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Mark Rowe investigates ambitious plans to bring back from domestic-extinction some of Britain’s                           most spectacular wildlife and the problems some schemes could pose to countryside access.

RetuRn of   the natives
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n 
ot long ago, the largest wild animal most people 

in Britain might see was a deer, and the predator 

at the top of the natural food chain (at least on 

land) was the humble fox. After thousands of 

years of killing off our native species, Britain’s surviving wildlife  

could seem rather tame, and if walkers wanted to spot more 

charismatic animals on their forays then they’d have to visit a  

zoo or venture abroad. 

But things are changing and Britain’s animal kingdom is getting 

bigger. As conservation thinking has slowly become mainstream – 

first among scientists and latterly the wider public – the movement 

for reintroducing extinct native species in the British Isles has grown. 

Several recent programmes have proved successful, and future plans 

look set to get a lot more ambitious.

BeaveRs, elk and BoaRs
Most of the activity is taking place in Scotland where final  

proposals are being drawn up to reintroduce the beaver, last seen  

in the wild in the UK in the 16th century. The Scottish Wildlife Trust,  

along with the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland, has been given 

approval by the Scottish parliament to launch a trial reintroduction 

of the beaver next spring. The programme will probably involve four 

beaver families, removed from the wild in Norway, and relocated  

to Knapdale in Mid-Argyll.

Other plans are even more eye-catching. At Alladale, a private 

lodge designed by Paul Lister, the aim is to restore a remote area of 

the Highlands to its former natural appearance. Already Alladale is 

home to wild boar and elk. But the plans go further, with the hope of 

introducing wolves, lynx, wildcats and brown bears. If you then 

consider the successful reintroductions of recent years – such as the 

sea eagle and the red kite – along with other species who have 

returned partly through chance as well as support from humans – 

like the chough and the osprey – then it appears to make for exciting 

times for those who like to explore the great outdoors.

Generally speaking, the Ramblers supports such introductions. 

“These animals have their place in the ecosystem,” says Davie  

Black, wildlife campaigns officer for Ramblers Scotland. “They  

can bring enjoyment to a visit to the countryside and add a thrill  

to the occasion. The natural environment is out of kilter at the 

moment, but if we had a wider range of species then it could only 

really be of benefit.

“Ramblers could be the eyes and ears for conservation bodies  

of what is happening. It would need firm direction but walkers could 

be asked to look out for certain species. It would add to the sheer  

joy of being in the countryside.”

Mark Rowe investigates ambitious plans to bring back from domestic-extinction some of Britain’s                           most spectacular wildlife and the problems some schemes could pose to countryside access.

RetuRn of   the natives

sea 
eaGLe
Extinct since: c 1916

Why? Hunted for 
sport and persecuted 
for its perceived 
predation of sheep. 

Comeback trail: Plans to properly 
reintroduce the UK’s largest bird 
of prey began in 1975, though 
several failed attempts took place 
in 1959 and 1968. Today, there are 
thought to be 36 breeding pairs  
in the western isles of Scotland, 
with Mull a favoured spot. 
Reintroductions have also taken 
place this year in Fife, on the east 
coast of Scotland.
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The beaver appears to be a prime example. Opposition to their 

reintroduction was mainly predicated on the fact they have a 

reputation for gnawing down trees and creating dams. This is,  

says Callum Rankine, chief executive of the Mammal Society, 

something of a misconception, because beavers have quite 

staggering environmental impacts, most of them beneficial. 

“Beavers only build dams where they don’t already have 

wetlands,” he explains. “They change the habitat. It means a lot 

more wetland and that increases the biodiversity of the local area. 

You’ll get more soft wood which will attract woodpeckers and you’ll 

get more plants. In nature, everything is linked to everything else.”

ManaGinG public feaRs
But reintroductions are far from straightforward. Scottish Natural 

Heritage launched its first study on the possible return of the 

beaver back in 1998. Concern focuses not so much on their 

dam-building and more on the fact that if they are too successful 

they will need to be ‘managed’ (a euphemism for culled), as has 

happened where they have been reintroduced in Bavaria, southern 

Germany, and Estonia. 

Callum Rankine reckons this can be presented to the public  

in a positive light: “If people see that beavers are not sacrosanct, 

but equally they are not just being bumped off, then it helps  

shape attitudes to nature. If you have too many of a species  

then they are more prone to disease. If deer get out of hand  

you see more dying in cold winters and people don’t want to  

see animals suffering.”

BeaveR
Extinct since: The Middle Ages. Why? Heavily hunted for its pelt combined with a loss of habitat. Comeback trail: In 
2002 a group of nine beavers were reintroduced in England at Ham Fen, Kent. In 2005 another six European beavers 
were released on an enclosed site in South Cerney, Gloucestershire. More recently another population was set up at 
Martin Mere in Lancashire, and can be seen at the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust site there. If their planned Scottish 
reintroduction is successful, then they would be expected to soon disperse from their initial range in mid-Argyll.  

The need for such management highlights another issue that has 

been raised with regard to reintroductions in the UK – that we are a 

crowded island, with limited space. This is particularly relevant when 

it comes to the bigger creatures, such as wolves, bears and lynx.

