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Report from a Stakeholder Workshop on EU Action on Large Carnivores 

Brussels, 25 January, 2013 

 

Executive Summary 

 

The process of conserving large carnivores in modern European landscapes is proving to be a 
very challenging exercise, not least because of a diversity of conflicts that are associated with 
their presence and controversy over the ways in which they should be managed. One key 
approach to managing conflicts is to develop structured forums for stakeholders to enter into 
constructive dialogue. 

As a first step in this direction, a stakeholder workshop was convened by DG Environment of 
the European Commission in Brussels on January 25th, 2013, which brought together more 
than 80 stakeholders from a diversity of nationalities and interest groups (environmentalists, 
conservation biologists, livestock and reindeer herders, landowners, rural interests, 
administrators, hunters and journalists) and representatives from the European Commission.  

The workshop aimed to (1) give stakeholders a chance to raise issues of concern directly with 
representatives of the European Commission and (2) to gather structured feedback on a 
diversity of issues to identify areas and issues where there was common ground and others 
where there was decent. To achieve these goals the workshop included plenary presentations, 
plenary discussions, facilitated break-out groups and a Q-sort survey conducted face to face in 
the workshop and online after the workshop. In addition, a few written contributions were 
received. The conceptual framework of the workshop aimed to place the discussion around 
large carnivores into a wider context concerning the European landscape and the place of 
humans and their activities within this landscape. The focus was also placed on the future, 
with an emphasis on trade-offs that exist between potentially different future directions that 
the landscape, human activity, and large carnivore conservation, can take.  

In each of the four break-out groups, participants were asked to address three questions. The 
first concerned developing a short vision for an ideal short term future. This was followed by 
a discussion of the barriers that exist to the achievement of this vision, and then a discussion 
of the potential solutions to these barriers. 

None of the stakeholder groups' visions excluded the presence of large carnivores in a future 
European landscape, although the livestock producers especially indicated a desire for 
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limitations on their numbers and distributions. This was especially evident when it concerned 
wolves returning to areas in northern and western Europe from which they have been absent 
for prolonged periods. There was considerable variation both between and within stakeholder 
categories concerning the desired level of ambition for conservation. Participants from all 
stakeholder groups recognized the need for finding compromises between multiple competing 
interests, expressed a desire for a more informed and less emotional and polarized discussion, 
and recognized, either explicitly or implicitly, the legitimacy of the different stakeholder 
groups' activities in the landscape. There was also a widely held perception that large 
carnivore populations will need to be managed in some way to enable compromises to be 
reached. The desire to find practical solutions to conflicts with livestock was expressed by all 
groups. One point of difference concerned the desired scale of management, with desired 
views ranging from local to international.   
 
Overall, there was considerable scope within the visions of the diverse stakeholder groups 
represented to include both large carnivores and diverse human activities in shared multi-
functional landscapes, although as would be expected there were clearly major differences of 
opinion as to the respective weights that should be given to each interest and where the 
compromises should be drawn.  There were also indications of underlying differences in 
terms of an understanding of the appropriate form of the relationship between humans and 
nature, especially to the extent which humans should interact with nature via activities such as 
hunting and livestock grazing. 
 
There was a striking degree of overlap and symmetry between the different groups in how 
they articulated their views of the barriers that exist to achieving their diverse visions of the 
future. Almost all stakeholder groups felt that their interests were not understood by the other 
stakeholders, and that there was not enough dialogue or cooperation between stakeholders.  
Potentially because of this lack of communication there was also a feeling of a mutual lack of 
will among other stakeholders to accept the underlying premises and compromises of their 
respective agendas.  The problems with applying global solutions to diverse local problems 
were pointed out by many.  All groups identified barriers associated with a lack of 
understanding of the attitudes and norms of rural people as well as a lack of socio-economic 
analyses of the impacts, or benefits, associated with large carnivore conservation. The fact 
that livestock husbandry practices in many countries have lost their adaptation to large 
carnivores was recognized by all stakeholder groups, as were the practical and economic 
challenges with reinstating these practices. Although all stakeholder groups acknowledged 
that there was a need for much more local level engagement, there was an underlying, but 
poorly articulated, difference with respect to how far this should go in terms of devolution of 
decision making power. 
 
