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Introduction

Rewilding (or the encouragement of the return of certain species and ecosystem processes) is a relatively new strategy 
that has the potential to be implemented in many nature areas across Europe. However, it is also one of the most 
challenging management strategies for protected area managers to implement. It can potentially lead to conflict for 
several reasons: 

• The return of large carnivores creates fear in areas bordering or overlapping farming or herding and inhabited 
areas.

• Populations of large herbivores could pose a threat to farming or forestry areas.
• The reintroduction of large mammals or the restarting of natural processes could produce unpredictable changes 

in ecosystems.

Moreover, rewilding produces contrasting opinions among stakeholders. Even the nature conservation community itself 
is divided on this subject. Many conservationists aim to maintain or restore man-made landscapes rich in biodiversity, 
whilst others aim to revitalise ecological processes that could lead to changes in the ecosystem, such as reduced forest 
cover or shifts in species composition.

Given the conflicting views on rewilding, there is clearly a strong need to exchange communication strategies among 
site managers in order to help them inform and engage stakeholders, and to deal with the consequences of wilderness 
management in agreement and active collaboration with these actors. 

For this reason, Eurosite, along with co-organisers Staatsbosbeheer and FREE Nature, developed a workshop on ‘Living 
with wilderness in Europe: communication non-intervention strategies and dealing with public perceptions of growing 
populations of large herbivores and carnivores’.

The workshop took place in Haarlem, the Netherlands, from 17-19 September; 51 people from 13 countries, representing 
28 organisations, attended. During the workshop the issue of how to engage local communities and how to change 
negative perceptions among stakeholders was discussed. The workshop used as a focus the example of restoring natural 
processes and non-intervention management techniques in the Netherlands; namely, the Oostvaardersplassen nature 
reserve and Nationaal Park Zuid-Kennemerland. The Oostvaardersplassen has been the topic of much national debate 
in the Netherlands due to negative public perceptions of animal deaths occurring during the harsh winter months 
and the dramatic changes produced in bird populations due to the spontaneous dynamics of the ecosystem. The 
communication campaign developed around the Oostvaardersplassen was used as an example during the workshop. 

The participants also had the opportunity to share case studies, showcase successful wilderness communication 
measures and projects, and exchange experiences of communicating wilderness with stakeholders and the public1.

During the workshop, the seeds of this document were sown and we have now developed this communication strategy 
to help site managers across Europe communicate with a range of stakeholders, including: local communities, politicians, 
the general public, scientists and nature conservationists. This document is a useful introduction to communicating 
rewilding and non-intervention management and will be a valuable tool for those who are considering or are already 
implementing these strategies. 

1 To view the presentation slides see: www.eurosite.org 

http://eurosite.org/en-UK/content/eurosite-wilderness-workshop-communicating-non-intervention-management-strategies-and-dealin


4

Key messages

Send a positive message

Most of the time, when communicating rewilding and non-intervention management, the messages used to engage 
people are negative. Conservationists usually focus on how bad the situation is for the species they are trying to 
reintroduce (“They are almost extinct.”, “We have been killing them for centuries.”, etc.) or how badly the ecosystem is 
functioning. However, positive messages are much more engaging. The message needs to be changed: “Wild animals 
are returning, we will be able to enjoy watching wildlife.”, “Wilderness areas will provide ecosystem services.”, etc.

Build trust

The first step when communicating wilderness is to gain the stakeholder’s trust. This is a two way process; the 
stakeholder has to trust you and you have to trust the stakeholder. This is a key strategy for any stakeholder group, 
whether it is local communities or politicians. Avoid providing partial information, as this might make the stakeholders 
feel like they are being misled.

Meet the stakeholders in person

To build trust it is necessary to meet the stakeholders in person. Visit the stakeholders, shake hands with them, listen 
to their questions and ideas, and provide answers in person. You might not have all the answers at the beginning of 
the process. For example, you might not know how a species will interact with the ecosystem. However, it is better to 
make an initial management plan anyway and then find answers in cooperation with the stakeholders. Ask questions 
yourself to learn more about their needs and your common interests. 

