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Alladale: the story so far
Paul Lister and his team at Alladale Estate
in Sutherland plan to create an enclosed
wildlife reserve that could be up to
50,000 acres in size. Featured in the BBC’s
Natural World documentary in April, the
plan is to enclose Alladale and parts of
neighbouring estates with a high,
electrified fence. Boar and elk have
already been released into a 440 acre
enclosure and the hope is that, in time,
bears, wolves and lynx would follow in a
larger enclosed area. Motivated by the
idea of restoring a Highland ecosystem
similar to that of centuries ago, Lister’s
conservation management credentials
have been highly praised and he has links
with similar projects in South Africa and
South America. He plans to restore part
of the ancient Caledonian forest with
deer culled by natural predators such as
wolf and lynx. Large areas of the estate
have already been planted with native
trees and deer numbers are being
reduced via the normal hunting methods. 

Research
Scientists from the Wildlife Conservation
Research Unit at Oxford University are
studying the interactions between the
wild boar and elk and their effects on
bracken, tick populations and forest
regeneration. This work is currently in the
second year of a three year project, and

will no doubt give conservationists and
other land managers valuable data. If the
boundaries of the enclosure were to be
expanded and other species released,
there would be many new opportunities
for studying other animals and their
effects on the environment and each
other. 

By Jayne Glass
Photos by Alladale Wilderness Reserve and Lodge unless credited

Proposals to release the ‘Big Five’ – wolves, lynx, bison, boar and bear – into a
50,000 acre enclosure on the Alladale Estate could show us whether these animals
can survive in the Highlands. But, a proposed ban of free public access to the
reserve, visitors being charged to see the animals in their ‘natural’ environment
behind an electrified fence, is confusing the bigger issue of whether we want to
reintroduce these animals into the wild.

A beautiful area to walk in. 
The view over Glen Alladale

Red deer (Cervus
elaphus) stag

standing on
hillside, Alladale,

Scotland.
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Money to be made
Lister plans to base an ecological
education centre in the nearby village of
Ardgay. From there, visitors would be
taken on a round-trip of the reserve.
Hugh Fullerton-Smith, Reserve Manager,
explained that ecotourism is one of the
few remaining industries that landowners
in Scotland can invest in to make a
decent financial return. Deer stalking is
not as popular as it used to be, and the
closed season limits the time that
stalkers can visit the estate, making this a
less and less viable option. Providing
accommodation and an ecotourism
product, Alladale is seeing its occupancy
rates increase gradually, and the estate
now supports eighteen jobs. The team
believe that this model is one that other
landowners in Scotland could copy.

Access
Alladale is a beautiful area to walk in, and
is home to the remote Corbett of Càrn
Bàn. Allowing an area of this size to be
cordoned off for a ‘controlled release’
will have implications for public access.
The use of fences to keep animals in or
out of an area is not new, but access is
normally maintained by regular crossing
points. An example of this is at Ben
Lawers National Nature Reserve where
the National Trust for Scotland and SNH
use electrified fences to keep deer and
sheep out of an area where native trees
and shrubs are being restored. The public
are still able to cross these fences at
suitable points in order to access the
surrounding hills. 

But, the issue here is not the fence.
The Alladale Estate plans to prevent free
access within the fenced area. Anyone
still wishing to enter the reserve on foot
would have to be accompanied by a
ranger, and this would probably come at

a price. While this may seem to go
against current access legislation, they
have called for a “derogation” from
statutory access rights which could end
up with the public losing their right of
access. This will not be an easy task,
especially if there is collective objection
from the public.

So why ban public access? The
Reserve Manager explained that banning
free public access would be for two
reasons: to ensure people’s safety, and to
allow the research to be carried out
undisturbed. These arguments can be
questioned: wolves live alongside
humans in Germany, Romania, Spain,
France and Poland, and most Canadians
would not think it strange to see an elk
or bear while out walking in the Rockies.
Similar issues have come up with rock

The view over Alladale Lodge

Styles allow
regular access
points over
electrified fences

Wild Boar on Alladale Estate

Elk have already been released into a fenced
enclosure on Alladale Estate
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climbing access in the UK, with
landowners concerned about their
liability if someone were to be injured on
their land. At the end of the day, the
responsibility for safety lies with the
individual; land owners are not liable for
individuals’ actions. In terms of disturbing
the research, Alladale could yield even
more useful results about reintroductions
if people were part of the system
because we would learn about the
animals’ behaviour in the presence of
humans (and vice versa) – a vital part of
research for planning actual
reintroductions to the wild. 

In time, the plan is for the enclosure
to cover more and more ground, with the
fenced area being expanded on to other
neighbours’ land as they realise the
economic benefits that the Alladale
model could give them. So, if these plans
go ahead, this could be the tip of the
iceberg with other landowners following
suit and an ever increasing area where
access is compromised. 