“There is a perception that these animals are dangerous  

and some members do have genuine concerns about this,” says 

Davie Black. “It’s true that there have been very few issues with 

wolves and bears in eastern Europe. But it can be potentially 

dangerous for a walker who gets between a cow and a calf, so  

there is a need for some thought.”

The key is that reintroduced animals tend to set about expanding 

their range as soon as they can. “Animals may be released in one 

place but they wander everywhere,” says Callum Rankine. “Are 

people ready for that situation with wolves? They’ll quickly move out 

of the woods into field and cities – everywhere but the centres of 

really large cities.”

Such a scenario makes it even less likely that brown bears would 

be reintroduced. “People will get exercised by brown bears being 

released,” says Callum. “They can attack people, and predate on 

things we like and value, such as orchards and beehives. I think there 

are just too many people in Britain for bears to come back. The 

problem comes if a species is brought back that people just don’t 

want – then interested parties will go out of their way to get rid of it.”

Such problems have occurred in the Alps, where reintroduced 

wolves have wandered out of their original territory, bringing them 

into conflict with shepherds and small mountain communities. 

“Wherever people and wolves mix, people kill wolves,” says Ed Bangs, 

“RaMBLeRs could be the eyes and eaRs 
foR conseRvation bodies and look out 
for certain species. it would add to the 
sheer joy of BeinG in the countRyside.”
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osPRey
Extinct since: 1840s in 
England, early 20th century in 
Wales and Scotland. 
Why? Heavily persecuted and 
victim of the Victorian craze 
for egg and skin collecting.  
Comeback trail: Reintroduced 
partly by chance, the bird 
arriving under its own steam from 
Scandinavian populations. Its main UK 
stronghold is in Scotland: nest sites with  
public viewing facilities are at Loch Garten, 
Speyside and Loch of the Lowes, Perth. It 
recently began breeding in England at 
Bassenthwaite, Cumbria, where there is a 
public viewpoint, and at Rutland Water, where 
it was introduced. A pair can also be found in 
Wales in the Glaslyn valley where there is a 
public viewpoint. They can be seen at almost 
any large body of freshwater during the spring 
and autumn migration, arriving back from 
Africa in late March and April, leaving again  
in August and September.
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wolf recovery coordinator for the US Fish and Wildlife Service, which 

recently – and controversially – approved the hunting of wolves in the 

lower 48 US states for the first time since the species was 

reintroduced in 1994. “You either allow people to kill them illegally or 

you allow public hunting and tightly regulate it.”

history of kiLLinG
Historically, species in the UK began to be wiped out because they 

were perceived to threaten food supplies, then later they became the 

target of sporting estates and recreational hunting. Roger Lovegrove, 

the former director of the RSPB in Wales, recently catalogued in his 

book, Silent Fields: The Long Decline of a Nation’s Wildlife, how the 

carnage started in Neolithic times with farmers protecting their fields. 

By the time the Romans had packed up, lynx, aurochs and bear had 

also disappeared, to be followed in the Middle Ages by boar, beaver 

and then the wolf. In Elizabethan times such killings were put on a 

legislative footing by the Vermin Acts, establishing a bounty scheme 

administered by churchwardens, which rewarded anyone who 

presented the head of a designated pest. This devastated the red kite, 

WiLd BoaR
Extinct since: End of the 13th century. Why? Hunting. Comeback trail: Attempts to reintroduce them in later medieval times 
failed due to poaching. Now, after decades of boars escaping from pig farms since wild boar farming began in the 1980s, 
free-living populations of wild boar can be found on the Kent/East Sussex border, Dorset and the Forest of Dean. They have also 
been introduced to the Alladale estate, where it is recognised they benefit the landscape by ploughing up the suffocating bracken, 
allowing native grasses to thrive. In the absence of natural predators, such as wolf and bear, wild boar numbers are increasing.

but also endangered hedgehogs, badgers, otters, sparrows, 

bullfinches, kingfishers, woodpeckers and dippers.

The subsequent Enclosure Acts of the 18th and 19th centuries 

targeted fish-eating cormorants, ospreys and otters; badgers that 

threatened poultry; sparrows and bullfinches which raided grain and 

orchards; and even woodpeckers that could damage church shingles. 

The Victorians continued the handiwork, this time for sport.

Today, attitudes have changed, and conservationists and 

governments appear keen to remedy some of the wrongs of the past. 

But, warns Dr Paul Welton, species and habitat policy officer for 

RSPB Scotland, any introduction is fraught with risk: “Introduction of 

non-native species is an environmental issue on a vast global scale. 

It’s one of the biggest causes of extinction along with habitat 

destruction and climate change.” 

There are strict guidelines regarding reintroductions, laid down by 

the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Generally, 

the IUCN is in favour, so long as certain criteria are met. These 

include understanding why the species became extinct and ensuring 

those factors have been removed.