Use appropriate language

Explaining rewilding to schoolchildren is not the same as explaining it to a politician or a farmer. The language you 
use must be adapted to each audience. However, it is also important to avoid dumbing down. Scientific language is 
especially divisive: it might be very useful when trying to engage other conservationists or scientists, but it is only 
marginally useful for engaging the general public. Be aware that the terms ‘wilderness’ and ‘rewilding’ have different 
associations for different people, varying from very positive to very negative. If possible, avoid using these terms and 
instead focus on foreseen results. For example, saying “We are rewilding this area” might have a negative response, 
instead say, “We are re-introducing bison to this area.”

Involve stakeholders in communication

The main stakeholders, the ones taking part in the project and who are actively engaged, are great potential 
communicators. The general public will be more receptive to messages coming from people they can identify with 
and who share and understand their concerns. In the same way, engaged local politicians can act as ambassadors at a 
regional or national level.

Clearly state the project goals and limitations

To avoid disputes later on, make sure you clearly state the limitations and goals of the project during the early stages. 
An example of a limitation might be the protected status of a species. For example, when dealing with wolves it is in 
the interest of both farmers and conservationist that wolves do not prey on livestock, but hunting wolves is forbidden 
by European Law. Acknowledging this limitation creates a starting point from which the stakeholders can jointly search 
for alternative protective measures for, for example, livestock.
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Strategies for working with different stakeholder groups 

Working with local communities

Local communities – the people living in or around a protected area – are usually one of the key stakeholder groups 
that need to be engaged, particularly in rural areas. Their support is crucial for the success of the project because 
they know the area extremely well. When communicating with local communities you need to take into account the 
following:

• Information should be appropriately presented for the target audience, but avoid dumbing down.
• Be aware that your plans will impact on their surroundings. Act like a guest in the area, because that is what you 

should consider yourself to be.
• Clearly communicate that working together is one of the key goals of your project. If people feel that they are being 

forced to accept the rewilding process then it will be difficult to gain their support.
• Clearly state the role of each party; you are the expert on nature conservation, but they are the experts on living 

in the area.
• Increase the local community’s feeling of ownership over the project by engaging them every step of the way. Local 

communities must be part of the whole process, including the conservation practice; only then will they feel part 
of the project.

• Don’t just listen to those who shout the loudest, but actively involve all.
• In many cases farmers are important local stakeholders, and it is important to take into account the impact 

rewilding will have on farming. However, they are not the only stakeholders and others will benefit from rewilding. 
It is therefore important to consider all stakeholders.

• Be aware that some of the people in a local community, such as farmers or hunters, will feel a sense of ownership 
about the land because they have been using the land for generations. For this reason they might be against the 
changes you want to implement.

Tools to engage local communities

Local people can be engaged using a range of tools, such as TV programmes, commercial campaigns, and mobile apps. 
However, they also need to be engaged using a more personal touch that generates a feeling of ownership, such as 
using a participatory process to make decisions and holding informative sessions in key local places (e.g. pub). To 
engage local people, initiate face-to-face contact, thereby increasing the feeling of ownership and building trust. 
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Working with politicians

Rewilding and non-intervention management are innovative and the discussions surrounding them are sometimes 
very polemical. As a result, decision makers will not always be willing to authorise a rewilding project or work with 
such practices.

Messages to engage politicians

“It has already been successfully implemented elsewhere.“

Most of the time decision makers agree with the project in principle, but are afraid of failure. Pointing to examples of 
similar projects that have been successful could be the key to triggering the engagement of politicians.

“You will benefit politically from the rewilding process.” 

Rewilding of a particular area could be seen as an historical event. This view will make the rewilding process attractive 
to a politician, as it will provide an opportunity for them to communicate a positive message to the general public and 
local constituents.

“Wilderness will provide benefits for the community.”
 
For governments and decision makers, the economic and social aspects of the rewilding process are very important. You 
need to provide them with messages related to the benefits wilderness will bring to their constituency. An increased 
number of visits to the protected area will improve income from tourism, and rewilding will also improve ecosystem 
services and lower site management costs.

“We have scientific data proving that the project will not be dangerous.”

In some cases politicians require scientific data to support their decisions. Scientific or technical data will provide 
strong support when dealing with negative perceptions of rewilding.
 
“We have the support of the public.”

The bigger the public support for a project, the higher the probability of getting political support. Engage the public 
and state clearly that you have their support. If the public perceives rewilding in a negative light, politicians will never 
take the first step.