Based on the break-out groups' prioritization of the barriers, the groups held discussions 
concerning possible solutions. One set of ideas concerned finding solutions to knowledge-
related barriers. Firstly, there was recognition of a need to better integrate science from 
multiple disciplines into all levels of large carnivore policy development and management. 
Secondly, participants underlined the need to find ways to improve the public awareness and 
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communication of scientific knowledge. Thirdly, a number of knowledge gaps were 
identified; including the need for an improvement in large carnivore monitoring methods and 
ways to engage stakeholders in this activity, the need to gain a better understanding of the 
social and economic costs and benefits for rural communities associated with large carnivores, 
and the need to develop and communicate best practices for stakeholder engagement 
processes. Another set of ideas concerned ways to get past barriers related to extreme 
polarization and poor inter-stakeholder relations. These included; a need for the responsible 
authorities at regional and national levels to be more visible and accessible to stakeholders. It 
was also felt that they were not taking responsibility for the consequences of their large 
carnivore conservation policies. The potential to integrate diverse stakeholders into 
cooperative activities, such as monitoring and communication, so they can gain experience of 
working together and the need to invest in dialogue processes with professional facilitators 
that bring stakeholders together at different scales (local, national, European) to foster greater 
understanding, mutual respect and consideration, were also identified. The utility of 
emergency teams who could respond to acute situations was recognized. Concerning barriers 
related to livestock husbandry practices; the need to adapt livestock husbandry practices to the 
presence of large carnivores in areas where the traditions have been lost was recognized by 
the participants, however it was also recognized that it was a challenge to generate a will to 
change.  
 
The Q-sort analysis revealed three distinct narratives among the participants, although these 
could be more correctly viewed as being different parts of a continuum rather than three very 
distinct clusters. Only one statement came across dramatically different between the 
narratives (“the presence of large carnivores has a major negative impact on the quality of 
life in rural areas”). People defining narratives 2 and 3 strongly agreed with it whereas 
people defining narrative 1 disagreed. It thus appears that environmentalists and people from 
the administration of nature conservation agencies could be underestimating the way rural 
stakeholders perceive the impact of large carnivores on rural life. The other statement on 
which one narrative agrees and another one disagrees is the statement “the continued presence 
of large carnivores in European Landscapes should be viewed as a source of pride”. Whereas 
environmentalists and environmental administrators can see the presence of carnivores as a 
source of pride, people in narrative 3 are strongly opposed to this idea. It has to be noticed 
that people in narrative 3 are mainly from countries from which carnivores are only just 
returning after having been extirpated in recent history. 

 Apart from these two statements, there were no apparent strong oppositions between the 
different narratives, and no other statements were strongly agreed on by some groups while 
disagreed on by other groups. All three narrative groups significantly agreed on the idea that 
nature conservation in Europe should preserve the way that people interact with nature and on 
the national pride associated with having a production of a diversity of local and traditional 
food products. All three groups also disagreed with the desirability of build wind-parks and 
hydro-electric power plants wherever it is technically possible. Whereas hunters and livestock 
breeders expressed a concern for the threat posed by the concept of wilderness and its 
consequences, environmentalists who participated in the survey did not appear to directly 
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advocate wilderness as a conservation goal. Rather, they favoured the development of 
sustainable interactions between humans and their environment. Rather than being opposed to 
other groups, each group's narrative expressed its main concerns for the future of their activity 
and/or way of life. All of them more or less agreed on the multi-functionality of landscape to 
the extent it allows the preservation of traditional human activities for group 3, it ensures a 
high level of biodiversity including large carnivores for group 1, and it is maintained under 
human control through hunting and more local decisions for group 2. 

The different workshop methods appear to have complemented each other well and generated 
a wide diversity of feedback in both structured and unstructured forms. In areas where the 
methods collected data on overlapping issues there was a high degree of concordance, yet 
each provided additional insights into the issues that led to a fuller picture. Among the 
participants at this workshop there was certainly no support for the stereotype of a highly 
polarized "pro-carnivore" vs "anti-carnivore" dichotomy. In many ways it would be best to 
consider the points of view expressed as falling along a more or less continuous gradient. 
While the extreme ends of this gradient may be very far from each other, there was also 
considerable middle ground. The existence of this middle ground provides scope for moving 
forward. It was also apparent that large carnivore issues were deeply imbedded in a diversity 
of other issues concerning multiple policy sectors that influence the environment and rural 
life, including forestry, transport, agriculture and development. Although this makes the 
issues of dealing with large carnivores much more complex, it also provides scope for 
reminding many stakeholders of the existence of much common ground which tends to be 
forgotten in the often heated discussions over large carnivores. The discussions tended to be 
very much wolf focused, with only a secondary focus on bears, lynx and wolverines, implying 
that it may well be valuable to disentangle the debate into species specific debates rather than 
focusing on the broad umbrella of "large carnivores". 
 
