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INTRODUCTION

AIM AND SCOPE OF THIS DOCUMENT

THE TOOLKIT

This document is the result of an interdisciplinary research project carried out in Spain between
2022 and 2023, coordinated by the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona and the Spanish National
Research Council’s Institute of Philosophy in collaboration with other academic institutions and
private entities.

We have been able to recognize and discuss some of the ethical tensions related to rewilding
thanks to the academic and professional work done by project members, fieldwork in rewilding
initiatives and the organization of workshops with other experts in rewilding and applied ethics.
With this backpack of learning, we have developed a brief theoretical guide for identifying and
mitigating potential ethical conflicts of rewilding in an Anthropocene context.

STRUCTURE AND CONTENTS

Following this Introduction, the document is divided into three thematic blocks.

The first is more conceptual and relates to the semantic concept and methodology of rewilding:
unravelling the plurality of its meanings and applications deepens our understanding of rewilding
and may therefore help to reveal more clearly how it is being applied in a given context.

The second block opens up the moral horizon to consider how rewilding affects non-human
beings: moving beyond anthropocentrism and the instrumentalization of wild nature implies
maintaining a commitment to the ecocentrism that different scholars recognize in rewilding, but
without renouncing ethical concern for individual lives.

The third and final section aims to question how humans are becoming involved in rewilding:
attending to social inequalities is necessary if we are to avoid colonialist practices, exclusionary
decision-making or biased participation.

WHO IT IS ADDRESSED TO

This toolkit is expected to be of use to a wide and diverse audience, from people interested in the
subject, to students, scholars and researchers, conservation biology professionals, and especially
rewilding practitioners. The aim is for it to be interdisciplinary, concise and easy to read, but
without renouncing a certain technical rigour.

Although it is a theoretical and summarized document, it allows us to identify some of the tolls
found along the road to rewilding in order to stop, reflect on them and attempt to take them into
account in practice.




A BRIEF DEFINITION OF REWILDING

Rewilding is a conservation biology strategy that, through the restoration of
ecological functions, biodiversity and food webs, seeks to regenerate natural
ecosystems that have undergone significant anthropogenic disturbances [1,2]. Given
the severity of the current ecological crisis, global warming and the mass extinction
of species, rewilding represents an effective tool to halt these processes. By limiting
human pressure on land and the exploitation of other species, rewilding can facilitate
the recovery of depleted species populations; and more wild nature means more
carbon can be stored in the atmosphere [3].

Unlike other traditional conservation or ecological restoration approaches, which are based on
strict fidelity to maintaining taxonomic precedents, rewilding focuses on reducing human
interference and restoring ecosystem functioning to make ecosystems self-sufficient and resilient
[4,5].

Thus, before being anchored in the recovery of specific species, it may consider the reintroduction
of ecological surrogates (proxies). This makes it a more open, future-oriented and even decolonial
approach from a multispecies perspective, since it mostly seeks to regenerate ecological functions
so that wild species can manage themselves, without humans having to constantly control nature
[6,7]. This open approach is especially relevant in an Anthropocene context, as respecting the
autonomy of wildlife may allow it to better adapt to increases in global temperature and other
climate impacts.

Although rewilding was initially defined in North America on the basis of the “three C's” rule (cores,
ecological corridors and large carnivores) in order to promote trophic cascade effects [8], a number
of different methodologies now exist, depending on the scale at which they are applied (macro- or
micro-scale), the location (cities, nature reserves, islands, river systems), the timescale reference
(Holocene or Pleistocene) and the type of activity carried out at each stage (trophic reintroduction,
passive actions) [9,10].




WHY AN ETHICS OF REWILDING?

Ethics is an academic discipline and a branch of philosophy, which includes a long tradition of
environmental and ecological ethics, consisting of critical reflection on each society's moral
convictions and our relations with other species and ecosystems. Ethics is not a matter of personal
opinion, but a rational procedure that rigorously elaborates, contrasts and verifies normative
judgements about what we consider to be right and wrong.

