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Executive Summary  

Background: Rewilding is increasingly promoted across Europe as a strategy to address 

climate change, biodiversity loss, and land abandonment. Despite its ecological potential, 

rewilding initiatives also have trade-offs which often generate social resistance, particularly at 

the local level. Concerns commonly relate to the loss of cultural landscapes, human–wildlife 

conflicts, and increased wildfire risk. These challenges highlight the need for approaches that 

balance ecological objectives with social acceptance. In this context, social innovation offers 

both an analytical framework as well as a practical approach for identifying and developing 

new ways to address unmet societal needs while fostering community engagement. Applying 

a social innovation lens to rewilding conflicts is essential to understand how local communities 

relate to rewilding, as well as what they regard as “wins” or “loses” for their communities.  

Objectives: Task 4.3 of the WILDCARD project aims to identify and analyse community-

based social innovation mechanisms that enhance the social acceptability of rewilding and 

rewilded areas. The task focuses on understanding how social innovation emerges, develops, 

and operates in rewilding contexts, with particular attention to: 

• Address the loss of cultural landscapes, 

• Reduce human costs and conflicts related to wildlife–crop and wildlife-livestock 

interactions, 

• Manage and mitigate wildfire risk 

Specific focus is given to two specific rewilding processes, namely proforestation/setting aside 

forests and natural reforestation of abandoned agricultural land. 

Methods: This study adapts and applies a conceptual and methodological framework based 

on the Social Innovation in Marginalised Rural Areas (SIMRA) evaluation approach, 

specifically tailored to rewilding contexts. The methodology includes: 

• A systematic review of scientific and grey literature to identify relevant rewilding and 

social innovation case studies across Europe. 

• The use of targeted search strings applied to major scientific databases as well as 

specialized social innovation and project repositories. 

• Snowball sampling techniques to identify innovative practices and initiatives that are 

underrepresented in academic literature. 

• A multi-stage case study selection process based on predefined criteria, including 

social innovation relevance, civil society engagement, thematic focus, and rewilding 

intensity. 

• Surveys and semi-structured stakeholder interviews, guided by an adapted SIMRA 

analytical framework, to analyse selected socially innovative case studies addressing 

key rewilding-related conflicts, namely: loss of cultural landscapes, human-wildlife 

interaction and increase of wildfire risk. 

Summary of results:  

Social innovation (SI) initiatives in rewilding contexts rarely emerge with the explicit aim of 

promoting rewilding as such. Rather, they tend to develop in response to socio-ecological 

transformations associated with rewilding processes, and related territorial changes such as 

land abandonment, loss of cultural landscapes, and increasing wildfire or wildlife-related risks. 

Across the analysed case studies, rewilding is often perceived as problematic when 

associated with unmanaged landscape change (i.e., unintentional rewilding), and no initiatives 
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explicitly advocate for large-scale rewilding without some form of territorial governance or 

management (i.e., intentional rewilding) scale.  

Instead, SI initiatives primarily seek to manage, mitigate or reshape these dynamics through 

more active or hybrid approaches, including habitat restoration, prescribed burning, extensive 

grazing, species management, and/or the removal of invasive species. Cases related to 

cultural landscape and wildfire risk predominantly frame rewilding as a consequence linked to 

abandonment and fuel accumulation, whereas human–wildlife conflict cases focus more on 

coexistence challenges linked to wildlife recovery or species reintroduction.  

Overall, the conflicts identified are not necessarily directed at rewilding per se, but rather at 

the extent, form and legitimacy of human intervention in shaping landscapes and ecological 

processes. Social acceptability appears to be higher for forms of intentional rewilding that are 

spatially selective and embedded within broader frameworks of active management and 

planning. Importantly, the findings suggest that socially acceptable forms of rewilding in 

European rural contexts are predominantly those that are intentionally designed and actively 

governed or those that integrate passive ecological processes (rewilding) within broader 

frameworks of active management and planning. 

Keywords 

Rewilding, climate change, afforestation, proforestation, carbon capture, biodiversity, social 

innovation, cultural heritage, wildfire, wildlife, cultural landscapes 

List of acronyms 

AI: Artificial Intelligence  

EEA: European Environment Agency  

EFI: European Forest Institute  

ESID: European Social Innovation Database  

FAO: Food and Agriculture Organization  

GA: Grant Agreement  

GS: Google Scholar  

IPBES: Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services   

NGO: Non-Governmental Orgnization  

SI: Social Innovation   

SIMRA: Social Innovation in Marginalised Rural Areas  

UNIPD: University of Padova  

USV: University of Suceava  

WoS: Web of Science  

WP: Work Package  
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1. Introduction  

The intersecting crises of climate change, biodiversity loss, and socio-economic vulnerability 

call for profound sustainability transformations (Leach et al., 2012; Olsson et al., 2017; Ziegler 

et al., 2022). Within this context, rewilding is increasingly promoted across Europe as a 

strategy to address these challenges, particularly in relation to land abandonment and 

ecosystem restoration. However, despite its ecological potential, rewilding initiatives 

frequently encounter social resistance. Concerns regarding the loss of cultural heritage 

landscapes, increasing human–wildlife conflicts, and heightened wildfire risks highlight the 

need for approaches that balance ecological objectives with social acceptance and meaningful 

community engagement. 

Social innovation (SI) is recognised as a key leverage point of sustainability transformation in 

socio-ecological systems (Díaz et al., 2019; Haxeltine et al., 2017; Kluvankova et al., 2021; 

Olsson et al., 2017) By reshaping social practices, governance arrangements, and 

stakeholder relationships, social innovation provides a valuable framework for addressing the 

tensions associated with rewilding processes. In particular, it can help respond to challenges 

such as the loss of cultural landscapes (Sanz-Hernández et al., 2022), human–wildlife conflicts 

(Grinko et al., 2021; Redpath et al., 2015), and wildfire risk mitigation (Rodríguez Fernández-

Blanco et al., 2022). 

Against this background, Task 4.3 of the WILDCARD project aims to identify and analyse 

community-based mechanisms of social innovation that address conflict and enhance social 

acceptability of rewilding. Building on this, Deliverable 4.4 (D4.4) – Social innovation, conflicts, 

and opportunities on rewilding – examines a set of social innovation case studies addressing 

perceived risks associated with rewilding, including the loss of cultural landscapes, wildlife-

human and wildlife-livestock conflicts, and increased wildfire risk. The ultimate objective is to 

improve understanding of conflict dynamics and social acceptability in relation to the two 

rewilding approaches considered by WILDCARD: proforestation and natural reforestation of 

abandoned agricultural land. 

D4.4 one of six deliverables within Work Package 4 (WP4), which focuses on the socio-

economic assessment of rewilding options. It builds on Milestone 10, which established the 

conceptual and methodological framework for identifying and analysing social innovation case 

studies. It also connects to D4.3 Report on the assessment of the perception and acceptability 

of citizens and stakeholders on rewilding options, which assessed public perceptions of 

proforestation and natural rewilding (Bouriaud et al., 2025). According to that report, 

stakeholders at the national and local levels tend to frame rewilding-related risks in terms of 

subsidy loss, human-wildlife conflict, increased fire risk and landscape degradation. 

Consequently, deliverable 4.4 — by focusing specifically on conflicts related to cultural loss, 

wildlife, and wildfire — enables a coherent synthesis of findings across the two analytical tiers 

of the study.  

D4.4 is closely linked to the activities developed in WP5 - Stakeholder engagement at local 

and European levels – particularly Tasks 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4. It supports stakeholder 

engagement, social acceptance-building processes, and policy dialogue on rewilding through 

investigation of case studies with unique policy frameworks related to rewilding Together, 

these insights will inform the activities in the WILDCARD Rewilding Forum, a space designed 

to engage experts, related project networks, and organisations in discussion, cooperation, and 

knowledge exchange, including within the activities planned for the WILDCARD Rewilding 

Forum. 

https://wildcard-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/WILDCARD_M10_Social-innovation-showcase_20251231_USV_v1.0.pdf
https://wildcard-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/WILDCARD_D4.3_USV_20251231_v1.0.pdf
https://wildcard-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/WILDCARD_D4.3_USV_20251231_v1.0.pdf
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The study applies a framework adapted from the SIMRA project (Social Innovation in 

Marginalised Rural Areas, Secco et al., 2019) approach, combining a literature review, 

targeted database searches, a structured case study selection process, and stakeholder 

interviews and questionnaires to enable in-depth and comparative analysis. 

Specifically, this study addresses two research questions: 

1. How do community-based social innovations emerge and operate in rewilding 

contexts? 

2. How do they address conflicts and social acceptability in relation to the loss of 

cultural heritage landscapes, human–wildlife conflicts, and wildfire risk 

management? 

2. Conceptual background 

Social innovation 

Social innovation differs from classical innovation approaches by prioritizing societal needs 

over individual or economic gains and by fostering collective action that transforms social 

relations, institutions and governance arrangements (Avelino et al., 2015; Baker & Mehmood, 

2015; Biggs et al., 2010; Bosworth et al., 2016; Moulaert et al., 2013; Moulaert & MacCallum, 

2019; Neumeier, 2017; Vercher et al., 2023). Rather than maximizing profit, it aims to generate 

broader social and ecological benefits by addressing unmet social needs (Mulgan, 2006; 

Neumeier, 2017; Polman et al., 2017).  

Over the past decade, social innovation has become increasingly prominent in addressing 

complex socio-environmental challenges. These challenges are often shaped by competing 

interests, values and power relations, particularly where traditional land management 

practices intersect with conservation approaches, including market-based and nature-based 

solutions (Moulaert, 2013; Mulgan, 2006; Nicholls & Ziegler, 2017). Rewilding initiatives 

frequently emerge in complex contexts where stakeholders hold divergent perspectives on 

land use, conservation priorities, and rural development (Perino et al., 2019; Pettorelli et al., 

2018). Addressing these dynamics requires innovative, collaborative, and inclusive 

approaches that foster reconciliation between socio-economic needs, traditional land use 

practices, and ecological restoration objectives (Butler et al., 2019, 2021; Coz & Young, 2020; 

Drouilly & O’Riain, 2021; Durant et al., 2019). 

This study adopts the definition of social innovation proposed by Polman et al. (2017): “the 

reconfiguring of social practices, in response to societal challenges, which seeks to enhance 

outcomes on societal well-being and necessarily includes the engagement of civil society 

actors.” This definition is aligned with the evaluation framework of SIMRA Horizon 2020 project 

(Secco et al., 2019), which is used to assess the social innovation characteristics of the case 

studies (see section 2 Data collection ). The framework is empirically grounded in European 

rural areas, with a particular focus on agriculture, forestry, and other rural development 

activities, making relevant for rewilding.  

Social acceptability  

Social acceptability is a “loosely applied concept in the social sciences that describes the 

extent to which a group of people prefer a given situation” (Brunson et al., 1996). Following 

the review by Fournis & Fortin (2017), we use the term of social acceptability, social 

acceptance, and public acceptance interchangeably.  
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Busse & Siebert (2018) define social acceptance as “the positive result of a personal or 

collective acceptability judgement that can also result in non-acceptance of a given project or 

policy” — a formulation that captures both the individual cognitive process and its collective 

expression. The understanding of social acceptability in this research also builds on Faradsch 

et al. (2025), who conceptualise it as a complex, multifaceted process that can be examined 

across multiple levels and dimensions and that evolves dynamically in relation to the specific 

characteristics and scope of the phenomenon under study — in this case, rewilding (Ellis et 

al., 2023). Social acceptance is therefore a key determinant of the success and long-term 

viability of rewilding initiatives (Weber Hertel & Luther, 2023).  

Recent rewilding studies (Hawkins et al., 2025) further conceptualise social acceptability as a 

“social–ecological aim” involving the integration of coexistence within landscapes. This 

perspective emphasizes the need to balance human well-being (e.g., livelihood diversification) 

with the ecological objective of non-human autonomy, while distinguishing between 

ecological, socio-economic, and socio-cultural dimensions of change.  

By contrast, a different theoretical approach distinguishes attitudes from acceptability 

(Bruskotter & Wilson, 2014). In this view, acceptability is a normative judgement concerning 

whether the impacts of a species or phenomenon are considered appropriate or permissible. 

Accordingly, an individual may hold positive attitudes toward wolves (finding them beautiful 

and ecologically important) while still considering specific wolf-related impacts, such as 

livestock predation, to be unacceptable in their local context. 

 

Rewilding 

Rewilding is a broad term that has been defined in multiple ways, often used interchangeably 

with restoration (Du Toit & Pettorelli, 2019). In the context of this research, we understand 

rewilding as a future-oriented approach to land management: rather than aiming to recreate a 

fixed condition from the past, rewilding seeks to promote self-sustaining and dynamic 

ecosystems. There may be an initial phase of intervention in which humans act as facilitators 

– for example, through dam removal or species reintroduction – but once natural processes 

are reactivated, human intervention is progressively reduced, allowing ecosystems to develop 

autonomously without imposing fixed or predictable outcomes (Du Toit & Pettorelli, 2019; 

Perino et al., 2019) In this sense, rewilding can be understood as a passive form of restoration, 

typically involving reduced long-term intervention. .  

It is important to mention, however, that in practice, restoration and rewilding are not always 

clearly distinguishable, as management approaches can be classified as belonging to both, 

intentional rewilding and passive restoration (Mutillod et al., 2024). For this research on social 

innovation operating in rewilding contexts, we distinguish between unplanned/unintentional 

rewilding approaches that occur without any further human intention or management (i.e., un-

planned natural reforestation of abandoned agricultural land related to socio-economical 

changes) and planned/intentional rewilding approaches (i.e., intentional halt of forest 

management) which, in turn, may involve active management interventions in the initial phase. 

Specific attention is given to the rewilding forms that are examined in the WILDCARD project, 

namely proforestation (halt of forest management) and natural reforestation of abandoned 

agricultural land. 
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3. Methods  

Case study selection 

The social innovation case studies addressing perceived risks of rewilding, including the loss 

of cultural landscapes, wildlife-crop/livestock conflicts, and increased wildfire risk, was 

conducted in three phases: (1) screening for potential case studies through a literature search 

and consultation with professional networks; (2) pre-selection of candidate case studies using 

the predefined selection criteria; (3) final selection of the case studies included in the analysis. 

i. Phase 1: Screening for potential case studies 

Screening for potential case studies was conducted through a review of both scientific and 

grey literature, complemented by consultation with relevant professional networks.  

For the scientific literature review, separate search strings were developed for each thematic 

areas (loss of cultural landscapes, wildlife conflict, and increased wildfire risk), using 

combinations of keywords related to social innovation, rewilding, and the specific topic under 

investigation. To ensure comprehensive coverage and retrieval effectiveness, multiple search 

strings were used for each thematic area . Searches were conducted in Scopus and Web of 

Science, while additional targeted searches in Google Scholar were used to capture additional 

relevant studies and grey literature. 

The grey literature search covered multiple databases, including the SIMRA social innovation 

database1, the European Social Innovation Database (ESID2), and the social innovation 

databases detailed in the iDEAL project3 (funded by UnaEuropa) (Marini Govigli et al., 

forthcoming). It also included technical reports and project outputs, such as factsheets from 

initiatives including ResAlliance4, SIMRA, Life Projects (found in the Life Projects Public 

database5), and Horizon Europe projects such as Silvanus6, TREEADS7, FIRE-RES8, 

FirEuRisk9. In addition, rewilding-specific resources were screened, including the Global 

Rewilding Alliance10 and the European Rewilding Network11.  

Finally, recognizing that innovative social practices are often underrepresented in academic 

and grey literature, the screening process was complemented by consultations with the 

professional networks from EFI, UNIPD, and USV and the WILDCARD consortium. 

ii. Phase 2: Pre-selection of final case studies 

The case study pre-selection of the final case studies was achieved by assessing the case 

studies identified in phase 1 for the following criteria: 

 

 

1 http://www.simra-h2020.eu/index.php/simradatabase/  
2 https://docs.risis.io/datasets/metadata/esid  
3 https://www.una-europa.eu/seed-funding/p2 
4 https://www.resalliance.eu/factsheets/  
5 https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/life/publicWebsite/search/advanced  
6 https://silvanus-project.eu/ 
7 https://treeads-project.eu/ 
8 https://fire-res.eu/  
9 https://fireurisk.eu/  
10 https://globalrewilding.earth/successful-rewilding-stories/  
11 https://rewildingeurope.com/european-rewilding-network/  

http://www.simra-h2020.eu/index.php/simradatabase/
https://docs.risis.io/datasets/metadata/esid
https://www.una-europa.eu/seed-funding/p2
https://www.resalliance.eu/factsheets/
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/life/publicWebsite/search/advanced
https://silvanus-project.eu/
https://treeads-project.eu/
https://fire-res.eu/
https://fireurisk.eu/
https://globalrewilding.earth/successful-rewilding-stories/
https://rewildingeurope.com/european-rewilding-network/
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1. Evidence that the social innovation in the case study is consistent with the SIMRA 

definition, understood as novel or emerging social practices that reconfigure social 

arrangements to address conflicts related to rewilding, even when not explicitly 

labelled as social innovation or originally designed for rewilding purposes. This 

includes: 

a. The presence of conflicts or locally perceived needs acting as triggers for 

individual or collective social action; 

b. Evidence of an actual or potential reconfiguration of social practices – such 

as the formation of new governance arrangements, networks, or social 

attitudes; 

c. Indications of past or future socio-economic or socio-cultural impacts within 

the local community; 

d. Evidence of civil society engagement, including the involvement of local 

communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), or citizen groups.  

2. Direct engagement with one of the three focal issues: 

a. Loss of cultural landscape heritage  

b. Wildlife-crop and wildlife-livestock conflicts 

c. Increased wildfire risk 

3. The case study is related to rewilding, including natural reforestation of abandoned 

agricultural land and proforestation initiatives, as well as rewilding approaches 

involving minimal human intervention (e.g., pasture restoration, traditional terracing 

maintenance, and prescribed fire management), provided these practices 

demonstrably preserve wildness, enhance biodiversity, and maintain cultural 

heritage values. 

4. The case study falls within the biogeographic regions of Europe (European 

Environment Agency, [EEA], 2016). 

iii. Phase 3: Final selection of case studies 

The pre-selected case studies from Phase 2 were subsequently assessed according to their 

levels of social innovation and rewilding intensity (Errore. L'origine riferimento non è stata 

trovata.). Case studies were included in the final selection if they met one of the following 

scoring thresholds: a total score of four (target case), a score of three (hybrid case), a score 

of two (limited to cases characterized by medium levels of both social innovation and 

Figure 1: Case study selection framework based on social innovation and rewilding dimensions. The 
shaded central area represents configurations where both social innovation and rewilding are at 
medium levels. 
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rewilding). For a detailed description of the scoring system, see Table 1. Cases scoring zero 

in either social innovation or rewilding intensity were excluded from the final selection.  

Following the final selection, the main stakeholder(s) or project leader(s) associated with each 

case study were contacted through a formal invitation to participate in a questionnaire or 

interview (see following section). Where a specific contact person could not be identified, the 

general contact email of the initiative or project was used instead. 

Table 1: Explanation of SI and rewilding scores 

Scoring criteria Explanation 

Low Rewilding - 0 

The community is carrying out activities that could be 

classified as rewilding yet fall outside of the specific 

rewilding approaches considered within WILDCARD. 

Medium Rewilding - 1 

We consider an initiative to be moderately related to 

rewilding when it represents a response to rewilding 

processes examined within WILDCARD (e.g., the reversal 

or management of land abandonment). 

High Rewilding - 2 

We consider an initiative to be highly related to rewilding 

when the community is/has been actively engaged in 

addressing conflicts arising from WILDCARD rewilding 

approaches, namely proforestation and/or natural 

reforestation of abandoned agricultural land. 

Low SI - 0 

Experimental, one-off initiative with no substantive or 

sustained reconfiguration of social networks or governance 

arrangements. 

Medium SI – 1 

We consider an initiative to exhibit a moderate level of 

social innovation when it partially meets the SIMRA criteria 

for social innovation or when relevant information is 

incomplete or not fully available to assess all dimensions of 

the framework. 

High SI – 2 

We consider an initiative to exhibit a high level of social 

innovation when it fully meets the SIMRA criteria for social 

innovation and/or is strongly community-led, demonstrating 

substantial engagement of civil society actors in driving and 

sustaining the initiative.  

 

Data collection   

Data on the social innovation characteristics of the case studies were collected using the 

SIMRA evaluation framework (Secco et al., 2019). Originally designed to assess SI initiatives 

and their impacts in marginalized rural areas, the framework was adapted to ensure relevance 

to rewilding contexts. The adapted framework identified the following key dimensions for 

analysing the development and effects of SI initiatives in relation to rewilding: 

• Initiative overview: name of the initiative, location, timeline of development 

• Social innovation characteristics:  

o The trigger(s) that started the initiative,  

o The main activities,  

o Involved actors (e.g., the core group, beneficiaries, local community, other 

involved actors)  
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o How social practices were reconfigured because of the initiative (e.g., new 

collaborations, changes to decision-making processes, or the organisation of 

stakeholders)  

o The outcome or impacts (i.e., environmental, ecological, social, governance, or 

other) of the initiative’s activities 

• Novelty and innovativeness: how novel or different the initiative is compared to 

existing practices  

• Initiative’s relationship to rewilding (proforestation and natural reforestation of 

abandoned agricultural land): including whether the initiative represents a reaction 

to or a promotion of rewilding processes, as well as perceived impacts of rewilding in 

the area and related conflicts. 

These dimensions informed the development of a structured questionnaire used to collect data 

on SI initiatives related to the loss of cultural landscapes and rewilding. An initial formal 

invitation letter was sent to the main stakeholders or project leaders of each case study 

identified in Phase 3 to assess their willingness to participate. Upon receiving a positive 

response, the questionnaire was shared for completion in either English, Italian, or Spanish 

(see Annex 2 for English version).  

However, response rates were limited: of the 26 case studies contacted, 9 did not respond 

and 6 explicitly indicated that they did not consider their initiative to be related to rewilding, 

declining the invitation. Given the limited response rate and the lack of clarity of the research 

focus when communicated in written form, a different approach was adopted for the remaining 

two focal areas (wildfire risk and human–wildlife conflicts). Instead of relying on a structured 

questionnaire, these case studies were directly approached with an individualized text and 

invited to participate in semi-structured interviews. Interview questions were based on the 

same SIMRA analytical dimensions, ensuring consistency with the survey instrument while 

allowing for greater depth and clarification. Interviews lasted approximately one hour and were 

conducted in the interviewee’s native language whenever possible, or otherwise in English 

(see Annex 2 for English interview guide). Table 2 summarizes the final set of case studies 

included in this deliverable and the corresponding data collection method used for each.  

Table 2: Summary of data collection methods for each selected case study. Further information on each 
of the three cases is summarized in section 4. 

Cultural 

landscapes 

Type of 

data 

collection 

Human-

Wildlife 

interaction 

Type of 

data 

collection 

Wildfire risk 

Type of 

data 

collection 

CL1 

Survey/ 

Follow-up 

interview 

WL1 
1 in-depth 

interview 
WF1 

1 in-depth 

interview 

CL 2 

Survey/ 

Follow-up 

interview 

WL2 
1 in- depth  

interview 
WF2 

1 in-depth 

interview 

CL 3 

Survey/ 

Follow-up 

interview 

WL3 

in-depth 

desktop 

research 

WF3 1 in-depth 

interview 

CL 4 

Survey/ 

Follow-up 

interview 

WL4 
1 in-depth 

interview 
WF4 

1 in-depth 

interview 

CL 5 

Survey/ 

Follow-up 

interview 

WL5 

in-depth 

desktop 

research 

WF5 
2 in-depth 
interviews 
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CL 6 
In-depth 

interview 
WL6 

in-depth 

desktop 

research 

  

CL7 

Written 
interview WL7 

1 Written 
interview 

  

 

Analysis 

After data collection through questionnaire or interviews, a standardized case study 

description template (see Annex 3) was completed for each case study. This template, based   

on the SIMRA evaluation framework, enabled a more in-depth and structured analysis and 

allowed the research team to capture additional insights beyond those obtained through the 

questionnaires or interviews alone. 

All interviews were transcribed and, where necessary, translated into English. The transcripts 

were then deductively coded in MAXQDA © using the main dimensions outlined in Annex 3. 

On the basis of this coding, summaries were developed for each dimension and incorporated 

into the corresponding sections of the case study template. MAXQDA Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

tools were used to support completion of the template, for example by generating summaries 

of coded material.  

For the cultural landscapes and wildlife conflicts, questionnaire responses were automatically 

compiled and summarized in tabular form, while interview recordings were transcribed and, 

where necessary, translated into English using AI-assisted transcription tools. The interview 

material was then analysed using AI tools to support the identification and consolidation of 

recurring themes and similar topics across interviews. 

Once all case study templates were completed, a joint meeting was held among the three 

research partners to discuss the results in relation to the research questions. The outcomes 

of this discussion are presented in section 5. 

4. Results 

Figure 2 illustrates the geographic distribution of the selected case studies across the 

European biogeographic regions. 
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Meanwhile, Figure 3 presents the scoring of each case study according to the applied 

framework (see Table 1 for details). To improve visual clarity, data points are slightly jittered 

within each grid intersection to avoid complete overlap.  

The results show a clear concentration of cases in the Hybrid Case quadrants, which includes 

WL3, WL4, WL7, CL1, CL3, CL4, CL6, CL7, WF4, and WF5. A second, similarly dense cluster 

is located around the midpoint of the scoring space, comprising WL5, WL6, CL2, CL5, WF1, 

and WF3. Only 3 cases reach the Target Case quadrant: WL1, WL2, and WF2. 

Figure 2: Location of the selected case studies within the biogeographic regions. 



15 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Final case study selection scored using the framework. 

Cultural landscapes  

4.1.1 Results of the literature review 

The scientific and grey literature review conducted in Phase 1 identified a broad range of 

studies and initiatives related to rewilding, social innovation, and loss of cultural landscapes. 

In total, 43 potential case studies were identified and screened for further assessment. 

The reviewed literature covered multiple thematic areas. Most publications focused on case 

study descriptions (n = 43), stakeholder perspectives (n = 29), and policy analysis (n = 14). 

Additional topics included theoretical discussions (n = 14), the effects of land abandonment (n 

= 13), literature reviews (n = 13), discourse analysis (n = 9), wildlife reintroductions (n = 7), 

and rewilding impacts (n = 5). Smaller sets of publications addressed definitions (n = 6), and 

alternatives to rewilding (n = 1). 

From a biogeographic perspective, the identified literature covered several European regions, 

with most studies classified as cross-biogeographic (n = 73), followed by the Atlantic (n = 43) 

and Mediterranean regions (n = 35). Fewer studies focused on Boreal (n = 12), Alpine (n = 7) 

and Continental regions (n = 3). 

In Phase 2, the 43 identified case studies were assessed using the social innovation and 

rewilding selection criteria described in the methodology section. Following this screening 

process, 26 cases were considered suitable for further investigation and stakeholders 

associated with these initiatives were contacted. 
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Finally, in Phase 3, the contacted cases were evaluated based on stakeholder responses, 

data availability, and relevance to the research objectives. This process resulted in the final 

selection of seven case studies for detailed analysis (Table 3). 

Table 3. Case study selection phase. 

Case study selection phase 
Total number of case 

studies 

1 - Screening for potential case studies 43 

2 - Pre-selection of final case studies 26 

3 - Final selection of case studies 7 

 

4.1.2 Overview of the selected cases 

Table 4 provides an overview of the selected case studies included in this research. The cases 

were identified through the application of the predefined selection criteria described in the 

methodology section. As a result of this process, the final set of cases covers a diversity of SI 

initiatives, geographical contexts, governance arrangements, and relationships with rewilding 

processes across Southern and Western Europe. The table summarizes the main 

characteristics of each initiative, including its location, type of SI initiative, relationship with 

rewilding dynamics, and the principal actors involved. 

Table 4. Summary table of all in-depth case studies for the cultural landscapes conflict 

# 
Case study 

initiative 
Location 

Type of SI 

initiative 

Relationship 

with rewilding 

Main actors 

involved 

CL1 Rewild Sicily Sicily, Italy Community-based 

rewilding collective 

focused on 

reforestation, wildfire 

prevention, 

prescribed burning 

and ecological 

restoration 

Community-

based rewilding 

collective 

focused on 

wildfire 

prevention, 

reforestation, 

prescribed 

burning and 

ecological 

restoration 

Rewild Sicily 

collective, 

Sicily Region, 

Civil 

Protection 

groups, Pro 

Loco, Forme 

and Land 

NGO 

Associations, 

Volunteer 

organizations, 

local 

communities 

CL2 Leza Valley La Rioja, Spain Policy-driven 

landscape 

management initiative 

combining grazing and 

shrub clearing for 

wildfire prevention 

Partly reacting 

to/passively 

reverting rewilding 

processes linked 

to vegetation 

encroachment and 

land abandonment 

Government of 

La Rioja, local 

municipalities, 

regional 

environmental 

administration, 

livestock 

farmers, 

researchers 

CL3 Adotta un 

Terrazzamento 

Valbrenta Valley, 

Veneto, Italy 

Community-based 

cultural landscape 

stewardship and 

terrace restoration 

initiative 

Mainly reacting 

to/passively 

counterbalancing 

rewilding 

processes 

associated with 

abandonment and 

Adotta un 

terrazzamento 

in Canale di 

Brenta APS, 

Municipality of 

Valbrenta (until 

2019 
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loss of cultivated 

terraces 

Municipality of 

Valstagna), 

Owners of 

abandoned 

land 

CL4 Rewilding 

Portugal 

Greater Côa 

Valley, Portugal 

NGO-led rewilding and 

landscape restoration 

initiative integrating 

coexistence measures 

and nature-based 

economy 

Strongly 

promoting 

rewilding and 

ecological 

restoration, while 

managing wildlife 

coexistence 

conflicts 

Rewilding 

Portugal, 

Private 

Landowners, 

ICNF Central 

Public 

Administration, 

Wild Côa 

Network 

CL5 Wild Ennerdale Lake District, 

Cumbria, UK 

Partnership-based 

landscape restoration 

and adaptive 

ecosystem 

management initiative 

Supporting 

managed/process-

led rewilding, while 

negotiating 

ecological 

restoration with 

farming, forestry 

and local land-use 

interests 

Parish Council, 

Volunteers, 

Local 

NGO's,Lake 

District 

National Park 

Authority 

 

CL6 Le Macchietelle Pescolanciano 

and 

Pietrabbondante, 

Molise, Italy 

Land stewardship and 

regenerative 

conservation initiative 

combining habitat 

restoration, monitoring 

and community 

engagement 

Supporting 

ecological 

restoration while 

actively managing 

the social and 

territorial 

consequences of 

abandonment and 

natural rewilding 

Intramontes 

and Salviamo 

l'Orso 

Associations, 

local farmers, a 

local company 

that deals with 

cartography 

and trail 

building, 

Laboratorio del 

Cammino (an 

Italian inter-

university 

association) 

CL7 Schist Villages 

(Aldeias do 

Xisto) 

Pinhal Interior, 

Portugal 

A network of schist 

villages that functions 

as a ‘living lab’ of 

combining 

contemporary 

practices with 

traditional ones. It is a 

public-private initiative 

Reverting 

rewilding 

processes the 

initiative aims to 

address 

processes related 

to rewilding, 

including land 

abandonment, 

demographic 

decline, and 

reduced territorial 

management 

Public and 

private sector, 

artists, 

academia, civil 

society, local 

communities, 

tourists 
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4.1.3 Main findings considering the research questions 

RQ1: How do community-based social innovations emerge and operate in rewilding contexts? 

About emergence 

Several initiatives emerged specifically in response to the abandonment of cultural landscapes 

and the perceived decline in sustained territorial maintenance. For example, CL3was initiated 

in response to concerns about terrace abandonment, hydrogeological instability, and the loss 

of traditional dry-stone wall knowledge in the Valbrenta Valley (Northern Italy). Similarly, CL7 

arose in response to depopulation, the deterioration of built heritage, and the weakening of 

community and economic life in Portugal’s rural interior. In CL6, ecological restoration is 

closely linked to concerns regarding declining territorial maintenance capacity, labour 

shortages, and socio-economic marginalisation in inner mountain areas of Centre-Southern 

Italy. Likewise, CL4 emerged in a context of severe rural abandonment and demographic 

decline, where rewilding was framed both as an ecological opportunity and as a strategy to 

reactivate local socio-economic dynamics and landscape stewardship in the Greater Côa 

Valley (Central Portugal). Although CL5 did not emerge primarily from the same concerns 

discussed above, it reflects dissatisfaction with fragmented land management and governance 

arrangements in the upland landscapes of the Lake District (Cumbria, UK). 

Even in cases where ecological restoration and wildfire prevention are explicit objectives, such 

as CL1 and CL2, the underlying issue remains closely linked to the transformation and 

abandonment of historically managed agro-silvo-pastoral landscapes. In these cases, 

contexts, vegetation encroachment, biomass accumulation, and increased fire vulnerability 

are interpreted as consequences of declining territorial stewardship and the disappearance of 

traditional land management practices, including grazing, cultivation, and controlled burning. 

Wildfire risk thus emerges not only as an ecological concern, but also as a socio-territorial 

issue connected to the maintenance of cultural landscapes, local livelihoods, and continuous 

human presence in the territory. 

The initiatives vary in terms of who initiated them and how they are managed. Some, such as 

CL1 and CL3, are driven by local communities working together. Others, such as CL2, are led 

by public institutions or researchers. CL5 emerged from partnerships between public 

agencies, a charity, and landowners, while CL4 was supported by NGOs and European 

funding mechanisms. Despite these differences, all initiatives remain strongly embedded in 

their respective territories and share a common aim of renewing stewardship and long-term 

engagement with the landscape.  

Another key finding is that none of the initiatives originated entirely ex novo. All cases build 

upon pre-existing territorial resources, historical land-use practices, actor networks, influential 

individuals, or prior policy and project experiences. For instance, CL2 was informed by 

experimental grazing experiences, CL3 drew on previous work developed through the 

ALPTER project, and CL7 expanded earlier rural rehabilitation and heritage revitalisation 

initiatives. These observations suggest that social innovation in rewilding contexts emerges 

primarily through processes of adaptation, recombination, and reinterpretation of existing 

territorial practices rather than through entirely novel interventions. 

The development trajectories of the initiatives vary according to their governance structures, 

territorial contexts, length, and degrees of institutionalisation. Some initiatives have gradually 

evolved into relatively stable and institutionalised governance arrangements. CL2, for 

example, developed from an initially experimental grazing initiative into a regional territorial 
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management strategy supported by European funding. CL7 evolved from a rural rehabilitation 

programme into a broader territorial development strategy integrating heritage conservation, 

tourism, and local economic revitalisation. Similarly, CL5 progressively formalised 

collaboration among public authorities, charitable organisations, and private landowners within 

an adaptive landscape management framework.  

Other initiatives remain more adaptive and experimental. CL1 continues to evolve through 

flexible co-production processes and community engagement activities linked to ecological 

restoration and territorial stewardship. Likewise, CL6 is still experimenting with combinations 

of land stewardship, regenerative tourism, habitat restoration, and community involvement in 

abandoned mountain landscapes.  

A range of governance configurations is evident across the cases, including community-based 

and co-produced arrangements, partnership-based governance, policy-driven approaches, 

NGO-led initiatives, and hybrid institutional structures. Older initiatives such as CL2, CL3, and 

CL7 exhibit more consolidated governance, stronger institutionalisation, and deeper territorial 

integration. In contrast, more recent initiatives such as CL1 and CL6 are characterised by fluid 

governance, greater experimentation, and ongoing processes to build legitimacy. CL4 and 

CL5 represent intermediate cases, combining structured governance with continuous 

adaptation and negotiation among diverse actors and territorial interests. 

About operations 

Operationally, the initiatives integrate ecological restoration with active territorial management 

and community engagement. Across the cases, most initiatives adopt hybrid approaches that 

combine natural processes with active intervention and long-term stewardship. Common 

activities include landscape and habitat restoration, grazing management, shrub clearing, 

cultural heritage rehabilitation, training, land stewardship, tourism initiatives, and community 

engagement. 

Importantly, while these activities are often discussed in rewilding contexts, in many cases, 

they are not intended simply to enable or promote rewilding in general terms. Rather, they 

seek to identify where rewilding may be appropriate, determine how it can be effectively 

integrated into broader landscapes and socio-economic and ecological contexts, and position 

it alongside a wider range of complementary management strategies encompassing multiple 

approaches. For example, they seek to actively manage, steer, or delimit rewilding dynamics, 

or to counterbalance their perceived effects (e.g., vegetation encroachment, land 

abandonment, or loss of cultural landscapes) by maintaining or restoring specific landscape 

configurations and land-use practices. 

For example, CL3 emphasises terrace restoration and adoption scheme, dry-stone wall 

maintenance, small-scale cultivation activities, and cultural training activities aimed at 

preserving terraced cultural landscapes and associated knowledge systems. CL7 integrates 

heritage rehabilitation, tourism promotion, local economic networks, and cultural programming 

to revitalise abandoned rural territories. CL6 combines habitat restoration, ecological 

monitoring, regenerative tourism, and stewardship activities to reconnect local communities 

with marginalised landscapes. CL1 and CL2 employ prescribed burning, grazing, and shrub 

clearing to reduce ecological risks and maintain landscape heterogeneity, thereby preserving 

historically managed agro-silvo-pastoral systems. 
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RQ2: How do they address conflicts and social acceptability related to rewilding and the loss 

of cultural heritage landscapes? 

In relation to the second research question, a key finding is that tensions surrounding rewilding 

are primarily associated with broader socio-ecological changes, including rural abandonment, 

declining territorial stewardship, and the fading of cultural landscapes. Across all cases, 

conflicts rarely stem from opposition to rewilding or ecological restoration per se. Rather, they 

are more frequently linked to the perceived loss of historically managed landscapes, traditional 

knowledge systems, demographic stability, and local socio-economic systems and identities. 