The following highlights some of the issues where there was broad agreement between the 
different stakeholder categories.  
 

• They expressed a need to address issues related to livestock depredation using 
effective and locally adapted methods. 

 
• They expressed a need to improve the capacity and competence of institutions 

and achieve a better coordination of policy and a greater degree of local 
support for these policies. 

 
• All stakeholder groups expressed concern for the future of their activity or 

interest because of pressures coming from other stakeholder groups and 
general societal trends. 

 
• The stakeholders argued that they were not properly understood by their 

counterparts. 
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• There was a widespread support for the adoption of flexible approaches to 
dealing with large carnivore management that takes into account the diversity 
of situations occurring across Europe. 

 
• Many stakeholders from a diversity of backgrounds had a common perception 

that legislation was tending to favour protectionism of individual carnivores, 
rather than focusing on the viability of populations, and that this bias was 
problematic for building acceptance.  

 
• There was widespread support for adopting a more knowledge based approach 

to management, preferably where scientific (from multiple disciplines) and 
local knowledge could be combined.  

 
• There was a clearly articulated need to engage with a far wider public than the 

classic and readily identifiable stakeholder groups. 
 
Despite the existence of this common ground, there were also clearly areas of disagreement 
and some themes that contain potential for disagreement. 
 

• Although it was not strongly advocated by any of the environmentalist 
stakeholders in this workshop, many of the livestock and hunting stakeholders 
found the emerging wilderness discourse to be very controversial.  

 
• There was very clear disagreement concerning the impact that large carnivores 

have on the quality of life among rural people.  
 

• Environmentalists and administrators tended to favour larger scale coordination 
of management at the spatial scale of carnivore populations, whereas the other 
stakeholder groups tended to argue for more local influence and local control.  

 
• Whereas environmentalists argued for restoration over most of the landscape 

and the restoration of natural ecological processes, some livestock stakeholders 
argued that the distribution of large carnivores should be severely limited. 

 
 
Based on the responses received at this workshop there was a general enthusiastic support for 
a continuation of this type of dialogue based participatory process at European and more local 
scales. There were also some activities that were clearly recommended: 
 

• A multi-disciplinary analysis of the costs and benefits associated with large 
carnivores in multi-functional landscapes would be helpful.  Ideally, this 
should focus on both economic and non-economic costs and benefits. It should 
also serve to better explain the diversity of interests that the different 
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stakeholder groups have, because it was clearly expressed by many participants 
that they simply do not understand the other stakeholder groups because they 
have little contact or insight into their world views. This goes as much for a 
lack of understanding of the large carnivore conservation agenda among 
livestock producers as for a lack of understanding by many environmentalists 
of the link between heritage, tradition, food production, biodiversity and 
livelihoods felt by livestock producers. 

 
• A lot could be gained by trying to better integrate large carnivore conservation 

into the existing wildlife management structures which are well developed in 
many countries. These structures have good experience at negotiating multiple 
interest groups and are well anchored within formal property rights and 
responsible institutions. However, it was pointed out that they need to be much 
more open to consider a wider range of stakeholder interests and be more open 
to consider wider ecosystem level aspects of their activities. At the very least 
these structures should be considered as valued partners in a common effort. 

 
• Involve a diversity of stakeholders in common activities. These could include 

the joint production of information materials where multiple stakeholder 
groups sign off on a common content and distribute the material through their 
respective networks. It could also include involving more stakeholders in the 
collection of observations that serve as the foundation for large carnivore 
monitoring, and transferring experience and best practice between areas. 

 
• Because of the large scale at which large carnivore populations operate and the 

dramatic influence that several EU policy areas have on large carnivores and 
on the key stakeholders it is clearly necessary for there to be a clear and active 
engagement of EU level institutions in pushing the process forwards, 
especially with respect to achieving population level management. However, it 
is also clear from this workshop's discussions that this top-down guidance must 
leave plenty of space for a real local level influence on the way that policies are 
implemented at more local scales. 

 
• Initiate dialogue fora at a more local level. 

 
• Test some of these next steps within some model areas. This would provide the 

possibility to gain experience and develop best practices. 
 

 

 
 


