
The principles of rewilding
Rewilding practitioners from across Europe have co-formulated a set of principles that characterise and guide rewilding in a European context. All equally important, these are as follows.

1. Providing hope and purpose
Why? Rewilding generates visions of a better future for people and nature that inspire and empower. The rewilding narrative not only tells the story of a richer, more vital tomorrow, but also encourages practical action and collaboration today. 
Research has shown that using positive messages leads to more support for conservation work than negative or neutral messages[footnoteRef:2] and that the method of communicating crises and urgent action is achieving limited impact on policy or practice[footnoteRef:3]. [2:  https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1617138115000527 ]  [3:  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2010.11.009] 

Rewilding is characterised by its inspirational narrative, and this is one of the main reasons why it is capturing hearts and minds on an ever-increasing scale. 
The Rewilding Europe landscapes play a critical role in demonstrating what is possible when nature is given the space and capacity to heal itself, and it is essential that the positive results are communicated in equally positive messages, to inspire local stakeholders, a generation of rewilders and encourage scaling-up of rewilding across Europe. 
Rewilding practice
· Use positive language rather than double negatives in all communications, internal and external. For example, we aim for free-flowing rivers, not to remove harmful dams.
· Use images that celebrate the success so far and the opportunities in the future, rather than dwelling on the problems we have to fix
· Consider events and changes as opportunities rather than threats. For example, we can aim to work with green energy companies to find ways to address nature and climate goals together; rather than oppose green energy development in our landscapes

2. Offering natural solutions
Why? By providing and enhancing nature-based solutions, rewilding can help to mitigate environmental, social, economic and climatological challenges.
2.1 Climate change-  mitigation
Peatlands, forests, and wildlife are all critical in mitigating climate change. 
Peatlands are the largest terrestrial carbon store globally[footnoteRef:4]. Drained and damaged peatlands account for a high proportion of EU greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions each year: 224 Mt CO2eq/year in 2017, or around 5% of total EU emissions[footnoteRef:5]. If all EU peatlands were fully restored, the estimated mitigation potential is about 185 MtCO2eq/year[footnoteRef:6].  [4:  https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-brief/peatlands-and-climate-change ]  [5: https://www.greifswaldmoor.de/files/dokumente/Infopapiere_Briefings/202003_CAP%20Policy%20Brief%20Peatlands%20in%20the%20new%20EU%20Version%204.8.pdf ]  [6:  https://ieep.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/9_Nature-Restoration-and-peatland-rewetting.pdf ] 

Forests too can contribute significantly to climate change mitigation by sequestering carbon from the atmosphere and storing it in forests (forest biomass and soil). Forests cover nearly 40% of EU territory, but only 4% of forested area has not been modified by human intervention; 8% are plantations, while the remainder falls into the category of ‘semi-natural’ forests, i.e. ones shaped by people[footnoteRef:7]. EU forests currently absorb only 10% of EU GHG emissions[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/105/the-european-union-and-forests ]  [8:  https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-99206-4_6#Sec1 ] 

Wildlife populations also exert a huge influence on the carbon cycle in terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems through a wide range of processes. Protecting or restoring populations of nine wildlife species (or groups of species) – marine fish, whales, sharks, grey wolf, wildebeest, sea otter, musk ox, African forest elephants, and American bison – could collectively facilitate the additional capture of 6.41 billion tons of carbon dioxide (GtCO2) annually. This is more than 95% of the amount needed every year (6.5 GtCO2) to meet the global target of removing 500 GtCO2 from the atmosphere by 2100.
Restoring such populations through rewilding to enhance natural carbon capture and storage – often referred to as “Animating the Carbon Cycle”– is one of the most impactful and immediately employable ways to mitigate climate change.
Rewilding practice
· Peatlands – re-wet, to maintain their role as carbon sinks instead of emitters
· Bring existing natural forests into rewilding and leave the areas adjacent to them available for natural regeneration
· Monitor natural wildlife comeback, use the 2022 Wildlife Comeback Report as a reference resource
· Use and promote the European Wildlife Comeback Fund and the Natural Grazing Facility where reintroductions or population reinforcements are needed, follow IUCN guidelines for reintroductions[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/10386 ] 