Ethics orients and guides, it does not dictate what to do. Ethics is not simply about identifying what
is good and bad and then campaigning to pursue what is considered good. Ethics is about
unravelling the reasons that lead to one kind of behaviour, comparing them with possible
arguments behind other behaviours, and justifying what might be more or less ethical in a given
context. Thus, another task of ethics is to recognize and address the moral biases and prejudices
underlying a given behaviour.

Insofar as rewilding is a process focused on the future, and not reduced to an anchoring in the past
but rather committed to new functional ecosystems in the face of the current and changing socio-
ecological crisis, it inevitably harbours risks and uncertainties. A rewilding ethics will not
necessarily provide greater security or certainty that all will be well when we make room for and
give autonomy back to wild species, but it can help raise awareness of some of the moral
challenges that may arise during the process and serve as a philosophical tool to address them
while minimizing harm.
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RETHINKING THE USE OF THE TERM REWILDING

Does strict terminological and linguistic fidelity have to be maintained?*

Understanding rewilding as “renaturalization” or “recovering nature” may
suggest a perpetuation of the human/nature dichotomy [11,12]. But humans
are also nature, forming part of ecosystems and the biosphere. It is
important to bear this in mind when embracing rewilding: it should not
necessarily mean cutting humans off from the rest of nature, but rather
mitigating the dominating pressures we exert on wildlife.

An English concept that goes viral acquires considerable socio-cultural significance. The
fact that a concept becomes a trending topic can also have the disadvantage that people
seek to adapt its theoretical fit and application to any field or context, leading to a distortion
of its meaning and exacerbated semantic plasticity. If rewilding seems to mean everything,
at the same time it also means nothing [13]. This is why it is important to accept the socio-
historical dynamism of a concept without renouncing its very specificity.

Moreover, the adoption of the English term rewilding even in non-native English-speaking
countries may carry with it a certain colonial imaginary, like a fashion or theoretical
programme imposed from outside. Exploring whether there are reliable translations of the
term in other languages can serve to offer a more territorially linked and socially acceptable
use of the concept.

It is also important to be critical or nuanced over the way the prefix “re-” can be conveyed
in translation, as it leads one to think of a return to the ecological past rather than a look to
the ecological future. Although such a prefix is used to associate rewilding with a recovery
of wild nature, it could lead to confusion with the meaning and direction of rewilding.

THE TERRITORIAL SCALE

Should all rewilding strategies follow the same guidelines and take
place over large areas?

Conservation biologists Michael Soulé and Reed Noss originally thought of rewilding as a
strategy that should support the three C's rule, but this was over two decades ago and in
relation to the North American context [8].

* In non-English languages, there is concern over how to properly translate the term rewilding in a way that
captures its meaning and avoids negative connotations. In Spanish, for example, translations such as

"renaturalizar”, "resilvestrar", "asilvestrar", "resalvajar" or "asalvajar" have all been suggested.



Today, we can relax this requirement that rewilding must maintain with the three Cs (cores,
corridors and carnivores), for two main reasons.

The first is that all non-North American contexts are different. In Europe, for some projects
the reintroduction of large herbivores may result in as much or more rewilding as that of
large carnivores. In island systems, it may not be feasible to consider large terrestrial
carnivores and may make more sense to think about smaller-scale rewilding (e.g. edaphic
rewilding) or recovering healthy populations of large marine mammals. When introducing
small-scale rewilding in smaller spaces such as cities, it is true that we can aim to respect
the three C's rule, by zoning spaces to avoid possible anthropogenic threats to native
biodiversity, for example. Such zoning can be achieved by striving to maintain green and
vehicle-free spaces — also known as “super-islands” — in strategic areas for wildlife
coexistence [14]. While such spaces can be an oasis for some natural predators that visit or
settle in cities, such as some canids, mustelids or birds of prey [15], reducing ecological
fragmentation in increasingly crowded cities is a multifactorial socio-political challenge that
requires careful planning by various sectors.