This dynamic is particularly pronounced in CL3 and CL7, and to a lesser extent in CL6. In 

these initiatives, the primary concern is not rewilding itself, but rather the abandonment of 

cultivated and inhabited landscapes that have historically relied on — and shaped by — 

continuous human management. As already discussed under RQ1, these cases highlight, 

respectively, terrace degradation and loss of dry-stone wall knowledge, rural depopulation and 

heritage decline, as well as the weakening of local maintenance capacity in inner mountain 

areas. 

In these contexts, rewilding processes are often viewed ambivalently. While natural 

regeneration can support biodiversity recovery and ecological restoration, it may also 

accelerate the loss of cultural landscapes and weaken stewardship practices that have 

historically shaped these territories. As a result, social acceptability tends to increase when 

rewilding is embedded within visible forms of territorial care, active local participation, and the 

maintenance of productive, social, or cultural landscape functions. 

In Mediterranean contexts, particularly in CL1 and CL2, concerns about wildfire risk are closely 

associated with the abandonment of traditional land management systems and the 

transformation of agro-silvo-pastoral landscapes (see also Section 4.3). In these cases, 

wildfire risk is interpreted less as an isolated ecological issue and more as a consequence of 

declining territorial stewardship and the discontinuation of historical practices such as grazing, 

cultivation, shrub clearing, and controlled burning. Vegetation encroachment and biomass 

accumulation are thus perceived not only as ecological changes but also as indicators of 

landscape abandonment and the erosion of sustained human management. Both initiatives 

address these tensions through active landscape management, reconnecting rewilding with 

local territorial practices. Importantly, neither initiative promotes unintentional rewilding 

processes or unrestricted natural forest succession across the entire landscape. Instead, they 

support context-dependent and spatially selective approaches of intentional rewilding, 

whereby natural regeneration and reduced intervention are allowed or encouraged in some 

areas, while other areas remain actively managed through grazing, shrub clearing, prescribed 

burning, or restoration activities in order to maintain landscape heterogeneity and reduce 

wildfire risk. CL1 integrates natural reforestation, prescribed burning, spatial planning, and 

community-based stewardship to restore collective territorial engagement. Similarly, CL2 

promotes grazing and shrub management to maintain heterogeneous mosaic landscapes 

historically shaped by pastoral systems. In both cases, maintaining landscape heterogeneity 

is considered essential for reducing fire vulnerability, preserving local identity, sustaining rural 

livelihoods, and maintaining cultural landscape values. 

Across the cases, social acceptability increases when rewilding is embedded within broader 

territorial development strategies rather than implemented as unplanned land abandonment. 

Initiatives such as CL3 and CL7 explicitly link landscape restoration with cultural heritage 

preservation, local economic revitalization, tourism development, and community 

engagement. Similarly, CL4 and CL5 seek to balance ecological restoration objectives with 
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local land-use interests, stewardship practices, and socio-economic opportunities associated 

with landscape management and nature-based economies. 

Overall, across the seven cases, social innovation initiatives emerge primarily as adaptive 

responses to territorial transformations, including rural abandonment, weakened stewardship, 

and cultural landscape decline. While some of the cases show strong link with the core 

rewilding concept of providing space to nature and are still driven by ecological rewilding 

objectives, the assessed initiatives are catalysed by concerns regarding the loss of historically 

managed landscapes, the erosion of traditional knowledge and practices, demographic 

decline, and the deterioration of local socio-economic systems. 

Human-wildlife interaction 

4.2.1 Results of the literature review 

During Phase 1, an initial literature screening identified 136 potential case studies. The 

Continental (n= 42 cases) and Mediterranean (n = 36 cases) regions were most frequently 

represented. In contrast, fewer studies focused on the Alpine (n= 23), Atlantic (n= 14), Boreal 

(n= 11), and Pannonian (n = 8) regions. Additionally, several papers examined conflicts 

spanning multiple geographic areas. To preselect the final cases, the scientific papers were 

analysed based on their relevance to wildlife conflicts and social innovation. Only 44 cases 

addressed both topics. These were subsequently assessed in terms of rewilding intensity and 

social innovation, reducing the pool to 23 potential case studies. 

In addition to these scientific papers, nine cases addressing both wildlife conflicts and social 

innovation were identified by scrutinising grey literature, primarily from the Rewilding Europe 

database. As a result, Phase 2 included a total of 32 case studies, which were analysed for 

consistency with the SIMRA framework. 

Table 5: Number of cases considered in the selection procedure for wildlife conflicts  

Case study selection phase Total number of case studies 

1 Screening for potential case studies 145 (136 from scientific literature; 9 from the 

grey literature) 

2 Pre-selection of final case studies 32 (23 from scientific literature; 9 from grey 

literature) 

3 Final selection of case studies 7 (5 from scientific literature, 2 from grey 

literature) 

 

Evidence from across Europe shows that the abandonment of marginal agricultural lands — 

including transhumance routes, upland pastures, and traditional silvo-pastoral systems — has 

facilitated the recolonization of large herbivores and carnivores, while also intensifying human-

wildlife conflicts. This is particularly evident in regions where the traditional knowledge and 

practices that historically supported coexisting with wildlife have simultaneously declined or 

been lost. 

The transition toward strict forest protection — often framed in terms of proforestation — has 

further contributed to the emergence or amplification of wildlife-related conflicts. By 

establishing non-intervention zones, these forests can function as ecological refugia for large 

herbivores, where populations may increase in the absence of active management or hunting 

pressure. Species such as wild boar (Sus scrofa) and various cervids use the dense forest 

cover in protected areas as daytime shelter and subsequently forage into adjacent agricultural 

landscapes, generating a "spillover effect" that leads to crop damage, particularly in cereal, 
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rapeseed, and tuber cultivation. This creates significant economic pressures for farming 

communities located at the forest-agriculture interface.  

Similar dynamics have been observed in the case of the European bison (Bison bonasus) in 

regions such as Białowieża (Poland) and Vânători-Neamț (Romania), where insufficient winter 

forage availability within protected forest cores can lead to seasonal movements in the 

surrounding farmlands. These movements have acquired substantial compensation schemes 

and have, in some cases, contributed to local socio-political tensions. In addition, high 

ungulate densities within strictly protected zones frequently impair natural forest regeneration). 

Intense browsing pressure on saplings can lead to successional stagnation; for instance, in 

Europe’s "Sand Belt" regions, overbrowsing can hinder the transition from legacy Scots pine 

plantations to more diverse broadleaved stands. Consequently, the lack of herbivore 

regulation may inadvertently undermine the long-term biodiversity objectives of proforestation.  

The expansion and recovery of forest habitats have also supported the recolonization of large 

carnivores, including wolves (Canis lupus), brown bears (Ursus arctos), and lynx (Lynx lynx). 

As wolf populations expand from core protected areas into semi-natural and rural landscapes, 

livestock predation has increased significantly in several regions. On the other hand, large 

carnivore recolonisation can counterbalance large herbivores negative effects on forest 

regeneration. All these trends have contributed to renewed policy discussions within the 

European Union in recent years regarding the appropriate level of protection and management 

flexibility for these species. 

In some regions of countries such as Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia and Italy, the proximity of 

strictly protected habitats to human settlements has led to an increase in habituated or "bold" 

bears entering anthropogenic environments. These encounters raise acute public safety 

concerns and exacerbate a socio-cultural polarization between rural residents, who bear the 

direct costs of coexistence, and urban-based conservationists, who often advocate for 

continued non-intervention.  

4.2.2 Overview of the selected cases 

Table 6 provides an overview of the selected case studies on human-wildlife interaction 

included in this research. 

Table 6. Summary table of all in-depth case studies for the wildlife conflict. 

# 
Case study 

initiative 
Location 

Type of SI 

initiative 

Relationship 

with 

rewilding 

Main actors 

involved 

WL1 Bear-smart 

community 

approach 

Baile Tusnad, 

Romania 

Community-based 

initiative aimed at 

reducing human–

bear conflicts in an 

urban setting 

through improved 

waste management, 

public awareness 

campaigns, 

behavioural change, 

and cooperation 

between local 

authorities, 

residents, NGOs, 

and wildlife experts 

Generally 

linked to 

proforestation 

resulting from 

the integration 

of the area in a 

Natura 2000 

site. 

Particularly is a 

response to the 

ecological 

recovery and 

increasing 

populations of 

large 

carnivores in 

Baile Tusnad 

local council 

WWF - 

Romania 

Bear 

Emergency 

Team 

Local citizens  
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the Carpathian 

region  

WL2 Community-led 

human–bear 

cohabitation 

practices 

Rhodopes 

Mountains, 

Bulgaria 

Bottom-up form of 

social innovation in 

which rural 

communities in the 

Rodopi Mountains 

have developed 

informal practices, 

norms, and 

knowledge systems 

that enable long-

term cohabitation 

with brown bears 

Unplanned 

natural 

rewilding 

resulting from 

agricultural 

land 

abandonment 

in the post-

socialist 

period. 

Proforestation 

is related on a 

partial scale to 

the strict 

protection of 

ancient 

primary forests 

in the Rhodopi 

Mountains 

NGO Wild 

Rodopi 

Local hunters 

Local foresters 

Institute of 

Ethnology and 

Folklore 

Studies 

Bear watching 

tourism 

companies 

 

 

WL3 Civil society–led 

bear 

management 

policy reform 

Tatra 

Mountains, 

Slovakia 

Bottom-up social 

innovation process 

in which civil 

society 

organizations 

influenced national 

bear management 

policy in Slovakia 

Proforestation 

is linked to the 

existence of 

Tatra National 

Park 

Slovak Wildlife 

Society (NGO) 

My sme les 

("We Are the 

Forest") - 

citizen 

platform 

initiative 

 

WL4 Bison land 

initiative 

Vanatori, 

Neamt, 

Romania 

Local action groups 

lead to the creation 

of Bison Land 

brand that 

promotes nature- 

based ecotourism 

related to the 

introduction of 

bison in the Natural 

Park  

Proforestation 

is linked to the 

existence of a 

large part of 

the Natural 

Park Vanatori 

Neamt in strict 

protection 

Local Action 

Group – Bison 

Land 

Association 

Bison Land 

(NGO) 

Administration 

of the Natural 

Park – RNP 

Romsilva 

NGOs 

WL5 Conservation 

Performance 

Payment 

Schemes for 

Lynx and 

Wolverine 

Protection 

Sámi reindeer 

husbandry 

areas 

(Norrbotten, 

Västerbotten, 

Jämtland, and 

Västernorrland 

county), 

Sweden 

Reconfigures 

conservation policy 

by introducing a 

performance-based 

payment system for 

51 Sami 

communities 

It marginally 

addresses the 

natural 

expansion of 

forest 

vegetation due 

to 

abandonment 

of traditional 

practices 

51 Sámi 

communities 

County 

Administrative 

Boards 

Swedish 

Environmental 

Agency 

(SEPA) 

 

WL6 Deer 

Management & 

Conservation 

and Community 

Engagement in 

the Scottish 

Highlands 

Scottish 

Highlands, UK 

Community 

engagement to 

allow for the natural 

regeneration of 

native woodland 

while implementing 

high-intensity 

Highland 

farms 

abandonment 

to make way 

for "Deer 

Forests" 

(private 

The John Muir 

Trust 
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culling to keep deer 

numbers at a level 

where browsing 

does not impede 

plant growth 

hunting 

grounds) 

WL7 Bear-Smart 

Communities, 

Central 

Apennines 

Pettorano sul 

Gizio, Italy 

Community-based 

coexistence and 

conservation 

initiative focused on 

preventing human-

bear conflicts and 

promoting 

coexistence 

between local 

communities and 

wildlife 

Pettorano sul 

Gizio is a 

“rewilding 

hotspot” where 

wildlife 

recovery and 

coexistence 

initiatives have 

become linked 

to tourism, 

education, and 

local identity. 

Natural 

rewilding 

occurred 

through 

depopulation, 

abandonment 

of agriculture 

and grazing, 

and natural 

regeneration 

after the 

Second World 

War. 

Salviamo 

l'Orso 

Rewilding 

Apennines 

Municipalities 

of Pettorano 

sul Gizio and 

Rocca Pia 

Monte 

Genzana Alto 

Gizio Nature 

Reserve 

Rewilding 

Europe 

Abruzzo, Lazio 

and Molise 

National Park 

 

4.2.3 Main findings considering the research question 

RQ1: How do community-based social innovations emerge and operate in rewilding contexts? 

About emergence  

The seven case studies — spanning Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Sweden, Scotland, and 

Italy — collectively present the varied pathways through which community-based social 

innovations arise within or alongside rewilding processes. 

Across all seven cases, human–wildlife conflict — or the anticipation of it — represents the 

dominant trigger for the emergence of social innovation. However, the nature of these 

triggering events varies considerably, ranging from sudden, high-profile incidents to long-term, 

cumulative pressures. In some cases, social innovation was catalysed by emotionally salient 

events. For instance, in Slovakia (WL3) and Italy (WL7), specific incidents — respectively, a 

bear becoming trapped in a dumpster and the shooting of a young brown bear — acted as 

critical turning points that mobilised public attention and enabled the emergence of Bear-Smart 

Community initiatives. 

In contrast, other cases reflect the accumulation of pressures over time. In WL1 

(Romania/Băile Tușnad), 41 documented damage incidents and 149 emergency calls in 2021 

generated a situation perceived as untenable, effectively rendering the existing management 

regime unsustainable. Similarly, in WL6 (Scotland), decades of persistently high deer 

densities, associated with peatlands degradation and suppressed woodland regeneration — 

and reinforced by the 2017 Deer Working Group — constituted a slow-onset crisis. In WL5 

(Sweden), damages and ecological degradation related to institutional failure reaches a 
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threshold of intolerability, prompting the introduction of a performance-based payment system 

for 51 Sami communities. 

A distinct trigger pattern is observed in post-socialist contexts (WL1, Romania; WL2, Bulgaria; 

WL3, Slovakia), where structural economic transformation and rural land abandonment 

created the ecological conditions for spontaneous rewilding processes (e.g., expanding 

wildlife populations and natural forest regeneration on abandoned agricultural lands). These 

changes, in turn, generated new human–wildlife dynamics requiring local adaptation and 

institutional responses. 

Institutional inadequacy functions also emerge as a cross-cutting secondary driver, particularly 

in WL1, WL3 and WL5. In WL5 (Sweden), the carcass-based compensation system was 

widely recognised as technically impractical, morally hazardous (since it rewarded dead 

reindeer rather than conservation outcomes), and insufficient to reduce illegal hunting — 

conditions that made the 1996 Conservation Performance Payment scheme appear as a 

necessary innovation. In WL1, the 2017 hunting ban in Romania and the lack of an effective 

national management strategy amplified the perceived need for a locally adapted approach. 

WL4 (Romania/Vânători Neamț) stands out as a distinct case, where the reintroduction of the 

European bison was a deliberate and planned intervention. In this case, the trigger extended 

beyond ecological restoration to include a strong cultural dimension, as the bison holds 

symbolic significance for the historical region of Moldavia. Its reintroduction was therefore 

actively supported by local actors and contributed to the development of a regional identity 

and branding strategy. 

Overall, a key finding is that rewilding processes are, in most cases, the context within which 

community-based SI emerge rather than the cause of the innovation itself. In WL1, WL2, WL3, 

WL5, and WL7, rewilding dynamics (recovery of large carnivores, natural forest expansion) 

created new ecological pressures to which local actors responded through SI. Only in WL4 

(bison reintroduction) and WL6 (deer management for woodland regeneration) is the SI 

intentionally designed to advance rewilding goals from the outset. This asymmetry is 

analytically important: most community-based SIs in this sample are reactive adaptations to 

rewilding rather than drivers of it. 

About operations 

The cases collectively challenge any simple dichotomy between bottom-up community 

innovation and top-down institutional intervention. Across all cases, a recognisable core 

innovator or innovation coalition can be identified. These are not always community members 

themselves; in several cases, NGOs (WWF - WL1, Wild Rodopi-WL2, Slovak Wildlife Society 

– WL3, Salviamo l'Orso - WL7) or park administrations (WL4) serve as the organising hub 

around which community participation is structured. 

Nevertheless, WL2 (Bulgaria) stands out as the clearest example of a predominantly bottom-

up, community-based SI. In the absence of formal protected areas and with minimal state 

intervention, rural communities in the Rodopi Mountains developed their own norms, 

practices, and knowledge systems to cohabit with bears. This "convivial conservation from the 

bottom up" (as theorised by Toncheva et al., 2022) was not designed or implemented through 

any external programme; it evolved organically from everyday adaptation, social learning, and 

the pragmatic need to maintain livelihoods alongside increasing wildlife. The bear tourism 

enterprise, built around a viewing hide constructed by local hunters, exemplifies how 

community-led economic diversification and conservation incentives can emerge without 

institutional scaffolding. 
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WL1 (Romania), WL3 (Slovakia) and WL7 (Italy) occupy a similar position, though with a 

stronger NGO-as-catalyst role. In Slovakia, the Slovak Wildlife Society initiated the reform 

process and carried it for over two decades before elements were gradually institutionalised 

at national level. In Italy, ‘Salviamo l'Orso’ and ‘Rewilding Apennines’ acted as the 

organisational backbone through which community participation was structured, but the 

governance legitimacy of the initiative remained strongly rooted in local actor involvement. In 

WL1, WWF-Romania has supported the implementation of technological innovation (e.g. GPS 

collars, camera traps, electric fences) for the monitoring activities and the design of preventive 

measures. The TusnadEcoBearWatch mobile application represents a technological interface 

that connects scientific monitoring with community-level communication. 

WL5 (Sweden) and WL4 (Romania) illustrate cases where innovation is institutionally 

designed and state-led, with community involvement that is instrumentally important but 

governance-wise subordinate. The Swedish Conservation Performance Payment scheme 

was devised by national authorities and the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency; Sámi 

communities are central to its implementation (providing monitoring, receiving payments) but 

report significant exclusion from decision-making. This tension between functional 

participation and governance inclusion is a recurring feature in WL5. WL4 presents a 

somewhat different dynamic: the bison reintroduction was driven by the park administration 

and Romsilva, yet the emergence of the Local Action Group (LAG) "Ținutul Zimbrului" and the 

Bison Land Association introduced genuine community-led mechanisms for channelling rural 

development funding and for constructing a distinctive territorial identity around the bison. 

WL6 (Scotland) represents the most contested case at the community level. Alongside 

innovative community-oriented initiative (e.g., deer larder, Hill to Grill, women's stalking), 

intensified deer culling out-of-season and night-shooting licences — introduced with limited 

consultation — generated significant conflicts with crofters and local land users, highlighting 

the limits of participatory governance within a conservation organisation-led framework. 

WL7 (Italy) further illustrates how a community-based SI can expand its network over time. 

Initially launched by a small coalition of ‘Salviamo l'Orso’ and two municipalities in 2015, the 

Bear-Smart Community network grew to 16 communities and attracted international partners 

including Rewilding Europe, World Animal Protection, and the World Cetacean Alliance. This 

expanding network simultaneously strengthened the initiative's resources and legitimacy while 

also introducing new governance tensions around inclusion, representation, and the 

relationship between rewilding advocacy and pastoral livelihoods.  

More broadly, across all cases, scaling-up involved not just geographical expansion but also 

a functional broadening — from single-issue wildlife management to integrated approaches 

linking conservation, tourism, education, and rural development. WL1, WL2, WL3, WL7, and 

WL6 all document — albeit to varying degrees of success — shifts in community attitudes 

toward wildlife: from primarily fear-and-damage framings toward greater tolerance, 

coexistence, and even pride in wildlife presence. In WL2, the view of bears as sources of 

income and local identity ("symbols of the Rodopi mountains") represents a deeper attitudinal 

transformation than the more instrumentally framed attitude shifts in WL1 or WL3. 

Bear and bison tourism (WL2, WL4, WL3, WL7), venison processing (WL6), and ecotourism 

certification (WL7) all represent new livelihood streams that create economic incentives for 

wildlife tolerance. Finally, micro-level daily routines were changed, including how waste is 

stored (WL1, WL3, WL7), how people enter and move through forests (WL2), how livestock 

enclosures are constructed (WL3, WL7), and how hunting and deer management are 

conducted (WL6). 
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RQ2: How do they address conflicts and social acceptability in relation to rewilding and 

human-wildlife risk management? 

Social acceptability is addressed through conflict-management strategies that vary 

substantially across the cases. 

The most consistently deployed set of conflict-management strategies involves technical and 

infrastructural interventions aimed at reducing the physical probability of harmful encounters 

or economic damage. These include: 

• Electric fencing for apiaries, livestock, and private property (WL1, WL3, WL7) 

• Bear-proof waste management systems and secured bins (WL1, WL3, WL7) 

• Livestock guarding dogs (WL3) 

• Bear-proof metal doors and property-securing measures (WL7; 80+ properties 

secured, with a reported 99.8% reduction in bear damage between 2014 and 2017) 

• Road ecology measures and wildlife underpass maintenance (WL7) 

• Deer culling to enable woodland regeneration (WL6) 

• Monitoring technologies — GPS collars, camera traps, AI-based data analysis (WL1, 

WL4) 

• Performance-based payments replacing loss-based compensation (WL5) 

Across all cases, communication and education also play a central role in conflict 

management, although with varying intensity and purposes. Community meetings and 

participatory dialogue (WL1, WL7) create structured spaces in which residents, authorities, 

and experts interact around shared problems. In WL7, the Rewilding Social Club, public 

meetings, and community surveys served both as information exchange and as governance 

legitimation mechanisms — giving community members voice in the coexistence planning 

process. WL6's Hill to Grill programme and WL7's Bear's Den Interpretive Centre and Bear 

Trail both aim at cultural change embedding ecological literacy and coexistence values in 

communities before conflict patterns become entrenched. 

Mass awareness campaigns (WL1, WL3, WL7) aim to correct factual misunderstanding about 

wildlife behaviour, risk, and management options. In WL3, the Slovak Wildlife Society 

implemented nationwide campaigns from 2004, supported by surveys, school activities, and 

media engagement, that contributed to measurable shifts in public knowledge and attitude 

over a 20-year horizon. 

Wildlife tourism is the most widely adopted economic linkage mechanism. In WL2 (Bulgaria), 

bear watching tourism generates income directly for hunters (who operate the hide) and 

indirectly for the wider village through accommodation and services. In WL4 (Romania), "Bison 

Safari" and the broader Bison Land territorial branding transform the bison from a conservation 

object into a tourism product around which local identity and economic development are 

organised. In WL7 (Italy), wildlife tourism linked to Marsican bears provides income for 

accommodation, guiding, local food production, and beekeeping, though benefits are unevenly 

distributed and not accessible to all community members. 

Venison and food economy (WL6) creates a material link between ecological management 

(deer culling) and local economic benefit (meat production, employment in the larder), 

converting what could be experienced as purely extractive culling into a community economic 

asset. 

Three broad configurations of social acceptability emerge across the cases. In most of them 

(WL1, WL3, WL4, WL7), social acceptability is actively built through the combination of 
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technical conflict reduction, economic incentivisation, communication, participation, and 

governance reform. While progress is measurable, it remains partial, contested, and 

potentially reversible. WL7's reported 99.8% reduction in damage demonstrates how rapidly 

technical interventions can alter the material conditions of acceptability; WL3's two-decade 

policy reform trajectory demonstrates how slowly attitudinal and institutional change can move 

at the national scale. 

Culturally embedded acceptability characterises mainly WL2, (Bulgaria) in which positive 

attitudes toward wildlife have been integrated into local culture. Bears are symbols of the 

Rodopi Mountains; their presence is a source of pride; coexistence is a cultural default rather 

than an achieved outcome. The SI in this case operates to sustain and modestly extend an 

already existing acceptability rather than to construct it from scratch. 

Social acceptability remains actively disputed between different stakeholder groups in WL5 

and WL6. In WL5, conservation actors and government institutions consider the payment 

scheme a success (growing carnivore populations, reduced poaching), while Sámi 

communities experience it as inadequate and disrespectful. In WL6, community members 

involved in educational programmes and ecotourism support the initiative, while crofters and 

stalking interests contest its legitimacy. In both cases, the SI has produced differential 

acceptability — high among some actors, low among others — without achieving a shared 

social settlement. 

Wildfire risk 

4.3.1 Results of the literature review 

During Phase 1, an initial literature screening identified 385 potential case studies, of which 

354 were derived from scientific sources and 31 from grey literature. These 385 cases were 

subsequently filtered according to the criteria described in 3.1.2, resulting in a reduced set of 

109 cases. After scoring these for rewilding intensity and social innovation, the pool was 

narrowed down to 13 potential case studies. In terms of geographic distribution, most of the 

cases were found in the Mediterranean region (n=11) along with one in the Atlantic (n=1), and 

one continental (n=1). Results of each filtering are shown in Table 7.  

Table 7: Summary of the literature review on social innovation case studies related to rewilding and 
wildfire risk 

Case study selection phase Total number of case studies 

1 - Screening for potential case studies 385 (354 from scientific literature; 31 from 

the grey literature) 

2 - Pre-selection of final case studies 109 (97 from scientific literature; 12 from 

grey literature) 

3 - Final selection of case studies 13 (7 from scientific literature, 5 from grey 

literature) 

 

Following the final selection, the main stakeholder(s) or project leader(s) from each case study 

were contacted via a formal invitation letter to participate in an interview. Out of those, only 5 

replied, which are included for an in-depth analysis.  

4.3.2 Overview of the selected cases 

Table 8 provides an overview of the selected case studies on wildfire risk included in this 

research. 
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Table 8. Summary table of all in-depth case studies for the wildfire conflict 

CODE 
Case study 

initiative 
Location 

Type of SI 

initiative 

Relationship 

with 

rewilding 

Main actors 

involved 

WF1 Brandherde, 
cooperation with 
city of Beelitz12 

Beelitz, 

Brandenburg, 

Germany 

Establishment of 

wildfire protection 

concept, incl. 

grazing for fire 

prevention, 

integrative 

approach, multiple 

stakeholder 

engagement 

Neither 

supporting, nor 

reverting, but in 

general in 

conflict with 

non-intervention 

approaches due 

to increase of 

wildfire risk 

Brand Herde 

corporation, 

City of Beelitz, 

fire brigade, 

forest sector  

WF2 Montescola 
foundation 

Galicia, Spain The Montescola 

Foundation is a 

community-based. It 

is linked to a 

common forestry in 

Galicia (a traditional 

type of common 

property in the NW 

of the Iberian 

peninsula). With 

their activities, they 

seek to create a 

more resilient 

landscape, protect 

water resources, 

while also 

supporting the local 

community and its 

traditions. The de-

eucalyptizing 

brigades is one of 

their most prominent 

activities. 

Located in a 

rural area, they 

see rewilding as 

strongly linked 

to the 

recuperation of 

native species. 

Which would 

make the 

territory more 

resilient. They 

also want to 

bring back 

wildlife (Horses) 

which were 

traditional in the 

area. They also 

understand that 

rewilding has a 

bad reputation, 

yet they see 

how it can be a 

way forward for 

rural areas in 

strong decline, 

where 

(economic) rural 

development is 

no longer an 

option 

VerdeGaia, 

commoners of 

Froxán, 

neighbouring 

forest 

commons, 

Laboratorio 

Ecosocial 

Bragança 

WF3 Fire Flocks 

(Ramats de Foc) 

Catalonia, 

Spain 

Support for 

shepherds and 

grazing 

management in fire 

prone areas, 

stakeholder 

coordination, 

Reverting 

rewilding 

processes 

(proforestation 

and natural 

rewilding) by 

coordinating 

Pau Costa 

Foundation, 

shepherds, 

butchers, 

restaurants and 

local shops, 

 

12 WF1 is not strictly a bottom-up initiative, but rather a company established by a forestry professional. 

It is nevertheless included in this study due to its role in bringing together diverse actors including 

landowners, forestry companies, local residents, the hunting community, and public administrations to 

advance what the founder refers to as ‘integrative fire management’.  
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improving economic 

viability and market 

access, 

communication and 

consumer 

awareness, policy 

collaboration and 

advocacy, securing 

funding 

shepherds to 

graze in 

strategically 

identified high-

risk areas. 

Grazing helps to 

maintain more 

open 

landscapes and 

reduce wildfire 

risk 

Catalonian 

government  

WF4 Plantabosques 

project, 

Association 

Adenex  

Extremadura, 

Spain 

Replanting of forests 

with native species 

preferably on public 

land through tree 

planting and 

maintenance 

activities with 

volunteers, 

combined with aim 

of environmental 

education and social 

inclusion of diverse 

actors. Activities 

mainly in 

Extremadura, Spain, 

but also in Portugal. 

Neither reaction 

to nor a 

promotion of 

rewilding. 

Generally, 

wildfire risks 

due to land 

abandonment 

highlighted. 

Association 

Adenex, 

volunteers, 

cooperating 

organisations of 

environmental 

education, 

Junta de 

Extremadura 

(regional 

government), 

entities of full 

inclusion   

WF5 Comunità del 

Bosco 

Monte Pisano, 

Italy 

Participatory land 

management to 

reduce wildfire risk, 

including 

reconstruction of 

traditional water 

management 

systems, recovery of 

traditional practices 

(e.g., cultivation of 

olive groves), and 

development of 

economic activities 

based on traditional 

rural activities  

Attempts to 

revert the 

rewilding 

process of both 

proforestation 

and natural 

rewilding by 

promoting active 

management of 

the land  

Local 

technicians, 

local 

community, 

landowners, 

regional 

government, 

“new rurals”, 

municipalities, 

shepherds  

 

4.3.3 Main findings considering the research question 

RQ1: How do community-based social innovations emerge and operate in rewilding contexts? 

About emergence 

Community-based innovations responding to wildfire risk commonly emerge after a single 

wildfire event, or several events.  

WF2 was established after a wildfire in 2016 in a communal forest in Galicia (Spain), where 

this form of land tenure is common. The wildfire prompted a shift in land management in the 

communal forest, linked also to a generational change. The commoners decide to move from 

monocultures of mainly non-native species such as eucalyptus, to a landscape with more 

native tree species. The following year, in 2017, a series of wildfires also burned throughout 

the region, and WF2 partnered with a larger NGO in the region to bring together a much larger 
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group of volunteers to carry out work of removing non-native species and replacing them with 

native ones. As described by a participant: 

“Montescola began as a community foundation linked to a communal 

woodland known as Froxan. (…). So, it’s a bit like one of the community’s 

arms for securing funding and support and driving, shall we say, its 

environmental regeneration processes, isn’t it? And in that sense, the 

brigades also began here, they began here in Froxán, without being called 

that in 2017, and then through a partnership with another organisation, 

VerdeGaia, from April 2018 onwards and following the fires in Galicia at 

the end of 2017, they began operating as Eucalyptus Removal Brigades, 

working not only here but in many other places throughout Galicia” (WF2)  

WF1 – the only case from central European in this data – also emerged after a series of fire 

events, notably in 2018 and again in 2022, which exceeded the capacity of local forest fire 

management systems. Similarly, WF5 was initiated after two devastating wildfires, one in 

September 2018 and another that occurred outside the “normal” fire season in February 2019. 

However, while fires were the primary trigger for WF5, rural abandonment had been occurring 

since the 1960s leading to a near total collapse of livestock grazing and resulting in an 

increased risk of wildfires. A comparable dynamic is observed in WF3, where the initiative did 

not emerge in direct response to a single event but rather as a consequence of gradual rural 

depopulation, loss of traditional land use, and the steady accumulation of wildfire risk. 

In Extremadura (Spain), WF4 illustrates a more complex and multi-layered pathway of 

emergence with several triggering events. The association hosting WF4 was founded in 1978, 

in response to landscape transformation, particularly the replacement of holm oak (Quercus 

ilex), a tree emblematic to the region, with non-native eucalyptus in the area of Monfragüe, 

which is now a national park, triggering social unrest and political protest. WF4 is a specific 

replanting project organised by this association and it began in 2003, following positive 

experiences with volunteering on environmental problems: 2002 was special in Spain in terms 

of collective action, as the Prestige oil spill generated a massive nationwide civil society 

response, for which thousands of volunteers showed up to remove oil from the coastline, in 

the face of the public inaction (Pérez, 2003). Members of this association also joined that 

movement, which made them aware of the importance of civil society becoming an active part 

in solving local environmental problems. The summer of 2003, following the oil spill, the region 

of Extremadura experienced extreme wildfires, and consequently, the Extremadura 

association started the replating project of WF4 with volunteers, supported by the Extremadura 

regional government, which continues to this date. As noted by a member: 

“A group of volunteers went to help there on the Galician coasts. And that 

same year there were incredible fires in Extremadura, in the area of Las 

Hurdes and Sierra de San Pedro. Then we saw the need for civil society to 

also participate in the resolution of those problems and it was the moment 

when we got in touch with the Junta de Extremadura” (WF4) 

About operations 

In relation to wildfire risk management, most SI initiatives address wildfire primarily through 

strategies that aim to modify or reverse rewilding processes. In this context, a common 

approach is the reestablishment or reinforcement of extensive livestock grazing as a tool for 

reducing fuel loads and restoring landscape management functions (WF1, WF3), rather than 

rewilding being an intrinsic component or driver of the social innovation itself. As noted in WF3, 
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in Southern Europe land management is widely perceived as a necessary condition for 

reducing wildfire risk:  

“Are you familiar with the risk of wildfire in the Mediterranean because of 

this forest abandonment and no management of the forest (…)? At the 

same time, the extensive livestock farming, it's decreasing in terms of 

number of projects. (…)  And there's a consensus that, extensive livestock 

farming plays a very important role in forest management, wildfire risk 

prevention strategies, etc...” (WF3) 

However, not all observed SI activities are directly oriented towards reversing these processes 

or restoring traditional land-use systems. Notably, WF1 in central Europe was closely 

connected with Spain, as its founder was trained there and the initiative’s approach is strongly 

inspired by Spanish practices and discourses on fire:  

“For a forest fire – a classic forest fire protection strip – well, why should 

we use machines there if it can actually also be done with grazing? Which, 

of course, I also know from Spain and from many other countries. Why do 

we not do that in Germany? And that is ultimately exactly the point. That is 

a political question and not a technical one.” (WF1) 

Some of the activities done by WF2 and WF4 could be considered rewilding, insofar as they 

promote the replacement of non-native monocultures with native tree species to reduce 

wildfire risk. WF2 is a specific example of local communities opposing monocultures of 

eucalyptus and promoting native tree species (Cidrás, 2022; Cidrás & González-Hidalgo, 

2022). The interviewee from WF2 explained that the removal of eucalyptus “could be referred 

to as rewilding”, although this term is not commonly used, as they consider it to have a 

negative connotation in the region. At the same time, it is important to underline that these 

interventions involve active management and active restoration. As such, they do not fully 

correspond either to proforestation or to natural reforestation of abandoned agricultural land, 

which are the two rewilding modalities examined within the WILDCARD project.  

Across the case studies, the following list presents a summary of the activities identified in the 

case studies:  

• Planting and maintenance of native tree species (WF2, WF4) 

• Conducting wildfire risk analyses to identify priority areas for intervention (WF1, WF3) 

• Supporting extensive livestock grazing to decrease fuel loads (WF1, WF3) 

• Engaging volunteers in restoration and reforestation activities (WF2, WF4) 

• Raising awareness through environmental education activities (WF2, WF3, WF4) 

• Linking forest management to local traditions (WF2, WF4) 

• Developing international collaborations for knowledge exchange (WF1, WF3, WF4) 

• Recovering traditional olive grove management (WF5) 

• Restoring historical water management systems to reduce landscape drying and fire 

susceptibility (WF5) 

• Transferring Local Ecological Knowledge from elders to newcomers in rural areas 

(WF3, WF5) 

• Promoting socio-economic revival through the development of different economic 

activities such as traditional crafts, gastronomy, tourism or short value chains (WF3, 

WF5) 
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RQ2: How do they address conflicts and social acceptability in relation to rewilding and wildfire 

risk management? 

Rewilding as a concept is known to create conflict, both discursively and materially, with 

competing forms of territorial development, ranging from more conservative biodiversity 

approaches to other rural development activities (Pellis, 2019). The SI initiatives addressing 

wildfire risk in the context of rewilding usually saw conflicts with rewilding processes, and 

therefore aimed to revert them entirely (WF3, WF5), or saw conflicts with unintended and 

unplanned rewilding processes and instead promoted activities that could also be considered 

active restoration, e.g., removing invasive/non-native tree species (e.g., acacia, eucalyptus) 

and replacing them with native ones more adapted to fire (WF2 and WF4). Importantly, in 

these latter cases, such activities are not explicitly framed as “rewilding” by local actors, who 

often associate the term with negative connotations or reputational concerns.  

For WF1, WF3, and WF6 the conflict between unintentional, unplanned rewilding processes 

– understood absent of human intervention – and   wildfire prevention (e.g., fuel load reduction) 

is considered too significant for large-scale implementation of non-intervention approaches. 

As one interviewee noted: 

“[Rewilding] is a problem. It’s a real problem because the government still 

thinks we have to rewild 30% of our territories. And we say [if that is the 

case], that 30% of our territories will burn” (WF5). 

At the same time, some interviewees to not reject the idea of unintentional rewilding, but rather 

argue for highly contextualised, actively managed forms of intervention, where non-

intervention may be acceptable for specific purposes (WF3, WF5). More broadly, a subset of 

respondents also recognises the ecological value of allowing natural dynamics, with some 

expressing a more open or positive view of the concept despite its contested public perception:  

“I personally have no problem with the concept, and in fact even as a 

science, if you want, or as an approach, it has always seemed very 

interesting to me, despite all the bad press it gets” (WF2) 

Overall, most case studies either seek to reverse rewilding processes or do not explicitly 

recognise their own activities as being related to rewilding. In many instances, rewilding is 

instead perceived as a potential source of conflict rather than a field of engagement, and as 

such these initiatives are not oriented towards actively enhancing its social acceptability.  