2.2 Climate change - adaptation
Mature natural forests are more resilient to climate change and disease than young tree plantations. Natural forests are complex mosaics of indigenous tree stands, woodlands, open areas and other vegetation host complex webs of organisms that include plants, animals, fungi and bacteria. This variety and complexity enables adaptation to climate change. By contrast, commercial tree plantations are typically far less biodiverse, especially when they contain a single tree species, are less effective in maintaining carbon in soil and vegetation, and are less able to adapt to climate change[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  See for example: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0929139319311321 and https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0925857421003906?via%3Dihub ] 

Rewilding also enables nature to adapt to climate change because it works at nature’s scale. When large areas come under a rewilding regime, it provides space for animals and plants to move in altitude and into habitats and niches in response to changes in rainfall, temperature or aridity as a result of climate change. 
Rewilding practice
· Promote natural regeneration of forests over tree planting projects
· Work to manage or influence land that is connected and contains differences in altitude and habitat type, to enable wildlife to move and adapt

Thinking creatively
Why? Rewilding means acting in ways that are innovative, opportunistic and entrepreneurial, with the confidence to learn from failure.
Rewilding practice

· Taking practical steps to get started. Lead by example, be brave enough to try something different and challenge the status quo 
· Monitoring to generate knowledge of ‘what works’. We can learn from what doesn’t work, as well as what does. 
· ‘Never let perfection stand in the way of good’.

Complementary conservation
Why? Rewilding complements more established methods of nature conservation. In addition to conserving the most intact remaining habitats and key biodiversity areas, we need to scale up the recovery of nature by restoring lost interactions and restore habitat connectivity.
Rewilding practice
· Identify which areas already have a strict conservation designation or are an endangered habitat or species. Rewilding offers opportunities to work around and alongside these areas to boost connectivity and enable spillover from conservation ’islands’ into the wider landscape as nature recovers. 
· Remember to focus on processes and dynamism rather than species counts. 
· Cost-efficient: rewilding costs less than managed conservation; using it alongside traditional measures can help budgets go further. 

Letting nature lead
Why? From the free movement of rivers to natural grazing, habitat succession and predation, rewilding lets restored natural processes shape our landscapes and seascapes in a dynamic way. There is no human-defined optimal point or end state. It goes where nature takes it. By helping nature’s inherent healing powers gaining strength, we will see people intervene less in nature going forwards.
Rewilding practice
· Removing barriers such as canalized rivers, fences
· Letting natural processes resume
· Watching what nature comes back, and reintroducing what can’t get there naturally


[bookmark: _Working_at_nature’s]Working at nature’s scale
Rewilding means working at scale to rebuild wildlife diversity and abundance and giving natural processes the opportunity to enhance ecosystem resilience, with enough space to allow nature to drive the changes and shape the living systems.
Rewilding practice
· Minimum sizes
· Connectivity
· Influence rather than own to enable scale

Acting in context
Rewilding embraces the role of people, and their cultural and economic connections to the land. It is about finding ways to work and live within healthy, natural vibrant ecosystems and reconnect with wild nature. We approach rewilding with a long-term knowledge of the environmental and cultural history of a place.
Rewilding practice
· Local teams
· Cultural context: stakeholders, issues, approaches may all differ. 
· Respects the past but is looking forwards

 Building nature-based economies
By enhancing wildlife and ecosystems, rewilding provides new economic opportunities through generating livelihoods and income linked to nature’s vitality.

Rewilding practice
· What businesses can be adapted ot be nature positive? What new opportunities are created?

Long-term focus
To ensure sustained positive effects on biodiversity and resilient ecosystems for future generations, rewilding efforts aim and work on a long-term perspective.
· Minimum commitment of 20 years, 30 for carbon, ideally in perpetuity through conservation easements
· Engagement of young people as rights-holders (not stakeholders) – EYR, local youth engagement

Working together
Building coalitions and providing support based on respect, trust and shared values. Connecting people of all backgrounds to co-create innovative ways of rewilding and deliver the best outcomes for communities and wild nature.
· Rewilding Coalition, ERN
· Strategic partnerships; EF, ERA, Eurosite
· Point that we can’t do it alone, we need to work with others to do it at scale (in landscapes and beyond)
Knowledge exchange
Exchanging knowledge and expertise to continually refine rewilding best practice and achieve the best possible rewilding results. Using the best-available evidence, gathering and sharing data, and having the confidence to learn from failure will lead to success.
· NET, ERN, others.
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