“historically, sPecies in the uk began to be 
WiPed out because they were perceived to 
thReaten food suPPLies, then later they 
became the target of sPoRtinG estates 
and RecReationaL huntinG.”
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“when sea eaGLes  
were ReintRoduced  
to MuLL the community 
was really engaged. 
but they’re also worth 
around £1.5 MiLLion  
a yeaR in terms of  
neW touRisM.”
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access conceRns
Even on a modern, heavily populated island, the reintroduction 

agenda need not be confined to Scotland. Davie Black points  

out that large areas of the Pennines, Dartmoor, Exmoor and  

east Anglia are sparsely populated. Yet some compromises would 

need to be made, which can raise concerns over access for people 

visiting the countryside.

At Alladale, the Ramblers is concerned that the 9,300ha/ 

23,000-acre estate is too small to support wolves naturally, and 

believes that what will be built will effectively be a ‘safari park’ 

encircled by a three-metre high electrified fence within which visitors 

will pay to be driven around to see the animals. This could, argues the 

Ramblers, set a precedent for other landowners to stock their estates 

with a few wild animals and then put a fence around the whole area. 

Even if gates are to be included in the fence at Alladale,  

says Ramblers Scotland, such a construction would not only  

keep the wild animals inside the reserve, but also prevent the  

public from accessing a large area of highland landscape  

that includes climbing crags and routes to hill tops, and the  

summit of Seana Bhraigh – possibly the most remote Munro  

of them all.

“There is merit in what they are trying to do at Alladale,”  

says Davie Black. “The wild boar will keep the bracken down  

but you need a bigger area for larger mammals. The problem  

is if you have landowners with different objectives. Introductions  

will have to fit in with current land use patterns – such as grouse 

chouGh
Extinct since: 1970s in South West England (where it still adorns Cornwall’s coat of arms). Still found in Wales and places such 
as the Isle of Man. Why? Key reason was the loss of well-grazed pastures that were once common along the South West coast, 
which provided a reliable source of food for the bird and were ploughed up for arable crops or overgrown with scrub. 
Comeback trail: Although the bird was not physically reintroduced to Cornwall, conservationists sought to recreate its 
preferred habitat, and in 2002, two birds became the first choughs to breed in England for more than 50 years.

moors, Forestry Commission and deer management. How would  

bears or wolves fit into that?

“If the area is enclosed with an electric fence it will present 

problems. What is a walker supposed to do if they come to the  

fence at the end of a long tiring day? They say there will be gates 

that can be open and shut, but gates will always be left open at  

some point. And if snow falls, would the snow help an animal  

clamber up over the fence?”

When done successfully, however, the benefits are tangible, says 

Dr Welton: “People feel a connection when a spectacular native 

creature returns. When sea eagles were reintroduced to Mull the 

community was really engaged and schools got involved. But the 

eagles are also worth around £1.5 million a year to Mull in terms  

of new tourism.”
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“at aLLadaLe,  
the RaMBLeRs is 
concerned that the 
23,000-acRe estate 
will effectively be a 
‘safaRi PaRk’ encircled 
by a thRee-MetRe high 
electrified fence.”
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If you’re an animal looking to be reintroduced to the UK,  

it certainly helps if you’re attractive, says Callum Rankine.  

“Look at the most recent species that have returned: choughs, 

ospreys, red kites and sea eagles. The message is that if you are 

breathtaking and colourful and don’t pose a problem to anything  

that isn’t shaped like a rabbit, then you can expect to get support. 

Large mammals tend to be grey and more innocuous. Historically 

most reintroductions have been bad, but most of the modern ones 

have been good.”

Despite such concerns, as long as reintroductions are carried out 

properly, then the benefits to ramblers and wildlife lovers would 

seem to outweigh any drawbacks. “I remember seeing a photograph 

of the last sea eagle to die in Scotland, dating to around 1916,” says 

Dr Welton. “Looking at that picture and then looking at a sea eagle 

living in Mull today does create a very emotional response.”

fuRtheR info
For the latest about access issues on the Alladale estate, visit www.ramblers.
org.uk/scotland. To learn more about where to see these reintroduced animals, 
visit www.wwt.org.uk or www.rspb.org.uk. Local Ramblers groups organise over 
500 group walks each week in wildlife-rich areas all over Britain. Find your 
nearest Ramblers led walk at www.ramblers.org.uk/walksfinder. 

Red kite
Extinct since: Victorian times. In the 1930s, just 10 pairs remained in a remote part of Wales. Why? Persecuted by gamekeepers 
protecting sporting estates. Comeback trail: In 1989, a UK reintroduction project began in the South of England and the North of 
Scotland. The Scottish population is now at its highest level for 200 years, with a strong reintroduction project around Aberdeen. 
Numbers have also doubled in North East England over the past year and increased by more than 40 per cent in Yorkshire. Red 
kites continue to thrive in Wales and in their English strongholds of the Chilterns and Rockingham Forest in Northamptonshire. 

On this point of wonder, all conservationists are agreed. Callum 

Rankine would love to see the lynx return to the Scottish Highlands: 

“You would have almost no chance of seeing one because they are 

so secretive. They were reintroduced to the Jura region of 

Switzerland and are nearly never spotted. To spot a lynx in the UK if 

they were brought back would be a truly magical experience.” n
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