“It will be cost-effective.”

After the initial cost of acquiring the land, non-intervention is a very cheap way of preserving biodiversity.

“
“
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Tools to engage politicians

Tools that demonstrate public support or engagement 

Surveys showing the support of the public for the rewilding process, the interest of the public in rewilding or satisfaction 
with previous rewilding projects will be useful.

Tools that showcase previous successes 

For example, compilations of successful case studies will be very useful. You also need to take into account the importance 
of building trust. Facilitate more face-to-face communication by taking the politicians on a tour of a rewilding site or 
arrange for the politicians to meet with other politicians who have already taken part in successful rewilding projects.

Tools showing the benefits of the rewilding process 

Technical reports, scientific reports, compilations of successful examples, and studies of the potential impact of the 
rewilding process on the economy of the surrounding areas will be very useful. Given the current general perception of 
rewilding as dangerous, these documents will also help to communicate a more positive message about rewilding and 
emphasise that it is not as dangerous as people believe. 

Lobbying groups 

Lobbying groups are especially useful when communicating with politicians at all levels, as they can help to keep the 
project in the limelight.



8

Working with the general public 

The general public – people who have not had a leading role in the rewilding process but who are potential visitors and 
whose opinion needs to be favourable – will more readily adopt rewilding if they have access to rewilding sites and the 
actions being taken in the rewilding site are clearly explained. If wilderness is an abstract concept that is not easy to 
understand, people will not feel engaged with the conservation process. For this reason, when dealing with the general 
public you need to make sure that: 

• Rewilding sites are easy to reach and visit. Sites must be clearly signposted and have proper facilities (e.g. a visitor 
centre and walking paths).

• Free exploration or at least guided visits are possible. Try not to limit visits to a particular part of the rewilding site 
or have rigid visiting schedules. A trade-off between visits and impact must be found. If it is not possible to allow 
visitors to wander around the site freely, the model of safari tours with vehicles could be used.

• Your project appears in a positive light on social media. Do not underestimate the power of social media, they 
make it possible for a small group of people to dominate the public discussion, both in a negative and positive way. 
Do not avoid engaging with negative messages, instead try to influence people’s perceptions. 

Messages to engage the general public

“You have the opportunity to witness nature in motion.” 
“Viewing wild animals is a special and exclusive experience.”

By visiting the area, the public has the opportunity to see the effects of uninhibited ecosystem processes. You must 
communicate the fact that this is a rare opportunity in Europe.

“Thanks to the rewilding process it will be easier to experience wild nature.”

Wilderness areas have the potential to captivate people and you must communicate this feeling of exclusivity and 
uniqueness. However, when dealing with the general public, expectations must be managed to avoid disappointment. 
In most cases, the expected encounter with a wild animal will not happen.

“Wild animals present a low threat to the general public.” 

Given the current perception of rewilding as dangerous, you need to communicate the fact that wild animals present 
a very low threat.

Tools to engage the general public

Traditional promotional tools 

TV programmes or commercial campaigns will allow you to reach a large number of potential visitors.

Online tools 

An attractive website and a strong presence on social media will be useful when trying to reach the public.

Tools facilitating site visits 

These include traditional tools such as a visitor centre, guided visits, and signposted walking paths, as well as new 
technological solutions such as mobile apps that provide on-site information.

Tools to increase ecotourism 

Guidebooks such as Crossbill Guides are a useful tool to attract international visitors.





10

Working with scientists and nature conservationists

Rewilding and non-intervention management are innovative techniques and therefore also need to be promoted 
among other nature conservationists and scientists. In the case of nature conservationists, internal communication 
is as important as external communication, particularly within big organisations, as not all staff members in your 
organisation will necessarily agree with the non-intervention concept.

A good example is the reintroduction of large herbivores. Because of the Shifting Baseline Paradigm2 most nature 
conservationists and managers in Europe consider a closed-canopy forest to be the baseline ecosystem, but evidence 
shows that this type of forest might be the consequence of reduced populations of large herbivores3. However, nature 
conservationists do not see increasing the number the populations of large herbivores as a management option 
because it will destroy the closed-canopy forest. 

