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Rewilding and ecosystem
health: parallels with
human health care

There are instructive parallels between ecosystem health management and human
health care. Evidence based practice with its emphasis on a systematic approach to
what we know and what we don’t know can help develop a more informed inclusive
approach in both cases. Rewilding is a complex idea which needs attention to definitions
and clear objectives. Assumptions about how actions should or can be applied in Britain
need to be questioned objectively and openly before they are incorporated into public
rewilding advocacy.

ANDREW BLEWETT

Complex systems

My initial response to the opportunity to write an opinion piece about rewilding
was to reflect that there are already quite a lot of opinions about, but then that
the continuing flow of opinion is a necessary response to an overwhelming global
ecological crisis. The updated UK National Ecosystem Assessment (2011) and State
of Nature Report (2016) make it clear that in general the decline of nature measured
by ecosystem health and biodiversity is progressing relentlessly as the intensification
and simplification of land use in Britain continues, despite conservation work,
policy and statutory protection. As a response to this alarming scenario, rewilding
is proving to be a stimulating concept as demonstrated by number of publications,
dedicated third sector organisations and environmental advocates whose messages
make for a compelling case.

For those of us interested in human health care, there are strong parallels between
recent public health care history and the national response to ecosystem decline.
Human health and especially my specialty of psychological health involves model
formulation and decision making in a world of complexity and uncertainty. Views
are often entrenched and conflicted, solutions nuanced by difficult trade-offs
and an ethical requirement for a more inclusive decision-making process. The
ecosystem health equivalent includes the importance of engaging citizens who
don't view themselves as experts, but also | suggest an entirely different attitude
towards non-human species and natural processes. It seems to me that rewilding
grants a ‘voice’ to wild nature in a dialogue between humanity and the rest of the
biosphere. By reducing human management in favour of nature, rewilding offers
de-domesticating nature more space to make ‘decisions’ on its own terms. Of
course this language is metaphorical but acknowledging some form of identity in
nature can be an expression of a new ‘mutualism’ replacing traditional ideas about
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dominion and exploitation." Such a permissive attitude towards nature requires
patience and ‘listening’, even a readiness to hear a message which may be neither
expected nor comfortable.

Evidence based practice as a tool for inclusive understanding

and progress

Human health care has seen rapid cultural changes. As bureaucratic and technical
complexity has expanded, rethinking health service user roles has shown that
shared clinical decision-making requires transparent information, leveraged by the
internet. The resulting more open culture of ‘evidence based practice’ emphasises
definition of concepts, functions and actions, selecting the right questions, reliably
generating answers and testing the quality and applicability of evidence in each
case. Discussion about human or ecosystem health depends on knowing what we
are talking about and confidence that we are all talking about the same thing.
One consequence is that gaps in knowledge are less easily fudged and uncertainty
needs to be acknowledged and addressed, for example by application of the
precautionary principle combined and adaptive management. These are of course
well established concepts in ecosystem health. Evidence based conservation? owes
much to evidence based healthcare and has implications for the rewilding debate so
constructively hosted by ECOS. What are some of the key learning points?

First, like healthcare, rewilding is a process not an end point. Its main conceptual
identity was developed over 20 years ago in North America, then expanded into
a variety of settings including Europe. The themes of large-scale wild cores and
corridor restoration, self-regulated by keystone species and processes including
apex predation are particularly prominent. Stressing reduction in human activity
can appear to clash with conservation interventions where habitat and species
appear to be under threat, although arguing that rewilding is a replacement for
‘traditional’ conservation concerned with preventing extinction is an ‘apples and
pears’ category mistake. Pursuing the health analogy, traditional conservation has
often functioned as a necessary form of ‘intensive care’, contrasting with a vision
of rewilding emphasising long-term and large-scale rehabilitation. The intensive
care role will remain essential, not least because rewilding without selected local
management may lead to the loss of populations and species dependant on human-
regulated niches whose naturally evolved equivalents may take decades or centuries
to recover.

