such as boar,  
elk, lynx and wolves on the 23,000-acre estate in an attempt to 
recreate a Highland ecosystem of Caledonian pine forest, with 
red deer numbers controlled by natural predators. (Visit  
www.alladale.com for full project details.)

is the ‘rewilding’ of the Highlands a good idea? There is 
potentially a lot of support for this concept, but one of the main 
issues to address is why these animals became extinct in the first 
place. The main reasons are loss of natural habitat through 
human activity and hunting to control predators. 

So could this reserve be a first step to bringing these species 
back? The scheme at Alladale is not a precursor to the 
scientifically-controlled reintroduction of extinct wild animals  
to Scotland, where animals take their place in the environment, 
interacting with other natural wildlife. It is basically a safari park: 
a fenced, managed wildlife park, unable to support free-ranging 
populations of wild animals.

why would this be a problem? The entire 23,000-acre estate 
would be surrounded by a 3m/10ft high electrified fence. 
Ramblers Scotland is concerned that the fencing wouldn’t just 
keep the wild animals inside the reserve, but would also prevent 
the public from accessing a large chunk of Highland landscape, 
encompassing climbing crags and routes to popular hilltops. This 
includes access to the summit of Seana Bhraigh, possibly the 
most remote Munro of them all. Our worry is that this enclosure 
would set a precedent for enclosing other areas of highland with  
electrified fences. Fences may have a role to play in certain land 
management situations, but we would expect walkers to be able 
to cross them without much difficulty, as recognised by the 
Scottish Outdoor Access Code. 

what concerns are there about access? This would be very 
much against the spirit of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 
that has established for Scotland some of the finest access 
legislation in Europe. The Scottish Outdoor Access Code gives 
guidance to the public on their rights and responsibilities in the 
countryside when enjoying recreational activities, and also 
outlines the rights and responsibilities of land managers to enable 
them to do so. This proposed reserve completely excludes people 
from a large tract of hill and moor, unless they are visitors willing 

to pay for the pleasure of feeding red deer. If Paul Lister respects 
the spirit of the legislation and guidance, then there shouldn’t be 
any problem.

are there any ways to overcome this issue? Stiles over the fence 
would be impractical at a height of 3m/10ft. Gates could be  
put in at intervals, but there is no guarantee that they would  
be kept closed, potentially allowing animals to escape into the 
countryside. Wolves and walkers coexist in many other European 
countries without the need for high fences to separate the two.  
If wolves are to be reintroduced into Scotland it should be on  
the same basis as elsewhere in Europe, with walkers and wolves 
free to roam in the same mountains and forests.

would the animals be a threat to the public? There is a 
perception that these animals are dangerous, but evidence from 
other European countries does not support this view. There  
are populations of wolves and brown bears in most of the 
mountainous regions of Europe, and reports of people being 
attacked are very rare. Livestock and crops would be more at  
risk from wolves and boars, and there would need to be adequate 
compensation arrangements in place if these animals were 
reintroduced into the countryside.

is there a future for these animals in Scotland? ‘Rewilding’ is 
mostly a question of ensuring a suitable habitat for large mammals, 
which means a sufficient area of land to provide shelter, forage and 
breeding sites so that animals are able to regulate their numbers  
by themselves. We are nowhere near this visionary state in the 
Highlands due to excessive levels of grazing by either red deer or 
sheep, leading to a bare and impoverished landscape. A good start 
could be made by connecting fragments of natural habitats, and by 
culling sufficient red deer so that the population level over their 
natural range is low enough to allow the natural regeneration of 
scrub and woody vegetation. We need sound deer management 
with increased culling levels to achieve this, rather than fences.

For the latest developments on this issue, visit www.ramblers.org.
uk/scotland. 


