Episode 8: WHERE WOLVES TALK: NATURAL REFORESTATION AND THE
RETURN OF WILDLIFE

WILDCARD: The Forest Game - Episode 8
Where wolves talk: natural reforestation and the return of wildlife

GAME MASTER: Welcome back to «Wildcard: The Forest Game», the podcast that turns the
rewilding of Europe into a journey across a giant game board. I'm your host and Game
Master, and today we're rolling the dice and moving to a new square, a new country, a new
story from the forests of the European continent.

The dice rolls ... eight! Our token stops on... North Rhine-Westphalia. Germany.

North Rhine-Westphalia is the most densely populated state in Germany, and one of the
most industrialised regions in all of Europe. Motorways, factories, cities. Dense transport
networks. And small, mainly private and fragmented forests, often managed for wood
production.

What could we possibly find here, on this square?

Wolves!

Wolves have returned to North Rhine-Westphalia. Not reintroduced by humans: they have
come back here on their own, through a landscape that most of us would never think of as
wild. And their return is not just a remarkable wildlife story. It tells us something
fundamental about what is happening to European forests, and about the relationship
between the land that is coming back and the animals that are following it.

That is what this episode is about. And to tell that story, we have a researcher who was

there not looking for wolves, but who found them anyway.
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Trishna Dutta is a senior researcher at the European Forest Institute. She and her team spent
a lot of time in the forests of North Rhine-Westphalia to study something else: the conflict
between deer and forest regeneration. But her camera traps were watching, and one night,
they caught something nobody expected.

Trishna Dutta: It was late, after ten perhaps. Soshanna, a trainee that | was working with,
and | were doing a very quick check of the SD cards that we had collected that day. | was
sprawled out on the couch, tired after the day, but | remember seeing the sequence and
jumping out of my slumped position. | think the laptop might have been a little shaky. We
both just looked at each other at the photos and kept zooming in and out, waiting for
confirmation from a trusted friend that indeed it was what we think it was. When it was
confirmed, only then did we high-five and celebrate. These were the first wolf photos on our

cameras that we had ever recorded.

GAME MASTER: But how did a deer project end up finding wolves? To understand that, we

need to take a step back.

TRISHNA DUTTA: We were monitoring camera traps in two forest sites in the state of North
Rhine-Westphalia. It was for a project called «Deer Observer», where we were trying to
address the conflict between deer management and forest regeneration. We set up more
than 90 camera traps across two sites: one was in Ebbegebirge, which is in the Sauerland,
and the second was in Siebengebirge, which is south of Bonn. Our main species that we were

looking for was deer. But the camera trap of course triggers whatever animal passes within
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its detection radius. So although we had one target, we ended up documenting a much wider
range of species, and that included wolves.

GAME MASTER: In our game, every square has a wildcard, an unexpected twist that changes
everything. But was finding wolves here really so unexpected? Trishna explains.

TRISHNA DUTTA: We kept the cameras out for a full year, which is unusual since most
projects keep cameras operational for about four to six weeks. And because of this particular
nuance, | was what you can say cautiously optimistic about documenting most of the
mammal community. But wolves, you know, they are relatively new to NRW (North Rhine-
Westphalia). They are still recolonising the region. They could have been wary of something
different in the forest. And of course cameras are machines, they fail. Batteries die, SD cards
fill up. Something can go wrong. Even if our study design improved our chances, there was
quite a high probability that we would have missed a rare event, and we wouldn't even know

what we had missed.

GAME MASTER: And yet, that night, they didn't miss it.

TRISHNA DUTTA: It was the camera on grid number E14, which means nothing to anyone
else, but for us it became a very special place. In fact, when we looked at the wolf photos,
none of us could remember where exactly the site was. So on our way back after that field
season, we made a special detour to drive past it. And of course there it was. We've been
there before. The camera was facing a small grassy opening, and there was a tree stump in

front of it. In the photo, one wolf was sitting on the stump in broad daylight. The grass was
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quite high, and only when we looked back and forth really carefully could we make out that
a second wolf was moving through the grass. This was a surprise that we had been hoping

for. And then it finally happened.

GAME MASTER: Over time, one surprise became two. Two became more. And a post-it note

on a laptop began to fill with numbers.

TRISHNA DUTTA: We started detecting wolves on more and more cameras in Ebbegebirge.
A post-it note appeared on my laptop with grid numbers, which slowly started stacking up
one after another as detections started and kept growing. It was a really simple way of
keeping track of something that was becoming larger than we had expected. But in
Siebengebirge, nothing. Session after session, we found no wolves on our cameras. We had
almost given up hope. But then, almost at the very end of the time that the cameras were
in the field, we found them: wolves, at two camera locations in Siebengebirge. This made us

genuinely happy that now we had wolves on both sites.

GAME MASTER: Wolves at both study sites. In the most populous state in Germany. To

understand what that means, you need to picture the landscape.