Some nature conservationists will also feel a sense of ownership over the land because they have been managing the 
land in a certain way for many years and so they will be against the change.

Messages to engage scientists and nature conservationists

“You can be part of it.”

To engage other conservationists and scientists, make them part of the project. For example, ask other site managers  
and scientists for their opinion and if possible invite them to visit your site to give their feedback. 

“It is an opportunity to advance science.” 

In the case of scientists, the project could be presented as an opportunity to study ecological processes relatively 
independent of human influence.

“Wilderness species are flagship species.”

Present rewilding to nature conservationists as a tool to engage people. For example, the reintroduced species can be 
showcased to the public as icons of nature conservation.

“Wilderness species are keystone species and ecosystem engineers.”

 Reintroduction will trigger ecosystem processes that have been lost and provide habitats for new species.

Tools to engage scientists and nature conservationists

To engage scientists the most useful tools are:

Scientific data 

Opening the area to research

To engaging conservationists the most useful tools are:

Scientific data and technical reports 

Reports on the benefits of rewilding 

2 The Shifting Baseline Paradigm describes a phenomenon whereby each generation considers the contemporary state of 
nature, regardless of its degraded state, to be normal (the baseline)
3 Large-scale nature development – the Oostvaardersplassen: http://www.lhnet.org/assets/pdf/britishwildlifevera.pdf

http://www.lhnet.org/assets/pdf/britishwildlifevera.pdf


11

Communicating death as part of life

One of the main problems with communicating non-intervention management is the fact that when wild species die, 
their bodies often decompose in the field. These deaths can occur for a number of reasons, for example, forest fires, 
decimation of plant populations due to pests, or deaths of animals due to scarcity of resources. Sometimes these 
natural ecological processes can be shocking for the general public. 

For this reason the idea of natural processes needs be correctly communicated to the public. There are three key points 
to highlight:

Honesty

When communicating non-intervention management, honesty is the best policy. People need to be made aware 
of the natural processes occurring in a wilderness area. Communicating it before the start of the non-intervention 
management process could create opposition, but changing minds before is easier than changing them afterwards. 
This also means giving the public access to the area, even if there is a possibility of visitors seeing dead or dying 
animals. If an area is not accessible, there will be rumours: “What are they keeping from us?” 

Life cycle concept

A big effort must be made to communicate the idea that both life and death are part of a natural cycle. As one of the 
attendees at our ‘Living with wilderness in Europe’ workshop put it: “If we want animals to live free, we must also allow 
them to die freely”.

The role of death in ecosystems

Scientific research has shown that decomposing large animals play an important role in ecosystems, providing many 
species with food over a long period. In fact, some species of insect are completely dependant on decomposing large 
mammals.

Photo © Vincent Wigbels
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Concluding remarks

Rewilding and non-intervention are innovative techniques that are now one of a number of options available to 
protected area managers. However, they are also divisive management options – even inside the nature conservation 
community – because of the potential impact on the ecosystems we have today and the uncertainty about what 
will happen when these techniques are implemented. For this reason, when communicating rewilding and non-
intervention, it is important to explain to the stakeholders, as clearly as possible, what can be expected from these 
management techniques.

We discussed the issue of communication throughout our ‘Living with wilderness in Europe’ workshop and lots of 
ideas arose: about communication techniques, about how to work with different stakeholders, and about the type of 
language to use. However, a single common idea permeated the entire workshop: building trust. Trust must be built by 
being open, by listening to all the stakeholders, by explaining the details of the process, and making the uncertainties 
clear. Only then, when site managers have the trust of politicians, landowners, citizens, the nature conservation 
community and other relevant stakeholders can the future of Europe’s wilderness be secured.