It should also be noted that other SI initiatives addressing similar land abandonment and 

wildfire-related dynamics exist, but were not included in this study due to their limited or weak 

connection to rewilding processes (e.g., see Pulido et al., 2023; Rodríguez Fernández-Blanco 

et al., 2022). Other examples related to rewilding processes were identified, but could not be 

included due to lack of stakeholder response, although further information is available in 

published sources (e.g., Soares et al., 2025). 



34 
 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

How do community-based social innovations emerge and operate in 

rewilding contexts? 

The findings show that many SI initiatives in rewilding contexts do not emerge with the explicit 

aim of promoting or implementing rewilding approaches. Instead, these initiatives generally 

emerge in response to unintentional rewilding processes (proforestation or natural 

reforestation of abandoned agricultural land) and the broader territorial issues associated with 

them, including rural abandonment, socio-economic decline, increased wildfire risk, weakened 

territorial stewardship, and loss of cultural landscapes. In many cases, these initiatives emerge 

specifically to counter or revert unintentional rewilding processes by reestablishing cultural 

and historical land management practices in order to prevent perceived negative 

consequences. In this sense, rewilding is often framed less as an objective to be pursued than 

as a territorial process to be managed, negotiated, or actively steered. 

A smaller subset of initiatives appears to emerge in response to the perceived consequences 

of human-modified systems, such as increased wildfire risk associated with eucalyptus 

plantations. These initiatives include activities that may also be interpreted as forms of active 

restoration (e.g., restoration of ecosystems or ecological systems through active human 

intervention), such as the removal of non-native tree species and the planting of native 

species. In addition, some initiatives explicitly promote, communicate, or raise awareness of 

ongoing active rewilding activities in the region, for example the reintroduction of bison in 

Romania.  

Across this subset, rewilding is not understood by participants as synonymous with non-

intervention. Instead, several interviewees associated rewilding with active forms of ecological 

restoration, regenerative land management, habitat recovery, extensive livestock grazing, or 

hybrid approaches that combine passive and active management. For example, the study 

finds that the removal of non-native tree species and substituting them with native ones is 

perceived by many local communities as process of landscape re-naturalization and therefore 

a form of rewilding.  

When differentiated by case type, initiatives associated with wildfire risk and the loss of cultural 

landscapes account for most of the initiatives responding to unintentional rewilding processes 

embedded in wider territorial change, most commonly in relation to abandonment of 

agricultural land, and, in some cases, proforestation. By contrast, two case studies associated 

with human-wildlife conflict respond more to intentional rewilding activities such as species 

reintroduction (WL4), or the ban on bear hunting (WL1), rather than to unintentional processes 

associated with abandonment of agricultural land and proforestation. Nevertheless, even in 

these human-wildlife conflict cases, rewilding tends to function primarily as the broader context 

in which SI can emerge, rather than as something that they want to achieve with their activities. 

Overall, the evidence suggests that SI initiatives in rewilding contexts usually emerge in 

response to unintentional rewilding processes unfolding in the landscape and, to the lesser 

extent, in the context of intentional rewilding activities. At the same time, the findings highlight 

persistent conceptual ambiguity surrounding rewilding, whose meanings extend beyond 

strictly passive or non-interventionist interpretations and vary significantly depending on local 

socio-ecological and cultural contexts. 
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How do they address conflicts and social acceptability in relation to 

the loss of cultural heritage landscapes, human–wildlife conflicts, and 

wildfire risk management? 

The study finds that, across all three types of SI cases, conflicts are less about rewilding per 

se than about broader questions of land governance, particularly the extent of human 

involvement in land management, the ways in which land should be managed, and who is 

responsible for its stewardship. Therefore, opposition and conflict were often not directed at 

all types of rewilding in general, but primarily at unintentional rewilding processes associated 

with reduced human intervention, such as allowing forests to develop freely or letting 

abandoned agricultural land to transition into forest or shrubland through natural succession. 

More specifically, no SI cases were found that explicitly supported unintentional rewilding 

approaches.  

However, in some case studies of reduced human intervention reflect deliberate policy choices 

(intentional rewilding) rather than passive/not planned processes, such as the 2017 ban on 

bear hunting in Romania, which has been linked with an increase in human-wildlife conflict. 

This introduces additional layer of conflict beyond concerns over cultural landscape loss and 

economic risk. The human fatalities triggered political backlash, and SI in this context emerged 

more as a form of damage control rather than as a driver of socio-cultural transformation. 

Across cases, local actors expressed concerns that a complete withdrawal of human 

intervention could lead to vegetation encroachment and biomass accumulation, increasing 

risks such as wildfires, wildlife-related damages, loss of cultural landscapes, declining 

territorial stewardship, and the erosion of local livelihoods and identities. Notably, even 

initiatives that supported rewilding approaches did not advocate for unintentional 

abandonment or full non-intervention, or only promoted them (e.g., proforestation) if they were 

small or experimental. Instead, they promoted intentional forms of rewilding, active restoration 

measures or hybrid forms that combine active and passive management approaches. For 

example, in the cultural landscape cases, planned rewilding activities included prescribed 

burning and active habitat restoration; in the human-wildlife cases, a hybrid approach 

combined natural regeneration of woodland with deer population management; and in the 

wildfire cases planned rewilding activities involved removing non-native tree species and 

planting native species to reduce wildfire risk. 

Across case types, these conflicts take different forms. In the cultural landscape cases, 

conflicts are driven by concerns over rural abandonment, weakened stewardship, and the loss 

of culturally managed landscapes, with wildfire risk intensifying opposition where natural 

rewilding is associated with vegetation encroachment and the decline of traditional practices. 

In the human-wildlife interaction cases, conflicts centre on the practical and social challenges 

of human–wildlife coexistence. In the wildfire risk cases, while the importance of natural 

processes is acknowledged, conflicts are more explicitly framed around rewilding itself, either 

as resistance to passive rewilding processes or as tension between wildfire prevention and 

natural regeneration, leading many actors to favour active, controlled, or spatially selective 

management rather than large-scale passive approaches. Overall, while cultural landscape 

conflicts focus on landscape abandonment and cultural loss, human-wildlife conflicts revolve 

around managing coexistence, and wildfire risk conflicts directly interrogate the feasibility and 

desirability of rewilding under wildfire risk conditions. 
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Previous analysis conducted within the WILDCARD project (Bouriaud et al., 2025) shows that 

while national-level policy stakeholders expressed an overall positive view of rewilding 

approaches, there were perceived risks such as economic loss, increased human-wildlife 

conflict, higher fire risk, and deterioration of cultural heritage. This study investigates these 

perceived risks further by investigating SI with case studies in rewilding contexts responding 

to the conflicts of loss of cultural landscapes, human–wildlife conflict and wildfire risk. The 

findings of this study suggest that in the three types of conflicts rewilding triggers distinct social 

acceptability challenges, requiring tailored analytical and engagement approaches. 

Consistent with this, unintentional rewilding approaches are not considered socially 

acceptable due to perceived associated risks. In the cultural landscape cases, wildfire risk is 

associated with the abandonment of traditional landscape management practices and 

accordingly, social acceptability is higher where restoration is embedded in spatially 

differentiated, actively managed mosaics rather than passive, large-scale non-intervention. 

Similarly, although more extreme, in the wildfire risk cases, social acceptability of unintentional 

rewilding in wildfire-risk contexts is highly constrained and closely tied to perceptions of fire 

danger and land management legitimacy. Across the wildfire cases, unintentional rewilding 

processes are frequently associated with vegetation accumulation and increased wildfire risk, 

which leads many initiatives to either oppose it outright or favour its reversal through active 

land management. In the human-wildlife cases, which primarily respond to intentional 

rewilding approaches such as species reintroduction, social acceptability is primarily produced 

through a combination of technical, communicative, and economic interventions aimed at 

reducing conflict, shaping perceptions, and distributing benefits. Across these cases, 

acceptability increases where direct damage is reduced (e.g., fencing, waste management, 

monitoring systems), where communication and participation build trust and understanding, 

and where economic linkages such as tourism or local value chains create tangible local gains. 

However, these measures do not produce uniform outcomes, and acceptability often remains 

partial, contested, and reversible. At the same time, these cases introduce an additional 

dimension: over time, SI emerging from wildlife conflict contexts can contribute to longer-term 

shifts in cultural attitudes toward wildlife, in some instances becoming enabling conditions for 

further rewilding processes, including proforestation and natural reforestation of agricultural 

land. This cultural change is frequently linked to an economic reframing of wildlife, where 

species are increasingly seen less as a cost and more as a source of income through nature-

based tourism. 

Active management, including the introduction of intentional rewilding activities, is considered 

more socially acceptable to overcome these risks, and cases often use active management 

practices to revert or counter unintentional, not planned rewilding approaches. Active 

management includes including livestock grazing, prescribed burning, shrub clearing, habitat 

restoration, agroforestry, ecological monitoring, and community stewardship. Some initiatives 

combine rewilding approaches with active restoration. These practices aim to support 

biodiversity recovery, reduce environmental risks, and maintain landscape heterogeneity while 

preserving local livelihoods and sustaining territorial identity and stewardship historically 

associated with human-managed landscapes. As a result, many SI initiatives found in this 

study balance ecological objectives with social, economic, and cultural ones. Overall, the 

findings suggest that socially acceptable forms of rewilding in European rural contexts are 

predominantly those that are intentionally designed and actively governed or those that 

integrate passive ecological processes (rewilding) within broader frameworks of active 

management and planning. 
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Annex 1  

Search strings used by theme and databases used in scientific literature review for case study 

identification. Databases vary due to availability of the case studies. 

Theme Search string(s) Databases searched 

Cultural landscapes (Europe AND "social innovation" 
AND rewilding AND "cultural 
landscape") and ((social AND 
acceptability) AND rewilding AND 
Europe). 

Web of Science, Scopus, 
Google Scholar 

Wildfire risk ("Europe" OR "European" AND 

"social innovation" OR "social ac-

ceptability" OR "technical innova-

tion"  AND "rewilding" OR "re-

wilded" OR "wilderness" AND 

"proforestation" OR "spontane-

ous forest development" OR 

"spontaneous forest growth" OR 

"abandoned agricultural land*" 

OR "abandon*" OR "abandoned 

land" OR "marginal land*" OR 

"marginal area*" OR "coloniza-

tion" OR "spontaneous regrowth" 

AND "fire*" OR "*fire" OR "wild-

fire*" OR "wildland fire*" OR "for-

est fire*" OR "land* fire*" OR "for-

est burn*").  

 

Scopus, Google Scholar 

("social innovation" OR "social 

innovat*" OR "societal innovate*" 

OR accept* OR community* OR 

"community-based" OR 

participat* OR "social 

entrepreneurship" OR "social 

enterprise") AND (rewilding OR 

rewilded OR wilderness OR 

"spontaneous forest 

development" OR "spontaneous 

forest growth" OR "abandoned 

agricultural land*" OR 

"abandoned land" OR 

"spontaneous regrowth" OR 

abandonm*) AND     (fire OR fire* 

OR wildfire* OR "wild fire*" OR 

"wildland fire*" OR "forest fire*" 

OR "vegetation fire*" OR "land* 

fire" OR "forest burn*" OR "fire 

Scopus, Google Scholar 
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risk" OR bushfire* OR "integrated 

fire management"). 

 

Wildlife and crop/livestock conflict ("Europe" OR "European") AND 
("social innovation" OR "social 
acceptability" OR "social 
acceptance" OR "community-
based" OR participat* OR 
"collective action*" OR 
governance OR "civil society") 
AND ("rewilding" OR "rewilded" 
OR "natural rewilding" OR 
"proforestation" OR 
"spontaneous forest 
development" OR "spontaneous 
forest growth" OR "abandoned 
agricultural land*" OR abandon* 
OR "marginal land*" OR "natural 
regeneration") AND ("human-
wildlife conflict*" OR "wildlife 
conflict*" OR coexistence OR 
"conflict mitigation" OR tolerance 
OR perception*). 

For thematic refinement, a 
wildlife-specific sub-string was 
applied: 
 ("bear*" OR "wolf*" OR "lynx" OR 
"wild boar*" OR ungulate* OR 
"deer*" OR "beaver*") AND 
("crop*" OR "livestock" OR 
"damage*" OR "depredation" OR 
"human cost*" OR "economic 
loss*" OR resistance OR 
tolerance). 

Web of Science (WoS), 
Google Scholar 
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Annex 2  

Questionnaire and interview guides used for data collection on social innovation in the case 

studies 

Questionnaire used for cultural landscape case studies 

Social innovation in rewilding contexts [Questionnaire] 

Thank you for your participation in the WILDCARD project. 

The WILDCARD project - https://wildcard-project.eu/ - unveils the contribution of the rewilding 

approach to addressing the climate and biodiversity crises across European landscapes. 

Rewilding is emerging as a key ecological approach for restoring natural processes by 

reducing human control over landscapes. However, these approaches often generate conflict 

with the conservation of cultural landscapes. 

With this project, we want to study the role of communities in addressing unexplored social 

challenges in rewilding contexts. 

Below is a brief survey to gather essential information about your case study/initiative and 

assess its relevance to our research on community-based social innovation in rewilding 

contexts. By beginning to complete the questionnaire, you consent to participate. The data 

collected through this survey will be treated confidentially and anonymously within the 

WILDCARD project. The Ethics Committee of the University of Padua has approved this study. 

INITIATIVE OVERVIEW 

1. Initiative/Project name and location 

● What is the name of the initiative or project? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

● In which country/region/municipality(ies) is it located?  

___________________________________________________________________ 

● Approximately how large is the geographic area covered by the initiative? (e.g., single 

village, municipality, region) 

___________________________________________________________________ 

2. Primary rewilding approach: Which of the following rewilding schemes does your initiative 

primarily address? (Select one) 

● Natural rewilding of abandoned agricultural land: Allowing agricultural areas that 

have been abandoned to naturally return to wild or semi-wild states without active 

management 

● Proforestation: Halting or reducing active forest management to allow spontaneous 

forest development and natural succession 

● Mix of the above options 

● None of the above: (Please specify)_____________________________________ 
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3. Main challenge addressed: Which of the three following issues does your initiative 

primarily address? (Select one or more) 

● Loss of cultural heritage of landscape 

● Wildlife-crop/livestock conflicts 

● Wildfire risk management 

● Other: (Please specify)_________________________________________________ 

SOCIAL INNOVATION CHARACTERISTICS 

Social innovation refers to new or improved ways of working together and organizing society 

to address a challenge or meet a need, in this case, related to rewilding. This can include new 

partnerships, collaborations, governance arrangements, or community engagement strategies 

that emerge from people working together to solve local problems. 

4. What started this initiative? 

● What was the main conflict, problem, or need that prompted the emergence of this 

social innovation? (e.g., community concern about heritage loss, wildlife damage, fire 

risk; rewilding as an opportunity to conserve the environment and promote community 

awareness) 

___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 

● When did this initiative emerge? (Year or approximate period) 

___________________________________________________________________ 

● Is the initiative still active/ongoing? 

● Yes 

● No 

5. How do people work together differently now? 

● Did this initiative involve the creation of new forms of collaboration, relationships (intra 

and extra-community), or governance arrangements? (Examples: new partnerships 

between stakeholders, novel management arrangements, new community networks, 

changes in decision-making processes). Please describe briefly: 

___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 

6. Who is involved from the local community?  

Please list the main organizations and stakeholders involved in your initiative and indicate their 

level of involvement by marking the appropriate column. 

Organization
/ 

Actor type 

(e.g., Local 

Leading/ 
Co-leading 

Active 
participants 

Consultativ
e role 

Limited 
involvement 
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Stakeholder 
Name 

community, NGO, 
Voluntary 
organization, 
Government, 
Farmer, etc.) 

the initiative   

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 Choose here ●  ●  ●  ●  

 

OUTCOMES AND IMPACTS 

7. What has this initiative achieved? What are the main outcomes or benefits generated by 

this social innovation? (Select all that apply) 

● Improved management of the focal rewilding issue (cultural heritage/wildlife/wildfire) 

● Enhanced community well-being or social cohesion 

● Economic benefits for local communities 

● Environmental improvements 

● Increased community engagement in cultural and/or environmental conservation 

● New (or reconfigured) social practices 

● Other (please specify): _______________ 

8. How new or different is this approach? How novel or different is this initiative compared 

to what was being done before in your area? 

● Absolute innovation: This is an entirely new approach that has not been tried before 

in your local context or region. 

●  Relative innovation: This approach combines new ideas with existing practices, 

adapted or imported from elsewhere, and modified to fit your local context. 

●  Incremental innovation: This approach involves improving or refining existing local 

practices, building on what is already being done. 

9. Additional Information 
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● Is there anything else you think is important for us to know about this case study that 

would help us understand why it's a good example of social innovation in rewilding 

contexts? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you for your contribution to the WILDCARD project! 
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Interview guideline for social innovation case studies study on 

rewilding and wildfire risk or wildlife conflict (ENGLISH)  

Interview questions 

Introduction to initiative and interviewee: 

1. Introduction to the initiative [if already known, confirm with the interviewee the follow-

ing] 

a. What is the name of your initiative or project? 

b. When did it start? is it still active? (If not, when did it end, and why?) 

2. Where/At what level does it operate? (municipal, regional, national) (Confirm the lo-

cation is known and/if they work in other places as well) 

3. What is/was your role within the initiative? Please describe briefly  

Social innovation characteristics:  

4. What triggered the start of this initiative? (How did this initiative start? Who had the 

idea? How did the activities start...?) 

a. [If not mentioned] Was [increased wildfire risk, loss of cultural landscapes, 

wildlife conflict] a result of abandonment of agricultural land or leaving forests 

unmanaged? 

5. [If not mentioned] Was the initiative replicated or adopted from somewhere else, or is 

it completely new? If replicated or adopted, from which context?  

6. What kind of activities is your initiative involved in? 

7. Would you say that these activities help to address [wildfire risk, loss of cultural land-

scapes, or wildlife conflicts] and/or  

a. … Other aspects/conflicts? 

Community involvement and stakeholders: 

8. What stakeholders are involved in the initiative and what are their roles? 

a. [If not mentioned] Who is the core group? [Is it possible to know who is the 

innovator/who had the first idea?] 

b. [If not mentioned] What are the main beneficiaries? 

c. [If not mentioned] What other actors are involved? 

d. [If not mentioned] How is the local community involved and what is their role?  

e. [If not mentioned] What type of land do you operate on and who owns the 

land? 

9. Did/has the initiative result(ed) in new collaboration, relationships, or changed some-

how decision-making processes between stakeholders? If so, how? 

Outcomes and impacts: 

10. What have been so far/were the main social, governance, economic, and ecological 

achievements or benefits of this initiative?  

Rewilding interactions in the CS (on proforestation and natural rewilding): 

Explain: The Wildcard project researches two specific rewilding approaches: 

proforestation, meaning to set aside forests/no intervention management, and natural 

forest expansion on abandoned land.  
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11. What does rewilding mean to you? 

12. The WILDCARD project focuses on two specific rewilding approaches: Proforestation 

meaning to set aside forests/no intervention management, and natural forest expan-

sion on abandoned (agriculture) land. What impact/effect do you think these two 

strategies could have in your region? [Ensure respondents consider both positive and 

negative impacts] 

a) Main impacts that people around you (belonging to their SI case study) per-

ceive regarding proforestation (letting forests develop freely, without forest 

management)? 

b) Main impacts that people around you (belonging to their SI case study) per-

ceive regarding natural vegetation developing on abandoned agricultural 

lands? 

13. In the perspective of your initiative/organization/community - Are you aware of any 

(other) conflicts/problems/difficulties related to any of these two rewilding ap-

proaches (proforestation and natural rewilding) in your region? [ensure we under-

stand rewilding-related conflicts in the area]  

Additional inputs and stakeholder recommendations 

11. Is there anything else about this initiative that we haven’t discussed that you think is 

important to add? 

12.  Is there anyone else you would recommend we speak with to get additional perspec-

tives on this initiative? 
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Annex 3  

Template for standardized in-depth case study description 

Template used for reporting of the results from the questionnaire and interviews in the social 

innovation case studies. A full compilation of each of the Annexes 3 has been compilated in a 

different document, for readability purposes.  

NAME OF THE INITIATIVE - Region, Country 

• Type of conflict (a) loss of cultural landscapes (b) wildlife conflicts (c) increase of wild-
fire risk 

• Bioregion of the case:  
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

History and development of the Case Study 

- Please describe the trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 
- Please also describe any scale-up and/or scale-down that may have occurred. (or if 

the initiative is the result of the scaling up and/or down of an initiative) 

- If possible, include a timeline with the most relevant events of the initiative  

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion 
- Please add any relevant location maps you may have  

- Additional information  

Additional information on the initiative (if any)  

Please describe any additional information you may have identified on the Case Study. Please 

highlight especially if you have found any literature.  

On the region 

• Biophysical 

• Economic 

• Political and Administrative 

Please describe the area where the Case Study operates. Please provide sufficient detail so 

that an external reader can understand the biophysical and economic context. Please include 

information on administrative (e.g. where possible making use of/reference to Nomenclature 

of territorial units for statistics or equivalent, as subnational divisions are not equivalent across 

countries), and socio-economic situation, as well as ecological information. If you have any 

relevant maps or figures, please include them  and reference them here.  

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

Please describe in which sense the Case Study may be considered as socially innovative 
(e.g. the type of reconfiguration that has occurred, or the dimensions of SI that shows). 
Please add references to the social innovation literature if relevant  

Relationship to rewilding 
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Please describe how the case relates to rewilding. Please describe whether it constitutes a 

reaction or a promotion to the rewilding approaches under focus (Proforestation or natural 

rewilding)  

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

Please describe the trigger of the initiative 

 

Activities  

- Please describe the social innovation activities  
 

 

 
Involved actors or agents:  

- Please describe the different actors or agents involved in this Case Study, according 
to the below categories:  

Trigger: The “spark” that causes the Social Innovation to emerge. An event or situation that 

is identified as being no longer acceptable (e.g. adverse life conditions), or that brings 

unexpected opportunities to the area (e.g. introduction of new, positive policy instruments). It 

can be a single event or the accumulation of events which, after a certain period, generate a 

reaction (i.e. the Social Innovation initiative). The trigger can happen at any level 

(international, regional, national or local). 

The trigger may emerge in connection with: 

· A single time-bound event (e.g. a three-day extreme flooding event). 

· An accumulation of unmet needs (e.g. a prolonged period of a worsening in the quality of 

social life because of depopulation). 

· Outcome of a long-term process when a situation becomes untenable (e.g. a critical 

demographic situation reached as consequence of a process of ageing and abandonment of 

a mountain area). 

Triggers are usually considered as “external” to the actors and independent of their 

perception and recognition. However, in the SIMRA evaluation framework the approach 

taken is to understand how each specific situation is perceived, framed and interpreted by 

the actors themselves. 

Activities: Project activities refer to all those daily working tasks, procedures and practical 

solutions that are realized in practice for managing the Social Innovation initiative in its 

implementation phases, when Social Innovation project(s) are established. Project activities 

encompass actions (e.g. planning and management), procedures and practices that are 

required for the Social Innovation project(s) to function and produce outputs, outcomes and 

impacts. Project activities can become recurrent, when the Social Innovation project(s) is/are 

consolidated. 
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o Core group (Innovator if known) 
o Beneficiaries (direct and indirect) 
o Other engaged actors (“transformers” describe the type of engagement) 

 

The core group  The initial group of innovators and their first follower(s), i.e. those who 

were involved at the preliminary stages of originating a social innova-

tion initiative. 

 

Following the SIMRA framework, the core group is composed of:  

- Innovator(s): Identifiable individuals who had the initial idea. 
They can be members of the local community (e.g. local lead-
ers), or external to the community (e.g. newcomers or people 
who spent time training or working somewhere else).  
 

- Follower(s): The first people who believe in, adopt or support 
the idea of the innovator(s). They can be co-creators or those 
who identify a practical approach to take an idea forward. They 
can be skilled in its promotion or dissemination at an early 
stage. Together with the innovator(s), they constitute the social 
innovation core group and start to implement the idea (which 
is later re-arranged and consolidated with the additional contri-
bution of transformers). 

Other engaged 

actors (Trans-

formers) 

New actors who enter into the course of development of the social 

innovation after the initial phases and support the initiative of the core 

group. They contribute to the reconfiguration of social practices, for 

example by adopting the idea, supporting it, re-framing it according to 

their values and/or spreading it to other people in the network. 

Beneficiaries (Di-

rect and indirect) 

Direct beneficiaries are those who benefit directly from the outputs and 

outcomes of the social innovation. These are the people who are tar-

geted specifically by the Social Innovation project, i.e. those for whom 

the project outputs and outcomes have been designed. 

 

Indirect beneficiaries are those who are linked with a relationship to 

direct beneficiaries and so will indirectly benefit from the outputs and 

outcomes of the social innovation project, thus experiencing the im-

pacts of social innovation. These are the people who are not targeted 

specifically by the social innovation project outputs and outcomes, but 

who get some benefits from them (in principle, society as a whole) 
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Reconfiguring social practices 

 Describe the process of reconfiguring (whether its social practices, attitudes, networks and/or 

governance arrangements, or a mix of those).  

 

Novelty of the SI approach 

How new or different is this approach in your area and in general? How novel or different 

is this initiative compared to what was being done before in your area? Where was it taken 

from, if adapted from somewhere else? Distinguish between “completely new” and 

“adapted from somewhere else”  

• Completely new:  

• Adapted from somewhere else:  

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  
 

Economic  
 

Social  
 

Governance  
 

Others 
 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study 

(on proforestation and natural rewilding): 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

• Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

• Supporting/not supporting natural rewilding 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed (Van de Port et al., 2026): 

• Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The Reconfiguring (and then reconfigured) social practices   

The process of change that may occur in social practices i.e. ‘new rules of the social game’ 

as consequences of, or in relation to, the launch of the Social Innovation idea in its first steps 

after the initial preparatory actions. A change in social practices can be: Aa) change in the 

relationships amongst actors (new networks); and/or ii) change in their attitudes (connected 

to beliefs and values); and/or iii) change in governance arrangements.  The reconfigured 

situation is the one which emerges from the process of change. 
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(e.g.  wildfire risk, wildlife conflicts, economic impacts):  

 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the 

conflict described (value dimension):  

(e.g. lack of social inclusion, values clash towards nature/management, stakeholder conflicts) 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if inten-

tional, if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes 

(Process dimension): 

(e.g. injustices perceived in governance processes, top-down perception) 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management 
as well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge di-
mension): 

(e.g. negative media, different knowledge system, rewilding term) 
 
 
 

Compilation of all standardized in-depth case study descriptions 

 

Cultural landscape conflict 

CL1 – Rewild Sicily - Sicily, Italy 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: multiple municipalities; regional scale with local case  studies such as 

Altofonte, Petralia, Partinico in province of Palermo. 

• Type of conflict: loss of cultural landscapes (CL); wildlife conflicts (WL); increase of 

 wildfire risk (FR) 

• Biogeographic region of the case: Mediterranean 

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study  

Collettivo Rewild Sicily is a civic-led initiative established in 2022, operating across the Sicilian 

region. The initiative addresses biodiversity loss, wildfire risk, and landscape degradation 

through a combination of ecological restoration activities and community engagement. 

The initiative adopts a strongly participatory and community-oriented approach, actively 

involving local communities in both the design and implementation of interventions. Activities 

are not only ecological but also social, aiming to reconnect communities with their territories 

and rebuild local stewardship practices. 

Available evidence shows that the initiative integrates ecological restoration with social 

processes, including knowledge exchange, capacity building, and collaborative planning, 

positioning itself at the intersection between rewilding and social innovation. 
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1.2 History and development of the Case Study  

The initiative was established in 2022 by a small group of individuals with backgrounds in 

natural sciences and design, initially motivated by concerns about the loss of forest cover in 

Sicily and the need for ecological restoration. Early reflections and activities were therefore 

oriented towards reforestationand landscape recovery. 

However, engagement with local contexts quickly highlighted that wildfire dynamics 

represented a critical barrier to any long-term restoration effort. This led to a shift in focus 

towards wildfire prevention and integrated landscape management. A key turning point 

occurred when local actors—including the municipality of  Altofonte, civil protection, and 

local associations—approached the initiative with a  specific request to develop a 

project based on prescribed burning. This practice,  although used in other contexts, had not 

been previously implemented in a  structured way within the Sicilian legislative and 

operational framework. The project was co-designed with local stakeholders, combining 

technical expertise  and local knowledge, and supported through dedicated funding. This 

first  intervention marked the operational start of the initiative on the ground and acted 

 as a catalyst for further development. 

Following this initial phase, the initiative progressively: 

• expanded its activities across multiple municipalities,  

• diversified its areas of intervention (e.g. reforestation, ecological restoration, 

education),  

• strengthened collaboration with local communities and institutions,  

• engaged in participatory territorial planning processes,  

• connected with broader European and international rewilding networks.  

Over time, the initiative has evolved from a small informal collective into a more structured and 

growing organisation, characterised by a multidisciplinary team and an increasing capacity to 

operate across different territorial contexts. 

1.3 Location map 

Biogeographic region: Mediterranean 
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Figure 4. Location of the case study in Sicily, with Palermo and its province  (North-West) as the main 
area of interest. Source: Google Maps. 

 

1.4 On the initiative  

• Collettivo Rewild Sicily (2023–2025). Official website. 

Available at: https://collettivorewildsicily.com 

• Rewilding Europe (2023). Collettivo Rewild Sicily – European Rewilding Network. 

Available at: https://rewildingeurope.com/rew-project/collettivo-rewild-sicily/ 

• Sicily Environment Fund (2023). Common ground: territorial planning with and for 

the community to prevent wildfires. 

Available at: https://sicilyenvironment.org/grants/common-ground-territorial-

planning-with-and-for-the-community-to-prevent-wildfires/ 

 

1.5 On the region 

Sicily is characterised by Mediterranean ecosystems with high biodiversity, including forested 

areas, agroecosystems, and semi-natural landscapes. The region is exposed to significant 

environmental pressures, particularly drought, land degradation, and recurrent wildfires. 

The regional economy is traditionally based on agriculture and pastoralism (primary sector), 

alongside small-scale agro-processing and food production (secondary sector). The tertiary 

sector plays a major role, especially in urban and coastal areas, including services related to 

tourism, public administration, education, and emerging nature-based activities. However, 

many inland and rural areas are affected by land abandonment, depopulation, and limited 

economic diversification. 

Regional authorities (Regione Sicilia) are responsible for land-use planning, environmental 

regulation, and forest management, although governance processes are often perceived as 

slow and fragmented. Local administrations (municipalities) play a key role in implementing 

territorial actions and engaging with local communities, often acting as key partners in place-

based and community-driven initiatives. 

https://collettivorewildsicily.com/
https://rewildingeurope.com/rew-project/collettivo-rewild-sicily/
https://sicilyenvironment.org/grants/common-ground-territorial-planning-with-and-for-the-community-to-prevent-wildfires/
https://sicilyenvironment.org/grants/common-ground-territorial-planning-with-and-for-the-community-to-prevent-wildfires/
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2. Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

This case study is particularly relevant for the analysis of social innovation in rewilding 

contexts, as it combines an initial internally driven motivation with a subsequent demand-

driven activation at the local level. 

The initiative was originally conceived by its founders in response to the lack of forest cover 

and the need for reforestation in Sicily, reflecting an ecological concern related to long-

term landscape degradation. However, its operational development was triggered by a 

specific request from local actors (e.g. municipality, civil protection, local associations) to 

address wildfire risk through innovative approaches such as prescribed burning. 

This dual origin highlights a key element of social innovation: the alignment between bottom-

up civic initiative and locally expressed needs, leading to the co-creation of context-

specific solutions. 

Beyond its ecological objectives, the initiative actively reshapes the relationship between 

communities and their environment by: 

• engaging local actors in both the design and implementation of interventions,  

• facilitating collaboration between previously disconnected or conflicting stakeholder 

groups,  

• promoting collective learning and knowledge exchange processes,  

• supporting the emergence of locally embedded practices and networks.  

The innovative character of the case lies not in the introduction of entirely new practices, but 

in the integration of ecological restoration with participatory processes, and in the 

reconfiguration of social practices and governance arrangements. 

This makes the case a strong example of social innovation, where rewilding is embedded 

within broader processes of community engagement, collaboration, and institutional 

interaction.  

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

The initiative shows strong characteristics of social innovation processes, including: 

Changes in social practices 

• active involvement of local communities in ecological restoration (e.g. collective 

planting, fire prevention activities)  

• emergence of community-led practices such as voluntary fire monitoring and local 

stewardship  

• continuation of activities beyond project duration through self-organised community 

action  

Changes in relationships and networks 

• creation of new connections between previously disconnected actors (e.g. farmers, 

hunters, guides, institutions)  
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• strengthening of local networks and mutual support systems  

• increased collaboration between civic actors, NGOs, and public administrations  

Changes in governance arrangements 

• participatory territorial planning processes (e.g. co-designed wildfire guidelines later 

adopted at regional level)  

• shift from fragmented actions to more coordinated and collective approaches  

• increased role of local communities in decision-making processes  

Knowledge-related aspects 

• integration of scientific knowledge (e.g. fire ecology, GIS mapping) with local ecological 

knowledge  

• strong emphasis on environmental education and capacity building  

• recognition of knowledge gaps in local communities due to loss of traditional practices  

• use of participatory processes to bridge knowledge systems  

These elements indicate a clear reconfiguration of social practices and governance dynamics, 

with evidence of emerging long-term transformation processes. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative is directly related to rewilding, as it promotes ecological restoration processes 

and biodiversity recovery while engaging with human-dominated landscapes. 

Its approach can be described as hybrid and adaptive, combining: 

• natural regeneration processes (e.g. natural afforestation),  

• elements consistent with proforestation (reduced intervention),  

• active land management practices where needed (e.g. fire prevention, planting, 

agroforestry).  

Rather than applying a strictly passive rewilding model, the initiative adapts its interventions 

to local ecological and social conditions, particularly in a context characterised by high wildfire 

risk and long-term human influence on landscapes. 

This flexible approach reflects the need to balance ecological processes with risk management 

and local livelihoods, highlighting the complexity of implementing rewilding in Mediterranean 

environments.  

3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

3.1 Trigger of the initiative:  

The emergence of the initiative can be understood through a combination of initial and 

operational triggers, reflecting both internal motivations and external demands. 

Initial trigger (internal motivation):The initiative originated from the founders’ concern about  

the significant loss of forest cover in Sicily and the perceived need for reforestation and 

ecological restoration. This reflects a broader awareness of long-term environmental 
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degradation, including land abandonment, biodiversity loss, and declining ecosystem 

resilience. 

Operational trigger (external demand): The actual activation of the initiative at the territorial 

level was driven by a specific request from local actors, including the municipality, civil 

protection, and local associations, to develop a project addressing wildfire risk. This request 

focused on the implementation of prescribed burning, a practice rarely applied and not fully 

integrated into the legislative framework in Sicily and in Italy. 

Local stakeholders actively sought collaboration with actors possessing expertise in fire 

management, post-fire restoration, and community–territory relations. The project was 

therefore co-designed, including the identification of funding opportunities and the 

development of practical interventions. 

This dual trigger highlights the interaction between civic initiative and local needs, showing 

how the initiative evolved from an initial ecological concern into a place-based and demand-

driven process, rooted in concrete territorial challenges. 

3.2 Activities  

The initiative implements a diverse set of activities, structured around three main areas of 

intervention: 

• Wildfire prevention and management, including prescribed burning, fuel reduction 

strategies, and support to territorial planning processes;  

• Reforestation and ecological restoration, through tree planting, direct seeding, 

agroforestry systems, and support to natural regeneration processes;  

• Reintroduction of species and ecological processes, aiming to restore lost 

ecological functions and improve ecosystem resilience.  

These core activities are complemented by a range of cross-cutting actions, such as: 

• environmental education and training programmes (including youth-focused 

initiatives),  

• participatory planning processes involving local communities and institutions,  

• citizen science and ecological monitoring,  

• restoration of river systems and reconnection of communities with freshwater 

ecosystems,  

• facilitation of knowledge exchange between different stakeholder groups.  

Overall, the initiative adopts a multi-functional approach, combining ecological, social, and 

educational components 

 

3.3 Involved actors or agents:  

The initiative involves a diverse range of actors operating at different levels, reflecting its 

participatory and multi-stakeholder nature. 
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Core group 

• Collettivo Rewild Sicily, a multidisciplinary civic collective including natural scientists, 

designers, communication experts, and other professionals  

Followers 

• local volunteers, trainees, and participants in training programmes  

Other engaged actors (transformers) 

• local municipalities (e.g. Altofonte, Petralia), often acting as key partners in project 

implementation  

• local associations and NGOs, frequently involved in joint activities  

• farmers, shepherds, hunters, and forest workers, contributing practical knowledge and 

territorial expertise  

• schools and educational institutions, particularly in awareness and training activities  

• regional authorities, with a more limited and sometimes challenging role due to 

governance constraints  

Beneficiaries 

Direct beneficiaries: 

• local communities involved in project activities  

• farmers and land users directly affected by environmental changes  

Indirect beneficiaries: 

• broader society  

• ecosystems and biodiversity  

The initiative is also connected to international rewilding networks (such as Rewilding Britain 

and  Rewilding Netherlands), which provide additional support, knowledge exchange, and 

legitimacy.  

 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

Evidence from the case study indicates a concrete reconfiguration of social practices at the 

local level, particularly in relation to how communities interact with land, ecosystems, and 

environmental risks. 

This includes: 

• Shift from passive to active stewardship: local communities are increasingly 

involved in hands-on activities such as tree planting, fire prevention, and landscape 

restoration, moving from a previously passive role to active environmental 

management.  