TRISHNA DUTTA: So, North Rhine-Westphalia is the most populous state in Germany with
more than 18 million people and a population density of 530 people per square km. It is the

country's leading industrialized region. It has one of the densest transportation networks in



Episode 8: WHERE WOLVES TALK: NATURAL REFORESTATION AND THE
RETURN OF WILDLIFE

the country and perhaps also in Europe. And still about 25% of the land of the State is

forested. A lot of these forests are privately owned and are really small parcels.

GAME MASTER: And yet, something happened to those forests that changed everything. In
2018 and 2019, droughts and bark beetle attacks caused massive forest diebacks across the
state. A disaster for the trees, but one that, from a wolf's perspective, changed everything:
large openings in the forest, a patchwork of woodland and open land. Exactly the kind of

landscape wolves prefer.

TRISHNA DUTTA: So the combination of the habitat that looks patchy and having source

populations of wolves nearby.This is exactly the recipe that you want for wolves to come

back to a region

GAME MASTER: Wolves are back in North Rhine-Westphalia. Not because someone planned
it but because the landscape changed, and the animals followed. What does it mean, in
practice, for a forest to become a connecting corridor, and for an animal to find its way
through a landscape built by and for human beings?

For the answer, we turn to our scientific advisor for this episode. Davide Serva is a
postdoctoral researcher at the Dofiana Biological Station in Seville in Spain. His work uses

ecological modelling to understand not only where animals can live, but whether they can

actually get there

DAVIDE SERVA: For sure natural reforestation can increase animal movements, especially

for human-sensitive species, like for example species that usually tend to avoid roads and
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human settlements. For these species a regenerating forest can act as a natural corridor: so
basically, a portion of land that is able to connect two habitat patches, making the
surrounding landscape more permeable. However, it is important to consider that this is not
only a one-way relationship, because also the species within the forest will shape the forest
itself, and this could lead to the recovery of other species. For example, we could think of
the relationship between a prey species and a predator: so, if the prey species colonises the

forest, it is likely that the predator will join over time.

GAME MASTER: A corridor. A patch of land that connects two places. This is what ecologists
call habitat connectivity, and it is one of the key concepts in understanding why some

animals make it through a landscape, and others do not.

DAVIDE SERVA: When we talk about habitat connectivity, it is easier for us to think for

example about a wolf that needs to move between two forest patches. So basically habitat

connectivity is a measure of the probability that the wolf will successfully move between

those patches. So, let say that when habitat connectivity is high, species and individuals will
move freely within the landscape. While, when it is low, in contrast, movements can be
impeded, and this could lead to isolation. Isolation, over time, can also increase extinction
risk. In this context, human infrastructures are very important because they can act as
barriers and they can stop gene flow, as happened, for example, to some lynx populations
in Europe. However, it is also important to consider that many species are also able to adapt

and to survive even in human-dominated landscapes, for example, by adjusting their
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movements patterns and their activity patterns and being more active during the night,
when human disturbance is lower. But still, not all species can adapt equally. What can be

permeable for one species can be a barrier for another.

GAME MASTER: North Rhine-Westphalia is one square on our board game. But the same
process is happening across Europe. Forests are coming back, and with them, wildlife. This

is not just an isolated wolf story.

DAVIDE SERVA: The forest expansion in Europe can be very important for many species. For

example, recent studies have shown that the expansion of large carnivores across Europe
has been associated with increases in forest cover and decreases in human population

density in rural areas. But the presence of a forest does not automatically mean that the
species will be there. And this is why habitat connectivity is of particular importance,
especially in Europe, which is a very urbanised continent, because connectivity is what allows
individuals to move, to colonise, and to be present in new forest, for example. However, it
is important to consider that even within the same species, we can have different individuals.
For example, subadult individuals, young individuals that need to leave their birth territory
to find their own, that are more likely to take risks, to crossroads, to move through

unsuitable patches. They can be seen as the pioneers.

GAME MASTER: The pioneers. The ones who go first. Before a population, before a territory,
before a new chapter in the story of a species, there is always one individual, making a

decision that makes a difference.
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DAVIDE SERVA: Wildlife recovery at the most fundamental level, whether it is a wolf, a lynx,
or a deer, begins with a single individual making a decision, like crossing a road, colonising a
new habitat. Then, the presence of that single individual will likely attract other individuals,
and these, over time, can create a new population. So this is what recovery looks like. One

individual at a time. And one forest at a time.

GAME MASTER: One individual at a time. One forest at a time. A wolf on a tree stump in a
grassy clearing. A post-it note filling up with grid numbers on a researcher's laptop. A
patchwork landscape in the most densely populated state in Germany, quietly becoming
ready for something that had been gone for over a century.

This is the wildcard of this episode. Not a disaster, not a crisis, but a quiet, steady return.
The land is changing. And the animals know it before we do.

There are more squares on our board, more stories waiting to be discovered. Stay with us

on our rewilding journey:
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