Davie Black, Wild Land Campaigns
Officer for Ramblers Scotland, told 
me that the Alladale plans would go
against access policy. “It needs to be
made clear that this is not ‘re-wilding’. 
It is a highly managed environment 

with serious implications for the
landscape and access.” Is there a middle
ground for this project? Davie suggested
that if the fence was to go up, it should
not be an obstacle to walkers heading 
on or off the hill, with regular access
points along the perimeter of the
reserve.

Hugh Fullerton-Smith argues that
“people who are passionate about 
the countryside should acknowledge 
the valuable work being done” and
“sacrifice public access for the greater
good of conservation”. However, the
‘greater good’ of conservation could be
achieved without access being
compromised. The estate could still
charge people for wildlife trips,
accommodation etc. without cost-free
and unrestricted access being taken away.
The local economy would still benefit as
potentially more visitors would be
attracted to the area if access remains
free and available.  

Where now?
The Alladale project doesn’t aim 
to achieve actual reintroduction of 
large predators into the wild. 

However, by banning free public
access and using terminology such as

‘habitat restoration’ and ‘re-wilding’ with
no long-term plans to release these
animals, the debate surrounding actual
reintroductions could become confused.
If habitat restoration with large predators
is to be carried out in Scotland, we need
to spend more time exploring what it
would mean to reintroduce these animals
next door to human communities, not
over a fence in a reserve. 

So, if we are going to refocus the
debate, what are the pros and cons of
real reintroductions into the wild?

Reintroductions into the
wild: the story so far
The EU Species and Habitats Directive
requires the UK to explore how desirable
and feasible it would be to reintroduce
formerly native species where this would
aid nature conservation. Reintroducing
animals in Scotland is not a new thing.
For example, capercaillie, sea eagles and
red kites have all been returned (with
varying degrees of success and
controversy), and otter have been
reintroduced on a smaller-scale in areas
where they have become locally extinct.
At the moment, the Scottish Government
is considering an application from SWT
to reintroduce beaver in Knapdale Forest

There are too many deer in the Highlands 
and Lister plans to cull his using natural predators

Wolf print in
the forest of
Puszcza
Romincka, 
NE Poland
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on a trial basis. The outcome will be
interesting after a previous consultation
and proposal by SNH was turned down
as an alleged result of infighting
between SNH and the Scottish
Executive. Although SNH currently has
no plans to consider the reintroduction
of wolves, lynx or other large predators
to Scotland, the debate surrounding
their possible reintroduction is
gathering momentum.

Why should we
reintroduce large
predators to Scotland?
Conservation in Scotland is moving away
from traditional nature reserves to large
scale habitat restoration. In Glen Affric,
the Forestry Commission is working with
the National Trust for Scotland and Trees
for Life to regenerate Caledonian Forest.
Alan Watson Featherstone, founder and
Executive Director of Trees for Life told
me that there is a lot of public support for
the regeneration of native forests in
Scotland and many people are getting
involved with tree planting. He explained
that the next stage is for the public to
recognise that a forest is not just the trees
and is actually a “living community of
different organisms”. Everything from fungi
to insects, birds to mammals, including
the top tier of predators. The latter are
missing at the moment and they play an
essential role in enabling the vegetation to
flourish and survive.  In Yellowstone
National Park, wolves have had positive
effects on the ecosystem, evident in the

regeneration of riparian (riverside)
vegetation such as willow and aspen. This
is because elk have become too wary of
feeding near rivers where they have a
limited view of their surroundings and the
predators that might be stalking them.

Deer numbers in Scotland are
abnormally high and research suggests
that wolves and lynx could reduce deer
numbers via a more natural method than
culling, saving landowners money in the
long run when trying to meet target deer
densities set by the Deer Commission. 

Predators are iconic species and can
bring in money through wildlife tourism.
This can help to offset income lost from
decreased stalking and meat sales and
increased livestock losses. The sea eagle is
boosting Mull’s economy, and the
reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone
National Park is estimated to generate $25
million per year for the rural areas that
surround the Park. Many argue that we
also have a moral obligation to restore
large predators to the wild in a bid to
‘make up’ for our past actions that caused
their extinction. 

Alan Watson Featherstone also pointed
out the spiritual importance of these
creatures: “It is important for people in
the outdoor community to have the
opportunity to experience nature that is
outwith human control. It can be a real
inspiration for people as they have a real
hunger and need to experience the
wildness of nature. We need to
experience that to experience true
humanity”.
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Wild boar on Alladale Estate

Fences are not a new thing
and a widely used land
management tool

Fencing is already used for habitat
regeneration in parts of Scotland