The second reason why rewilding's commitment to the three C's rule could be relaxed is
that the preservation of larger areas such as national parks also poses a difficult socio-
political challenge and may generate distrust among local human communities due to their
perceiving a risk of being excluded from their settlements or activities. This fear is not
entirely unfounded, since the creation of protected areas has at times led to environmental
justice conflicts [16]. Therefore, when promoting rewilding sites, it is necessary to analyse
the territory carefully and be sensitive to local communities, and to opt for public
engagement that may benefit from the buffer zones surrounding the core zones, or for a
conservation model based on shared land stewardship [17].

In short, although it is most desirable for rewilding initiatives to be deployed over vast
natural areas (and to this end take advantage of protected areas such as national parks or,
in Europe, Natura 2000 network areas), a broad geophysical scale should not be the sole
aim.

Rewilding can be done at different scales, some more ambitious and others more modest,
in one's own private garden or in small public spaces that are heavily anthropized or in
disuse, for example [18]. And the methodologies, actors and results will differ for each of
these scales.



THE REFERENCE TIMESCALE

How far back is it ethical to go to recover a species or an ecosystem?

It is common in conservation biology to discuss what time horizon ecological restoration
efforts should aim for. The Shifting Reference Syndrome claims that each generation accepts
as “normal” the nature that we knew as children or that was explained to us by our
predecessors, using this as a reference to evaluate change [19]. The result of this
“generational amnesia” is that the level of reference gradually slips, with the progressive
disappearance of certain species being forgotten and accepted, as well as the appearance
and continued presence of others. As a result, insufficient objectives may be established for
conservation and restoration measures, as the target level is lowered and the extinction of
species or disappearance of entire ecosystems is accepted.

Therefore, rewilding must use objective data on the past situation of what is to be conserved
and restored as a reference. This gives rise to another problem, however: which time in the
past?

Some assert that this historical reference point should be during the early Holocene period
(prior to the Anthropocene and industrialization), while others place it in the late Holocene or
even Pleistocene period (prior to the Recent Dryas, over 12,000 years ago) [20,21]. This is
important, because different ethical conflicts may arise depending on the time period
established for the recovery of an ecosystem or key species.

Some conservationists argue that species or functionalities of species that became extinct
due to non-anthropogenic causes should be recovered. Thus, the idea of going back to the
late Pleistocene is sometimes rejected due to doubts over whether it was humans or the
glaciation period that produced the mass extinctions of megafauna during the late
Quaternary.

Although there is growing evidence that human action was the main trigger for these
extinctions and we should therefore conceive of ourselves as responsible [22], this would
still not fully justify macrofauna being reintroduced in all and any contexts in order to recover
Pleistocene ecological functionalities. Some ecosystems and landscapes have changed too
much and our societies and human policies have not adapted to these changes, which in
turn might make our cultural background a very limiting factor, leading to systematic
opposition and boycotts of projects aiming at a strictly Pleistocene-committed rewilding.




Moreover, in a context of socio-ecological crisis where we must rapidly move towards
degrowth [23], it is unclear what the cost-benefit balance of developing and applying the
high-tech de-extinction of distant species (such as the woolly mammoth, the migratory
pigeon or the cloning of Przewalski horses) might be [24]. Decision-making on how to
conserve the environment may also be impaired if rewilding seeks to de-extinct
Pleistocene species, rather than restore historically closer species [25].

Thus, the further back in time a rewilding practice goes, the more resistance it may
encounter on many levels. Hence the importance of adopting a holistic approach to
rewilding, by taking into account the complexity of human-nature relationships and the
plurality of human values [26].

In addition, since human impacts are now so pervasive and irreversible, historical baselines
are often not feasible or even desirable to achieve, and future-oriented targets tailored to
the Anthropocene are needed [27].

It is therefore important that trophic reintroductions in rewilding converge with socio-
cultural acceptability, political-legislative protection and sensitivity to the changing context
of the Anthropocene.

Rather than being obsessed with bringing back distant species and remaining faithful to
historical references to a distant past, it is crucial to be forward-looking [28]. This may lead

to ecological restoration via functional analogues that could benefit from a greater
convergence of the factors described above [29].
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PERCEPTIONS OF THE SPECIES AND PRIORITIZATION

Is there bias regarding which species are to be recovered?