Second, there is the problem of definition discussed by Chris Sandom.3 In my clinical
specialty, diagnostic labels and treatment thresholds used in different countries were
nominally the same but in reality applied quite differently. There was a frustrating
arbitrariness involved in solving this problem with shared ‘operational’ criteria. “‘Who
does the defining and by what process’ is a sensitive issue but agreement on the
problem and desired outcomes has resulted in progress which would have been
almost impossible otherwise. Rewilding, (or should it be ‘wilding’?) seems vulnerable
to multiple and vague definitions, especially in non-scientific literature and media. It
does not help to describe every withdrawal of human activity or even reintroduction
of a former native species as rewilding, however well-regarded in its own right. The
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devil is always in the detail. Neither necessarily facilitates recovery of wild ecological
function, resilience or ecosystem health. There is a danger in ‘rewilding’ meaning
whatever the last commentator said it meant, whether in favour or against. It is
unsurprising that Rob Yorke found popular opinion in Hay-on-Wye against the
idea of defining rewilding.# Unfortunately, while avoiding the restrictions of formal
definitions might seem liberating, it also creates a babel of confusion.

Third, the evidence supporting particular claims should be examined critically.
It is instructive to review the particularly emotive question of large predator
reintroduction. Mainland Britain is part of the historical natural range for wolves,
lynx and bears, extirpated by changing land-use and persecution. As such, many
take the view that there is a responsibility to repair the wrong. Without this logic,
the conservation of large carnivores anywhere in the world is weakened. However,
it is worth trying to ensure that we do not place undue reliance on inappropriate
evidence, not least in the interests of the animals themselves, highlighting the
difference between evidence and dogma. In my view the wholesale translation
of apex predator theory from North America to many parts of Europe and all of
Britain is a problem in current circumstances. This being so, some of the rhetoric
we use to excite public support needs careful re-examination. This is not to oppose
large predator reintroduction in principle, but it does question whether we should
promote ideas and images which may be best deferred for many decades.

Could wolves rewild Britain?

Of all species, wolves have a prominent role in the rewilding literature, viewed as
the primary driver of rewilding in North American core areas such as Yellowstone,
equivalent in size to an English region. Can this approach be generalised to
recovering wolf range in Europe and more particularly to Britain? To be precise,
could wolves resume a natural keystone ecological role in Britain in the foreseeable
future? Note, this question does not address the quite separate matter of
demonstration populations in fenced ‘game parks’ or even the place of other top
predators such as lynx. Certainly, wolves have recovered numbers and range in
continental Europe following protection, but there is much less evidence for a
recovered regulating role at a large scale. Of course there are unusual sites where
trophic cascades promoting vegetation can be measured, for example Red deer
browsing in the lowland forests of Biatowieza in Poland is modified by wolves.> We
are nowhere near possessing this kind of near-wilderness forest environment in
Britain and in reality most large carnivore activity in Europe takes place in settings
heavily controlled by human decision-making. Wolves compete with hunters, prey
species interact with agriculture, bears are supported by feeding stations; these are
the norms. In the meantime, successional suppression in Britain results not from
predator extirpation but from artificially supported grazing, cutting and burning.
Such practices are the result of subsidy regimes and profit motive, to which the first
response must self-evidently be economic reform.

You can’t always get what you want (yet)
In human and ecosystem health care we have to distinguish what we would like
from what things can be like. There is wisdom in the EU Habitats and Species
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Directive requiring the UK governments to ‘consider’ reintroductions, similarly the
Berne Treaty enjoining states to ‘study’ the reintroduction of our missing fauna.
These actions make sense as long as considering and studying includes a public
priority for wider ecosystem health, sustaining tangible benefit and public support.
It is important to be clear about our goals. The popular rewilding case for wolves
in Britain is frequently premised on evidence of recovered keystone ecosystem-
regulation in North American core areas. My argument is that the ‘cure’ for ecological
decline must be based on evidence for realistic functional efficacy, adjusted to the
degree of environmental and cultural alteration in each case. There is a strong
argument for the conservation community adopting a self-imposed moratorium
on advocating for wild wolf reintroduction in Britain while we have such a long
journey ahead. This is not so much curtailing hope as being responsible and honest
in our dealings with the public imagination. Such an approach is entirely compatible
with the Precautionary Principle, gathering and examining real time evidence
inclusively and carefully as circumstances change. Rather like physicians, the role of
conservationists is to provide the gentle guidance and shared understanding based
on evidence of what is foreseeably applicable in the conditions we face, easing our
battered ecology out of intensive care and into rehabilitation and recovery.
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