• Emergence of community-based environmental practices: new practices such as 

voluntary wildfire monitoring (“community guardianship”), collective planting events, 
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and informal mutual aid networks have developed and, in some cases, continue 

independently beyond project implementation.  

• Reactivation of local knowledge and practices: the initiative facilitates the recovery 

and transmission of local ecological knowledge (e.g. land use, fire behaviour, 

landscape reading), often through exchanges between different groups (e.g. farmers, 

hunters, guides, forest workers).  

• Integration of new practices in everyday activities: practices such as agroforestry, 

regenerative land management, and sustainable agriculture are being adopted or 

tested by local actors, sometimes leading to changes in production systems.  

• Increased community self-organisation: in several cases, communities have 

continued activities autonomously (e.g. maintaining planted areas, organising local 

initiatives), indicating early signs of consolidation of new practices.  

Overall, these changes suggest a transition from fragmented, individual actions towards more 

collective, organised, and place-based environmental practices. 

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

The initiative presents elements of both relative and context-specific innovation, rather 

than  absolute novelty. 

Most of the individual practices implemented (e.g. agroforestry, ecological restoration, 

environmental education, monitoring activities) are not new per se. However, their 

combination, integration, and mode of implementation represent a significant innovation 

within the local context. 

Overall, the innovation lies primarily in the reconfiguration of practices and governance 

arrangements, rather than in the introduction of entirely new techniques. The initiative 

represents a hybrid and adaptive model, tailored to the specific ecological and socio-

institutional conditions of Sicily.  

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental 

• implementation of reforestation and restoration actions (approx. 

7,000 trees planted) 

• reduction of wildfire risk in targeted areas through fuel 

management and spatial planning 

• restoration of ecological processes (e.g. river systems, habitat 

connectivity) 

• initial steps towards species and ecosystem recovery 

 

Economic 
• support to diversification of local agricultural practices (e.g. 

agroforestry systems, regenerative approaches) 
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• evidence of improved economic outcomes in individual pilot 

cases (e.g. agricultural diversification leading to increased 

productivity and market access) 

• contribution to emerging nature-based economic activities 

Social 

• significant increase in environmental awareness and 

ecological knowledge among local communities 

• strengthening of community cohesion and cooperation, 

including between previously disconnected groups 

• emergence of self-organised initiatives (e.g. volunteer fire 

monitoring, continued stewardship activities) 

• reactivation of local identity and connection to the territory 

Governance 

• transition from fragmented and uncoordinated actions to more 

structured and participatory planning processes 

• increased collaboration between local actors, municipalities, 

and organisations 

• development of locally co-designed guidelines, later adopted 

at broader (regional) scale 

• gradual shift towards more inclusive and bottom-up 

governance practices 

Others 

• improved capacity to address conflicts by reframing them as 

shared challenges 

• increased resilience of local socio-ecological systems 

• stronger integration between ecological and social dimensions 

of land management 

  

4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation and 

natural afforestation) 

 

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study  

 

Supporting proforestation 

The initiative appears to support processes consistent with proforestation, particularly where 

the natural maturation of forest ecosystems contributes to biodiversity recovery and 

ecosystem resilience. However, this support is not framed as a fully passive approach. 

Available evidence suggests that forest expansion is considered appropriate when combined 

with active land management practices, such as grazing and fuel control, in order to mitigate 

wildfire risk (FR) and ensure compatibility with existing land uses. As such, proforestation is 
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implicitly supported in a context-dependent manner, where ecological benefits are balanced 

with risk management and local socio-economic conditions. 

 

Supporting natural afforestation 

Natural afforestation is similarly supported as part of broader ecological restoration dynamics, 

especially in areas affected by land abandonment. Spontaneous vegetation regrowth is 

perceived as a potential pathway for ecosystem recovery, aligning with the initiative’s 

emphasis on natural processes. At the same time, its application appears to be conditional, 

as unmanaged vegetation growth may increase wildfire risk (FR) and contribute to changes in 

cultural landscapes (CL). For this reason, the initiative seems to favour approaches that 

integrate natural afforestation with active management and existing agro-silvo-pastoral 

practices, ensuring that ecological regeneration remains compatible with local needs and 

landscape characteristics. 

 

4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The main material aspects of the conflict relate to wildfire risk and wildlife–human interactions. 

Recurrent wildfires represent a major issue in the area and were identified as one of the key 

triggers of the initiative. In addition, interactions between wildlife and agricultural activities 

generate tensions, particularly affecting farmers. The initiative addresses these issues through 

practical measures such as grazing systems, agroforestry practices, and wildlife monitoring. 

 

Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the conflict 

described (Value dimension):  

The available information suggests the coexistence of different perspectives regarding land 

use and environmental management. The initiative promotes ecological restoration and 

regenerative practices, while operating in a context where agricultural activities and existing 

land uses remain relevant. Divergences may arise in relation to wildlife presence and land 

management practices, particularly where these affect farming activities. 

 

Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, if 

not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 

dimension): 

Rewilding-related interventions appear to be implemented through a bottom-up and 

participatory approach. The initiative involves civic actors, volunteer organisations, NGOs, and 

public administration, with processes that include local engagement and early participation. 

No explicit evidence of exclusion or conflict in decision-making processes is reported. 

 

Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as well 

as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

The initiative highlights significant knowledge gaps within local communities, particularly due 

to the loss of traditional ecological knowledge linked to depopulation. At the same time, it 
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actively integrates scientific knowledge (e.g. fire ecology, GIS-based planning) with local 

knowledge  systems. 

Rather than generating conflict, differences in knowledge systems are addressed through 

participatory processes and training activities. However, tensions initially emerged between 

traditional conservation approaches (often top-down and closed) and the more open, 

community-based rewilding approach promoted by the initiative. 

The initiative actively works to bridge these differences by promoting transparency, collective 

learning, and shared responsibility for environmental management 

 

CL2 – Leza Valley – La Rioja, Spain 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: regional 

• Type of conflict: loss of cultural landscapes (CL); increase of wildfire risk (FR) 

• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study  

The Leza Valley case study refers to a regional land management programme implemented 

in La Rioja, aimed at addressing vegetation dynamics in rural mountain areas affected by land 

abandonment. 

The initiative focuses on the management of shrub encroachment through mechanical 

clearing, combined with the maintenance of extensive livestock systems. While the 

programme is applied at regional level, the Leza Valley represents a relevant case where 

these interventions have been implemented and studied in detail. 

The approach combines ecological and socio-economic objectives, particularly wildfire 

prevention, landscape management, and support to pastoral activities. 

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

The initiative has its roots in the 1980s, emerging from a combination of scientific knowledge 

and growing environmental concerns. 

An initial inspiration can be traced back to experimental work carried out in the Pyrenees, 

where vegetation management through shrub clearing and grazing was tested as a way to 

restore abandoned land and maintain open landscapes. 

Building on these experiences, the regional government of La Rioja commissioned a study in 

1984 on abandoned land and forest dynamics. The study proposed the recovery of former 

agricultural areas through shrub clearing and grazing. 

At the same time, the region was facing a significant increase in wildfire occurrence. This 

context led the administration to adopt shrub clearing as a management strategy, formally 

introducing the programme in 1986. 
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Over time, the initiative expanded, particularly from the late 1990s onwards, when additional 

European funding enabled a larger scale of intervention. Today, it operates as a consolidated 

and long-term regional policy.  

1.3 Location map 

• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean 

 

Figure 5. La Rioja Region and the Leza Valley. Source: Universidad de La Rioja 

1.4 On the initiative (if any)  

•  https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Study-area-Leza-Valley-in-La-Rioja-Spain-and-

 location-of-the-different-LULCs_fig1_387915321 

1.5 On the region 

 Biophysical 

The Leza Valley covers approximately 274.2 km² and is characterised by: 

Mediterranean vegetation 

• shrubland expansion in some areas 

• exposure to wildfire risk 

• Economic context 

Economic context 

The area is characterised by: 

• extensive livestock farming 

• rural economies dependent on land-based activities 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Study-area-Leza-Valley-in-La-Rioja-Spain-and-
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Study-area-Leza-Valley-in-La-Rioja-Spain-and-
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• Political and administrative context 

Political and administrative context 

The initiative is led by: 

• regional administration (Consejería de Medio Ambiente) 

• municipalities (Ayuntamientos) 

• livestock farmers (ganaderos) 

 

2. Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case presents elements of social innovation mainly related to governance arrangements 

and knowledge integration, rather than to strong bottom-up dynamics. 

The initiative combines: 

• scientific knowledge and policy-making,  

• environmental objectives with socio-economic needs,  

• regional planning with local input.  

While the programme is primarily driven by the regional administration, municipalities play a 

role by requesting interventions based on local needs. In some cases, local actors (e.g. 

farmers or municipal representatives) may provide input or express preferences regarding the 

implementation of interventions, which can occasionally influence decisions. 

However, these interactions are not systematic and decision-making remains largely 

centralised. Community involvement is therefore mostly indirect, and local populations do not 

actively co-design or implement actions. 

For this reason, the case can be considered a form of policy innovation informed by 

scientific knowledge, with a limited and governance-oriented social innovation component.  

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

Changes in social practices 

The initiative has led to some adjustments in land management practices, particularly through 

the integration of shrub clearing and grazing as complementary tools. However, these 

changes are mainly embedded within an institutional framework, and there is limited evidence 

of broader transformations in everyday social practices or community-led initiatives. 

 

Changes in relationships and networks 

The programme has contributed to the establishment of interactions between regional 

authorities, municipalities, and local actors (e.g. farmers and livestock breeders). While these 

relationships allow for the exchange of information and, in some cases, local input, they remain 

relatively structured and do not imply the emergence of new or strongly transformative 

networks. 
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Changes in governance arrangements 

The initiative reflects a structured governance model, where regional authorities retain 

decision-making power, while municipalities play a role in requesting interventions. In some 

cases, local actors may influence specific implementation choices, but these interactions are 

not formalised and do not significantly alter the overall top-down nature of the system. 

 

Knowledge-related aspects 

Scientific knowledge has played a central role in the design and justification of the initiative, 

particularly in relation to vegetation dynamics, wildfire risk, and grazing systems. This 

knowledge is integrated into policy and management practices, although there is limited 

evidence of systematic co-production of knowledge with local communities. 

 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative is closely related to rewilding processes, but primarily as a response to their 

effects. 

Following rural abandonment, natural vegetation expansion led to increased biomass, 

landscape homogenisation, and higher wildfire risk. The programme was developed to 

manage these dynamics through selective intervention. 

The approach does not aim to stop rewilding entirely, but to balance natural processes with 

active management, maintaining a mosaic landscape that includes forests, shrubs, and open 

areas. 

In this sense, the case represents a hybrid approach, where rewilding is both allowed and 

managed depending on ecological and socio-economic conditions.  

3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

The emergence of the initiative reflects a combination of scientific, environmental, and 

institutional drivers. 

An initial trigger can be identified in experimental work on vegetation management through 

grazing and shrub clearing in abandoned areas. These experiences demonstrated the 

potential to restore pasture and manage vegetation dynamics. 

This knowledge was incorporated into a study commissioned by the regional government in 

1984, which proposed vegetation management as a strategy for dealing with abandoned land. 

At the same time, increasing wildfire risk in the early 1980s created a strong need for 

intervention. The regional administration therefore adopted shrub clearing as a policy tool to 

reduce biomass and prevent large-scale fires. 

The initiative was formally implemented in 1986 and has since developed into a long-term 

management system. 
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3.2 Activities  

The main activity of the initiative is mechanical shrub clearing, carried out to manage 

vegetation and maintain open areas. 

This includes: 

• removal of shrubs using machinery or manual tools,  

• restoration of pasture areas,  

• reduction of biomass to prevent wildfire spread.  

Activities are planned annually and are influenced by: 

• requests from municipalities,  

• livestock density,  

• available funding,  

• strategic priorities related to fire prevention.  

Environmental criteria guide the interventions, ensuring that landscape heterogeneity is 

preserved and that ecological impacts are minimised. 

3.3 Involved actors or agents:  

The initiative involves a range of actors operating at different levels. 

Core actors 

• Regional Government of La Rioja  

Local actors 

• municipalities requesting interventions  

• farmers and livestock breeders  

Scientific actors 

• researchers involved in evaluation and knowledge production  

Operational actors 

• private companies implementing the clearing activities  

Local communities are involved mainly through indirect participation, while decision-making 

remains largely within the administrative framework. 

 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative shows limited direct reconfiguration of social practices at the community level, 

as most activities are embedded within a structured and institutionalised policy framework. 

Changes are mainly observed in relation to land management practices and their long-

term stabilisation, including: 

• the systematic integration of shrub clearing and grazing as complementary tools,  
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• the maintenance of extensive livestock systems as part of landscape management,  

• the consolidation of a model linking environmental management with rural economic 

activities.  

Over time, this approach has indirectly contributed to shaping regional land-use 

dynamics, influencing how landscapes are managed and maintained. In particular, it has 

supported the continuity of extensive livestock systems and contributed to the preservation of 

heterogeneous (mosaic) landscapes. 

These effects can be interpreted as a macro-level reconfiguration of practices, rather than 

as a bottom-up transformation of everyday social behaviours. 

While some interaction between local actors and administration exists, there is limited 

evidence of new community-led practices or significant changes in social organisation. The 

main transformation therefore occurs at the level of institutionalised land management 

practices, rather than within civil society. 

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

The initiative presents aspects of novel experimentation at the time of its introduction. 

When first introduced in the 1980s, the approach can be considered innovative in the regional 

context, as it translated experimental knowledge on vegetation management and grazing into 

a public policy instrument. The systematic use of shrub clearing combined with grazing as a 

strategy to manage abandoned land and reduce wildfire risk was not widely established at the 

time. 

This early phase can therefore be interpreted as a policy-relevant experiment, which 

demonstrated the potential of integrating ecological processes and land management 

practices. Over time, this approach contributed to shaping regional land-use dynamics and 

had broader socio-economic effects at the macro level, particularly by supporting extensive 

livestock systems and influencing landscape structure. 

At present, the practices implemented (e.g. shrub clearing, grazing-based management, 

wildfire prevention) are not new per se. The initiative operates as a consolidated and 

institutionalised system.  

Overall, the case reflects a transition from an initially innovative experiment to a stabilised 

policy model, where the main innovative dimension lies in its continuity, scale, and integration 

rather than in the introduction of new practices. 

 

3.5 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental 

- reduction of wildfire risk 

- control of vegetation encroachment 

- maintenance of mosaic landscapes 

Economic 
- support to extensive livestock systems maintenance of rural land use 

- contribution to local economic activity 
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Social 
- indirect benefits for local communities 

- limited changes in social practices 

Governance 
- establishment of a long-term management framework 

- improved coordination between local and regional actors 

Others  

  

4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study  

The initiative highlights several potential tensions, including: 

• trade-offs between rewilding and active management,  

• differing priorities between local actors and administration,  

• challenges in balancing ecological and economic objectives.  

While conflicts exist, they are often managed through informal negotiation processes rather 

than formal participatory mechanisms. 

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting proforestation 

       n.a. 

Supporting natural afforestation 

       n.a. 

4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses tensions between different land-use priorities. On one side, natural 

vegetation expansion following land abandonment supports ecological recovery; on the other, 

it increases wildfire risk and reduces the availability of pastureland. These dynamics create a 

trade-off between environmental objectives and the needs of local livestock systems, which 

depend on open areas for grazing. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the 

conflict described (Value dimension):  

The initiative is based on scientific knowledge related to vegetation dynamics, wildfire risk, 

and grazing systems. This knowledge informs management decisions at the regional level. 

While local actors contribute practical knowledge in some cases, the process is largely driven 

by technical and scientific expertise, and there is limited systematic co-production of 

knowledge. 
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o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if 

intentional, if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion 

processes (Process dimension): 

Different perceptions of landscape management are reflected in contrasting values. Some 

perspectives emphasise the benefits of natural vegetation recovery, while others prioritise 

maintaining open landscapes to reduce fire risk and support traditional land uses. The initiative 

reflects a pragmatic approach that seeks to balance these perspectives through selective 

intervention. 

 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management 

as well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge 

dimension): 

The initiative is characterised by a predominantly top-down governance structure, 

where regional authorities define and implement management actions. Municipalities 

and local actors can request interventions and, in some cases, provide input, but 

decision-making remains largely centralised. This can generate tensions between 

regional planning priorities and local preferences regarding the location and type of 

interventions. 

 

CL3 – Adotta un Terrazzamento – Valbrenta (VI), Veneto, Italy 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: municipal and supra-municipal 

• Type of conflict: loss of cultural landscapes (CL); land abandonment; forest expansion; 

human–wildlife conflicts (HWC) 

• Ecoregion of the case: Alpine / pre-Alpine Mediterranean transition 

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study 

Adotta un Terrazzamento (“Adopt a Terrace”) is a community-based social innovation initiative 

operating in the Valbrenta area in the Veneto Region of Northern Italy. The initiative focuses 

on the recovery, maintenance and reactivation of abandoned terraced landscapes historically 

linked to tobacco cultivation and small-scale mountain agriculture. 

The initiative emerged formally in 2010 as a continuation of earlier territorial animation and 

research activities linked to the European project ALPTER (Terraced Landscapes of the Alpine 

Arc), promoted by the University of Padova, the Municipality of Valstagna (now Valbrenta) and 

the Italian Alpine Club (CAI).  

The initiative combines: 

• terrace adoption schemes; 

• collective restoration activities; 

• dry-stone wall reconstruction training; 
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• environmental and cultural education; 

• landscape valorisation; 

• community engagement and cultural programming. 

The project aims not only to restore abandoned terraces, but also to preserve local ecological 

knowledge, reinforce community identity and maintain the socio-ecological functions of 

terraced landscapes. 

The initiative operates mainly through voluntary participation and collective stewardship 

mechanisms. Local inhabitants, newcomers and external participants can “adopt” abandoned 

terraces through agreements mediated by the association. 

Although wildfire risk is not a central concern in the case study, the initiative addresses broader 

processes associated with passive rewilding and abandonment, particularly: 

• forest expansion; 

• degradation of terraces; 

• loss of cultural landscapes; 

• biodiversity changes; 

• reduction of active territorial management. 

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

Trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 

The initiative emerged in response to long-term abandonment processes affecting the 

terraced landscapes of the Canal del Brenta. 

According to the interviewee, the most significant phase of abandonment began after the 

Second World War, when industrialisation and labour migration progressively reduced 

agricultural activity in the valley. This caused: 

• abandonment of terraces; 

• degradation of dry-stone walls; 

• loss of agricultural knowledge; 

• transformation of local landscapes; 

• forest expansion; 

• weakening of local identity connected to terrace farming.  

The interviewee emphasised that the loss of practical knowledge occurred rapidly, often within 

a single generation: “basta una generazione per perdere le sapienze che andavano avanti da 

secoli.”  

The initiative developed through a combination of: 

• academic research and territorial studies; 

• local emotional attachment to terraced landscapes; 
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• documentary and cultural projects; 

•  grassroots mobilisation. 

A key moment was the production of the documentary Piccola Terra, coordinated within the 

context of research activities linked to the University of Padova and Mauro Varotto. The 

documentary contributed to raising awareness and mobilising local and external actors around 

terrace abandonment and recovery.  

The adoption mechanism subsequently became the core operational tool of the initiative. 

Over time, the initiative evolved from a pilot experience into a broader community-based 

territorial stewardship project involving: 

• terrace restoration; 

• environmental education; 

• collective volunteering; 

• cultural events; 

• artistic activities; 

• public awareness campaigns. 

Today the initiative operates across several municipalities in the Canal del Brenta area and 

remains active. 

1.3 Location map 

 Biogeographic region: Alpine / pre-Alpine transition 

 

 

Figure 6. Location of the case study in Valbrenta, with the principal points of access from the south-
east and north. Source: Google Maps 
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The initiative operates in the Canal del Brenta (Valbrenta), a mountainous valley located in 

the Veneto Region of Northern Italy. 

The area is characterised by: 

• steep slopes; 

• extensive terraced systems; 

• dry-stone walls; 

• historical tobacco cultivation; 

• mixed forests and mountain ecosystems. 

Terraces historically represented a highly adapted socio-ecological system combining: 

• agriculture; 

• livestock farming; 

• woodland management; 

• local hydrological regulation. 

The abandonment of terraces has progressively transformed the landscape through natural 

forest expansion and reduction of active management. 

1.4 On the initiative (if any) 

 Geo & Geo – I terrazzamenti di Valstagna. 

Available at: https://www.raiplay.it/video/2024/03/I-terrazzamenti-di-Valstagna—Geo—

12032024-b9bac1f2-0df3-41bb-9aa7-d44bc680c214.html 

 Piccola Terra documentary. 

Available at: https://www.geovisum.com/2025/03/03/piccola-terra/ 

1.5 On the region 

The Canal del Brenta historically developed through highly intensive mountain agriculture 

based on terraced systems and tobacco cultivation. 

The local socio-ecological system relied on a strong integration between: 

• terraces; 

• livestock farming; 

• forest management; 

• local ecological knowledge; 

• collective labour practices. 

According to the interviewee, terraces were not only productive infrastructures but also 

represented: 

• cultural identity; 

• hydrological regulation systems; 

• biodiversity-supporting environments; 

• expressions of local autonomy and attachment to place.  



74 
 

The abandonment of agriculture and demographic transformations led to: 

• forest expansion; 

• degradation of dry-stone walls; 

• increased wildlife presence; 

• decline of active territorial management. 

2. Relevance of the social innovation case study 

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The initiative is socially innovative because it creates new forms of collective stewardship and 

community engagement for the maintenance of abandoned terraced landscapes. 

The innovation lies not in introducing new technologies, but in: 

• reactivating collective care practices; 

• reconnecting people to abandoned landscapes; 

• creating hybrid governance arrangements between landowners, volunteers and local 

actors; 

• combining environmental restoration with cultural and educational activities. 

The terrace adoption mechanism represents a practical social innovation tool allowing 

abandoned private land to be temporarily managed through collective agreements. 

The initiative also contributes to preserving local ecological and agricultural knowledge that 

would otherwise disappear. 

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

Changes in social practices 

• emergence of collective stewardship practices; 

• reactivation of abandoned terraces through voluntary participation; 

• creation of collective working days and community restoration activities; 

• intergenerational and educational knowledge transfer. 

Changes in relationships and networks 

• strengthening of ties between local inhabitants and newcomers; 

• creation of collaborations between associations, researchers and communities; 

• development of cultural and artistic networks around terraced landscapes. 

Changes in governance arrangements 

• establishment of informal stewardship agreements between owners and adopters; 

• development of associative forms coordinating terrace management; 

• creation of collaborative and low-cost land access mechanisms. 
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Knowledge-related aspects 

• preservation of traditional agricultural and construction knowledge; 

• dry-stone wall reconstruction training; 

• landscape education and awareness activities; 

• integration of scientific and local knowledge. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative mainly responds to and counterbalances passive rewilding dynamics associated 

with abandonment and natural forest expansion. 

The interviewee explicitly distinguishes between: 

• the value of forests as ecological resources; 

• the negative impacts of uncontrolled forest expansion on terraced systems. 

According to the interviewee, unmanaged forest expansion contributes to: 

• destruction of dry-stone walls; 

• degradation of terraces; 

• loss of biodiversity mosaics; 

• disappearance of ecotonal habitats; 

• increased wildlife conflicts.  

The initiative therefore promotes a landscape vision based on: 

• active management; 

• landscape mosaics; 

• coexistence between forests, grasslands and terraces; 

• preservation of cultural landscapes. 

The case represents a clear example of social innovation reacting to passive rewilding 

processes rather than promoting strict non-intervention. 

 

   3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

Initial trigger (cultural landscape loss) 

The main trigger was the progressive abandonment and degradation of terraced landscapes 

following post-war socio-economic transformations. 

The initiative emerged from concerns related to: 

• landscape degradation; 

• disappearance of traditional practices; 
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• loss of local knowledge; 

• weakening of territorial identity; 

• abandonment of terraces and fields. 

The interviewee strongly emphasised the emotional and cultural dimensions of this 

degradation: 

“questa bellezza tu la vedi degradare giorno per giorno e ti dispiace.”  

Institutional and research-related trigger 

The initiative was also triggered by institutional and academic engagement linked to: 

• the ALPTER European project; 

• research activities by the University of Padova; 

• collaborations with the Municipality of Valstagna and CAI. 

The documentary Piccola Terra played an important role in creating visibility and mobilising 

participation. 

Wildlife and forest expansion dimension 

Over time, forest expansion and increasing wildlife presence became important additional 

concerns. 

The interviewee describes how: 

• forest expansion damages terraces and dry-stone walls; 

• wildlife increasingly affects agricultural recovery efforts; 

• active management becomes more difficult due to vegetation growth and fauna 

pressure. 

 

3.2 Activities 

Main activities include: 

• terrace adoption schemes; 

• restoration and maintenance of abandoned terraces; 

• collective volunteer workdays; 

• dry-stone wall reconstruction courses; 

• traditional vine pruning workshops; 

• cultural events and conferences; 

• artistic initiatives (“Coltiva l’Arte”); 

• educational walks and landscape interpretation activities; 

• environmental awareness and soil-related events; 
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• support and advice for adopters. 

The initiative currently manages approximately one hundred adopted terraces through 

agreements with private landowners.  

3.3 Involved actors or agents 

Core group 

• University of Padova (Mauro Varotto and collaborators); 

• Municipality of Valstagna / Valbrenta; 

• Italian Alpine Club (CAI); 

• local activists and volunteers. 

Followers 

• terrace adopters; 

• local inhabitants; 

• newcomers and external participants; 

• volunteers and association members. 

Other engaged actors 

•  local associations; 

• cultural organisations; 

• artists and documentary makers; 

• schools and educational actors; 

• researchers and academics. 

Beneficiaries 

Direct beneficiaries: 

• adopters; 

• landowners; 

• local communities; 

• volunteers. 

Indirect beneficiaries: 

• terraced landscapes; 

• the broader valley ecosystem; 

• future generations through preservation of local knowledge. 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 
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The initiative contributes to reconfiguring relationships between people and abandoned 

landscapes. 

Collective stewardship 

Terraces become shared spaces of care and participation rather than abandoned private 

property. 

Revalorisation of manual knowledge 

The initiative restores legitimacy and dignity to traditional agricultural and construction 

practices. 

Community building 

Collective workdays and adoption practices create new forms of social interaction and 

solidarity. 

Transformation of perceptions 

The initiative contributes to changing local perceptions of terraces from obsolete agricultural 

infrastructures into valuable ecological and cultural assets. 

The interviewee describes this process as a form of “positive contagion” capable of generating 

renewed attention towards terraced landscapes.  

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

The initiative is innovative because it creates flexible and low-threshold mechanisms for 

reactivating abandoned landscapes. 

Innovative elements include: 

• temporary adoption agreements; 

• hybrid governance between owners and adopters; 

• integration of cultural, ecological and educational activities; 

• combination of restoration and community-building practices. 

The adoption mechanism allows access to abandoned land without ownership transfer while 

protecting property rights. 

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

 

Social 

· strengthening of community cohesion  

· reactivation of local participation  

· transmission of local knowledge  

· creation of collective identities around 

terraces 

 

Governance 

· development of collaborative stewardship 

practices 
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· new relationships between landowners 

and adopters 

 

Economic 

· small-scale agricultural reactivation  

· support to local tourism and cultural 

activities 

 

Ecological / landscape-related 

· maintenance of terraces and dry-stone 

walls 

· reduction of degradation processes 

· preservation of landscape mosaics 

· support to biodiversity linked to open 

habitats 

 

Others 

· increased awareness about soil, 

landscape and abandonment processes 

 

4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study  

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or/not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting proforestation 

The initiative does not support strict proforestation or non-intervention approaches in terraced 

areas. 

According to the interviewee: 

• unmanaged forest expansion destroys terraces and dry-stone walls; 

• large trees destabilise terrace structures; 

• excessive forest growth reduces landscape diversity. 

The initiative therefore supports a more balanced and mosaic-based landscape approach. 

Supporting natural afforestation 

Natural forest regeneration is recognised as part of broader ecological dynamics. 

However, the initiative argues that: 

• afforestation should be context-dependent; 

• not all landscapes should be fully reforested; 

• terraces require active management to survive; 

• biodiversity depends on landscape heterogeneity. 

The interviewee explicitly criticises universalist approaches to reforestation detached from 

local socio-ecological contexts.  
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4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

Material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses conflicts related to: 

• abandonment of terraces; 

• degradation of cultural landscapes; 

• forest expansion; 

• wildlife damage to agriculture; 

• loss of territorial management. 

Diverging values about nature, economy and society (Value dimension) 

The case reveals tensions between: 

• passive naturalisation processes; 

• active cultural landscape management; 

• conservation-oriented visions; 

• andscape stewardship approaches. 

The interviewee supports ecological diversity and forests, but opposes total abandonment and 

uncontrolled forest expansion. 

Process dimension 

The initiative is based on voluntary participation, informal cooperation and collective 

stewardship. 

However, the interviewee also highlights difficulties in influencing political decision-making and 

institutional priorities. 

Knowledge dimension 

A central conflict concerns the disappearance of traditional ecological and agricultural 

knowledge. 

The initiative seeks to preserve and reactivate: 

•  manual skills; 

• dry-stone wall techniques; 

• local ecological understanding; 

• traditional agricultural practices. 

The interviewee repeatedly emphasises that such knowledge can disappear within one 

generation if not actively transmitted. 
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CL4 – Rewilding Portugal – Greater Côa Valley, Portugal 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: landscape level. 

• Type of conflict: wildfire risk (WF); land abandonment; human–wildlife coexistence 

(HWC); land-use change 

• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean 

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study 

Rewilding Portugal is a landscape-scale rewilding initiative operating in the Greater Côa Valley 

in central Portugal. Established in 2019, the initiative focuses on ecological restoration, natural 

process recovery and socio-economic revitalisation through rewilding approaches. 

The initiative emerged within the broader Rewilding Europe network and operates across a 

large territory corresponding to the watershed of the Côa River. Although the initiative adopts 

a landscape-scale perspective, interventions are concentrated in specific rewilding areas 

managed or owned by the organisation.  

The initiative combines: 

• land acquisition and ecological restoration; 

• reintroduction and management of large grazers; 

• coexistence measures for wildlife; 

• participatory engagement with local communities; 

• support for nature-based local economies;  

• biodiversity monitoring and research. 

The case addresses processes associated with: 

• agricultural abandonment; 

• vegetation succession; 

• rural depopulation; 

• wildfire risk; 

• loss of active landscape management. 

The initiative also seeks to demonstrate that rewilding can generate ecological, social and 

economic benefits for rural territories. 

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

Trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 
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The origins of the initiative date back to the period between 2013 and 2015, when 

organisations from Portugal and Spain applied to become part of the Rewilding Europe 

network.  

The main trigger was not a single event, but rather the convergence of: 

• high levels of rural abandonment; 

• biodiversity value of the region; 

• landscape-scale rewilding potential; 

• increasing wildfire concerns associated with vegetation succession and climate 

change. 

The interviewee highlighted that the Greater Côa Valley experienced continuous demographic 

decline, with approximately 10% population decrease per decade in some areas.  

The formal establishment of Rewilding Portugal occurred in 2019 after the approval of two 

major international grants: 

• Endangered Landscapes Programme (ELP/ELSP); 

• LIFE Programme. 

These funding opportunities allowed the initiative to scale up and create a dedicated 

organisational structure for managing restoration interventions at landscape level.  

The initiative has progressively expanded through: 

• acquisition of private lands; 

• creation of rewilding areas; 

• development of coexistence programmes; 

• partnerships with municipalities and businesses; 

• community engagement activities. 

1.3 Location map 

• Biogeographic region: Mediterranean 
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Figure 7. Location of the case study in Greater Côa Valley. Source: Rewilding Portugal 

The Greater Côa Valley is located in central Portugal and includes: 

• open woodlands; 

• shrublands; 

• river canyons; 

• marginal grazing lands; 

• areas affected by agricultural abandonment. 

The region is characterised by: 

• low population density; 

• extensive livestock systems; 

• high biodiversity value; 

• increasing vegetation succession linked to abandonment. 

The interviewee describes the landscape as largely composed of harsh and marginal lands 

historically used for grazing.  

1.4 On the initiative (if any) 

• Rewilding Portugal official website. 

Available at: https://rewilding-portugal.com/ 
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• Rewilding Europe network. 

Available at: https://rewildingeurope.com/ 

1.5 On the region 

The Greater Côa Valley represents one of the Portuguese regions most affected by: 

• rural depopulation; 

• agricultural abandonment; 

• vegetation encroachment; 

• socio-economic decline. 

According to the interviewee, abandonment processes created conditions for large-scale 

ecological restoration and rewilding initiatives. However, these processes also contributed to: 

• increased wildfire vulnerability 

• loss of grazing dynamics; 

• shrub encroachment; 

• weakening of rural economies. 

The initiative interprets these dynamics not simply as “abandonment”, but as an opportunity 

to restore ecological processes and create new forms of territorial development.  

 

2. Relevance of the social innovation case study 

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The initiative is socially innovative because it combines ecological restoration with new forms 

of territorial development, stakeholder engagement and coexistence practices. 

The innovation lies in: 

• integrating rewilding with socio-economic revitalisation; 

• creating long-term land stewardship mechanisms through land acquisition; 

• developing coexistence strategies between wildlife and local livelihoods; 

• involving local communities in restoration planning and implementation; 

• promoting new nature-based economic networks. 

The initiative also introduces new narratives around abandoned land, reframing it as a space 

for ecological recovery and new opportunities. 

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

Changes in social practices 

• reintroduction of livestock protection practices; 

• emergence of rewilding-related economic activities; 
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• participatory restoration processes; 

• new forms of landscape stewardship. 

Changes in relationships and networks 

• collaboration between NGOs, municipalities, farmers and businesses; 

• creation of the Wild Côa Network involving more than 70 businesses; 

• engagement between conservation actors and livestock farmers. 

Changes in governance arrangements 

• participatory consultation processes; 

• collaborative restoration planning; 

• long-term land management through ownership and stewardship. 

Knowledge-related aspects 

• biodiversity monitoring and ecological research; 

• exchange of practices within the Rewilding Europe network; 

• integration of scientific and local knowledge; 

• awareness raising around coexistence and wildfire resilience. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative explicitly promotes active rewilding approaches. 

However, the case does not support strict non-intervention or “pure” passive rewilding. 

Instead, the initiative promotes: 

• restoration of ecological processes; 

• active reintroduction of large grazers; 

• coexistence management; 

• monitoring and adaptive management. 

The interviewee strongly emphasises that rewilding requires functioning ecosystems and 

active ecological processes rather than simple abandonment. 

The initiative also criticises simplistic understandings of proforestation detached from 

ecosystem quality and ecological functionality. 

3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

Rural abandonment and ecological opportunity 

The main trigger was the combination of: 

• rural abandonment; 
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• biodiversity richness; 

• landscape-scale restoration opportunities; 

• wildfire concerns linked to vegetation succession and climate change. 

The interviewee highlighted that the decline of traditional grazing systems reduced ecological 

regulation processes previously maintained by livestock.  

Wildfire dimension 

The initiative identifies wildfire risk as strongly connected to: 

• vegetation accumulation; 

• loss of grazers 

• climate change 

• cultural ignition practices. 

The interviewee described wildfires in Portugal as both ecological and cultural issues. 

International networking and funding 

The initiative was strongly enabled by: 

• the Rewilding Europe framework; 

• transnational exchange networks; 

• international environmental funding. 

3.2 Activities 

Main activities include: 

• purchase and management of private lands; 

• ecological restoration; 

• reintroduction of large grazers (Sorraia horses and Tauros cattle); 

• biodiversity monitoring; 

• wildfire prevention through grazing dynamics; 

• coexistence support for livestock farmers; 

• wolf-proof fencing and livestock guarding dogs; 

• participatory river restoration processes; 

• local community engagement; 

• support for tourism and local businesses through the Wild Côa Network; 

• operation of rewilding centres and community spaces. 

The initiative also promotes “rewilding villages”, involving villages located close to rewilding 

areas.  



87 
 

3.3 Involved actors or agents 

Core actors 

• Rewilding Portugal; 

• Rewilding Europe; 

• ecological restoration teams; 

• international funding programmes (LIFE, Endangered Landscapes Programme). 

Local stakeholders 

• Municipalities; 

• livestock farmers; 

• hunters; 

• local communities; 

• tourism operators; 

• local businesses. 

Beneficiaries 

Direct beneficiaries: 

• local communities; 

• livestock farmers involved in coexistence measures; 

• businesses connected to nature tourism and local development. 

Indirect beneficiaries: 

• ecoystems and biodiversity; 

• future restoration initiatives; 

• wider regional economy. 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative contributes to reconfiguring social practices through: 

• reintroduction of coexistence practices with wildlife; 

• promotion of nature-based economic activities; 

• participatory engagement around restoration projects; 

• redefinition of “abandoned land” as ecological opportunity. 

The coexistence programme particularly contributes to restoring older livestock protection 

practices while adapting them with modern technologies such as electric fences.  

The initiative also creates new forms of community interaction around rewilding centres and 

social spaces. 
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3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

Innovative aspects include: 

• long-term land acquisition strategies for rewilding; 

• combination of ecological restoration and rural development; 

• large-scale grazing restoration; 

• coexistence-oriented approaches; 

• integration of tourism and local economic networks; 

• participatory restoration planning. 

The Wild Côa Network represents a particularly innovative governance and economic 

networking mechanism. 