Many trophic reintroductions follow a pattern of prioritizing the conservation or restoration of
species such as canids and mustelids, leaving others such as dasiurids and viverids behind,
even though they may have the same vulnerability status according to the IUCN [30].

This may be due to aesthetic and cultural aspects, or for instrumental economic reasons,
where it is assumed that a species that will attract more attention will receive a greater public
response and achieve greater awareness, resulting in it obtaining more resources and efforts
for its conservation or restoration. This is known as “prioritizing flagship species” [31,32,33]
and may be a reasonable justification if a project or initiative has few resources and requires
a campaign to be mobilized quickly and effectively, for example. Making empathetic species
visible can serve as a greater motivation for the general population.

However, this may have the undesirable effect of reifying society’s perception of the species,
perpetuating cultural patterns that do not necessarily respond to biological criteria, or maybe
even exalting species that do not need as much protection as others. If the most lauded
species are prioritized for unscientific reasons, then although this may achieve good public
acceptance or even be economically profitable in the short term, it could also lead to a long-
term opportunity cost for ecosystem regeneration.

Rewilding aims to prioritize the recovery of keystone species [7]. In theory, by focusing on the
ecological function of species rather than taxonomic fidelity or aesthetic and cultural
perception, it may even prefer to reintroduce proxies into some environments. But de-
fetishizing species and prioritizing less emblematic ones can hinder and slow down the
social, political and economic reception of rewilding.

These limitations must be considered if the aim is to garner support from other sectors (e.g.
financial) to achieve short and medium-term results. While rewilding aims to restore entire
ecosystems, and to this end places a premium on ensuring the important functional role that
keystone species can play in the wild, then achieving human acceptance of this - not
necessarily anthropocentric - coexistence in the territory may represent a procedural pitfall.
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TOWARDS COMPASSIONATE CONSERVATIONISM

Can more compassionate conservation methods be applied to affected
individuals?

Sometimes, tragic decisions can be taken in order to conserve human livelihoods and
activities considered important, such as allowing the hunting of keystone species, including
apical carnivores able to spark trophic cascades, scavengers that heal ecosystems and
prevent the spread of disease and herbivore ecosystem engineers. This can also be said of
rewilding conflicts that might be caused by agriculture and extensive livestock farming, or
green energy transition projects deployed in the vicinity or on the borders of areas
designated for the preservation of wildlife. On other occasions, it is believed that invasive
alien species should be sacrificed to protect key native species. In all these scenarios, it
would seem that the only solution is to sacrifice wildlife. But perhaps this is not always the
right conclusion to reach.

Are there less violent alternatives that will facilitate coexistence with wildlife? Even if these
initially seem difficult to implement because of their economic costs, social efforts, cultural
transformations, or even practical feasibility: are there alternatives? If there are, then we are
facing not only a moral dilemma of coexistence with wildlife, but also issues related to the
economy, resources and socio-cultural considerations, among others.

Efforts should be made to identify which non-violent (or less violent) alternatives exist, since
this will make it easier to then identify what other conditions are needed to ensure
coexistence with wildlife and work towards achieving them in practice [34]. Recognizing
alternatives to eradication or accidents that may be suffered by some non-human
individuals in the areas surrounding rewilding sites transforms a moral conflict into a
problem with alternative solutions [6].

Being compassionate towards the individuals that rewilding seeks to manage implies
conceiving them as beings with intrinsic value [35,36] whose effects on ecosystems are not
only the result of atomized and individual capacities, but of a whole network of relationships
and interdependencies. Thus, for example, we may attempt to understand keystone
species as being either culturally or contextually keystone [37], or invasive alien species as
refugee species adapted to a context of abrupt ecological change [38,39]. Rather than
demonizing or sacrificing certain individuals, therefore, it is important to identify the causes
that have led to their presence and adaptation in new areas; and if these causes are
anthropogenic, to instigate efforts to make them visible and transform them in order to
address the root of the conflict in a more compassionate way and without blaming non-
human life.

