
A Field Programme for creating European Wilderness



wilderness is more than forest alone
Many European nature conservation programmes focus 
on the conservation of forests as their first priority. In 
contrast with Africa and North America, the association 
of wilderness with forests has a historical basis in Europe. 
The majority of the European flora and fauna evolved in 
tandem with large herbivores and were able to find a place 
in extensive agricultural landscapes. However, since the 
19th and 20th century, this is changing rapidly: because  
of intensifying agricultural practices on one hand and 
abandoning of large marginal agricultural areas (which 
will become forested spontaneously or by large 
afforestation programmes) on the other hand, these 
species are now at risk. For this reason, much of European 
biodiversity is now ‘trapped’. When we look at the 
European Wilderness of the future, an important way to 
address this problem is to provide a role for herbivorous 
animals, which can create landscapes that contain all the 
ingredients and gradients between open, grassy habitats 
and closed forests that are sure long term carbon sinks. 



towards a digital l andscape? 
European Agricultural policy is accelerating fragmentation  
of the European landscape. On good fertile soils, the land use 
will become more intensive and, at the same time, marginal 
agricultural lands will be rapidly abandoned. Within a few 
decades, 30 to 60 million hectares of land will loose its 
extensive agricultural usage and will be covered with forests, 
with or without a helping hand. This can already be seen in 
many places such as the French Jura, Istria, most mountainous 
areas and the Baltic states. Especially for these marginal lands, 
the development of natural wildernesses offers a full grown 
economic, social and ecological alternative.
If we don’t act now whole areas will be abandoned within a  
few decades; half open areas will become vast forests which 
will prevent migration of floral and animal climate refugees 
and because of that different species will come to the brink  
of extinction!

the european big five
‘The Big Five’ is a well known expression in Africa: species 
such as the elephant, rhino and lion have become 
ambassadors for the conservation and regeneration of 
African wilderness. Yet, European fauna also has its own  
top species! Large predators such as the brown bear, wolf 
and lynx, herbivores such as the European bison, moose  
and wild horse, and scavengers such as the imperial eagle 
and black vulture are present, not to forget the Blue whale 
and the Killer whale in the marine world, nor the wild boar  
as the northern hyena. It will be difficult to choose just five  
in a European ‘Big Five’ list! 

60,000,000 hectares



the rhodopes , an example
Local organisations in the Bulgarian 
Rhodopes are asking for urgent help. 
Farmers are giving up farming with their 
herds and are moving away to cities or  
to better agricultural areas. One of the 
richest habitats in Europe is becoming 
overgrown with scrub and forest: for 
example, different species of raptors are 
becoming extinct because their food 
(lizards, snakes and turtles) is becoming 
scarce as a consequence of the decline  
in short vegetation areas.

The Rhodopes are a good example of  
a part of Europe with great wilderness 
potential and opportunities.
 
In the area, there are several designated 
Natura 2000 sites. Linking these sites 
would give the opportunity to create an 
area of tens of thousands of hectares 
within just a few years. The natural process 
of grazing can be sustained with the 
reintroduction of wild cattle and horses, 
European bison and other extinct species.

After a few years, there could be 
additional opportunities to connect the 
area to sites on the other side of the 
borders, so that an area of more than 
100,000 hectares would become a reality.
 
After ten years the project should be  
self-sustaining and self-functioning.  
This would mean that it has a huge 
working wilderness network, with all 
indigenous large herbivores and 
carnivores. Eco tourism would continue 
to develop, products from nature could  
be sold nationally and internationally,  
and the exodus from the rural area could 
be realistically stopped or even reversed. 
People would have the chance to believe  
in a new future for their land.
 
We have already assisted the project with 
applications for subsidies, with raising  
local, national and international public 
awareness and with practical support on 
working with introducing wild animals.  
We have also helped to bring together 
different stakeholders on all sides of  
the borders and to begin building up a 
regional economy based on wilderness.

www.wnf.nl www.ark.eu www.freenature.eu www.eurosite.org