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Social 

· increased community engagement  

· creation of new local services and social 

hubs  

· restoration of coexistence practices 

Governance 

· participatory consultations  

· stronger collaboration between actors  

· territorial networking 

Economic 

· support to nature-based tourism  

· local business development through Wild 

Côa Network 

Ecological / landscape-related 

· restoration of ecological processes 

· increased biodiversity  

· wildfire resilience through grazing 

dynamics 

Others 

· reframing of abandoned land narratives  

· increased awareness around ecosystem 

restoration 

 

4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study        

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or/not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting rewilding 
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The initiative clearly supports active rewilding approaches based on: 

• restoration of ecological processes; 

• reintroduction of large herbivores; 

• natural regeneration; 

• reduction of intensive land management. 

The initiative frames rewilding as a strategy capable of generating: 

• ecological resilience; 

• wildfire mitigation; 

• biodiversity recovery; 

• socio-economic opportunities. 

Position regarding proforestation 

The initiative does not promote strict non-intervention proforestation approaches. 

The interviewee explicitly warns against confusing plantations with functioning forest 

ecosystems.  

According to the interviewee: 

• ecological functionality matters more than tree cover alone; 

• abandoned plantations are not automatically healthy ecosystems; 

• grazing processes are necessary to maintain resilient landscapes. 

Natural afforestation 

The initiative recognises natural vegetation succession as part of ecological recovery. 

However, it emphasises that: 

• passive abandonment alone may increase wildfire risk; 

• resilient landscapes require functioning ecological processes and herbivory. 

4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

Material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses conflicts related to: 

• wildfire risk; 

• land abandonment; 

• livestock-wildlife coexistence; 

• renewable energy infrastructures; 

• land-use competition. 

Diverging values about nature, economy and society (Value dimension) 
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The case reveals tensions between: 

• extractive land uses and ecological restoration; 

• traditional agricultural productivity and ecosystem recovery; 

• short-term land exploitation and long-term resilience. 

The initiative also challenges negative perceptions associated with abandoned land. 

Process dimension 

The initiative strongly emphasises participatory engagement and local consultations. 

Participatory river restoration sessions and village engagement processes aim to create local 

buy-in before interventions are implemented. 

The interviewee also highlights difficulties in mobilising participation and attracting people to 

consultation processes. 

Knowledge dimension 

The initiative promotes: 

• ecological monitoring; 

• scientific knowledge exchange; 

• coexistence knowledge; 

• rewilding-related learning processes. 

The case also reveals conflicts around competing understandings of forests, plantations and 

ecological restoration. 

     

CL5 – Wild Ennerdale – Lake District, United Kingdom 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: valley/catchment scale; National Park 

• Type of conflict: land-use change; rewilding vs traditional farming; species 

reintroduction; forestry transition 

• Ecoregion of the case: Temperate Atlantic 

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study 

Wild Ennerdale is a long-term landscape restoration and rewilding-oriented initiative located 

in the Ennerdale Valley, within the Lake District National Park in Cumbria, North West 

England. 

The initiative covers approximately 4,500 hectares and emerged in the late 1990s through 

collaboration between major landowners and environmental actors operating within the valley.  
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The project aims to restore more natural ecological processes at landscape scale through: 

• reduction of intensive forestry management; 

• transition from conifer plantations to mixed and native woodland; 

• natural regeneration; 

• river restoration; 

• less intensive farming systems; 

• reintroduction of grazing dynamics and keystone species. 

The initiative is often described as one of the earliest process-led landscape restoration 

projects in England, emerging before the widespread use of the term “rewilding” in the UK 

context.  

Wild Ennerdale combines: 

• ecological restoration; 

• adaptive land management; 

• partnership governance; 

• volunteer engagement; 

• local farming transitions; 

• public access and recreation. 

The initiative does not aim to recreate historical landscapes exactly, but rather to allow the 

landscape to evolve through more natural processes. 

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

Trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 

The initiative emerged during the late 1990s and early 2000s from informal collaboration 

between staff members of different organisations operating in the valley.  

 

The main trigger was the recognition that the valley was managed in a fragmented and 

sectoral way: 

• Forestry Commission focused on timber production; 

•  National Trust focused on tenant farming; 

•  United Utilities focused on water management. 

According to the interviewee, there was no holistic vision for the future of the valley. 

The emergence of the initiative was also influenced by: 

• concerns related to climate change; 

• experiences from restoration projects in Scotland and Europe; 
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• growing interest in process-led restoration approaches; 

• awareness of the ecological limitations of intensive land management. 

Unlike many restoration projects, Wild Ennerdale was not initially created through a major 

external grant but evolved gradually through partnership building and shared visioning 

processes.  

The initiative progressively formalised through: 

•  collaborative management plans; 

• memorandum of agreement among partners; 

• shared guiding principles; 

•  adaptive governance arrangements. 

1.3 Location map 

Biogeographic region: Atlantic 

 

Figure 8. Location of the case study in the western part of the Lake District National Park in Cumbria. 
Source: Wild Ennerdale 

Wild Ennerdale is located within  

The landscape includes: 

• mountains; 

• forests; 
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• rivers; 

• open fell landscapes; 

• lake systems; 

• grazing lands. 

The valley is relatively remote and less tourist-oriented compared to central areas of the Lake 

District.  

The area historically experienced: 

• commercial forestry expansion during the twentieth century; 

• intensive sheep farming; 

• river modifications and constrained hydrology. 

1.4 On the initiative (if any) 

• Wild Ennerdale – Rewilding Britain. 

Available at: https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/rewilding-projects/wild-ennerdale 

•  Wild Ennerdale official information. 

Available through National Trust, Forestry England and partner organisations. 

1.5 On the region 

The Lake District represents one of the UK’s most culturally valued landscapes, strongly 

shaped by centuries of pastoral farming and forestry management. 

Wild Ennerdale is located in a quieter and less urbanised valley compared to other areas of 

the National Park. According to the interviewee, this relative remoteness facilitated 

experimentation with process-led restoration approaches.  

The region is characterised by: 

• strong farming traditions; 

• extensive sheep grazing systems; 

• growing conservation interests; 

• tourism and recreational uses; 

• commercial forestry legacies. 

2. Relevance of the social innovation case study 

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

Wild Ennerdale is socially innovative because it introduced collaborative and process-led 

restoration approaches in a context traditionally dominated by sectoral land management. 

The initiative developed: 

•  cross-sector partnerships between public, private and charitable actors; 

• adaptive and informal governance arrangements; 
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• less intensive and more ecological farming systems; 

• long-term collaborative planning; 

• volunteer-based local engagement. 

The initiative also contributed to changing perceptions about landscape management and 

natural processes in England. 

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

Changes in social practices 

• transition from intensive sheep farming toward mixed grazing systems; 

• integration of cattle and pigs into woodland systems; 

• increased use of adaptive ecological management; 

• volunteer participation in restoration activities. 

Changes in relationships and networks 

• long-term partnership between major landowners; 

• collaboration between conservation actors and tenant farmers; 

• engagement with local communities and volunteers; 

• connections with wider rewilding networks. 

Changes in governance arrangements 

• collaborative landscape management; 

• shared management plans; 

• informal but stable decision-making structures; 

 partnership-based governance. 

Knowledge-related aspects 

• exchange with projects in Scotland and Europe; 

• learning-by-doing approaches; 

• integration of ecological restoration knowledge; 

• experimentation with process-led restoration. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

Wild Ennerdale promotes active and process-led rewilding approaches. 

However, the initiative does not adopt strict non-intervention models. 

Instead, it combines: 

• natural regeneration; 

• selective intervention; 
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• woodland restructuring; 

• adaptive grazing management; 

• species restoration efforts. 

The interviewee explicitly described the initiative as a “future natural” approach rather than an 

attempt to recreate historical landscapes exactly.  

The project also integrates both: 

• proforestation-oriented dynamics (allowing natural processes and regeneration); 

• active ecological restoration measures (tree planting, forestry transition). 

3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

Fragmented land management and governance gaps 

The initiative emerged from dissatisfaction with fragmented and sectoral management 

approaches within the valley. 

The interviewee described how different organisations were operating “in silos” without a 

shared landscape vision.  

Climate change and restoration opportunities 

The initiative was also driven by: 

• concerns about climate change; 

• opportunities for restoring ecological processes; 

• recognition of the valley’s restoration potential; 

• interest in more naturalistic land management approaches. 

External inspirations 

The emergence of Wild Ennerdale was influenced by: 

• restoration initiatives in Scotland; 

• European restoration experiences; 

• international environmental debates; 

• process-led conservation approaches. 

3.2 Activities 

Main activities include: 

• transition from commercial conifer plantations to mixed woodland; 

• natural regeneration; 

• selective tree planting; 

• river restoration and hydrological recovery; 
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• adaptive grazing systems; 

• cattle and pig integration into woodland landscapes; 

• biodiversity restoration; 

• volunteer activities and wildlife monitoring; 

• recreation and access management; 

• planning for species reintroductions (e.g. beavers). 

The initiative also works on reducing the ecological simplification associated with intensive 

forestry and sheep farming systems.  

3.3 Involved actors or agents 

Core actors 

• Forestry England; 

• National Trust; 

• United Utilities; 

• Natural England. 

Local stakeholders 

• tenant farmers; 

• local parish councils; 

• volunteers; 

• local communities; 

• visitors and recreational users. 

Beneficiaries 

• Direct beneficiaries: 

• ecosystems and biodiversity; 

• local farming systems involved in transition processes; 

• local volunteers and visitors. 

Indirect beneficiaries: 

• wider regional ecological networks; 

• future restoration initiatives; 

• local tourism and recreation. 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative contributes to reconfiguring social practices through: 

• transition toward less intensive grazing systems; 
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• integration of livestock into woodland systems; 

• increased collaboration between conservation and farming actors; 

• emergence of volunteer-based stewardship practices. 

One particularly relevant transformation concerns farming practices. 

According to the interviewee, some farmers progressively reduced sheep numbers and 

adopted mixed grazing systems involving cattle and pigs.  

The initiative also contributed to changing perceptions around natural processes and 

ecological uncertainty. 

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

Innovative aspects include: 

• early adoption of process-led restoration in England; 

• long-term cross-sector collaboration; 

• informal but durable governance structures; 

• integration of farming transitions within restoration; 

• combination of natural regeneration and active management. 

Wild Ennerdale also represents an important example of gradual and adaptive rewilding 

governance. 

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Social 

· stronger collaboration between actors  

· volunteer engagement 

· local learning processes 

Governance 
· long-term partnership governance  

· adaptive management planning 

Economic 
· diversification of farming practices  

· support for sustainable recreation 

Ecological / landscape-related 

· woodland diversification  

· increased natural regeneration  

· river restoration  

· biodiversity recovery 

Others 
· changing perceptions around restoration 

and natural processes 
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4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study  

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or/not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting rewilding 

The initiative clearly supports process-led restoration and active rewilding approaches. 

The main motivations include: 

• restoring ecological processes; 

• increasing landscape resilience; 

• diversifying habitats; 

• reducing ecological simplification; 

• adapting landscapes to climate change. 

Proforestation and natural regeneration 

The initiative combines: 

• natural regeneration and reduced intervention; 

• active forestry transition and selective planting. 

The project does not fully abandon management activities but adopts adaptive and mixed 

restoration approaches. 

Species reintroductions 

The initiative is also exploring: 

• beaver reintroduction; 

• return of pine martens; 

• future possibilities for broader species recovery. 

These processes generate both enthusiasm and controversy among local actors. 

4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

Material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses conflicts related to: 

• forestry transition; 

• species reintroductions; 

• farming transitions; 

• land-use change; 

• infrastructure impacts linked to forestry operations. 
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Diverging values about nature, economy and society (Value dimension) 

The case reveals tensions between: 

• traditional sheep farming and ecological diversification; 

• commercial forestry and natural regeneration 

conservation goals and local perceptions of landscape change. 

The initiative also challenges highly managed conceptions of British landscapes. 

Process dimension 

The initiative is based on: 

• informal partnership governance; 

• collaborative planning; 

• local consultations; 

• adaptive decision-making. 

The interviewee emphasised that governance remained intentionally simple and informal to 

facilitate practical action.  

Knowledge dimension 

The initiative strongly relies on: 

• experiential learning; 

• international exchange; 

• ecological experimentation; 

• adaptive management knowledge. 

Conflicts also emerge around perceptions of naturalness, species restoration and acceptable 

landscape change. 

 

CL6 – Le Machhietelle – Private Nature Reserve – Molise, Italy 

• Organization: UNIPD 

• Scale: local and inter-municipal (Pescolanciano, Pietrabbondante, Agnone) with 

broader networking dimensions at national and international level. 

• Type of conflict: loss of cultural landscapes (CL); wildlife conflicts (WL); increase of 

wildfire risk (FR, indirect/secondary) 

• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean  

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study 

Le Macchietelle is an emerging community-based social innovation initiative established in 

2023 in Alto Molise, Southern Italy. The initiative revolves around the creation and 

management of a privately owned nature reserve (“Le Macchietelle”), promoted by the 
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associations INTRAMONTES and Salviamo l’Orso in collaboration with the British ecotourism 

entrepreneur David Mills (Naturetrek), who purchased approximately 50 hectares of 

abandoned land to support ecological restoration and habitat connectivity for the Marsican 

brown bear. 

The initiative combines biodiversity conservation, ecological restoration, land stewardship, 

environmental education and regenerative tourism. The area is located within the UNESCO 

MAB Reserve “Collemeluccio–Montedimezzo Alto Molise”, adjacent to the Collemeluccio 

State Nature Reserve. 

Rather than promoting “pure” or fully passive rewilding, the initiative adopts a hybrid approach 

that combines ecological restoration with active territorial stewardship, local engagement and 

socio-economic revitalisation. The initiative explicitly recognises that ecological restoration in 

inhabited Mediterranean landscapes cannot be separated from local communities, 

governance dynamics and economic sustainability.  

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

Trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 

The initiative emerged progressively through the convergence of environmental concerns, 

local activism and external conservation opportunities. 

The origins of the project are linked to growing concerns about: 

• land abandonment; 

• natural forest expansion on former agricultural land; 

• biodiversity loss; 

• weakening of territorial stewardship; 

• decline of local socio-economic activities. 

The interviewee explained that the Macchietelle area historically hosted grazing systems, 

cultivated fields and pastoral activities, but over the last decades became progressively 

abandoned and naturally overgrown.  

The initiative was also inspired by external models of land stewardship and privately protected 

areas, particularly: 

• Spanish land stewardship models; 

• WWF protected area approaches; 

• International Land Conservation Network (ILCN); 

• LIFE projects and international conservation networks. 

A key turning point occurred between 2021 and 2023, when local associations started 

searching for ways to acquire or manage the abandoned land. In 2023, David Mills entered 

the process through contacts with Salviamo l’Orso, motivated by the possibility of expanding 

ecological connectivity for the Marsican brown bear. The land purchase was finalised in 

December 2023 and immediately followed by the signature of a long-term stewardship 

agreement (“patto di custodia”) assigning management responsibilities to the associations.  

Following this initial phase, the initiative progressively: 



101 
 

• developed ecological restoration and monitoring activities; 

• established collaborations with municipalities, NGOs and research actors; 

• engaged local communities through awareness and educational activities; 

• experimented with regenerative tourism and stewardship practices; 

• connected with national and international conservation and stewardship networks. 

The initiative currently remains in an early-stage but increasingly structured phase of 

development. 

1.3 Location map 

• Ecoregion: Mediterranean  

 

Figure 9. Location of the case study between the municipalities of Pescolanciano (IS) and 
Pietrabbondante (IS). Source: Google Map 

The case study is located in Alto Molise, within the municipalities of Pescolanciano and 

Pietrabbondante, in proximity to the Collemeluccio State Nature Reserve and inside the 

UNESCO MAB Reserve “Collemeluccio–Montedimezzo Alto Molise”. 

1.4 On the initiative (if any) 

• Amolise News (2024). David Mills invests in Alto Molise to create a private nature 

reserve. 

Available at: https://www.amolivenews.it/2024/05/17/esclusivo-david-mills-investe-in-

alto-molise-compra-50-ettari-di-terreno-per-creare-la-riserva-naturale-privata/ 

• RaiNews Molise (2024). Macchietelle private reserve and environmental education 

initiatives. 

Available at: https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-

macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-

https://www.amolivenews.it/2024/05/17/esclusivo-david-mills-investe-in-alto-molise-compra-50-ettari-di-terreno-per-creare-la-riserva-naturale-privata/
https://www.amolivenews.it/2024/05/17/esclusivo-david-mills-investe-in-alto-molise-compra-50-ettari-di-terreno-per-creare-la-riserva-naturale-privata/
https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-7c8d7eb09b65.html
https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-7c8d7eb09b65.html


102 
 

riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-

educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-

7c8d7eb09b65.html 

• Salviamo l’Orso (2024). News from Macchietelle. 

Available at: https://www.salviamolorso.it/en/2024/05/news-from-macchietelle/ 

1.5 On the region 

Alto Molise is characterised by mountain and hilly Mediterranean ecosystems, including 

forests, pastures, shrublands and agro-pastoral mosaics. The area is affected by strong 

demographic decline, ageing populations, abandonment of agricultural and pastoral practices, 

and weakening of local economic systems. 

Traditional economies historically relied on pastoralism, forestry and small-scale agriculture. 

However, depopulation and socio-economic marginalisation have contributed to increasing 

land abandonment and natural forest expansion. 

The region is also characterised by: 

• increasing wildlife presence; 

• changes in landscape structure; 

• reduction of active land management; 

• decline of practical ecological knowledge and territorial stewardship. 

The area hosts several protected areas and ecological corridors, including UNESCO MAB 

reserves and historical transhumance routes (“tratturi”). 

 

2. Relevance of the social innovation case study 

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

This case study is socially innovative because it combines ecological restoration with new 

forms of land stewardship, collaborative governance and territorial revitalisation. 

The initiative does not simply aim to protect nature, but actively seeks to: 

• reconnect communities with abandoned landscapes; 

• reactivate local stewardship practices; 

• create opportunities linked to conservation and regenerative tourism; 

• bridge scientific knowledge and local knowledge; 

• experiment with hybrid governance arrangements between NGOs, private ownership 

and communities. 

The initiative is particularly innovative within the Italian context because it experiments with a 

privately protected area managed through a long-term stewardship agreement, inspired by 

international stewardship models but adapted to local socio-ecological conditions. 

The innovative dimension therefore lies not in entirely new ecological techniques, but in the 

integration of: 

https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-7c8d7eb09b65.html
https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-7c8d7eb09b65.html
https://www.rainews.it/tgr/molise/video/2026/04/riserva-naturale-le-macchietelle-alto-molise-associazione-intramontes-associazione-salviamo-lorso-riserva-unesco-collemeluccio-montedimezzo-habitat-naturale-alto-molise-percorsi-educazione-ambientale-carabinieri-forestali-isernia-1a945f22-5779-4588-8006-7c8d7eb09b65.html
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• rewilding-related practices; 

• stewardship models; 

• civic activism; 

• community engagement; 

• regenerative territorial approaches. 

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

The initiative shows several dimensions of social innovation: 

Changes in social practices 

· emergence of stewardship practices connected to ecological restoration; 

· increased participation in environmental monitoring and volunteering; 

· attempts to reconnect younger generations with land-based activities and ecological work; 

· experimentation with regenerative tourism practices. 

Changes in relationships and networks 

• creation of collaborations between NGOs, municipalities, researchers and international 

actors; 

• strengthening of relations between conservation actors and local communities; 

• development of multi-scalar conservation and stewardship networks. 

Changes in governance arrangements 

• experimentation with long-term land stewardship agreements; 

• adaptive and informal governance arrangements; 

• collaboration between private ownership and civic associations; 

• attempts to establish new governance models for privately protected areas 

Knowledge-related aspects 

• integration of scientific and local ecological knowledge; 

• strong emphasis on environmental education and awareness; 

• circulation of practices through international stewardship and conservation networks; 

• recognition of knowledge loss associated with depopulation and abandonment. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative has a hybrid and adaptive relationship with rewilding. 

It supports: 

• ecological restoration; 

• biodiversity recovery; 

• natural regeneration processes; 
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• habitat connectivity; 

• partial non-intervention approaches in selected areas. 

At the same time, the initiative also actively manages landscapes through: 

• restoration of pastures and open habitats; 

• maintenance of ecological mosaics; 

• management of abandoned reforestations; 

• ecological monitoring and selective interventions. 

The initiative therefore does not promote “pure” passive rewilding, but rather seeks to govern 

and accompany rewilding dynamics in ways compatible with local ecological and social 

conditions. 

3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

The emergence of the initiative can be understood through the interaction of environmental, 

social and opportunity-driven triggers. 

Initial trigger (environmental and territorial concerns) 

The initiative originated from concerns about: 

• land abandonment; 

• loss of territorial stewardship; 

• natural forest expansion; 

• biodiversity degradation; 

• socio-economic decline of inner areas. 

The interviewee highlighted that unmanaged forest expansion and abandonment were 

transforming the landscape and contributing to the disappearance of local ecological practices 

and work opportunities.  

Operational trigger (opportunity-driven activation) 

The operational activation of the initiative was linked to the possibility of acquiring the 

Macchietelle area through collaboration with David Mills and Naturetrek. 

The land purchase represented a concrete opportunity to: 

• establish a privately managed reserve; 

• support habitat connectivity for the Marsican brown bear; 

• experiment with stewardship and restoration practices; 

• develop new territorial functions connected to conservation. 

The initiative was therefore co-developed through collaboration between local associations, 

private actors and broader conservation networks. 
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3.2 Activities 

The initiative implements a diversified set of ecological, social and educational activities. 

Main activities include: 

• habitat restoration and ecological monitoring; 

• restoration of water points, trails and ecological mosaics; 

• management and renaturalisation of abandoned reforestations; 

• restoration of open habitats and pastures; 

• biodiversity monitoring through camera traps and field observation; 

• environmental education and awareness activities; 

• guided visits and regenerative tourism experiences; 

• collaborations with universities and research networks; 

• experimentation with stewardship and regenerative economy practices. 

The initiative also aims to reinterpret historical transhumance routes (“tratturi”) as ecological 

corridors linking protected areas and facilitating biodiversity connectivity.  

3.3 Involved actors or agents 

The initiative involves a wide range of actors. 

Core group 

• INTRAMONTES association 

• Salviamo l’Orso association 

• David Mills / Naturetrek 

Followers 

• Volunteers; 

• local supporters; 

• students and trainees; 

• participants in educational activities. 

Other engaged actors (transformers) 

• municipalities (especially Pietrabbondante); 

• Carabinieri Forestali; 

• UNESCO MAB Reserve governance actors; 

• local artisans and farmers; 

• universities and research institutions; 

• LIFE projects and stewardship networks; 
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• regenerative tourism actors. 

Beneficiaries 

Direct beneficiaries: 

• local communities; 

• volunteers and participants; 

• local economic actors involved in tourism and environmental activities. 

Indirect beneficiaries: 

• ecosystems and biodiversity; 

• broader society; 

• future generations. 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative contributes to the reconfiguration of social practices in several ways. 

Shift from passive abandonment to active stewardship 

The initiative encourages active involvement in: 

• trail maintenance; 

• ecological restoration; 

• monitoring activities; 

• habitat management. 

Reconnection between communities and landscapes 

The initiative attempts to rebuild social and emotional connections between local communities 

and abandoned landscapes. 

Regenerative tourism practices 

The project promotes tourism models based on: 

• ecological awareness; 

• environmental learning; 

• biodiversity appreciation; 

• local reinvestment mechanisms. 

Reactivation of local ecological knowledge 

The initiative seeks to recover practical and ecological knowledge connected to: 

• land management; 

• pastoral landscapes; 

• ecological stewardship; 
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• environmental monitoring. 

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

The initiative represents a context-specific and relatively innovative approach. 

Most practices implemented are not entirely new individually. However, their integration within 

a hybrid governance and stewardship framework is innovative in the Italian context. 

Key innovative aspects include: 

• stewardship agreements for privately protected areas; 

• integration of rewilding and local development; 

• combination of conservation and regenerative tourism; 

• hybrid governance between NGOs and private ownership; 

• multi-scalar networking approaches. 

 

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental 

· restoration of habitats and ecological mosaics  

· biodiversity monitoring and conservation · support to ecological 

connectivity  

· management of abandoned landscapes 

Economic 

· support to local tourism and hospitality activities  

· experimentation with regenerative economy approaches  

· potential future opportunities for local employment 

Social 

· increased environmental awareness · stronger local engagement  

· attempts to reconnect younger generations with territorial stewardship 

 · rebuilding of trust and dialogue around conservation 

Governance 

· experimentation with stewardship governance models  

· stronger collaboration between NGOs, municipalities and 

conservation actors 

 · development of adaptive and participatory governance approaches 

Others 
· reframing rewilding as compatible with territorial revitalisation  

· increased visibility of privately protected area approaches in Italy 
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4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study  

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or/not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting proforestation 

The initiative partially supports processes consistent with proforestation in areas where natural 

ecosystem development contributes to biodiversity recovery and ecological connectivity. 

However, support for non-intervention remains selective and context-dependent. The initiative 

recognises that in inhabited landscapes complete non-management may generate: 

• loss of ecological mosaics; 

• reduction of open habitats; 

• increasing wildlife proximity; 

• weakening of territorial stewardship. 

Supporting natural afforestation 

Natural afforestation linked to land abandonment is recognised as an important ecological 

process contributing to habitat recovery and rewilding dynamics. 

At the same time, the initiative also highlights the social and territorial consequences of 

uncontrolled abandonment, particularly: 

• loss of cultural landscapes; 

• disappearance of pastoral practices; 

• reduction of local labour and stewardship; 

• increased socio-ecological fragility. 

For this reason, the initiative promotes hybrid approaches combining natural regeneration with 

selective active management. 

 

4.2 Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

Material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses several material conflicts connected to: 

• land abandonment; 

• changing landscapes; 

• wildlife coexistence; 

• lack of territorial maintenance; 

• limited local employment opportunities. 

Wildfire risk is present but emerges mainly as a secondary concern associated with 

abandonment and lack of management, rather than as the central issue. 
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Diverging values about nature, economy and society (Value dimension) 

Different perceptions coexist regarding: 

• forest expansion; 

• wildlife presence; 

• conservation restrictions; 

• future uses of the territory. 

Some local actors initially perceived the reserve as a source of restrictions or external control 

over local land. 

At the same time, the initiative promotes an alternative vision in which conservation becomes 

compatible with: 

• local development; 

• regenerative economies; 

• territorial revitalisation. 

Process dimension 

The initiative adopts a strongly participatory and dialogic approach. 

Interventions are developed through: 

• community engagement; 

• informal dialogue; 

• local networking; 

• collaborative stewardship arrangements. 

The initiative actively attempts to reduce tensions through communication and local 

involvement. 

Knowledge dimension 

The initiative combines: 

• scientific knowledge; 

•  ecological monitoring; 

• local territorial knowledge; 

• stewardship practices learned through international networks. 

The case also highlights the progressive loss of practical ecological knowledge associated 

with depopulation and socio-economic change. 

The initiative therefore attempts to reactivate learning and knowledge transmission processes, 

especially among younger generations. 
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CL7 – Schist Village Network – Aldeias do Xisto, Pinhal Interior, 

Portugal 

• Organization: EFI 

· Scale: regional and supramunicipal, involving 28 villages across several 

municipalities. 

· Type of conflict: loss of cultural landscapes (CL); land abandonment and 

demographic decline; indirect wildfire risk (FR) 

· Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean 

 

1. About the social innovation case study 

1.1 General description of the Case Study 

The Schist Villages Network (Aldeias do Xisto) is a long-term territorial development and social 

innovation initiative operating in the interior of Central Portugal. The initiative is coordinated 

by ADXTUR – Agency for the Development of the Schist Villages Territory, a public-private 

partnership platform involving municipalities, associations, companies and local actors. 

The initiative emerged as a response to processes of rural decline affecting the region, 

including depopulation, economic fragility, degradation of built heritage and weakening of 

community dynamics. Rather than focusing exclusively on conservation or tourism, the 

initiative adopts an integrated territorial approach combining: 

• heritage restoration; 

• community participation; 

• tourism development; 

• local economic revitalisation; 

• cultural programming; 

• innovation and experimentation. 

The Schist Villages approach is strongly place-based and rooted in the valorisation of local 

identity, cultural landscapes and endogenous resources. The initiative seeks to reposition the 

territory as a place for living, investing, creating and visiting, while strengthening territorial 

resilience and long-term sustainability. 

Although wildfire risk was not the original trigger of the initiative, the project indirectly 

addresses structural drivers associated with increased wildfire vulnerability, particularly land 

abandonment, demographic decline and reduced territorial management capacity.  

1.2 History and development of the Case Study 

Trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 

The initiative started in 2001 with the implementation of the Schist Villages Programme (PAX), 

focused on: 

• improving living conditions; 

• restoring built heritage; 

• strengthening local communities; 

• increasing territorial attractiveness. 
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The initiative emerged within a broader context of socio-economic marginalisation and 

depopulation affecting the interior of Central Portugal. 

According to the interviewee, the territory retained strong cultural identity, traditional 

knowledge and distinctive landscapes despite long-term decline. The initiative was therefore 

conceived not only as a recovery mechanism, but as a transformative territorial development 

model based on identity, participation and innovation.  

A major step occurred in 2007 with the formal establishment of ADXTUR, which consolidated 

governance structures and coordinated the expanding network of villages and actors. 

Over time, the initiative progressively: 

• expanded from heritage rehabilitation towards broader territorial development 

strategies; 

• strengthened public-private governance arrangements; 

• developed tourism and cultural activities; 

• created innovation ecosystems linked to local identity; 

• attracted new residents, entrepreneurs and investment; 

• established digital and economic platforms supporting local actors. 

Today, the initiative represents a mature and territorially embedded governance model 

operating at regional scale. 

1.3 Location map 

• Biogeographic region: Mediterranean 

 

Figure 10. Location of the case study in the Pinhal Interior region of Central Portugal. Source: Wanderin 
Portugal. 
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The Schist Villages Network operates in the Pinhal Interior region of Central Portugal, covering 

28 villages distributed across mountain and forested landscapes characterised by schist 

architecture, agro-silvo-pastoral systems and Mediterranean ecosystems. 

According to the official territorial description, the region includes: 

• river valleys and mountain systems; 

• forest landscapes; 

• traditional villages built with schist stone; 

• mosaic cultural landscapes shaped by long-term human–nature interaction. 

1.4 On the initiative (if any) 

• Aldeias do Xisto – Official website. 

Available at: https://www.aldeiasdoxisto.pt/en/villages/territory/ 

• ADXTUR – Agency for the Development of the Schist Villages Territory. 

Available at: https://www.aldeiasdoxisto.pt 

1.5 On the region 

The Pinhal Interior region of Central Portugal is characterised by Mediterranean mountain 

landscapes historically shaped by agriculture, pastoralism, forestry and small-scale rural 

economies. 

Over recent decades, the region has experienced: 

• demographic decline; 

• ageing populations; 

• abandonment of agricultural land; 

• weakening of local economies; 

• degradation of built heritage; 

• increasing socio-territorial fragility. 

At the same time, the region retains strong cultural identity and landscape value, including: 

• traditional villages; 

• local gastronomy and crafts; 

• community traditions; 

• cultural landscapes linked to long-term human activity. 

The territory is also exposed to wildfire risk associated with vegetation accumulation, forest 

expansion and land abandonment, although wildfire management is not the direct operational 

focus of the initiative. 
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2. Relevance of the social innovation case study 

2.1 How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The Schist Villages initiative is socially innovative because it combines territorial regeneration, 

community participation and economic diversification within a long-term collaborative 

governance framework. 

The initiative does not focus on a single sector or intervention, but rather seeks to transform 

the territorial development model through: 

• integrated governance; 

• valorisation of local identity; 

• community involvement; 

• economic experimentation; 

• cultural programming; 

• knowledge exchange and innovation. 

The case is particularly relevant because it demonstrates how social innovation can contribute 

to maintaining inhabited landscapes and territorial vitality in contexts affected by depopulation 

and abandonment. 

The initiative also shows how social innovation may indirectly interact with rewilding dynamics 

by: 

• counterbalancing abandonment processes; 

• supporting active territorial management; 

• strengthening socio-economic functions in rural areas. 

The innovative dimension lies primarily in the creation of a long-term territorial ecosystem 

connecting governance, economy, identity and landscape. 

2.2 Social Innovation Dimension 

The initiative shows several dimensions of social innovation. 

Changes in social practices 

• reactivation of community participation and local initiatives; 

• revitalisation of cultural practices and local knowledge; 

• emergence of new economic activities linked to tourism, crafts and creative industries; 

• experimentation with new forms of living and working in rural territories. 

Changes in relationships and networks 

• strengthening of collaboration between municipalities, companies, associations and 

local actors; 

• creation of multi-scalar governance and cooperation networks; 
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• development of relationships between local actors and external investors, artists, 

researchers and entrepreneurs. 

Changes in governance arrangements 

• establishment of a stable public-private governance model coordinated by ADXTUR; 

• increased coordination across municipalities and sectors; 

• development of collaborative and integrated territorial planning approaches. 

Knowledge-related aspects 

• integration of traditional knowledge with contemporary innovation practices; 

• promotion of experimentation and knowledge transfer through Fab Labs, artistic 

residencies and academic collaborations; 

• recognition of local identity and cultural memory as strategic territorial resources. 

2.3 Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative has an indirect and ambivalent relationship with rewilding. 

The territorial approach is primarily centred on: 

• inhabited cultural landscapes; 

• active territorial management; 

• socio-economic revitalisation; 

• maintenance of local presence and activities. 

Rather than promoting passive rewilding or non-intervention, the initiative seeks to reactivate 

abandoned territories through: 

• tourism; 

• entrepreneurship; 

• cultural programming; 

• local economic development. 

The initiative therefore partly counterbalances some dynamics associated with passive 

rewilding, particularly: 

• abandonment of agricultural land; 

• reduction of territorial stewardship; 

• weakening of local socio-economic systems. 

At the same time, it does not oppose ecological restoration or environmental conservation, but 

frames them within a broader perspective of inhabited and actively managed landscapes. 
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3. In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

3.1 Trigger of the initiative 

The initiative emerged as a response to multiple structural challenges affecting the interior of 

Central Portugal. 

Initial trigger (territorial and socio-economic concerns) 

The main triggers included: 

• depopulation; 

• degradation of built heritage; 

• weakening of community dynamics; 

• low economic activity; 

• loss of territorial attractiveness. 

The initiative emerged from the recognition that these processes threatened not only the local 

economy, but also cultural identity and long-term territorial sustainability. 

At the same time, the territory still retained strong landscape value, local knowledge and 

cultural heritage, which became the foundation for the initiative’s development strategy.  

Wildfire-related dimension 

Wildfire risk was not explicitly identified as the original trigger. However, the initiative 

recognises that: 

• land abandonment; 

• demographic decline; 

• reduced territorial management capacity 

contribute indirectly to increasing wildfire vulnerability. 

The initiative therefore addresses some of the structural drivers associated with wildfire risk 

through territorial revitalisation and active landscape use. 

3.2 Activities 

The initiative implements a wide range of integrated territorial activities. 

Main activities include: 

• restoration and rehabilitation of built heritage and villages; 

• development and management of the “Aldeias do Xisto” territorial brand; 

• tourism promotion and nature-based experiences; 

• cultural programming, festivals and artistic residencies; 

• support to local producers, crafts and gastronomy; 

• development of fair-trade and local value chains; 



116 
 

• creation of digital platforms supporting local economies (e.g. Bookinxisto); 

• promotion of innovation ecosystems, Fab Labs and experimentation spaces; 

• attraction of entrepreneurs, investment and new residents; 

• academic collaborations and knowledge exchange activities. 

Activities are implemented through a collaborative governance approach involving public 

authorities, communities, companies and civil society actors. 

3.3 Involved actors or agents 

The initiative involves a broad range of actors operating at multiple scales. 

Core group 

• ADXTUR – Agency for the Development of the Schist Villages Territory; 

• municipalities participating in the network; 

• local public authorities and regional actors involved in the initial programme. 

Followers 

• local communities; 

• associations; 

• local entrepreneurs; 

• tourism operators; 

• cultural actors. 

Other engaged actors (transformers) 

• academic institutions and researchers; 

• artists and creative industries; 

• investors and entrepreneurs; 

• public and private partners; 

• digital platform developers; 

• NGOs and civil society organisations. 

Beneficiaries 

Direct beneficiaries: 

• local communities; 

• residents; 

• local economic actors; 

• entrepreneurs and tourism operators. 

Indirect beneficiaries: 
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• the territory as a whole; 

• cultural landscapes; 

• broader society. 

3.4 Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative contributes to a broad reconfiguration of social and territorial practices. 

Reactivation of territorial participation 

The initiative promotes renewed engagement with local territories through: 

• cultural activities; 

• entrepreneurship; 

• tourism; 

• local initiatives; 

• collaborative governance. 

Revalorisation of local identity and knowledge 

Traditional practices, gastronomy, crafts and community knowledge are reframed as strategic 

territorial resources rather than remnants of decline. 

Transformation of rural imaginaries 

The initiative contributes to changing perceptions of rural territories from marginal spaces into 

places for: 

• living; 

• creating; 

• investing; 

• innovation and experimentation. 

Reconfiguration of territorial economies 

The initiative supports new hybrid economies combining: 

• tourism; 

• culture; 

• local production; 

• digital innovation; 

• environmental valorisation. 

3.5 Novelty of the SI approach 

The initiative represents a highly integrated and territorially embedded form of social 

innovation. 

Most practices involved are not individually new. However, the innovative dimension lies in: 
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• the long-term territorial vision; 

• the integration of cultural, economic and governance dimensions; 

• the creation of a stable collaborative governance ecosystem; 

• the combination of tradition and innovation; 

• the transformation of local identity into a territorial development driver. 

The initiative therefore represents a mature and institutionalised form of place-based social 

innovation. 