Only 4% of the planet’'s mammal biomass corresponds to wild animals, while the rest is
allocated between humans (36%) and, above all, livestock (60%) [40]. Given this distribution,
rewilding is presented as a strategy that aims to give back more space and provide optimal
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conditions for non-human and non-domesticated species to flourish on their own. We are
not the only species in the biosphere, so opting for a more compassionate, convivial
conservationism implies that we have a duty to degrowth in order to allow other species to
develop the ecological functions necessary for the maintenance of all life.

THE LIMITS OF CARING FOR OTHER SPECIES

May being compassionate in rewilding cause collateral damage?

Compassionate conservationism often places the moral emphasis on recognizing and
protecting animals, given that they are capable of suffering [41]. Most animals have a central
nervous system that allows them to perceive pain and suffering, reacting physically and
psychologically to it [42]. On an ethical level, this may lead to the compassionate
conservation of nonhuman animals; taking care of their transportation and adaptation to the
new environment when translocations are carried out, for example.

It should also be noted that, beyond ethics, and on a legal level, compassionate
conservationism may involve reporting situations where animal welfare regulations are
violated. That being said, however, it should also be borne in mind that animal welfare
regulations apply mainly to domestic or livestock animals, rather than wildlife. Thus, on a
legal level, the degree of care afforded to the latter will depend on the legal status a country
awards to the animals involved in a rewilding project, since not all countries attribute them
the same status. Ethical rewilding therefore requires in-depth knowledge of the current
legislation where the project is taking place.

Compliance with legality and legal recognition do not necessarily imply ethical practice,
especially if existing legislation contradicts some moral intuitions, or if there are legal
loopholes [43]. Those implementing a rewilding project involving semi-wild animals need to
be aware of the legal status of semi-wild animals in their country and resulting management
and care regulations in order to assess whether they are ethically in agreement with them
and their potential effects, or whether there are possibilities for them to be modified, before
analysing the scope for ethical action beyond what the law dictates.

A country’s regulations may delimit — by prohibiting or mandating it — the type of care to be
given to reintroduced animals in rewilding. Moreover, within the limits of legislation, there is
sometimes scope for different actions to be taken in terms of more or less compassionate
wildlife management. By way of example, although feeding some semi-wild or wild animals
suffering from symptoms of starvation could be permitted, attention must still be paid to the
consequences this may have on trophic dynamics, since the success of ecological
regeneration may be compromised [44].

13

"

—

S




%

It is important to realize that choosing to support a compassionate rewilding process
through attitudes and practices that safeguard the welfare of all animals involved does not
mean prioritizing animal care based on economic or tourist interests, fetishizing large,
charismatic or exotic species because their image may sell more than that of other species.
Respect for the welfare of all animals should matter equally.

However, while it is essential for compassionate rewilding to value the interests of all
sentient individuals, it is also essential that it takes a long-term, systemic and
interdependent perspective, and any assistance in the wild must therefore be carried out
prudently, respecting the sovereignty of other species and with a proper understanding of
the ecological effects of such an intervention [45].
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ETHICAL ENGAGEMENT OF
HUMAN COMMUNITIES



ENGAGING COMMUNITIES

Are rewilding procedures properly informed, addressing local needs and
concerns and enabling community participation?

Rewilding should not be solely a technical process embraced only by conservation experts
unconcerned with the local community, but rather a democratic and participatory process
involving different stakeholders. It is important to disseminate the initiative or project in such
a way that it is understandable to the public at large, using a common language that
facilitates the horizontal transmission of knowledge, without renouncing technical rigour. To
this end, making use of an eco-literacy with audiovisual content or inspirational stories can
prove an effective strategy.

Proper communication helps achieve two objectives: on the one hand, there is a greater
chance of receiving truly honest and valid informed consent for the costs and benefits of
rewilding. That being said, however, while consent through tacit trust in the expertise of
professionals can speed up a decision, concentrating responsibilities on them can also
disengage society from the nature to be restored and generate a feeling of demotivation
that slows down the scope of the community's daily decisions and actions [46]. On the other
hand, with proper communication it is more likely that decision-making will be bottom-up
rather than top-down, reducing the risk of procedural colonialism [47,48]. Rewilding can also
serve as a tool for environmental education, by providing scientific training on how to react
and interact with wild animals, for example.