Publications and resources

• Guidelines on Wilderness in Natura 2000

• LIFE and human coexistence with large carnivores

• European Parliament resolution of 3 February 2009 on Wilderness in Europe

• Natura 2000 Newsletter: Europe’s Large Carnivores

• Large-scale nature development – the Oostvaardersplassen

• Natural Grazing: Wild and semi-wild animals as landscape architects

• Wildlife Comeback in Europe: The recovery of selected mammal and bird species

• A manifesto for large carnivore conservation in Europe

• Proceedings of the Conference on Wilderness and Large Natural Habitat Areas

• Towards a Wilder Europe: Developing an Action Agenda for Wilderness and Large Natural Habitat Areas

• Improving the Conditions for Large Carnivore Conservation - Final Report

• Summary Principles of Communication for Brown Bear Conservation in the Alps

• Building a Future for Wildlife: The World Zoo and Aquarium Conservation Strategy

• Parc National de Bialowieza: Leçon de choses dans une réserve intégrale, Pierre Sales

• Large Herbivore Network (Library)

• Large Carnivore Intiative for Europe (Publications)

• How Wolves Change Rivers (video)

• Feral: Searching for enchantment on the frontiers of rewilding

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/wilderness/pdf/WildernessGuidelines.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/pdf/life_and_human_coexistence_with_large_carnivores.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2009-0034+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/info/pubs/docs/nat2000newsl/nat21_en.pdf
http://www.lhnet.org/assets/pdf/britishwildlifevera.pdf
http://www.freenature.eu/free/download/documenten/natuurlijke-begrazing_uk.pdf
http://rewildingeurope.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Wildlife-Comeback-in-Europe-the-recovery-of-selected-mammal-and-bird-species.pdf
http://www1.nina.no/lcie_new/pdf/635253308262465095_LCIE%20manifesto%20for%20large%20carnivore%20conservation%20in%20Europe%202013.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/wilderness/pdf/proceedings_wildlife.pdf
http://www.lhnet.org/assets/pdf/WILD-AREA-ACTION-AGENDA.pdf
http://www.lifextra.it/index.php?option=com_docman&task=cat_view&gid=78&Itemid=30&lang=en
http://www.pnab.it/uploads/media/A3_comunication_principles_EN.pdf
http://www.waza.org/files/webcontent/1.public_site/5.conservation/conservation_strategies/building_a_future_for_wildlife/wzacs-en.pdf
http://www.actu-environnement.com/librairie/p-sales-parc-national-bialowieza-lecon-choses-dans-reserve-integrale-486.html
http://www.lhnet.org/articles/
http://www.lcie.org/Publications
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q
http://www.monbiot.com/2013/05/24/feral-searching-for-enchantment-on-the-frontiers-of-rewilding/


13

Projects and initiatives

• EU Platform on Coexistence between People and Large Carnivores

• Oostvaardersplassen

• Wisentproject Kraansvlak

• FREE Nature

• LIFE EX-TRA

• LIFE+ Iberlince

• Scottish Beaver Trail

• Wisent Welt Wittgenstein

• Rewilding Europe

• Wild Wonders of Europe

• Wild Europe

• The European Nature Trust

• European Wilderness Society

• WILD10

• Large Herbivore Network

• Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe

• Lynx UK Trust

• Wolves in the Netherlands

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/carnivores/coexistence_platform.htm
http://www.staatsbosbeheer.nl/Natuurgebieden/Oostvaardersplassen.aspx
http://www.wisenten.nl/en
http://www.freenature.eu/free-en/
http://www.lifextra.it/index.php?option=com_content&view=frontpage&Itemid=1&lang=en
http://www.iberlince.eu/index.php/eng/
http://www.scottishbeavers.org.uk/
http://www.wisent-welt.de/
http://www.rewildingeurope.com/
http://www.wild-wonders.com/index.asp
http://www.wildeurope.org/
http://www.theeuropeannaturetrust.com/en/
http://wilderness-society.org/
http://wild10.org/en/
http://www.lhnet.org
http://www.lcie.org/
http://www.lynxuk.org/
http://www.wolveninnederland.nl/wolven/


Eurosite is working to create a Europe where nature is cared for, protected, restored and 
valued by all

We do this by providing practitioners with opportunities to network and exchange experience on practical 
nature management. We are a network of site managers, non-governmental and governmental organisations, 
and individuals and organisations committed to our vision. Our members are based across Europe – from the 
Atlantic islands to the Black Sea; and from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean.  

Nature knows no boundaries: we believe the future protection and conservation of Europe’s nature will only 
be achieved through international cooperation. 

Interested in what we do? Take a look at our website to find out more and consider becoming a member. 

Together we can make a difference. 

www.eurosite.org

Eurosite | Postbus 90154, 5000 LG Tilburg, Netherlands | info@eurosite.org

http://www.eurosite.org