3.6 Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Social 

· strengthening of community identity  

· increased participation in local initiatives · 

intergenerational knowledge transmission  

· improved territorial attractiveness 

Governance 

· establishment of a stable public-private 

governance model 

· improved territorial coordination  

· long-term strategic alignment among actors 

Economic 

· development of tourism and local services · 

support to entrepreneurship and local production  

· economic diversification and job creation 

Ecological / landscape-related 

· valorisation of cultural landscapes  

· maintenance of inhabited territories  

· indirect contribution to territorial management and 

landscape continuity 

Others 

· increased territorial resilience  

· creation of innovation ecosystems rooted in local 

identity 

 

4. Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study  

4.1 Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or/not supporting rewilding 

by the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting proforestation 

The initiative does not explicitly support proforestation understood as complete non-

management of forests. 

The territorial approach emphasises the importance of: 
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• active land management; 

• inhabited territories; 

• cultural landscapes; 

• continued human presence. 

As a consequence, fully unmanaged landscapes may raise concerns related to: 

• territorial abandonment; 

• loss of socio-economic functions; 

• weakening of territorial stewardship. 

Supporting natural afforestation 

Natural vegetation development associated with land abandonment is recognised as part of 

ongoing territorial transformations. 

However, the initiative does not frame abandonment-driven afforestation as a desirable 

process in itself. Instead, it focuses on: 

• reactivating abandoned territories; 

• maintaining socio-economic activities; 

• supporting inhabited landscapes; 

• balancing environmental, social and economic dimensions. 

The initiative therefore occupies a position closer to active territorial stewardship than to 

passive rewilding. 

 

4.2. Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed 

Material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

The initiative addresses several material challenges connected to: 

• depopulation; 

• abandonment of villages and agricultural land; 

• weakening of local economies; 

• degradation of built heritage; 

• loss of territorial attractiveness. 

Wildfire risk appears mainly as an indirect territorial concern associated with abandonment 

and reduced management capacity. 

Diverging values about nature, economy and society (Value dimension) 

The initiative promotes a territorial vision centred on: 

• inhabited landscapes; 
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• active stewardship; 

• local identity; 

• socio-economic revitalisation. 

This perspective differs from approaches based on non-intervention or passive abandonment, 

although it does not oppose environmental conservation. 

Process dimension 

The initiative is based on collaborative governance and shared ownership of territorial 

strategies. 

Decision-making processes involve: 

• municipalities; 

• associations; 

• companies; 

• communities; 

• external partners and experts. 

The initiative strongly emphasises participation, networking and multi-level cooperation. 

Knowledge dimension 

The initiative combines: 

• traditional knowledge and practices; 

• contemporary innovation approaches; 

• academic collaborations; 

• digital and creative experimentation. 

Knowledge transfer and experimentation are considered central dimensions of territorial 

revitalisation. 
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Human-wildlife conflict 

WL1 – Bear-smart community approach - Băile Tușnad, Harghita, 

Romania  

• Organization: USV 

• Regional scale 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Continental 
 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study 

Community-based initiative aimed at reducing human–bear conflicts in an urban setting 

through improved waste management, public awareness campaigns, behavioural change, 

and cooperation between local authorities, residents, NGOs, and wildlife experts. 

 

History and development of the Case Study 

The “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” initiative emerged in the context of increasing 

human–wildlife conflicts, particularly involving large carnivores. In several regions of Romania, 

the presence of the brown bear (Ursus arctos) has become a significant social issue, causing 

property damage, fear among residents, and risks to human safety. 

At the same time, public debate on bear management has become highly polarized, especially 

following the hunting ban introduced in 2016. The lack of an integrated approach and effective 

dialogue among key stakeholders—such as authorities, local communities, NGOs, and the 

tourism sector—has contributed to increasing tensions and a deterioration in the public 

perception of the species. 

An initial attempt to reconcile different perspectives took place in 2017, through a joint meeting 

organized by World Wide Fund for Nature and FACE under the EU Platform on Coexistence 

between People and Large Carnivores. Although an agreement was reached, it did not lead 

to significant improvements on the ground. 

In this context, the need for a locally adapted, participatory approach became evident. As a 

result, in 2022, the concept of a “bear smart community” was introduced in Băile Tușnad, an 

area with one of the highest bear densities in the country and located along an important 

ecological corridor in the Eastern Carpathians. 

The initiative can be considered an example of both scale-down and scale-up, as: 

Scale-down: following the limited effectiveness of national and European-level approaches 

(e.g. the 2017 initiative); efforts shifted towards a localized, pilot intervention tailored to the 

specific context of Băile Tușnad. 

Scale-up: it generates solutions that can be replicated in other communities in Romania or 
across the Carpathian region; it contributes to evidence-based policy recommendations, and 
it may serve as a model of good practice at the European level for human–large carnivore 
coexistence. 

2016 – Hunting ban on bears introduced in Romania → increased tensions regarding 
species management 
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2017 – WWF–FACE meeting within the EU Platform on Coexistence; Agreement reached, 
but with limited practical impact 

2018 – 2021 - Intensification of human–bear conflicts and growing polarization of public 
and institutional opinions 

2022 – Launch of the “Bear Smart Community” initiative in Băile Tușnad; Beginning of the 
participatory stakeholder process 

2022 – 2023 - Implementation of prevention measures, Establishment of the intervention 
team, Awareness-raising campaigns and information activities, Studies on bear behaviour 
and habituation, Development of policy recommendations 

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion – Continental (Băile Tușnad, Harghita County, Romania) 

 

The case study takes place in Băile Tușnad, where the estimated bear density reaches 12.4 
individuals per 100 km² (95% confidence interval: 8.6–16.3), ranking among the highest in 
Romania. This high concentration is partly explained by the town’s geographical location, as 
it lies along a key ecological corridor in the Eastern Carpathians, which is frequently used by 
bears and other wildlife species for movement and dispersal. 

 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any) 

About this case study we identified only one scientific paper 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/385811133_Creating_bear_smart_communities_th
e_example_of_Baile_Tusnad_Romania 

On the region 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/385811133_Creating_bear_smart_communities_the_example_of_Baile_Tusnad_Romania
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/385811133_Creating_bear_smart_communities_the_example_of_Baile_Tusnad_Romania
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The case study is located in Băile Tușnad, a town situated in Harghita County, in the 
Transylvania region of Romania. From an administrative perspective, the locality corresponds 
to the NUTS 3 level represented by Harghita County. The town consists of the settlements 
Băile Tușnad (the administrative centre) and Carpitus and is known as the smallest town in 
Romania, with a population of approximately 1,400 inhabitants (according to the 2021 census). 

From a biogeographical perspective, Băile Tușnad is located in the southern part of the Ciuc 
Depression, within the Olt Gorge, at an altitude of approximately 650 m, between the Harghita 
and Bodoc Mountains. The area is characterized by mountainous terrain and is predominantly 
covered by coniferous forests, providing favorable conditions for high biodiversity. The climate 
is subalpine, with an average annual temperature of around 8°C and cold winters. 

From an ecological perspective, the area is particularly important as it lies along a major 
ecological corridor in the Eastern Carpathians, used by wildlife species for movement and 
dispersal. In particular, the population of brown bears (Ursus arctos) is significant, with 
estimated densities among the highest in Romania. This combination of suitable habitat and 
proximity to a human settlement contributes to the increased frequency of human–wildlife 
interactions. 

From a socio-economic perspective, Băile Tușnad is an important spa resort, with the local 
economy primarily based on tourism and related services. The resort has specialized 
infrastructure for balneotherapy treatments and attracts tourists annually for medical cures 
and recreation. At the same time, the small size of the community and its dependence on 
tourism make it vulnerable to disturbances, including those generated by the presence of 
bears within the urban area. 

The demographic structure is characterized by a majority Hungarian population 
(approximately 83%), alongside Romanian and other ethnic minorities. This diversity may 
influence perceptions and attitudes towards wildlife management and associated conflicts. 

A 3D map of the study area is provided in Chapter 5 – Additional Graphic Information. 

 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study 

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The initiative can be considered socially innovative as it introduces a new, integrated and 
participatory approach to managing human–wildlife conflicts, moving beyond traditional, top-
down or reactive management models. 

Firstly, the initiative represents a reconfiguration of governance and stakeholder collaboration. 
Instead of relying solely on centralized decision-making, it brings together local authorities, 
the Bear Emergency Team, researchers, NGOs (such as WWF), hunting associations, and 
the local community in a co-creation process. This collaborative model enhances trust, shared 
responsibility, and social cohesion, which had previously been lacking in bear management 
efforts in Romania. 

Secondly, the case study demonstrates innovation in knowledge production and use by 
integrating scientific research, local knowledge, and advanced technologies. The use of GPS 
collars, camera traps, and AI-based data analysis enables real-time monitoring and predictive 
capabilities, transforming how conflicts are anticipated and managed. This represents a shift 
from reactive interventions to evidence-based and preventive management. 

Thirdly, the initiative introduces new forms of community engagement and communication. 
Tools such as the TusnadEcoBearWatch mobile application create a continuous 
communication channel between residents, tourists, and authorities, allowing faster responses 
to incidents and increasing transparency. Awareness campaigns, public events, and 
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educational initiatives (e.g. conferences and visitor centres) contribute to changing 
perceptions and attitudes towards bears, fostering coexistence rather than conflict. 

Another key dimension of social innovation is the implementation of preventive and non-lethal 
solutions, such as electric fencing, bear-proof waste management systems, and habitat 
management measures (e.g. removal of attractants). These solutions are co-developed with 
the community and tailored to local conditions, increasing their acceptance and effectiveness. 

Importantly, the initiative also reflects a cultural and behavioral shift. It moves from a paradigm 
focused on control or elimination of wildlife towards one based on coexistence, responsibility, 
and adaptation. This is evidenced by improved community attitudes, reduced levels of conflict, 
and increased participation in awareness activities. 

 

Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative is closely linked to rewilding processes, particularly as a response to the 
ecological recovery and increasing populations of large carnivores in the Carpathian region. 
While it does not directly implement rewilding measures, it addresses the social and 
governance challenges arising from these dynamics, especially the growing interactions 
between humans and brown bears (Ursus arctos) in areas such as Băile Tușnad. The case 
can therefore be understood primarily as a response to rewilding, developing solutions that 
enable coexistence through preventive measures, technological monitoring, and participatory 
governance. At the same time, it indirectly supports rewilding by increasing social acceptance 
of wildlife and reducing conflict. Overall, it represents a form of social adaptation that 
contributes to the long-term sustainability of rewilding processes. 

 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study 

Trigger of the initiative: 

The trigger for the initiative was the increasing number of human–bear conflicts, which 
reached a critical level in 2021, when 41 cases of damage caused by brown bears and 149 
RoAlert emergency calls were recorded in Băile Tușnad. This situation, driven by high bear 
density and the town’s location along an ecological corridor, generated significant safety 
concerns and pressure on local authorities, while existing management approaches proved 
insufficient. 

 

Activities 

The “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” initiative includes a set of integrated and 
complementary activities aimed at improving human–bear coexistence. 
A central activity is the strengthening of the Bear Emergency Team (BET), which has been 
equipped with modern tools such as GPS collars, camera traps, and communication devices. 
These technologies allow near real-time monitoring of brown bears (Ursus arctos) and enable 
rapid and targeted interventions, including deterrence, relocation, or continuous monitoring. 
The initiative also focuses on better understanding bear behaviour through research activities, 
including tracking and data analysis. This helps predict bear movements and supports more 
effective, preventive management. 
In addition, several preventive measures are implemented to reduce attractants in the town, 
such as electric fencing, improved waste management, and the removal or replacement of 
fruit trees that attract bears. 
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Communication and community involvement are also key components. A mobile application 
facilitates interaction between residents, tourists, and authorities, while meetings, events, and 
awareness campaigns help improve knowledge and attitudes towards coexistence. 

 

Involved actors or agents: 

• The core group includes the main innovators and early followers of the initiative. The 
innovators are primarily environmental organisations such as WWF, together with local 
experts who introduced the “bear smart” concept in Băile Tușnad. The early followers 
include the local authorities (Town Hall) and members of the Bear Emergency Team 
(BET), who supported and helped implement the initiative from the beginning. 

• The direct beneficiaries are local residents, businesses, and tourists, who benefit 
from increased safety and reduced conflicts with brown bears. 

• The indirect beneficiaries include public authorities, other communities that can 
replicate the model, and society in general, as well as wildlife, which benefits from 
better and non-lethal management. 

• The other engaged actors (transformers) are institutions and stakeholders that 
joined later and support the initiative in practice. These include the gendarmerie, 
hunting associations, veterinarians, researchers, and technical partners. They help 
implement actions, provide expertise, and improve how the initiative works. 

 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative has led to a reconfiguration of social practices by changing relationships between 
actors, community attitudes, and governance arrangements. 

Firstly, there has been a change in relationships and networks - the initiative created new 
forms of collaboration between local authorities, the Bear Emergency Team, researchers, 
NGOs (WWF), and the local community in Băile Tușnad. These actors now work together 
more closely through regular communication, shared responsibilities, and coordinated actions, 
replacing previously fragmented approaches. 

Secondly, there has been a shift in attitudes and behaviours - the local community is gradually 
moving from fear and conflict towards greater acceptance of brown bears and coexistence. 
This change is supported by awareness campaigns, education, and improved understanding 
of bear behaviour. Residents have also adopted new practices, such as using electric fences, 
managing waste more carefully, and reducing attractants. 

Thirdly, the initiative has contributed to a change in governance arrangements - instead of 
relying only on top-down decisions, bear management is now based on a more participatory 
and locally adapted approach. The Bear Emergency Team plays a central operational role, 
supported by data, technology, and cooperation between institutions. 

 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Reduced human–bear conflicts and improved coexistence with brown 

bears; decreased bear presence in urban areas; promotion of non-

lethal management methods and better understanding of bear 

behaviour and ecology. 
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Economic  

Reduced economic losses caused by bear damage; increased stability 

for local businesses (especially tourism); improved attractiveness of 

Băile Tușnad as a safe destination; potential for developing nature-

based tourism. 

Social  

Increased sense of safety among residents; improved attitudes 

towards bears and coexistence; stronger community engagement and 

participation; enhanced awareness and education on human–wildlife 

interactions. 

Governance  

Improved collaboration between stakeholders (local authorities, NGOs, 

researchers, intervention teams); more participatory and coordinated 

management approach; better use of data and technology in decision-

making. 

Others 

Development of a replicable model for other regions; contribution to 

policy recommendations and improved wildlife management practices 

at national and European levels. 

 

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study 

(on proforestation and natural afforestation):  

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study   

The “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” initiative is not directly related to proforestation. 
Instead, the initiative is more closely associated with natural afforestation and broader 
rewilding processes, as it operates in a landscape shaped by natural forest regeneration and 
ecological connectivity that support wildlife populations such as the brown bear. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The material dimension of conflicts in the “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” case mainly 
involves human–wildlife conflicts with brown bears, resulting in property damage, safety risks, 
and economic losses. These issues are linked to the presence of attractants and the town’s 
location in an ecological corridor, and they also affect the perception of safety and tourism in 
Băile Tușnad.  

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

The value dimension of the conflict is characterised by diverging perceptions and attitudes 
towards wildlife and its management. In Romania, and particularly in Băile Tușnad, some 
stakeholders (e.g. local residents) prioritise safety and economic stability, often perceiving 
brown bears (Ursus arctos) as a threat, while others (e.g. environmental organisations) 
emphasise conservation and the ecological importance of the species. This creates a tension 
between human safety, economic interests (especially tourism), and biodiversity protection, 
leading to conflicts in opinions regarding appropriate management approaches. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 
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The rewilding processes in the “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” case are not 
intentionally implemented as a formal rewilding intervention, but rather emerge indirectly 
through natural ecosystem recovery and increasing wildlife populations. In response, the 
initiative introduces a participatory and locally driven management approach, involving local 
authorities, the Bear Emergency Team, experts, NGOs (WWF), and the local community in 
Băile Tușnad. Overall, the initiative promotes a more inclusive and adaptive governance 
process, aiming to balance ecological dynamics with community needs.  

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

The knowledge dimension of the “Bear Smart Community – Băile Tușnad” initiative combines 
scientific and local knowledge. Decisions are based on monitoring data (e.g. GPS collars, 
camera traps) and research, supported by WWF, as well as practical experience from local 
actors in Băile Tușnad. However, uncertainties remain regarding bear behaviour and the 
effectiveness of measures, while media and differing stakeholder perspectives can influence 
how information is perceived.  

Additional graphic information 

 

3D map of the study area – Băile Tușnad, Harghita, Romania (Source: 

https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C4%83ile_Tu%C8%99nad#/media/Fi%C8%99ier:Prelucrar

e_3D_pentru_Baile_Tusnad,_Romania.jpg)  

 

 

  

https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C4%83ile_Tu%C8%99nad#/media/Fi%C8%99ier:Prelucrare_3D_pentru_Baile_Tusnad,_Romania.jpg
https://ro.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C4%83ile_Tu%C8%99nad#/media/Fi%C8%99ier:Prelucrare_3D_pentru_Baile_Tusnad,_Romania.jpg
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WL2 – Community-led human–bear cohabitation practices – Rodopi 

Mountains, Bulgaria 

Community-led human–bear cohabitation practices – Rodopi Mountains, Bulgaria 

• Organization: USV 

• Scale: regional 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Continental 
 
About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

This case documents a bottom-up form of social innovation in which rural communities in the 
Rodopi Mountains have developed informal practices, norms, and knowledge systems that 
enable long-term cohabitation with brown bears. Rather than relying on formal conflict 
mitigation schemes, these practices reconfigure human–wildlife relations through everyday 
adaptation, social learning, and shared cultural values. 

History and development of the Case Study 

The case study was triggered by the increase in brown bear population and the lack of 
protected areas in the Rodopi Mountains, which led to intensified human–bear interactions. In 
the absence of strong state control and formal conservation frameworks, local people 
developed bottom-up mechanisms and practices to facilitate coexistence. 

These practices evolved in a postsocialist context, where economic decline, land 
abandonment, and lack of state support pushed communities to rely on local initiatives and 
natural resources. Over time, people and bears mutually adapted to living in overlapping 
spaces, resulting in relatively successful cohabitation. 

A key element in the evolution of the initiative is the development of local ecological knowledge 
(LEK) and ecotourism, particularly bear-related tourism, which emerged as part of broader 
livelihood strategies. Additionally, legal protection of bears at national and EU level introduced 
new dynamics, influencing existing local practices. 

Socialist period (pre-1990s):  

- Strong economic activity (agriculture, livestock, industry).  
- Bears present but less visible; hunting allowed; stricter human mobility control.  

Post-socialist transition (after 1990):  

- Economic decline, land abandonment, outmigration.  
- Emergence of unplanned rewilding and increase in bear population.  
- Lack of state intervention enables local governance of human–bear relations.  

1993 onward:  

- Bears receive protected status in Bulgaria, later reinforced by EU legislation.  

2000s–2010s:  

- Growth of tourism as main livelihood strategy.  
- Development of ecotourism and hiking activities.  

Last 10–15 years:  

- Establishment of bear ecotourism, including construction of the bear hide by local hunt-
ers.  

- Collaboration with a foreign tour operator brings international tourists.  

2022:  
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- Continued low-intensity bear tourism.  
- Ongoing bottom-up coexistence practices, now influenced by formal conservation pol-

icies.  

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion – Continental (Rodope Mountains, Bulgaria) 

 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

Associate Professor Svetoslava Toncheva, based at the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore 
Studies with Ethnographic Museum of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in Sofia, has led 
the scholarly documentation of human-bear cohabitation in the Yagodina-Trigrad area of the 
Rodopi Mountains. Her research presents a novel contribution to the Bulgarian 
anthropological field on the human-bear conflicts in the Rodopi mountains, framing mitigation 
of human-carnivore conflicts as a major challenge to conservation efforts and a priority matter 
in the development of new "convivial" conservation models. Researchers Robert Fletcher and 
Esther Turnhout from Wageningen University and Research in the Netherlands collaborated 
with the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences to study and theorize the cohabitation case in the 
Rodopi Mountains. Their joint work produced the influential concept of "convivial conservation 
from the bottom up" — identifying and outlining local adaptation and conservation mechanisms 
developed to live with bears, as well as strategies to benefit from the bears' presence, with the 
aim of contributing to debates on how to best facilitate coexistence between humans and 
wildlife.  

Their research is documented in: 

https://journals.lww.com/coas/fulltext/2022/20020/convivial_conservation_from_the_bottom_
up_.7.aspx  

On the region 

The case study takes place in the Rodopi Mountains, specifically in the Yagodina–Trigrad area 
in southern Bulgaria. The region is characterised by forested mountainous landscapes that 

https://journals.lww.com/coas/fulltext/2022/20020/convivial_conservation_from_the_bottom_up_.7.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/coas/fulltext/2022/20020/convivial_conservation_from_the_bottom_up_.7.aspx
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provide suitable habitat for brown bears. It has high biodiversity, offering abundant natural 
food sources such as wild berries, roots, grasses, and insects. The landscape includes forests, 
meadows, rivers, caves, and gorges, which together form the shared space where humans 
and bears interact. The Rodopi Mountains host one of the most important bear populations in 
the country, estimated at 206–334 individuals, within a national population of 600–800. 

Economically, the region has undergone significant changes. During the socialist period, the 
local economy was based on collectivised agriculture, livestock breeding, and industrial 
activities such as factories, dairy production, and timber. After the collapse of socialism, the 
region experienced economic decline marked by land fragmentation, lack of financial 
resources, unemployment, and outmigration. In the absence of state support and investment, 
local communities developed alternative livelihood strategies based on available natural 
resources. Tourism emerged as the main economic activity, with up to 90% of the local 
population involved in it. 

Politically and administratively, the region is part of Bulgaria, a country with high biodiversity 
importance and significant inclusion in the Natura 2000 network. However, the Rodopi 
Mountains lack large protected areas, consisting instead of small and fragmented nature 
reserves. Forests around Yagodina are state-owned and managed, reflecting a legacy of the 
socialist period. Brown bears have been legally protected since 1993 under national legislation 
and later under European Union regulations. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study can be considered socially innovative because it represents a bottom-up 
reconfiguration of human–wildlife relations, governance, and local livelihoods in the absence 
of strong external intervention. Instead of relying on formal conservation policies or externally 
imposed management strategies, local people have developed their own practices to coexist 
with bears, based on adaptation, mutual adjustment, and learning. 

A key dimension of social innovation is the reconfiguration of governance arrangements. In 
this case, governance is largely local and participatory, with community members, particularly 
hunters, playing central roles in managing bear-related activities. Decision-making is not 
imposed by external authorities but emerges from local practices, knowledge, and needs, 
reflecting a form of local agency and institution-building. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The case study relates to rewilding primarily through processes of unplanned natural 
afforestation resulting from agricultural land abandonment in the post-socialist period. As 
cultivated land was no longer used, forests expanded naturally, creating improved habitats for 
wildlife, including brown bears. This process is described as unplanned rewilding, where 
former agricultural areas have reverted to forest ecosystems. The case represents only 
partially a deliberate or planned promotion of rewilding approaches such as proforestation, 
which is related to the strict protection of ancient primary forests in the Rhodopi Mountains.  

Thus, rewilding emerges as an indirect outcome of broader socio-economic changes, 
particularly economic decline, land abandonment, and population outmigration as well as on 
the intended protection of natural forest reserves.  

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The trigger of the initiative is the combined effect of increasing brown bear populations and 
the absence of formal protected areas and strong state management, which led to intensified 
human–bear interactions in shared spaces. 
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This situation emerged as part of a long-term post-socialist transformation, during which 
economic decline, land abandonment, and outmigration resulted in reduced agricultural 
activity and the expansion of forests. This process created improved habitats for bears and 
contributed to their population increase. At the same time, bears received legal protection at 
national and EU level, further supporting their recovery. 

As a result, humans and bears increasingly occupied overlapping territories without formal 
mechanisms to regulate their coexistence. This created a situation in which local people had 
to respond to new ecological and social conditions, as neither strict conservation frameworks 
nor external management strategies were effectively present. 

Activities  

The social innovation activities consist of a range of locally developed practices, routines, and 
arrangements that enable human–bear coexistence and support local livelihoods. These 
activities are embedded in everyday life and have become recurrent over time. 

A central set of activities involves practical coexistence strategies used by local people when 
entering shared spaces with bears. These include making noise to avoid encounters, avoiding 
known bear habitats, and following informal rules about not disturbing bears in their core 
areas. People also rely on their ability to read signs of bear presence, such as tracks, 
overturned stones, and scat, which guides their behaviour in the landscape. 

Another important group of activities relates to the use and transmission of local ecological 
knowledge. This includes shared understanding of bear behaviour, habitats, and risks, as well 
as traditional beliefs and practices. Some of these practices aim to reduce fear and manage 
the psychological effects of encounters, such as the ritual of bullet casting or the use of prayers 
and protective words before entering the forest. 

Involved actors or agents:  

The core group is composed primarily of local community members, especially hunters, who 
played a central role in initiating and developing bear-related practices. The hunters can be 
considered key innovators, particularly in relation to the establishment of the bear hide and 
the organisation of bear tourism. Their activities build on pre-existing responsibilities for wildlife 
management and reflect locally developed solutions rather than externally imposed ideas. The 
lack of protected areas in the region and the increasing number of brown bears resulted in 
both human-wildlife conflicts and the development of mechanisms and practices to facilitate 
cohabitation in the absence of formal rules — making local community-led responses the 
primary driver of coexistence. Villagers express a sense of pride that bears can be seen 
around the village; bears are considered symbols of power and bravery as well as of the 
Rodopi mountains as a whole. Local foresters have also played a role: when bear scent-
marking trees are identified and reported to the local foresters in Yagodina, they have become 
more willing to spare these important rub trees from being felled. 

NGO Wild Rodopi: is the central on-the-ground conservation organization. Using a 
phenomenological bear-focused approach combining careful observation, traditional non-
invasive tracking, camera trapping, and ethnoecological methods, Wild Rodopi gathers 
important new insights into the ethology of the brown bears and their day-to-day interactions 
with both the humans and other wildlife species with which they share the mountains. The 
NGO was founded by Julian Perry, a long-term resident and field researcher in the region. As 
an independent researcher and founder of Wild Rodopi, Perry has spent over three decades 
exploring the ecology and ethology of the more-than-human cohabitants of the Rodopi 
Mountains, seeing his role as that of a "more-than-human storyteller," giving voice to the bears' 
perspectives to engender feelings of empathy and ultimately "hospitality" towards bears. Wild 
Rodopi also partners with eco-tourism operators: data collected during guided bear-tracking 
weeks is used directly by the wildlife NGO Wild Rodopi 



132 
 

Direct beneficiaries include local residents involved in tourism, particularly those engaged in 
bear tourism such as hunters and guides, as well as people working in accommodation, food 
provision, and related services. These actors benefit economically from tourism and from the 
maintenance of bear populations as a resource.  

While primarily a travel company, Exodus has played a supporting role in sustaining the 
conservation work financially and in terms of public awareness. Julian Perry launched a brown 
bear conservation project focused on fostering more convivial coexistence between local 
people and the bears, with Exodus launching their "Bulgaria: Realm of the Brown Bear" trip 
as part of this initiative. Local people have become more inclined to protect the wildlife as 
tourism provides more jobs and brings more money into the area, reinforcing conservation 
incentives. 

Indirect beneficiaries include the wider local community, which benefits from tourism 
revenues and the overall viability of the village as a place to live and work. 
 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The case study demonstrates a process of reconfiguration of social practices involving 
changes in relationships, attitudes, and governance arrangements, resulting from the need to 
live alongside an increasing bear population in a shared space. 

A key transformation concerns changes in attitudes and values. Local people have developed 
a predominantly positive and tolerant perception of bears, viewing them as legitimate co-
inhabitants of the landscape rather than solely as threats. This is reflected in the belief that 
coexistence is possible if both humans and bears respect each other’s space. Fear of bears 
still exists, but it is moderated by knowledge of bear behaviour and by practices aimed at 
avoiding conflict. 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Relatively peaceful coexistence between humans and bears with 

absence of significant conflicts; maintenance of bear populations 

supported by abundant natural resources and low disturbance; 

conservation supported through low-impact ecotourism and local 

tolerance. 

Economic  

Development of tourism as the main livelihood strategy; additional 

income from bear-related ecotourism, especially for hunters and those 

involved in tourism services; support for local economy through foreign 

visitors purchasing local products and services. 

Social  

Predominantly positive attitudes toward bears and a “landscape of 

tolerance”; strengthening of shared norms and practices for 

coexistence; preservation and use of local ecological knowledge and 

some traditional practices. 

Governance  

Emergence of bottom-up, locally driven governance arrangements 

with limited external control; central role of local actors, especially 

hunters, in managing bear-related activities; coexistence practices 

shaped by local knowledge rather than formal regulation. 
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Others 

Increased local pride associated with the presence of bears; 

educational benefits through ecotourism, including raising awareness 

about bear ecology and conservation among visitors. 

 

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation and 

natural afforestation) 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting/not supporting proforestation: The case study does not describe explicit 
collective positions in terms of formal support or opposition to rewilding approaches such as 
proforestation or natural afforestation. However, attitudes and practices observed in the area 
allow an indirect understanding of how these processes are perceived. 

Proforestation is not explicitly supported in the case study, as there is no deliberate effort to 
promote forest growth, while natural afforestation is indirectly accepted as a consequence of 
land abandonment, leading to forest expansion and improved habitats that have shaped 
human–bear coexistence. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The material aspects of conflict are relatively limited, as the case is characterised by the 
absence of significant human–bear conflicts. Bears rarely approach the village and have not 
caused property damage, largely due to the abundance of natural food sources. Most 
interactions occur in shared spaces during activities such as hunting, gathering, or agriculture. 
Potential risks include encounters in the forest, especially with certain categories of bears (e.g. 
females with cubs or aggressive individuals), but these do not typically result in conflict. 
Economic impacts are minimal, as no bear-related damage has been reported, and bears 
instead contribute positively through tourism-related income. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

Diverging values are limited, as the case is characterised by a largely shared positive attitude 
toward bears and coexistence. Local people generally view bears as legitimate inhabitants of 
the landscape and support the idea of living together in shared spaces rather than separating 
them in protected areas. However, some differences appear in relation to economic aspects, 
particularly regarding bear tourism, where unequal distribution of benefits may generate 
feelings of potential jealousy among those not directly involved. Additionally, while bears are 
mostly seen positively, they are still associated with fear and risk, especially in certain 
situations, reflecting a balance between appreciation and concern rather than strong value 
conflicts. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

Rewilding interventions are not intentionally proposed or formally implemented in this case. 
Instead, rewilding occurs as an unplanned process resulting from land abandonment and 
socio-economic changes. There are no structured programmes or external actors actively 
designing or enforcing rewilding measures, and therefore no formal inclusion or exclusion 
processes. 
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The management of human–bear relations is largely based on bottom-up practices developed 
by local people, rather than top-down governance. Local actors, particularly hunters and 
community members, play a central role in shaping coexistence practices, while external 
actors such as the tour operator participate in collaboration rather than imposing decisions. 

As a result, there is little evidence of perceived injustice or conflict related to governance 
processes. The absence of strong external intervention allows local actors to maintain control 
over decision-making, and rewilding dynamics are addressed through locally adapted 
practices rather than formal management structures. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

 
Decision-making about land management and human–bear interactions is primarily based on 
local ecological knowledge, which includes practical understanding of bear behaviour, 
habitats, and signs of presence developed through everyday experience. This knowledge is 
shared within the community and guides how people act in shared spaces, such as avoiding 
certain areas or recognising traces of bears. It is complemented to a lesser extent by scientific 
knowledge, mainly through the involvement of the tour operator, who provides ecological 
information and education related to bears. 

Uncertainties and ambiguities arise from the unpredictability of bear behaviour and the 
increasing bear population, which creates new situations to which both humans and bears 
must adapt. There is also some ambiguity related to changing conditions brought by legal 
protection and environmental transformations, as well as the coexistence of different 
knowledge systems, where traditional beliefs, practical experience, and scientific perspectives 
intersect. 
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WL3 – Civil society–led bear management policy reform – Tatra 

Mountains, Slovakia  

• Organization: USV 

• Regional scale: national 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Pannonian 
 
About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

This initiative documents a bottom-up social innovation process in which civil society 
organizations influenced national bear management policy in Slovakia. Triggered by 
increasing human–bear conflicts, NGOs and citizen groups mobilized scientific evidence, 
advocacy, and public engagement to reshape governance arrangements and affect formal 
policy decisions, demonstrating a reconfiguration of state–civil society relations in wildlife 
management. 

History and development of the Case Study 

The initiative was triggered in 2001, when a bear named Brigita became trapped in a refuse 
bin in the Tatras National Park, sparking public debate on bear management in Slovakia. In 
response, the Slovak Wildlife Society (SWS) began implementing projects from 2000 onward 
focused on education, research, and non-lethal prevention measures to reduce conflicts and 
the need for lethal control. 

Over time, the initiative evolved from small-scale NGO actions to broader influence on national 
policy. Early efforts included awareness campaigns, surveys (2003/04), and pilot projects such 
as livestock guarding dogs, electric fencing, and bear-resistant waste systems. These local 
initiatives gradually scaled up, informing wider practices and policies. A key shift occurred in 
2010 when government policy began to emphasise prevention rather than removal of problem 
bears, followed by measures such as the 2016 legal requirement for secure garbage storage 
and stricter compensation rules in 2023. 

Despite this scale-up, progress was uneven. Some initiatives remained local or faced 
implementation issues, and stakeholder conflicts persisted. Overall, the case shows a gradual 
transition from civil society-led actions to partial integration into national policy over two 
decades. 

2000 – SWS begins projects on bear awareness and non-lethal management  

2001 – Brigita incident triggers national debate on bear management  

2003–2004 – Public knowledge and attitudes survey conducted  

From 2004 – Nationwide awareness campaign launched  

2007–2008 – Development of bear-resistant bins  

2009–2016 – Electric fencing implemented for apiaries  

2010 – Policy shift toward prevention (not removal of bears)  

2011–2012 – Stakeholder workshops on national bear management  

2014 – Intervention team established  

2016 – Legal requirement for secure garbage storage introduced  

2020 – Improvements in intervention team after government change  

2023 – Stricter compensation rules introduced 

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion – Pannonian (Tatra Mountains, Slovakia) 
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Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

Robin Rigg. (2023). Civil society to government policy: a case study of bear management in 

Slovakia. CDPnews, 27, 45–60. https://cdpnews.net/wp-

content/uploads/2024/03/cdpnews27_rigg_2023.pdf  

On the region 

The case study takes place in Slovakia, particularly in mountainous areas such as the Tatra 
Mountains and other parts of the Slovak Carpathians. These regions provide suitable habitat 
for the brown bear (Ursus arctos), which recovered after near eradication in the 1930s and 
has since recolonised much of its former range. The landscape includes forested areas, 
protected areas such as national parks, and zones where wildlife and human activities overlap. 
Increasing bear populations and their expansion into human-used areas have led to renewed 
interactions and conflicts, including damage to livestock, beehives, and access to 
anthropogenic food sources such as refuse. 

The region includes rural and mountainous areas where livelihoods are linked to agriculture, 
forestry, and tourism. Bears impact economic activities through damage to livestock and 
apiaries, which has led to compensation schemes since the 1960s. Tourism is also important, 
especially in the Tatras, where increasing infrastructure has contributed to human–bear 
interactions. At the same time, wildlife-related tourism, such as guided bear watching, has 
emerged as a growing but still relatively small sector. 

The case study is situated in Slovakia, which transitioned from a communist regime to an 
independent republic and later joined the European Union in 2004. Bear management policies 
have evolved over time, from strict protection (1932) to hunting-based management and more 
recently toward prevention-focused approaches. Governance involves multiple levels, 
including national institutions such as the Ministry of the Environment and the State Nature 
Conservancy, as well as local authorities and protected area administrations. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

https://cdpnews.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/cdpnews27_rigg_2023.pdf
https://cdpnews.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/cdpnews27_rigg_2023.pdf
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The case study is socially innovative because it shifted bear management in Slovakia from a 
hunting-based, top-down approach to a prevention-oriented and knowledge-based system led 
initially by civil society. The Slovak Wildlife Society introduced non-lethal measures, combined 
scientific research with public education, and promoted stakeholder engagement. Over time, 
these practices influenced government policy and contributed to changes in management 
approaches and public perceptions toward coexistence with bears. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The case study relates to rewilding indirectly through the recovery and expansion of the brown 
bear population in Slovakia, which reflects natural ecological processes. However, the 
initiative itself does not explicitly focus on proforestation or natural afforestation. Instead, it 
responds to the consequences of wildlife recovery by promoting coexistence between humans 
and bears. 

The Tatra National Park, with important areas of forest being protected, host stable 
populations of brown bears, wolves, and Eurasian lynx. Because the park borders are porous, 
these animals frequently move into human settlements 

The case can therefore be seen as a reaction to rewilding processes, as it addresses the 
increasing interactions and conflicts arising from the return and growth of bear populations. 
Through non-lethal prevention measures, education, and policy influence, the initiative 
supports the conditions necessary for wildlife to persist in human-dominated landscapes, but 
without directly implementing or promoting proforestation or natural afforestation practices. 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The trigger of the initiative was a combination of a specific event and broader, accumulating 
issues related to bear–human conflicts. The key immediate trigger occurred in 2001, when a 
young bear named Brigita became trapped in a refuse bin in the Tatras National Park, sparking 
public debate about how to deal with problem bears and bear management in Slovakia. 

This event reflected a wider, ongoing situation in which increasing bear populations and their 
return to former habitats led to renewed conflicts with human activities, such as damage to 
livestock, beehives, and access to waste. At the same time, low public awareness, inadequate 
prevention measures, and a management system largely based on hunting were seen as 
insufficient to address these problems. 

Together, the Brigita incident and the accumulation of unresolved conflicts and management 
shortcomings created a situation perceived as no longer acceptable, prompting civil society 
actors, particularly the Slovak Wildlife Society, to initiate actions focused on education, 
prevention, and non-lethal approaches to coexistence. 