Starting from a respectful and intellectually humble attitude towards ecological dynamics
and human knowledge can facilitate greater openness to citizen collaboration in managing
the potential uncertainties of rewilding in the Anthropocene. Engaging publicly with the local
community where a rewilding strategy is developed entails looking not only at the end
results but at the whole process that accompanies rewilding. Rewilding can represent an
alternative way of revitalizing increasingly abandoned and depopulated areas, offering new
employment and social opportunities, while gradually recovering wildlife.
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A GENDER PERSPECTIVE

Is there gender parity in the rewilding initiative and its practice?

There is a gender bias in the discipline of conservation in the modern Western world, the
majority of conservation biologists being men [49]. By default, there is a socio-cultural inertia
for this also to be the case in rewilding projects and initiatives.

Regardless of whether the aforementioned bias is due to a socio-cultural issue affecting the
involvement of more women in the relevant academic training and subsequent professional
development or to other issues, opportunities should be provided to rebalance such gender
disparity outcomes.

It is not necessary for all rewilding teams to have the same number of women, but it would
be desirable to attempt to offer the same career opportunities to women as men.

In order to rebalance opportunities, it may not be enough to open job offers for both
genders and provide strictly equal conditions. If there is a structural injustice or a starting
imbalance within the conservationist niche, a strict equalling of opportunities could indirectly
perpetuate power asymmetries. Therefore, in such circumstances, it may sometimes be
necessary to consider positive discrimination towards women.

What is more, rewilding projects that take place in rural environments could be a valuable
opportunity for women to return to such locations. The prevailing male chauvinism in rural
areas, the lack of employment opportunities and the management and use of predominantly
hunting territory, which mainly benefits male hunters, are all factors that indirectly exclude
women.

INTERDISCIPLINARITY

Does the rewilding initiative or project involve an interdisciplinary team
or collaborators from disciplines other than the biological sciences?

Rewilding is a process that permeates many dimensions. In addition to affecting the
ecological and trophic relationships of natural systems, it affects human communities at
different levels [10]. For all these reasons, it is necessary to include greater interdisciplinarity
in any conservation biology strategy [50].
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Anthropological, sociological, geographical, historical and psychological research could
contribute to ethnographic and psychosocial research on communities affected by a territory
where a rewilding process is to be deployed, taking into account the cultural, identity,
ontological and aesthetic meanings these communities have in relation to their environment
[51]. Moreover, if these studies were combined with a multi-species perspective [47], it would
be possible to assess the meaningful relationships that nhon-humans also maintain with their
environment, paving the way for a non-anthropocentric approach. To this end, contributions
from ethological studies would add a detailed exploration of animal behaviour to rewilding
[52,53].

Incorporating philosophical and ethical studies into the proceedings of a rewilding initiative
could also help critically deconstruct the concepts and values such an initiative seeks to
uphold, and make visible those prejudices, biases or fallacious arguments that are used to
either support or reject conservationism. Epistemological and moral enquiries into the
decisions made in rewilding may help in deciding which of them are more reasonable and
less controversial [6,54].

Political and legal analyses would also help us understand the legislative reality of a territory,
the rules that regulate different human activities, the degree of environmental protection
and the political obstacles that different phases or strategies of rewilding (such as the
reintroduction of an ecological corridor or its restoration) might encounter. Knowledge of
existing political conditions and land-use planning would make it easier to designh new
rewilding proposals that have sufficient legal support and are therefore feasible [55].

Finally, including economic studies would complement the multidimensional approach
required by any rewilding initiative, given that it will entail different expenditures for the
development of its regenerative activities and could limit other lucrative human practices
that hinder rewilding [5,10]. Therefore, knowledge of a social economy based on solidarity
could help a rewilding approach that critically addresses the dynamics of the global free
market and capitalism in order to foster a local economy committed to sustainability.

Also, addressing the economic needs and costs of rewilding would help
identify which employment and profit opportunities a new rewilded
environment would generate compared to its previous state.

Although rewilding projects may not initially be able to rely on large
teams and diverse collaborations, maintaining the aspiration to do so
could open up opportunities to better address various types of challenge
in the future.
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