Activities  

The social innovation activities included a range of practical actions aimed at improving bear–
human coexistence. These involved planning and implementing awareness-raising 
campaigns, producing educational materials, organising school activities, public 
presentations, exhibitions, and media engagement to increase knowledge about bears and 
safety. 
The initiative also carried out research and monitoring activities, such as surveys of public 
attitudes, ecological studies, data collection on bear behaviour and damage, and field 
investigations of bear–human interactions. 
In addition, practical prevention measures were implemented and tested, including the use of 
livestock guarding dogs, installation of electric fencing for apiaries, development of bear-
resistant refuse systems, and securing waste to prevent bears accessing anthropogenic food. 



138 
 

Further activities included collaboration with stakeholders, organising workshops to support 
dialogue and policy development, training for bear intervention teams, and lobbying authorities 
to promote non-lethal management approaches. These activities were often repeated and 
expanded over time as the initiative developed. 
 

Involved actors or agents:  

The core group consisted of the Slovak Wildlife Society (SWS) and its small team of staff, 
consultants, and volunteers, who initiated and implemented the activities from 2000 onward. 
They acted as innovators by introducing non-lethal approaches, education, research, and 
prevention measures. 
Its founding chair, has been the driving intellectual and field force behind decades of reform 
efforts. He is a zoologist specialising in large carnivores, their management, and coexistence 
with human communities, and is an active member of the IUCN Bear Specialist Group, the 
Large Carnivore Initiative for Europe, and — since 2016 — a member of the Ministry of the 
Environment's Working Group for the Management of Large Carnivores in Slovakia. 

SWS's work covers multiple dimensions of policy reform. Beginning in 2000, the SWS 
implemented a series of interrelated projects to increase knowledge of bears and promote 
non-lethal approaches to mitigating impacts, with aims including raising public awareness and 
bear safety knowledge, testing and promoting non-lethal preventive measures, contributing to 
the scientific understanding of bears, and improving the quality of data available to managers. 
Concretely, SWS provides expert knowledge and assistance in implementing non-lethal 
measures such as livestock guarding dogs, electric fences, and bear-proof bins, while also 
running a programme of sustainable ecotourism to demonstrate the value of protecting wildlife 
rather than over-exploiting it. 

“My sme les” ("We Are the Forest") is a Slovak citizens' initiative to protect Slovak forests 
and nature, and has grown into an important step towards deeper ecological awareness in 
Slovak society. In the bear policy debate, the organization has taken a firmly evidence-based 
stance against mass culling. After analysing data on killed bears, My sme les found that since 
2024 at least 48 animals died in the wider area of two attack sites — 28 shot by the intervention 
team and local hunters, and 20 in traffic collisions — concluding that even the killing of nearly 
fifty bears in an area of roughly 200 km² did not prevent two attacks that left men needing 
medical treatment. My sme les has also criticised the government's decision to approve the 
sale of bear meat, emphasising that the Ministry responsible for protecting endangered 
species should not transform into a commercial slaughterhouse. 

Direct beneficiaries included local communities living in bear areas, as well as schools, 
students, and stakeholders who received education, training, and support for prevention 
measures. 

Indirect beneficiaries include the wider public, tourists, and society as a whole, who benefited 
from improved knowledge, reduced conflicts, and safer coexistence with bears. Bears 
themselves also benefited indirectly through reduced lethal control. 

The transformers (other engaged actors) Other actors who became involved over time 
include national and local authorities (Ministry of the Environment, State Nature Conservancy, 
local municipalities), protected area administrations, researchers, media, and stakeholder 
groups such as hunters, foresters, and community leaders. These actors contributed by 
adopting, adapting, or scaling up the approaches initiated by SWS, influencing policy changes, 
implementing measures, and participating in decision-making processes, although sometimes 
with conflicts and differing perspectives. 
In sum, the civil society–led bear management policy reform in the Tatra Mountains / Slovakia 
region is a decades-long, multi-actor effort. The Slovak Wildlife Society has been the 
consistent long-term engine of evidence-based reform. More recently, My sme les, WWF 
Slovakia, Greenpeace, and international scientific bodies like the LCIE and IBA have amplified 
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that pressure — particularly as Slovakia's government has moved towards mass culling — 
collectively pushing for population monitoring, non-lethal conflict prevention, and compliance 
with EU conservation law. 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The case study shows a gradual reconfiguration of social practices through changes in 
attitudes, practices, networks, and governance. Awareness and education improved public 
knowledge and acceptance of bears, while practical measures shifted management from 
hunting and compensation toward prevention. New relationships developed among NGOs, 
communities, stakeholders, and authorities, and some of these approaches were later 
reflected in government policies. However, this transformation remained partial due to ongoing 
conflicts and limited stakeholder inclusion in decision-making. 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Improved coexistence with bears through non-lethal measures, 

reduced food-conditioning by securing waste, and support for bear 

conservation and habitat protection. 

Economic  

Reduced damage to livestock and apiaries through preventive 

measures, continued use of compensation schemes, and development 

of wildlife-related tourism (bear watching). 

Social  

Increased public awareness, knowledge, and tolerance of bears; 

educational engagement with schools and communities; but also 

persistent fear and social conflicts among stakeholders. 

Governance  

Shift toward prevention-based policies, introduction of legal 

requirements (waste management), establishment of an intervention 

team, and increased involvement of civil society, though with ongoing 

conflicts and limited stakeholder inclusion. 

Others 

Improved data availability and scientific understanding of bears, along 

with increased use of research and monitoring to inform management 

decisions. 

 

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study 

Supporting/not supporting proforestation/natural afforestation: the case study does not 
explicitly address proforestation or natural afforestation, and therefore does not clearly support 
or oppose these approaches. However, it indirectly supports rewilding processes through the 
acceptance of bear population recovery and the promotion of coexistence between humans 
and wildlife. The main focus of the initiative is on managing conflicts and implementing 
preventive measures rather than actively promoting forest expansion or afforestation 
strategies. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 
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o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The material aspects of the conflicts are mainly related to wildlife–human interactions and their 
economic impacts. These include damage to livestock (especially sheep), beehives, crops, 
and other property, as well as bears accessing anthropogenic food sources such as refuse, 
leading to food-conditioning and increased risk of dangerous encounters. Economic impacts 
arise from losses suffered by farmers and beekeepers, as well as costs associated with 
compensation schemes and implementation of preventive measures. In addition, occasional 
attacks on people and increasing bear presence near settlements contribute to safety 
concerns and reinforce the material dimension of the conflict. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

The conflict reflects diverging values about nature and management among different 
stakeholder groups. Hunting advocates view bears as “over-abundant” and support population 
control through culling, while environmentalists and NGOs promote non-lethal approaches 
and coexistence. Local stakeholders such as farmers and shepherds, who are most affected 
by damage, often hold more negative attitudes, while other groups (urban residents, foresters) 
tend to be more positive. Fear of bears and perceived risks also influence attitudes. These 
differences are reinforced by media narratives and disagreements over bear population size 
and management, as well as by limited inclusion of stakeholders in decision-making, leading 
to distrust and ongoing social conflicts. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

Rewilding interventions are not explicitly proposed as such in this case; instead, the focus is 
on managing the outcomes of wildlife recovery through prevention and coexistence measures. 
These interventions were initially developed and implemented by a civil society organisation 
(SWS) through bottom-up actions such as education, research, and practical prevention 
measures, and later partially taken up by government institutions. Affected groups include 
local communities (farmers, shepherds, beekeepers), authorities, and other stakeholders. 
However, implementation processes have often been characterised by limited inclusion of key 
stakeholders, lack of consensus, and top-down decision-making by authorities, leading to 
distrust, conflicts, and perceptions of injustice in governance processes. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

 
Decision-making about land and bear management in this case is based on a mix of scientific 
research, practical experience, and stakeholder perceptions. The initiative introduced 
ecological studies, monitoring, and social surveys to improve knowledge, while authorities and 
stakeholders also relied on traditional practices and assumptions (beliefs about “over-
abundant” bears). However, uncertainties and ambiguities arise from conflicting data 
(population estimates), lack of reliable or agreed information, and differing knowledge systems 
among actors. Media coverage, often focusing on negative events and risks, further 
contributes to misunderstanding, fear, and contested interpretations of the situation, 
influencing decisions and public opinion. 
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WL4 – Bison reintroduction – Vânători Neamț, Romania 

• Organization: USV 

• Scale: local 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Continental 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

The case study examines the conservation and reintroduction of the European bison in 
Vânători-Neamț National Park, highlighting its role as a social innovation that combines 
biodiversity protection with local development and sustainable tourism under the umbrella of 
the Bison Land local initiative. 

The Bison Land (Ținutul Zimbrului) Local Action Group (LAG) and the broader destination 
management initiative in Vânători-Neamț represent a notable example of social innovation in 
Europe. This innovation stems from the transition of a purely ecological project (bison 
reintroduction) into a regional development strategy that balances conservation with local 
economic growth. 

History and development of the Case Study 

The initiative behind Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț was triggered by the need to conserve 
the European bison population, which had previously survived only in captivity, particularly 
within the Rezervația Dragoș Vodă. Established in 1999, the park was designed as a 
conservation area focused on protecting forest ecosystems and supporting the recovery of 
this emblematic species. 

Over time, the initiative evolved from a conservation-focused reserve into a broader rewilding 
and ecological restoration project. A key milestone in this development was the gradual 
release of bison into the wild—marking the first such efforts in Romania—supported by 
modern monitoring technologies. This transition reflects a shift from passive protection to 
active ecosystem restoration. 

In parallel, the park developed its role as a socio-ecological system, integrating biodiversity 
conservation with tourism and cultural heritage. With forests covering approximately 85% of 
its area, management efforts have consistently prioritized maintaining ecological integrity, 
while also promoting sustainable use through tourism and environmental education. Today, 
the case study illustrates the evolution of a conservation initiative into a model of rewilding and 
social innovation. 

The initiative represents a clear case of scaling up, evolving from a local conservation effort 
into a national and even European model for rewilding. Initially focused on maintaining a small 
captive population in the Rezervația Dragoș Vodă, the project expanded toward active 
reintroduction into the wild, supported by acclimatization enclosures and long-term ecological 
monitoring. 

Over time, the success of this initiative enabled replication in other regions of Romania, such 
as the Țarcu Mountains (led by World Wide Fund for Nature Romania) and the Făgăraș 
Mountains (through Foundation Conservation Carpathia). This demonstrates a strong 
horizontal scale-up, where knowledge, practices, and institutional support were transferred to 
new territories. 

At the same time, the initiative also reflects a functional scale-up, transitioning from simple 
species conservation to broader ecosystem restoration, biodiversity recovery, and public 
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engagement. No significant scale-down processes are evident; instead, the initiative shows 
continuous growth and consolidation over time. 

1969 - First bison (3 individuals) are brought to the area from Hațeg-Slivuț, marking the 
beginning of local conservation efforts 

1977 - The captive population reaches 12 individuals 

1999 - Establishment of Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț with a focus on forest conservation 
and bison protection 

2005 - Romania records only 44 bison nationwide, mostly in captivity or semi-freedom 

2012 - First release of a free-ranging bison group (5 individuals) in the park—a national 
premiere, monitored with radio collars 

2013 – 2019 - Successive releases of new groups each year, gradually increasing the wild 
population (25 individuals in total were released in this period) 

2012 – 2023 - Nearly 50 births recorded in the wild, with minimal mortality (7 - only natural 
causes), indicating strong adaptation 

2016 - Replication of the model in the Țarcu Mountains (Armeniș area), signaling national 
scale-up 

2020 - New reintroduction initiative begins in the Făgăraș Mountains 

2022 - Romania reaches approximately 275 bison, over 200 of which live freely; the 
country ranks among the top in Europe for wild populations. 

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion – Continental (Vânători Neamț, Neamț County, Romania) 

 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

• Catanoiu, S., Zamfirescu, O., Mânzu, C., Deju, R., Zamfirescu, S., & Gherghel, I. 

(2012). GRAZING CAPACITY-A TOOL TO ESTABLISH POTENTIAL HABITATS FOR 

THE RELEASE OF THE EUROPEAN BISON IN" VÂNATORI NEAMT" NATURAL 

PARK. Analele Stiintifice ale Universitatii" Al. I. Cuza" din Iasi, 58(1), 99. 
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On the region 

The case study takes place in the commune of Vânători-Neamț, located in the northern part 
of Neamț County (NUTS 3 level). The commune consists of the villages Lunca, Mănăstirea 
Neamț, Nemțișor, and Vânători-Neamț, and is situated near the border with Suceava County, 
along the Neamț River valley. 

From a biogeographical perspective, the study area largely overlaps with Parcul Natural 
Vânători-Neamț, a nationally protected area (IUCN Category V) covering approximately 
30,818 hectares. The park is located on the eastern slopes of the Stânișoarei Mountains and 
within the Neamț Subcarpathians, characterized by a diverse landscape dominated by forests 
(approximately 85% of the area). 

The area hosts high biodiversity, including coniferous, deciduous, and mixed forests, as well 
as meadows, valleys, wetlands, and habitats of community interest. Numerous habitat types 
protected at the European level have been identified, and the fauna is diverse, including 
species of conservation interest such as the European bison, along with other mammals, birds, 
reptiles, and amphibians. A key element is Rezervația Dragoș Vodă, one of the most important 
bison reserves in Europe. 

From a socio-economic perspective, the commune has a predominantly rural character. 
According to the 2021 census, the population is 7,270 inhabitants, slightly decreasing 
compared to 2011, reflecting demographic decline trends typical of rural areas. The local 
economy is mainly based on traditional activities such as forestry and subsistence agriculture, 
as well as tourism. The area has significant tourism potential due to its natural and cultural 
heritage, including sites such as Mănăstirea Neamț, as well as Secu and Sihăstria 
monasteries. Ecotourism and religious tourism represent important opportunities for local 
development. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study can be considered a social innovation as it reconfigures the relationship 
between biodiversity conservation, local communities, and institutions under the Bison Land 
Initiative. It goes beyond species protection by shifting from captive conservation to active 
rewilding and ecosystem restoration. 

This involves institutional reconfiguration, through collaboration between park authorities, 
organizations such as WWF Romania, Foundation Conservation Carpathia, and public 
institutions (Romsilva), enabling national-scale expansion. It also reflects a paradigm shift 
from passive protection to active ecological restoration, with bison reintroduction (since 2012) 
and modern monitoring as key innovations. 

Additionally, the initiative has a socio-economic dimension, creating opportunities for local 
development, especially through ecotourism. Its success (over 70 free-ranging bison and 
replication in other regions) has strengthened public support and awareness for biodiversity 
conservation. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The case study is strongly connected to rewilding, primarily through the active reintroduction 
of the European bison and the restoration of natural ecological processes.  

The case is also directly focused on proforestation, since an important part of the Natural Park 
Vanatori Neamt is included in strict forest protection. The natural afforestation is marginally 
addressed by the abandonment of management of some pasturelands due to the decrease in 
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agricultural practices. Moreover, the case represents a complementary rewilding approach 
centered on faunal reintroduction and ecosystem restoration, rather than forest expansion. 
Forests are already dominant in the area (covering about 85%), and management efforts 
prioritize their conservation. 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The main trigger of the initiative was the extinction of the European bison in the wild and its 
survival only in very small captive populations, creating an ecologically unacceptable situation. 
In Romania, this was reflected in the critically low number of individuals in the early 2000s. At 
the same time, successful international reintroduction efforts (e.g. in Poland) provided a model 
and opportunity for action. Together, these factors led to the development of reintroduction 
initiatives, including in Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț. 

Activities  

The activities in Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț focus on implementing bison reintroduction 
and ecosystem restoration. They include coordination between stakeholders, breeding and 
acclimatization in enclosures, and gradual release into the wild. 
These are supported by monitoring (e.g. radio-collars), habitat conservation with minimal 
human intervention, and awareness-raising activities for local communities. Over time, these 
actions have become recurrent and support the expansion of the initiative. 
 
Involved actors or agents:  

The core group consists primarily of forestry specialists and conservation actors currently 
maintain and implement the efforts to restore the European bison population in Romania 
(Vânători-Neamț National Park administration and National Forest Administration - Romsilva). 

Local Action Group (LAG) "Ținutul Zimbrului". Established in 2013, the LAG comprises 38 
legal entities, including local authorities, private businesses, and NGOs. The LAG provided 
the social innovation mechanism by using the LEADER approach (a community-led local 
development tool). This allowed local actors to decide how EU rural development funds should 
be spent, ensuring that projects like guesthouses or traditional craft workshops aligned with 
the "Bison Land" identity. 

Bison Land Association (Asociația Ținutul Zimbrului), established since 2015, is an NGO 
that has served as the Destination Management Unit (DMU). While the LAG focuses on 
funding and infrastructure, the Association handles the "soft" innovation—branding, 
ecotourism products (like "Bison Safari"), and storytelling. They successfully rebranded a 
region previously known only for monasteries into a "wildlife destination," bridging the gap 
between local producers and international tourists 

The Park Administration, managed by Romsilva (the National Forest Administration), shifted 
from traditional "command and control" forest management to a participative model. They 
provided the "anchor" species—the European bison. Beyond biology, the Park’s leadership 
realized that for rewilding to succeed, it needed social license. They acted as the primary 
mediators between state conservation goals and local community needs. 

The direct beneficiaries include local communities near the Park, who benefit from new 
opportunities such as ecotourism, as well as conservation institutions involved in biodiversity 
management. 

The indirect beneficiaries include the wider society, through improved biodiversity 
conservation, ecosystem restoration, and increased environmental awareness, as well as 
future generations benefiting from the recovery of the European bison population. 
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The other engaged actors (transformers) are those who joined during the development and 
scaling phase, including World Wide Fund for Nature Romania and Foundation Conservation 
Carpathia. 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The case of Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț reflects changes in social practices through new 
collaborations, attitudes, and governance. 

There is a shift in relationships, with stronger cooperation between park administration, NGOs 
(e.g. WWF Romania, Foundation Conservation Carpathia), and public institutions. At the same 
time, attitudes have changed, with growing acceptance of wildlife and recognition of its 
ecological and economic value. 

Additionally, governance has evolved toward more collaborative and adaptive approaches. 
Overall, the initiative has led to a more integrated system linking conservation and local 
development. 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Demonstrated positive impact through the recovery of the European 

bison population and restoration of natural ecological processes within 

the park, contributing to increased biodiversity and ecosystem 

resilience.. 

Economic  

Foreseen and partially demonstrated impacts include the development 

of ecotourism and increased attractiveness of the area, creating 

opportunities for local income and diversification of rural livelihoods. 

Social  

Demonstrated impact in raising awareness about biodiversity 

conservation, improving public perception of wildlife, and 

strengthening community engagement with nature-based activities.. 

Governance  

Demonstrated impact through enhanced collaboration between public 

authorities, NGOs, and local stakeholders, leading to more integrated 

and adaptive management approaches. 

Others 

Contribution to national and European conservation efforts, including 

the scaling and replication of the reintroduction model in other regions 

of Romania. 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation: The initiative supports rewilding mainly through 
biodiversity restoration and the reintroduction of the European bison. The case study is directly 
focused on proforestation, as forests in the area are well-developed and largely conserved. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 
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In the case of Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț, material aspects of conflict are relatively limited 
but mainly relate to human–wildlife interactions and land use. The reintroduction of the 
European bison may generate concerns among local communities regarding potential 
damage to crops, forest resources, or competition for land use. 

At the same time, there are economic considerations, as restrictions associated with protected 
area management can limit certain traditional activities (e.g. forestry or resource use), while 
also creating new opportunities through ecotourism. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

In Parcul Natural Vânători-Neamț, the value dimension of conflicts arises from differing 
perspectives on how nature should be managed. On one side, conservation actors promote 
rewilding and biodiversity protection, emphasizing the intrinsic value of wildlife and ecosystem 
restoration. On the other side, some local stakeholders may prioritize economic uses of land 
and resources, such as forestry or agriculture. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

In this case study, rewilding interventions are intentionally planned and implemented by park 
authorities in collaboration with conservation organizations and public institutions. The 
process includes structured activities such as breeding, acclimatization, release, and 
monitoring of bison populations. 

From a governance perspective, the process has elements of a top-down approach, as 
decisions are mainly driven by institutional actors (e.g. park administration and national 
authorities). Local communities are generally indirectly involved, mainly as beneficiaries rather 
than active decision-makers. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

 
In the Park, decision-making is primarily based on scientific and technical knowledge, 
including ecological research, species monitoring, and conservation best practices. This is 
complemented by institutional expertise from park authorities and conservation organizations. 
However, some uncertainties and ambiguities may arise, particularly regarding the long-term 
impacts of rewilding, such as the behavior and expansion of bison populations or their 
interactions with human activities. Additionally, differences between expert knowledge and 
local perceptions can create gaps in understanding, sometimes influenced by limited 
information or concerns about wildlife impacts. 
 
Additional graphic information 
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Interactive map of tourist attractions and activities near Vânători Neamț (Source: 

https://www.tinutulzimbrului.ro/harta-interactiva/) 
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WL5 – Conservation Performance Payment Schemes for Lynx and 

Wolverine Protection – Sámi reindeer husbandry areas in Sweden   

• Scale: Regional, involving 51 Sami communities 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Boreal 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

This initiative consists of outcome-based conservation performance payments designed to 
mitigate human–wildlife conflicts related to lynx (Lynx lynx) and wolverine (Gulo gulo) 
predation on reindeer. Rather than compensating herders ex post for losses, the scheme 
provides proactive payments conditional on the presence and reproduction of protected 
carnivore species within herding territories. 

History and development of the Case Study 

The case study developed in response to long-standing human–wildlife conflicts linked to 
livestock predation by large carnivores, especially reindeer losses caused by lynxes and 
wolverines in Sámi reindeer husbandry areas in Sweden. Before 1996, reindeer herders were 
compensated through a conventional system based on identifying reindeer carcasses, but this 
approach was considered challenging and time-consuming. In 1996, this system was replaced 
by the Conservation Performance Payment (CPP) scheme, which linked payments to the 
annually monitored number of female lynxes and wolverines with offspring in Sámi community 
areas. The programme was designed not only to compensate for predator-caused losses, but 
also to create incentives to refrain from illegal hunting of predators. Over time, the CPP 
became part of Sweden’s broader carnivore protection policy, which also includes national 
and county-level population targets for lynx and wolverine conservation. 

No explicit scale-up or scale-down is described.  

1969 - Sweden placed lynxes and wolverines under strict protection and banned their hunting.  

Before 1996 - Reindeer herders were compensated through a carcass-based compensation 
system.  

1996 - The CPP replaced the previous compensation system; payments became linked to the 
annual number of female predators with offspring.  

2001 - The government bill stated that payment amounts should be regularly adapted, 
although interviewees reported that this has not happened in practice.  

2009 - Wildlife Management Delegations were established at county level to decentralize 
decision-making on hunting quotas.  

2013 -  The Swedish parliament approved the tolerance level of a maximum of 10% annual 
predator-caused losses in reindeer herds.  

Last two decades: The wolverine population in the reindeer husbandry area increased, and 
the CPP has been described as successful from an environmental perspective.  

2021 - 213 lynx reproduction sites and 100 wolverine reproduction sites were identified in 
Sweden.  

2025 - The programme had been running for about 25 years, with stakeholders emphasizing 
both its conservation success and the need for adjustments in implementation. 

 

Location map 

Indicate the Ecoregion – Boreal (Sámi reindeer husbandry areas in Sweden) 
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Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

Broader academic institutions have played an important role in evaluating, critiquing, and 
refining the CPP. Researchers from Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin and the Stockholm 
Resilience Centre at Stockholm University have conducted the most comprehensive recent 
assessment of the scheme's effectiveness, conducting systematic literature reviews and semi-
structured interviews with all major stakeholder groups. Their findings highlight critical 
weaknesses: the results reveal a wicked conflict setting with a broad range of direct and 
indirect conflicts, including uncertainty and mistrust regarding the annual number of predator 
family groups, payments being too small to cover actual losses, and indirect conflicts linked to 
cumulative effects such as the negative impacts of forestry and mining on reindeer husbandry 
and the perceived lack of respect for reindeer herding as a culturally significant livelihood. 
Their policy recommendation is that realizing the CPP's potential requires acknowledging the 
wickedness of human–wildlife conflicts and adequately addressing longstanding ecological 
and socio-cultural root conflicts by developing comprehensive, cross-sectoral, and inclusive 
conservation policies. 

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pan3.70010  

On the region 

The case study operates in the reindeer husbandry area of northern and central Sweden, 
which extends from Norrbotten County in the north to Dalarna County in the south and covers 
about 50% of the country’s land area. The region includes mountainous areas in the west, 
forested landscapes, and areas closer to the Baltic Sea used as winter pastures. Reindeer 
migrate up to 400 km between seasonal grazing areas. The ecosystem is characterized by 
boreal forests and mountainous environments, where semi-domestic reindeer depend on 
resources such as lichen, which has declined significantly in recent decades. The area also 
hosts populations of large carnivores, particularly lynxes and wolverines, which prey mainly 
on reindeer in northern Sweden. 

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pan3.70010
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The regional economy in the case study area includes traditional reindeer husbandry, which 
is a central livelihood for Sámi communities and has strong cultural significance. 
Approximately 4,600 Sámi people are engaged in reindeer herding, managing between 
220,000 and 260,000 reindeer across 51 communities. However, reindeer husbandry faces 
increasing economic pressure due to predator-related losses, rising operational costs, and 
declining grazing areas. 

Administratively, the case study area spans several Swedish counties, particularly Norrbotten 
County, Västerbotten County, Jämtland County, and Västernorrland County, with extension 
towards Dalarna County. These correspond to subnational administrative units comparable to 
NUTS 3 regions. 

The area is governed through a combination of national policies and regional administration. 
Reindeer husbandry rights are legally reserved for Sámi people under Swedish law, and Sámi 
communities hold grazing rights across both private and state-owned lands. Wildlife and 
conservation policies, including the Conservation Performance Payment scheme, are 
implemented through national legislation and regional county administrations, with 
involvement from agencies such as the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study is socially innovative as it reconfigures conservation policy by introducing a 
performance-based payment system that links compensation to the number of predator family 
groups rather than individual losses. It shifts from traditional compensation to incentive-based 
conservation and applies a collective approach, with payments distributed at the Sámi 
community level. The scheme also represents a hybrid model between payments for 
ecosystem services and compensation for legal restrictions. However, its social innovation is 
limited by insufficient participation of Sámi communities and a lack of integration of social and 
cultural aspects in policy development. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The case study is not directly related to rewilding approaches such as proforestation or natural 
afforestation. Instead, it focuses on managing human–wildlife conflicts through conservation 
performance payments linked to the protection of large carnivores (lynxes and wolverines). 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The trigger of the initiative was the long-standing and increasing human–wildlife conflict 
caused by reindeer losses due to large carnivores, particularly lynxes and wolverines, in Sámi 
reindeer husbandry areas. The previous compensation system, which required identifying 
reindeer carcasses, was considered inefficient, time-consuming, and difficult to implement. At 
the same time, predator populations were under strict protection and hunting was restricted, 
while poaching remained an issue. This combination of growing predation impacts, ineffective 
compensation mechanisms, and the need to balance conservation goals with the livelihoods 
of Sámi communities led to the introduction of the Conservation Performance Payment 
scheme in 1996 as a new policy instrument. 

Activities  

The main activities of the initiative include the annual monitoring of lynx and wolverine 
populations through inventories carried out by reindeer herders and rangers, and the 
calculation and distribution of payments to Sámi communities based on the number of 
identified predator family groups. Additional activities involve the administration and 
implementation of conservation policies by governmental authorities, including setting 
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population targets and managing licence and protective hunting applications. The initiative 
also includes stakeholder engagement through interviews, communication, and coordination 
between Sámi communities, researchers, and administrative bodies, as well as ongoing 
assessment of challenges, conflicts, and policy effectiveness. 
 
Involved actors or agents:  

The core group consists of governmental actors and institutions that designed and 
implemented the Conservation Performance Payment (CPP) scheme, together with early 
involvement of Sámi communities. 

The scheme is targeted at areas of Sámi reindeer herding in the north of Sweden — typically 
wildland, forest, and tundra. The government sets national population targets: in the reindeer 
husbandry area (Norrbotten, Västerbotten, Jämtland, and Västernorrland county), current 
targets are set at 89 wolverine and 58 lynx family groups. If targets are not met, hunting is 
prohibited, with a few exceptions in certain local areas. The payment structure is defined by 
government bill: since the introduction of the CPP, the payments received by the Sámi 
communities for each family group have remained stable at 200,000 SEK (approximately 
19,000 USD), with an additional 70,000 SEK for the regular presence and 35,000 SEK for the 
occasional presence of predators. 

The payments are financed publicly by the Swedish government and managed by the Swedish 
Environmental Agency (SEPA) — not by the Swedish Board of Agriculture, which manages 
agri-environment payments. SEPA also sets the overall conservation framework: it publishes 
national population estimates and oversees licensing for any legal hunting of lynx and 
wolverine. Large predators may be hunted only when specifically authorised by the Swedish 
EPA or the County Administrative Board. 

The County Administrative Boards are the crucial regional implementation arm of the CPP. 
Inventory counts on predators are performed by the County Administrative Board 
(Länsstyrelsen) with the assistance of the Sámi reindeer herding villages, and this forms the 
basis for compensation. Rangers from the County Boards work alongside Sámi community 
representatives to verify predator dens in the field. Monitoring of carnivore populations is a 
complex process, taking place primarily during the snowy season and involving a trained 
representative from the Sámi village and a representative from the managing authority. The 
predator representatives must complete training in surveying and measurement before 
carrying out any monitoring. Monitoring records breeding territories — location of dens or lairs, 
tracks — and regular and occasional occurrence of adults through tracks and camera traps. 
Monitoring is carried out in cooperation between the herders and scheme rangers from the 
County managing authority who come out to verify predator dens 

Direct beneficiaries: sámi reindeer herding communities, who receive payments linked to 
predator presence and are directly affected by both conservation measures and compensation 
mechanisms. 

The 51 Sámi communities are the primary recipients and on-the-ground conservation 
providers of the scheme. The right to herd reindeer is exclusively for Sámi people. 
Approximately 4,600 of the about 20,000 Sámi people in Sweden work as reindeer herders. 
Reindeer husbandry is carried out from Norrbotten county in northern Sweden to Dalarna 
County further south and covers about 50% of Sweden's land area. There are 33 communities 
that practice migratory husbandry, with reindeer moving up to 400 kilometres between summer 
pastures in the mountainous west and winter pastures close to the Baltic Sea. 

Each community designates a trained "predator representative" who participates in 
monitoring, and the communities collectively decide how to distribute payment funds internally. 
In Sweden, reindeer herder villages are paid based on the number of lynx and wolverine 
offspring certified on their pastures. The villages decide on the internal payment distribution. 
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The scheme was specifically designed to shift incentives: previously the scheme rewarded 
Sámi herders for the number of dead reindeer resulting from carnivore kills — an approach 
with moral hazards, as the control mechanism was not contingent on conservation outcomes. 
The change to performance payments tied to offspring numbers corrected this. 

Indirect beneficiaries: broader society, including stakeholders benefiting from biodiversity 
conservation, such as the maintenance of viable lynx and wolverine populations, as well as 
actors linked to ecosystem services and environmental protection. 
 
Reconfiguring social practices 

The case study reconfigures social practices mainly through changes in governance 
arrangements, relationships between actors, and attitudes toward conservation. The 
introduction of the CPP shifted the system from individual, loss-based compensation to a 
collective, performance-based approach, linking payments to predator presence at the 
community level. This created new interactions between Sámi communities, governmental 
authorities, and researchers, particularly through joint monitoring activities and policy 
implementation processes.  
At the same time, the initiative aimed to change attitudes by encouraging tolerance toward 
large carnivores and reducing illegal hunting through financial incentives. However, the 
process also revealed persistent mistrust, limited participation of Sámi communities in 
decision-making, and conflicts between stakeholders, indicating that the reconfiguration of 
social practices remains incomplete and contested. 
 
 
Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

The initiative has contributed to the successful conservation of large 

carnivores, particularly lynxes and wolverines, with increasing 

population trends observed over the last decades. 

Economic  

It provides financial compensation to Sámi communities, but payments 

are often considered insufficient to cover actual reindeer losses, while 

reindeer husbandry faces increasing economic pressure due to 

predation, land-use changes, and rising costs. 

Social  

The initiative affects Sámi communities by attempting to support their 

livelihoods, but also generates conflicts, mistrust, and tensions related 

to cultural identity, perceived lack of respect, and high reindeer losses. 

Governance  

It introduces a performance-based and collective payment system and 

involves multiple stakeholders, but is characterized by limited 

participation, lack of trust, and fragmented, non-coherent policy 

frameworks. 

Others 

The initiative is influenced by cumulative external pressures, such as 

forestry, mining, infrastructure development, and climate change, 

which interact with predator-related impacts and intensify conflicts. 

 

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation and 

natural afforestation) 



153 
 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation: The initiative does not explicitly address or 
promote rewilding, proforestation, or natural afforestation, yet the case study is located in 
areas with limited forest management practices. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The material aspects of the conflicts mainly relate to wildlife-induced damages and economic 
impacts on reindeer husbandry. These include significant reindeer losses caused by lynxes 
and wolverines, which in many communities exceed the agreed tolerance level of 10% and 
can reach up to 40% of herd size. There are also conflicts over insufficient compensation 
payments that do not cover actual losses, as well as costs related to monitoring and applying 
for protective hunting.  

Additionally, land-use changes such as forestry, mining, hydropower, and infrastructure 
development reduce and fragment grazing areas, further affecting reindeer husbandry. These 
cumulative pressures, together with climate-related challenges, increase the difficulty of 
maintaining viable herding practices. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

Diverging values appear in the conflict through differences in how stakeholders prioritize 
nature conservation, economic interests, and cultural aspects. While conservation policies 
emphasize protecting large carnivores, Sámi communities prioritize the preservation of 
reindeer husbandry as a culturally significant livelihood. There are also conflicting views on 
land use, with economic activities such as forestry, mining, and energy development 
competing with the needs of reindeer grazing. Additionally, stakeholders differ in how they 
perceive ecosystem management, with criticism that policies focus too narrowly on predators 
instead of considering the whole system. These differences are reinforced by a perceived lack 
of social inclusion, limited participation in decision-making, and tensions between government 
authorities and Sámi communities. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

Rewilding interventions are not intentionally proposed or implemented in this case study. The 
initiative focuses instead on large carnivore conservation through a top-down policy 
framework, where decisions are largely defined by national authorities and implemented at 
regional levels. Sámi communities are involved in practical activities such as monitoring, but 
they report limited participation in decision-making processes and feel excluded from the 
development and adaptation of policies. This leads to perceptions of injustice, lack of inclusion, 
and a top-down governance approach, further reinforced by instances where local decisions 
are overruled by national authorities and by unclear roles and limited influence within 
participatory structures. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

 
Decision-making is mainly based on scientific and administrative knowledge, particularly data 
from annual predator inventories and ecological research. At the same time, local and 
traditional knowledge from Sámi reindeer herders is used in monitoring activities but is 
perceived as insufficiently considered in policy development. The case reveals tensions 
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between different knowledge systems, with social science and local knowledge often seen as 
less legitimate compared to natural science-based evidence. Uncertainties arise from 
difficulties in accurately estimating predator populations and reindeer losses due to factors 
such as weather conditions, limited monitoring capacity, and methodological constraints. 
These uncertainties lead to disagreements, mistrust, and ambiguity in interpreting data and 
assessing the real impacts of predators on reindeer husbandry. 

 

WL6 – Deer Management & Conservation and Community Engagement 

in the Scottish Highlands 

• Scale: Local – community members 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Atlantic 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

The case study focuses on the activities of the [name deleted for respecting the confidentiality] 
Trust and the wider Assynt region in north-west Scotland. The initiative combines ecological 
restoration, deer management, community engagement, rural development, and educational 
activities. Its main objective is to restore degraded ecosystems, reduce deer densities to 
enable woodland and habitat regeneration, and strengthen the relationship between local 
communities and nature. The case is strongly linked to debates around rewilding, ecological 
restoration, and socially innovative approaches to land management.  

History and development of the Case Study 

The initiative emerged from growing concerns regarding unsustainable deer densities, habitat 
degradation, biodiversity decline, and the broader climate and ecological crises affecting the 
Scottish Highlands. A key trigger was the recognition that high deer numbers were preventing 
woodland regeneration, damaging peatlands, and obstructing ecological restoration goals. 
These concerns were reinforced at national level through the establishment of the Deer 
Working Group by the Scottish Government in 2017. 

The development of the initiative accelerated over time. In 2020, the Deer Working Group 
published recommendations advocating stronger deer management measures. In 2021, the 
Scottish Government accepted most of these recommendations, signalling a major 
transformation in Scottish deer management policy. During the same year, the Trust 
announced plans to accelerate ecological restoration on its estates by increasing deer culls 
and expanding tree cover. In 2022, Scotland’s Biodiversity Strategy to 2045 further 
strengthened political support for reducing deer densities as part of national biodiversity 
recovery objectives. Since 2023, the initiative entered a more contentious phase after the Trust 
obtained out-of-season and night-shooting licences to intensify deer culling on the Quinag 
estate. This generated conflicts with neighbouring crofters, deer stalking interests, and local 
actors concerned about livelihoods and decision-making processes. 

At the same time, the initiative also expanded socially and territorially through partnerships 
and community-oriented projects. The Trust funded and established a community deer larder, 
launched educational programmes such as “Hill to Grill,” supported women’s stalking groups, 
and initiated wider regional development partnerships such as NorthWest 2045 and the 
Kylesku Hub. These projects connected ecological restoration with local economic resilience 
and demographic revitalisation. 
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The initiative can be considered an example of scale-up, as represents primarily a process of 
scale-up, as the Trust progressively expanded its activities from local estate-based 
conservation and deer management toward broader ecological restoration, community 
engagement, educational programmes, and regional development partnerships. 

1983 - the Trust was founded as a Scottish charitable organization focused on protecting 
wild land and wild places in Scotland 

2017 - Scottish Government establishes the Deer Working Group 

2020 - Deer Working Group publishes recommendations for reforming deer management 

2021 - Scottish Government accepts most recommendations; Trust announces 
accelerated habitat restoration and increased deer culling 

2022 - Scotland publishes Biodiversity Strategy to 2045 with targets for reduced deer 
densities 

2023 – the Trust intensifies deer management at Quinag through out-of-season and night 
licences, generating public controversy 

Location map 

Indicate the Ecoregion – Atlantic (Assynt–Coigach National Scenic Area in Sutherland, 
Scotland) 

 

 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

About this case study we identified one political paper 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/management-wild-deer-scotland/pages/1/ 

On the region 
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The case study operates in the Assynt and Quinag area in north-west Scotland, within the 
Highlands region. The area is characterised by mountainous landscapes, peatlands, 
moorlands, native woodland remnants, and low population density. Ecologically, the region 
contains habitats considered important for biodiversity restoration and climate mitigation, 
especially peatlands and native woodland ecosystems. The Trust identifies excessive deer 
densities as a major ecological pressure because deer browsing suppresses tree regeneration 
and damages peatlands and montane habitats. 

Economically, the region is described as fragile, with concerns related to depopulation, limited 
economic opportunities, and the sustainability of rural livelihoods. The initiative attempts to 
address these issues by linking ecological restoration with local economic development, 
tourism, education, venison processing, and community infrastructure. Projects such as the 
Kylesku Hub and NorthWest 2045 aim to strengthen rural economies, improve broadband 
access, expand housing opportunities, and increase local population retention. 

Politically and administratively, the initiative operates within the framework of Scottish 
biodiversity and deer management policy. Important governance actors include the Scottish 
Government and NatureScot, which authorised special deer culling licences and promoted 
national biodiversity targets. The initiative is also shaped by local governance dynamics 
involving crofters, community trusts, NGOs, and neighbouring estates. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study can be considered socially innovative because it reconfigures relationships 
between conservation, local communities, education, rural livelihoods, and ecological 
restoration. The initiative introduces new forms of cooperation and community participation 
around deer management and habitat restoration. Examples include the creation of an open-
access community deer larder, educational programmes connecting schools to ecological 
management, women’s stalking groups, and broader regional partnerships linking 
conservation with rural development. 

The initiative also broadens participation in traditionally exclusive land management activities. 
The women’s stalking initiative diversified participation in deer management and combined 
ecological awareness with social inclusion. Similarly, the “Hill to Grill” programme created new 
forms of intergenerational knowledge transfer and ecological education. 

At the same time, the case illustrates tensions within social innovation processes. While the 
Trust introduced innovative governance and community-oriented approaches, critics argued 
that some decisions were implemented too top-down and without sufficient consultation. The 
resulting conflicts demonstrate that social innovation can also involve contested legitimacy 
and disagreements over participation and governance. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative is closely related to rewilding and ecological restoration, although the Trust itself 
is cautious about explicitly using the term “rewilding.” The Trust supports restoring ecological 
processes, increasing woodland cover, reducing deer densities, and allowing nature greater 
freedom to adapt. However, it argues that human intervention remains necessary because 
ecosystems are already heavily altered by previous human activities. 

The case mainly promotes approaches associated with proforestation and natural ecosystem 
regeneration rather than strict non-intervention rewilding. Deer management is viewed as 
necessary to enable natural woodland recovery and ecosystem restoration. The initiative 
therefore supports ecological restoration while combining active human management with 
long-term goals of increased ecological autonomy.  
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In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The main trigger of the initiative was the growing perception that high deer densities were 
causing unacceptable ecological damage and preventing habitat recovery in the Scottish 
Highlands. This concern was reinforced by wider climate and biodiversity crises, national 
biodiversity targets, and increasing awareness of peatland degradation, woodland loss, and 
biodiversity decline.  

The trigger was not a single event but rather the accumulation of ecological, political, and 
social pressures over time. The establishment of the Deer Working Group in 2017 and 
subsequent policy reforms reflected growing institutional concern regarding deer impacts on 
public interests and sustainable land management. The initiative was also shaped by local 
concerns about rural economic fragility and depopulation. Projects such as NorthWest 2045 
emerged partly in response to these broader socio-economic challenges. 

Activities  

The initiative includes a wide range of practical and recurrent activities related to ecological 
restoration, community engagement, education, and rural development. Ecological 
management activities include deer culling, woodland restoration, habitat regeneration, and 
peatland recovery efforts. Community-oriented activities include the construction of a 
community deer larder, educational programmes such as “Hill to Grill,” women’s stalking 
initiatives, guided walks, volunteer activities, and collaboration with local schools and 
community trusts. 

Involved actors or agents:  

The core group is centred around the [deleted] Trust, which acted as the main innovator and 
driving organisation behind the initiative. The Trust initiated ecological restoration measures, 
deer management reforms, community projects, and regional partnerships. 

Followers and supporting actors include NatureScot, the Scottish Government, community 
organisations, schools, and conservation groups that collaborated with the initiative. 
NatureScot authorised deer management licences, while the Scottish Government provided 
policy support through biodiversity strategies and deer management reforms. 

The direct beneficiaries include local communities, students, volunteers, participants in 
stalking initiatives, and actors involved in venison production and local economic activities. 

The indirect beneficiaries include the wider public, biodiversity, local ecosystems, and future 
generations benefiting from habitat restoration and climate mitigation. 

The other engaged actors (transformers) include the Assynt Foundation, CALLP/Scottish 
Wildlife Trust, Culag Community Woodland Trust, Ullapool High School, local stalkers, 
crofters, estate workers, and women’s stalking groups. These actors contributed through 
education, local engagement, ecological management, community participation, and 
knowledge exchange. 
 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative reconfigured social practices by creating new relationships between 
conservation organisations, local communities, schools, land managers, and government 
actors. It introduced more collaborative forms of ecological management and connected 
environmental restoration with education, food systems, and rural development. 

New governance arrangements emerged through partnerships such as NorthWest 2045 and 
through collaborative educational and community projects. At the same time, the initiative also 
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generated tensions regarding participation and legitimacy, especially around deer culling 
decisions and perceptions of top-down governance. Attitudes toward land management and 
participation also shifted. The women’s stalking initiative broadened social participation in deer 
management, while educational programmes promoted ecological literacy and awareness 
among younger generations. 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Reduced deer densities, improved conditions for woodland 

regeneration, peatland recovery, habitat restoration, biodiversity 

recovery, and reduced ecosystem degradation. 

Economic  

Support for local employment, venison-related activities, community 

infrastructure, housing initiatives, and strengthening the fragile rural 

economy. 

Social  

Increased community involvement, educational engagement, 

diversification of participation in stalking activities, intergenerational 

knowledge transfer, and stronger connections between people and 

nature. 

Governance  

New partnerships between NGOs, communities, schools, and 

government institutions; stronger integration of biodiversity policy into 

local land management; but also governance tensions and conflicts 

over participation and legitimacy. 

Others 
Increased public debate around rewilding, deer management, and 

ecological restoration in Scotland. 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation and 

natural afforestation): 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study 

The initiative generally supports ecological restoration approaches associated with rewilding 
because actors involved believe that ecosystems in the Scottish Highlands are heavily 
degraded and require intervention to restore biodiversity, woodland cover, peatlands, and 
ecological balance. High deer densities are viewed as a major obstacle to these goals. 

a. Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

The initiative strongly supports approaches associated with proforestation because it aims to 
expand woodland cover, restore native habitats, and allow forests to regenerate naturally by 
reducing browsing pressure from deer. Increasing tree cover and restoring ecosystem 
functioning are central objectives of the Trust’s land management strategy. At the same time, 
the initiative recognises that active management is necessary in the short and medium term 
to achieve these objectives, especially through deer population control. 

b.     Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 

The initiative supports natural afforestation because it seeks to create conditions in which 
native woodland regeneration can occur naturally. The reduction of deer densities is 
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specifically intended to enable tree saplings and native vegetation to recover without intensive 
planting interventions. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The conflicts described in the case study involve ecological, economic, and livelihood 
interests. One major issue concerns high deer densities and their impacts on habitats, 
peatlands, woodland regeneration, and biodiversity recovery. The Trust considers intensive 
deer management necessary to restore ecosystems and meet biodiversity targets. 

At the same time, some local actors feared that increased deer culling would negatively affect 
stalking livelihoods, local traditions, and economic activities connected to deer management. 
Concerns were also raised about the use of out-of-season and night-shooting licences, which 
some actors viewed as threatening jobs and disrupting long-standing local arrangements. The 
conflict therefore combines ecological restoration objectives with competing economic and 
livelihood interests linked to traditional land uses and rural economies. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

The conflict reflects diverging values regarding conservation, land management, participation, 
and rural livelihoods. The Trust prioritises ecological restoration, biodiversity recovery, and 
reducing deer impacts on ecosystems. This perspective emphasises long-term environmental 
sustainability and climate resilience. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

The interventions are intentionally implemented through organised conservation and land 
management strategies led primarily by the Trust, supported by Scottish Government policy 
and NatureScot licensing processes. Deer culling, habitat restoration, educational 
programmes, and community initiatives are all part of deliberate ecological restoration 
strategies. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

Decision-making in the initiative combines ecological science, conservation expertise, 
biodiversity policy, practical deer management knowledge, and local experience. The initiative 
relies heavily on scientific understandings of ecosystem degradation, biodiversity loss, 
woodland regeneration, peatland restoration, and the ecological impacts of deer 
overpopulation. 

At the same time, the case reveals ambiguities and uncertainties surrounding concepts such 
as “rewilding.” The Trust itself recognises that the term lacks a standard definition and may 
generate conflicting interpretations about historical baselines, intervention levels, and 
acceptable forms of nature management. 
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WL7 – Bear-smart community approach - the bear smart community of 

Pettorano sul Gizio  

• Scale: Regional, multiple communities involved 

• Type of conflict: (b) wildlife conflicts  

• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean 
 
About the social innovation case study 
 
General description of the Case Study 

The case study concerns the Bear-Smart Community initiative developed in Pettorano sul 
Gizio and later expanded into a wider network of communities in the Central Apennines, Italy. 
The initiative emerged after the killing of a young Marsican brown bear near Pettorano sul 
Gizio in 2014 and was formally launched in 2015 by local stakeholders, including the NGO 
Salviamo l’Orso, Rewilding Apennines, municipalities, the Monte Genzana Alto Gizio Nature 
Reserve, associations, and local communities. 

The initiative focuses on preventing human-bear conflicts through preventive and mitigation 
measures, public engagement, education, coexistence strategies, wildlife-safe infrastructure, 
and community participation. Actions included electric fences, bear-proof waste management, 
road ecology measures, vaccination and management of dogs, educational campaigns, 
volunteer programmes, and public meetings. 
 

History and development of the Case Study 

The initiative was triggered by the killing of a young male Marsican bear near Pettorano sul 
Gizio on 12 September 2014. According to the text, the shooting occurred after repeated 
damage caused by bears to bee hives, chicken coops, and gardens, and because the 
presence of bears was perceived as a direct threat by residents. 

In response, local stakeholders including Salviamo l’Orso, Rewilding Apennines, the Monte 
Genzana Alto Gizio Nature Reserve, and the municipalities of Pettorano sul Gizio and Rocca 
Pia launched the first Bear-Smart Community in Italy and Europe in 2015. The initiative later 
expanded into a network of 16 communities located along the ancient beech forest corridors 
of the Central Apennines. 

The initiative can be considered an example of scale up as: 

- from two municipalities (Pettorano sul Gizio and Rocca Pia); 

- to a network of 16 communities across the Central Apennines ecological corridors. 

1923 - Establishment of the Abruzzo, Lazio and Molise National Park (PNALM) 
2014 - Young male bear shot near Pettorano sul Gizio after local conflicts linked to 
damages caused by bears 
2015 - Launch of the first Bear-Smart Community in Italy and Europe 
September 2015 - Bear-proof locks installed on organic waste bins in Rocca Pia 
2015-2017 - Implementation of preventive measures including electric fences, bear-proof 
infrastructure, waste management and community engagement 
2015-2017 - More than 80 properties secured; 21 electric fences and 3 bear-proof doors 
installed 
2017 - Reported reduction of bear damage by 99.8% compared with 2014 
From 2018 - Rewilding Apennines and Salviamo l’Orso continue cooperation and 
volunteer programmes 
2019 - Female bear killed on State Road 17; additional concerns about road mortality 
discussed 
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2020-2023 - According to zoologist Paolo Forconi, many female bears with cubs were 
found outside PNALM boundaries 
1 September 2023 - Amarena bear killed in San Benedetto dei Marsi, generating national 
debate about coexistence and rewilding 
2023 - Public demonstrations and polarized debates emerge around large carnivore 
coexistence and rewilding 
 

Location map 
Indicate the Ecoregion – Mediterranean (The bear smart community of Pettorano sul Gizio, 
Italy) 

 

 
Additional information 
On the initiative (if any)  

- Dario Novellino. (2024). The death of a bear: Conflicting ontologies and overlapping 
discourses on grazing systems and large carnivores coexistence in Central Italy. 
Antropologia Pubblica, 10(2), 17–53. https://doi.org/10.7413/2531-87990022 

- https://www.salviamolorso.it/en/ 

On the region 
 

Biophysical: The case study is located in the Central Apennines of Italy, especially around 
Pettorano sul Gizio, Rocca Pia, the Monte Genzana Alto Gizio Nature Reserve, the Abruzzo, 
Lazio and Molise National Park, and the Majella National Park. The territory is described as 
mountainous and forested, with pine, beech, oak, and ash forests, and includes ecological 
corridors and ancient beech forest systems. The area hosts several wildlife species including 
wolves, wild boar, Apennine chamois, red deer, roe deer, golden eagles, and griffon vultures. 
The Marsican brown bear population is described in the text as extremely small, with 
approximately 50–60 individuals remaining. 
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Economic: The local economy includes pastoralism and extensive grazing systems, livestock 
breeding, agriculture, tourism, ecotourism, hospitality, local food production, beekeeping, goat 
cheese production, hiking activities, and nature tourism. The text describes processes of rural 
depopulation after the Second World War, economic decline in mountain areas, and the 
emergence of new tourism opportunities linked to rewilding and conservation. The material 
also highlights conflicts between conservation policies and pastoral livelihoods. 

Political and administrative: The case study area spans the Italian regions of Abruzzo, 
Lazio, and Molise. Administrative and governance structures include the Abruzzo, Lazio and 
Molise National Park, the Monte Genzana Alto Gizio Regional Nature Reserve, regional and 
municipal authorities, and the institutional framework connected to PATOM. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  
How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 
The case study may be considered socially innovative because it introduced new forms of 
coexistence between communities and wildlife through collaboration among municipalities, 
NGOs, volunteers, conservation actors, local businesses, and residents.  

The initiative reconfigured relationships between communities and wildlife, governance 
arrangements, local participation practices, and communication and educational approaches. 
The initiative combined prevention measures, community meetings, coexistence planning, 
local engagement, tourism, volunteer participation, and educational infrastructures. 

The initiative also created new networks between municipalities, NGOs, reserves, and 
citizens, while encouraging new coexistence practices, local educational initiatives, and 
tourism linked to wildlife conservation. 

Therefore, the social innovation dimensions include both collaborative coexistence initiatives 
and tensions over inclusion, governance, and power relations. 

Relationship to rewilding 
The case study is strongly connected to rewilding. Pettorano sul Gizio is a “rewilding hotspot” 
and as part of the “Central Apennines rewilding landscape,” linked to Rewilding Apennines 
and Rewilding Europe. 

The initiative promotes ecological corridors, wildlife expansion, coexistence with large 
carnivores, and restoration of wildlife connectivity. The case therefore simultaneously 
promotes coexistence and rewilding approaches while also generating reactions and 
resistance from pastoralists and other actors. 

Although, pastoralists often perceive rewilding, wildlife corridors, integral reserves, and 
carnivore expansion as threats to grazing systems, traditional landscape management, 
livelihoods, and local autonomy. 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  
 
Trigger of the initiative:  
The immediate trigger of the initiative was the killing of a young male Marsican bear near 
Pettorano sul Gizio on 12 September 2014. 

Several bears had damaged bee hives, chicken coops and gardens in the weeks before, and 
they were perceived as a direct threat by residents. This perception contributed to the killing 
of the bear. The initiative emerged as a response to human-bear conflicts, fear of bears, the 
risk of extinction of the Marsican brown bear, and the perceived need for coexistence 
measures. 

The trigger therefore combined both a specific event, namely the shooting of the bear, and 
longer-term social and ecological tensions. 
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Activities  
The activities include the installation of electric fences, the construction of bear-proof metal 
doors, the securing of farms and apiaries, the introduction of bear-proof waste management 
systems, and the installation of bear-proof locks on waste bins. The initiative also included 
road ecology measures and the cleaning of underpasses to improve wildlife movement and 
reduce collisions. 

Additional activities included dog vaccination and registration campaigns, public meetings, 
volunteer programmes, distribution of best practices manuals, educational and awareness 
activities, wildlife tourism initiatives, and coexistence-related events. 

The “Bear’s Den” Interpretive Center and the “Bear Trail” hiking route are also described as 
important activities linked to education, tourism, and coexistence. 

The initiative involved coexistence communication campaigns, questionnaires and surveys, 
and community dialogue events such as the Rewilding Social Club. 

Involved actors or agents:  

The core group:  Salviamo l’Orso, Parco Nazionale d'Abruzzo, Lazio e Molise, Parco 
Regionale Sirente Velino, Comune di Pettorano sul Gizio, Municipality of Vastogirardi, 
Municipality of Morino, Regione Abruzzo, Rewilding Apennines. 

Followers: local residents, volunteers, associations, local entrepreneurs, local communities, 
and municipal actors who supported and participated in the implementation of the initiative. 

The direct beneficiaries: local communities, farmers, beekeepers, residents, tourism 
businesses, volunteers, visitors, conservation actors, and the Marsican brown bear 
population. 

The indirect beneficiaries: broader regional communities, tourists, conservation networks, 
wildlife populations, future generations, and society more generally. 

The other engaged actors (transformers) actors who later supported or contributed to the 
initiative, including World Animal Protection, the World Cetacean Alliance, Rewilding Europe, 
Four Seasons Nature and Culture, The European Nature Trust, Sirente Velino Regional Park, 
the Municipality of Pizzone, Altura, the Abruzzese Ornithological Station, Trekking with Marta, 
researchers, zoologists, and volunteers from around the world. 

These actors contributed through tourism promotion, awareness raising, conservation 
activities, education, volunteer programmes, advocacy, and scientific research.  
 
Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiative reconfigured community attitudes toward bears, local coexistence practices, 
governance relationships, conservation participation, tourism practices, and prevention 
strategies. The changes include the adoption of preventive infrastructure, increased 
communication and public meetings, educational practices, wildlife-friendly waste 
management, volunteer engagement, coexistence-oriented tourism, and greater community 
participation. 

There are also discussions about competing forms of reconfiguration, with rewilding advocates 
promoting coexistence and ecological corridors, while pastoralists resisted changes perceived 
as threatening traditional landscape management. 

Although there are conflicts over governance, inclusion, land use, ecological knowledge, and 
perceptions of nature. 
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Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Reduction in bear damage, the development of coexistence measures, 

the strengthening of wildlife corridors, improvements in habitat 

connectivity, the reduction of conflicts, and the implementation of road 

ecology measures. 

Economic  

Growth in wildlife tourism, support for local businesses, the creation of 

new tourism opportunities, and the development of coexistence-

related economic activities. 

Social  
Increased community engagement, educational activities, volunteer 

participation, coexistence awareness, and community dialogue. 

Governance  
Promoted collaboration between NGOs, municipalities, reserves, and 

communities, while supporting new coexistence governance practices. 

Others 
Generated international attention, volunteer networks, educational 

centres, and tourism branding linked to wildlife coexistence. 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation and nat-
ural afforestation): 
 
Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 
the initiative/Case Study 
Supporters of rewilding emphasized ecological restoration, wildlife recovery, coexistence, 
biodiversity conservation, wildlife corridors, tourism opportunities, reconnection with nature, 
and the expansion of safe habitats for wildlife. 

Rewilding is seen as socially and economically beneficial for some communities, describing it 
as a source of pride and a driver of tourism and local identity. 

At the same time, pastoralists and critics argued that rewilding neglects local epistemologies, 
marginalizes pastoralists, promotes top-down conservation, threatens grazing systems, 
contributes to wildlife conflicts, increases risks from large carnivores, and restricts traditional 
land management. 

Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 
Natural afforestation occurred through depopulation, abandonment of agriculture and grazing, 
and natural regeneration after the Second World War. Rewilding perspectives often interpret 
this process positively as ecological recovery. 

Pastoralists largely oppose this process because they associate it with abandonment, loss of 
tended landscapes, degradation of grazing areas, collapse of traditional systems, and 
increasing wildlife conflicts. 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 
 
o Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Material dimension) 

The material dimensions of conflict include livestock predation, damage to bee hives, damage 
to chicken coops, damage to gardens, bear incursions into villages, road collisions with 
wildlife, wildlife mortality, access to grazing lands, and restrictions linked to protected areas. 
Also, the loss of pasture access, tourism-related inequalities, economic impacts on 
pastoralists, competition over land management, waste management issues, and the costs 
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associated with wildlife-safe infrastructure. Additional conflicts concern CAP payments, 
collective land rights, agricultural impacts, food shortages for bears, and the economic 
marginalization of pastoralists. 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the con-
flict described (Value dimension):  

There are strong clashes between ecocentric values, anthropocentric values, pastoralist 
values, conservation values, and rewilding values. 

Rewilding and conservation actors emphasize the intrinsic value of wildlife, coexistence, 
ecological restoration, and biodiversity protection. 

Pastoralists emphasize tended and managed landscapes, human stewardship, the usefulness 
of landscapes, grazing traditions, livelihood protection, local knowledge, and coexistence 
based on management and control. 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, 
if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 
dimension): 

The rewilding interventions include ecological corridors, coexistence corridors, wildlife integral 
reserves, expansion of protected areas, coexistence initiatives, and carnivore protection 
measures.  

Many interventions are promoted by NGOs, park authorities, rewilding organizations, and 
conservation actors.  

Those top-down approaches are criticized because of: weak participation procedures, 
insufficient consultation, lack of inclusion of pastoralists, and limited participation from below. 

Pastoralists argue that their perspectives are ignored, that conservation rules are imposed 
externally, and that governance processes are exclusionary. 

Park authorities and municipalities sometimes leased collective grazing lands to parks, 
thereby reducing pastoral access to grazing areas. 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as 
well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

Scientific and conservation knowledge is used by researchers, conservation NGOs, park 
authorities, PATOM, zoologists, and environmental institutions. This includes ecological 
monitoring, conservation biology, wildlife management, habitat connectivity, and coexistence 
science. 

At the same time, pastoralists emphasize empirical knowledge of landscapes, long-term 
coexistence practices, traditional grazing systems, practical wildlife management, and local 
ecological observations. 

Also, there is uncertainty and disagreement around the causes of increasing bear movements, 
food availability for bears, the effectiveness of rewilding, coexistence strategies, wildlife 
management, the role of grazing, the causes of conflicts, and governance effectiveness. 
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WILDFIRE CONFLICT 

WF1 – Brandherde – Forest fire protection concept in Beelitz, 

Brandenburg, Germany 

• Case: Increase of wildfire risk 

• Bioregion: Continental 

 

About the social innovation case study 
 
General description of the Case Study 
Brandherde is a company run by one person which supports institutions with fire management 

plans. Specifically, this case study (CS) investigates the work of Brandherde implemented in 

Beelitz, a city and community in Brandenburg, Northeast of Germany. After two wildifires in 

2018 and 2022, the city of Beelitz started to cooperate with Brandherde and Juliane Baumann 

in 2022. She developed a forest fire protection concept (Waldbrandschutzkonzept) for Beelitz 

in close collaboration with several stakeholder groups, taking an integrated approach to fire 

management. This meant to also integrate ecological added value into fire protection 

measures, particularly in settlement-adjacent areas. This led to the idea of using grazing for 

fire protection instead of machines. Experiments with grazing for fire prevention are included 

in the activities. However, silvopastoral systems are not common in Germany and high legal 

and administrative barriers exist up to date. 

History and development of the Case Study 
The cooperation between Brand Herde and the city of Beelitz was triggered by two intense 

forest fires in 2018 and 2022, with which the respective administration and fire brigades were 

overstrained, highlighted the inadequacy of existing fire protection measures and created a 

demand for more comprehensive solutions. In 2022, Juliane Baummann, expert and CEO of 

Brand Herde, was approached by the city of Beelitz to set up an integrated forest fire protection 

concept. This included the involvement of various steps: doing a forest fire risk analysis, 

development of forest fire protection concept, taking an integrative approach and involving 

various stakeholders, and then the phase of implementation in Beelitz. The protection concept 

is still running. The experimental site with grazing for fore prevention in the forest is still 

ongoing.  

Location map 

Bioregion: Continental 

 



167 
 

 
Figure 11. Location of the case study in Beelitz, Brandenburg, Germany. Source: openstreetmap.org 

 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

• Research project “Pregraze – Forest fire prevention through exemplary measures to pro-

mote biodiversity”, studying Beelitz as model region: https://www.hs-rottenburg.net/ak-

tuelles/aktuelle-meldungen/meldungen/aktuell/waldbrandpraevention-mit-hilfe-mod-

ellhafter-biodiversitaetsfoerdernder-massnahmen/  

• Links: https://brandherde.info/  https://beelitz.de/waldbrand/  

 

On the region 

• Biophysical:  

Brandenburg's forests are facing severe ecological stress, characterized by high mortality 

rates due to drought, heat, and poor soil conditions, particularly in pine-dominated areas. 

The forests are characterized by a high share of pine monocultures and sandy soils. Sig-

nificant damage has led to a major transition in forest health since 2018, with pests and 

fire risks exacerbated by climate change 

• Economic:  

Beelitz, located in the state of Brandenburg, benefits from a robust regional economy 

driven by its proximity to Berlin and strong local industries such as agriculture (famously 

asparagus), tourism, and specialized manufacturing. 

• Political and Administrative:  

The case study acts at the community level of the city of Beelitz. Main actors are the local 

authorities and stakeholder groups with the regional authorities and rules applying from 

the Land Brandeburg. 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

https://www.hs-rottenburg.net/aktuelles/aktuelle-meldungen/meldungen/aktuell/waldbrandpraevention-mit-hilfe-modellhafter-biodiversitaetsfoerdernder-massnahmen/
https://www.hs-rottenburg.net/aktuelles/aktuelle-meldungen/meldungen/aktuell/waldbrandpraevention-mit-hilfe-modellhafter-biodiversitaetsfoerdernder-massnahmen/
https://www.hs-rottenburg.net/aktuelles/aktuelle-meldungen/meldungen/aktuell/waldbrandpraevention-mit-hilfe-modellhafter-biodiversitaetsfoerdernder-massnahmen/
https://brandherde.info/
https://beelitz.de/waldbrand/
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How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The CS is socially innovative in that it on the one hand described the process of establishing 

and implementing an integrative fire protection concept in a community affected by forest fires, 

which was overwhelmed with the forest fires before. This new approach came along with in 

Germany new established prevention tool, namely experimenting with grazing for fire 

prevention in the region. The process of establishing the protection concept reconfigured 

social practices in different ways: new collaborations were taken on and new relationships 

between local actors were build, such as between the forestry sector, fire brigades, local 

authorities and the local population. Furthermoe, new governance arrangement emerged 

between those in charge of forest management and of forest fire management.  

Relationship to rewilding 

The case does not directly link to rewilding. The initiative was a response to forest fires, caused 

by multiple factors.  However, as noted down by in the interviewee, non-intervention 

conservation of former military areas plays a role on the CS area. These areas, despite being 

cultural landscapes, exhibit high biodiversity due to past military activities like tank 

movements, which created open habitats.  In the interviewee’s viewpoint, these sites are 

highly prone to fire risk once left abandoned, missing the former intervention measures or 

grazing for reducing the fire risk through reduction of biomass accumulation. In that sense, the 

CS would support reversing non-intervention approaches for fire prevention. These non-

intervention of former military land led to an increase of forest fires on these sites.  

Furthermore, in the CS region areas exist that are suspected of containing explosives. Leaving 

these sites unmanaged, then created a risky situation as the munition’s contamination is not 

only a problem for the fire brigade in the event of a fire, but also an additional ignition source, 

i.e. a possible cause of fires that occur on these areas.  

Introducing herbivores for grazing would be highly supported and could be considered as 

active rewilding but does not fall under proforestation/afforestation definition. 

 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

Triggering Events and Initial Cooperation:  

• 2018 Fire: In 2018, a forest fire of "only" 30 hectares in Beelitz burned for several days 

and “overwhelmed” the emergency services. This event made it clear to the municipal-

ity that they needed to do more for fire protection. Following this, traditional measures 

like firebreaks, groundwater wells for firefighting, and other "real measures" were im-

plemented. 

• 2022 Fire: The situation escalated significantly in 2022 when 230 hectares burned 

down in the same municipality, with the fire reaching up to 30 metres from housing 

areas. This fire shed a light on the role of the "wildland urban interface" situation, a 

concept not typically recognized in Germany but common in other countries. This was 

the moment when Juliane Baumann as fire expert was approached, as the city of 
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Beelitz realized they needed something more than usual preparations. This immediate 

demand for improved fire protection directly led to Juliane Baumann’s involvement and 

the establishment of Brand Herde in that same year.  

Evolution of the Fire Management Plan:  

• Forest Fire Risk Analysis: Baumann’s first step was to draw up a forest fire risk anal-

ysis to look very concretely, at which location they had risks and which actions would 

be required.  

• Development of the Forest Fire Protection Concept: Based on this analysis, Bau-

mann designed a comprehensive "forest fire protection concept". A key aspect of this 

concept, stemming from her Master's thesis, was to integrate ecological added value 

into fire protection measures, particularly in settlement-adjacent areas. This led to the 

idea of using grazing instead of machines for undergrowth removal, a practice Bau-

mann observed in Spain and other countries.  

• Integrative Approach: Brand Herde's approach is described as "integrative forest fire 

prevention," an holistic approach that integrates the fire brigade, the forestry sector, 

and ecological aspects – looking into technical, social and ecological aspects. This is 

crucial given the context of climate change and biodiversity loss in the view of the 

initiating actors. 

• Implementation in Beelitz: Beelitz became an obvious choice for implementing this 

project with grazing due to the existing forest fire protection concept there. The project 

in Beelitz is a "trial area" and a "demonstration area" where forest grazing is used as 

a forestry tool to maintain forest fire protection strips in commercial forests.  

• Unique Conditions in Beelitz: A significant factor in Beelitz's success is that it has 

communal forest, and the mayor's responsibility for civil protection aligns with forest 

fire protection. This creates a "higher sense of responsibility towards the population" 

and facilitates the implementation of innovative forest fire concepts, unlike in areas 

with private or state forests where forestry might prioritize forest protection over civil 

protection. 

• Challenges: Despite the progress, financial challenges remain, with funding often lim-

ited to standard measures and not innovative concepts with ecological added value. 

Activities  

Implemented activities, managed by Juliane Baumann/Brandherde:  

- Forest fire risk analysis done 

- Forest fire protection concept for Beelitz established 

- Integrative approach applied, using fire protection and synergies with ecological ben-

efits, e.g. grazing for prevention. 

- The project in Beelitz is a "trial area" and a "demonstration area" where forest grazing 

is used as a forestry tool to maintain forest fire protection strips in commercial forests. 

These experiments are ongoing. 

- As part of the whole process, intensified and new collaborations and relationships be-

tween actors, particularly forestry sectors, fire brigade, local administration, and out-

reach to the population 
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- Baumann continues as consultant for other regions on forest fires with the established 

corporation Brand Herde 

 

Involved actors or agents: 

Core group (Innovator if known): 

• Landowners of communal forest, private forest and state forest 

• Forestry enterprises 

• Fire brigade 

• Juliane Baumann, Brandherde 

• City of Beelitz 

 

Other engaged actors/transformers: 

 

• Regional administration/authorities: forest authority, nature conservation, finance 

• Population 

• Hunting community 

• Line operators of electricity transmission corridors used for fire projects 

• Scientists 

 

Beneficiaries could be the population, forest owners, enterprises, fire brigades, and local 

authorities. 

Reconfiguring social practices 

Change in the relationships amongst actors (new networks) occurred:  

- Newly established exchange and collaboration between fire brigade and forestry sec-

tor, which was very important for developing and implementing an interdisciplinary fire 

protection plan, and this exchange did not exist before at all 

- New collaborations between the administration and the fire brigade were established 

and was crucial so that the administration understands what the fire brigade can 

achieve and what not. This awareness, also of increased fire risks, led to further en-

gagement of the administration with the local population, e.g. leaflet with information 

on forest fire prevention, or information talks on the site. 

- The exchange between the public and the forestry sector also increased, for instance 

regarding information about fire buffer zones around housing areas. Scientific actors 

were also involved in informing and exchanging with the public.  

- Newly established research project with HS Rottenburg assesses Beelitz as model 

region for fire grazing.  

Change in governance arrangements: 

- Decisions on forest fires are now assessed from a more interdisciplinary angle. The 

forestry agency is confronted with so many challenges on forest management, that 

they became more open to new projects and initiatives.  

Novelty of the SI approach 

The approach of grazing for fire prevention was adopted from somewhere else:  
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• Traditional Roots: The concept of grazing and its effects on forest fires has functioned 

traditionally for thousands of years already. 

• Early Scientific Research: Scientific research into this phenomenon began in the 

1970s and 1980s with Zef Nave, an Israeli researcher. Further research was carried 

out in France, researching and developing the concept of conscious grazing for forest 

fire protection.  

• Mediterranean Spread: The concept of grazing, though very old in principle, then 

spread throughout the Mediterranean region, and is now being promoted for instance 

in Catalonia by organizations like the Pau Costa Foundation for fire prevention. 

• Current Application: Practices like those at Ramats de Foc in Catalonia, where sci-

entists examine the removal of "fuel" after grazing periods. In Germany, the forest ad-

ministration is still very opposed to silvopastoral system. Implementing this in Germany 

and in that region is therefor a novel approach. 

The integrative approach to fire protection considering technical, social and ecological factors, 

is an established concept connected to Sustainable Forest Management/Closer to nature 

forestry.  

 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  
Grazing in the forest could also bring back certain cultural landscapes 

and associated biodiversity.  

Economic  
If shepherds could get paid for fire prevention grazing, this would also 

create economic gains.  

Social  Collaborations between actors and improved fire prevention. 

Governance  
Implementing forest fire protection through grazing in Germany would 

be the biggest success.  

Others  
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Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

Proforestation does not play a specific role in the CS area (see section 2.2 and 4.1.2). 

Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 

In the view of the fire expert, natural afforestation through abandonment of any management 

should not be supported in densely populated areas in Germany and in fire prone areas such 

as Brandenburg. The risk for forest fire is too high and close to human settlements extremely 

risky, ignoring what can be learned from other fire prone and fire experienced regions such as 

Catalunya where land abandonment is a key risk for forest fire.  

Any sensible rewilding project should include grazing so that area does not become 

overgrown, to prevent biomass accumulation and for ecological reasons. In the region of 

Brandenburg, pine monocultures establish otherwise with high fire risks.  

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

Interest dimension:  

• Fire prevention measures might create new habitats for valuable conservation species, 

turning the forest areas into protected areas, causing problems from a forestry per-

spective as this comes along with conservation restrictions.  

• Nature conservation vs. wildfire prevention: Nature reserves, while protected, face in-

creased fire risk due to biomass accumulation, raising questions about how to protect 

them from fire without compromising conservation goals. 

• Climate protection vs. climate adaptation: Efforts to bind CO2 by increasing biomass 

(trees, deadwood) for climate protection inadvertently heighten wildfire risk, especially 

in nature conservation areas. There are clear interest related conflicts between climate 

change protection and mitigation and adaptation on the other hand: if the approach is 

to increase the number of trees and continuous forest cover, the forest fire risk needs 

to be considered. In non-intervention sites in their region, often this led to increased 

fire risk due to biomass accumulation (see above) and hence a clash with climate ad-

aptation, which focuses on managing fire risk in a changing climate. 

Value dimension:  

• Conflicts occur on the role of human management in nature, particularly relevant for 

non-intervention approaches. Strict no intervention rewilding practices neglect humans 

as part of nature and this is not realistic in Central Europe, according to some views.  

Process dimension:  

• Successful rewilding with large herbivores (e.g., European bison) can prevent fires, 

but social and political resistance, as seen in the Rothaargebirge, can hinder these 

efforts, often leading to confinement of animals  
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• There is a general difficulty of implementing herbivory/silvopastoral systems in forest 

in Germany due to political and administrative opposition. This issue is still a taboo 

topic in Germany. Traditional forest management views actions like bark stripping by 

bison as destructive, while an ecological perspective might see it as a natural process. 

This highlights a "loss of control" perception when natural processes diverge from hu-

man management ideals (also à  interest and à value dimension). It is treated as ad-

ministrative offence bringing animals into the forest.  

 

 

WF2 – Montescola Foundation / Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras – 

Galicia, Spain  

• Increase of wildfire risk 

• Mediterranean 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

Montescola is a foundation in Galicia (NW Spain) linked to a communal forest (Monte Vecinal 

en mano común) in Froxán, Galicia, established in 2019 with legal personality, though its 

initiative began in 2017 following a significant fire. The foundation emerged from a 

generational shift within the community, aiming to transition from traditional productive 

monocultures to environmental regeneration and rewilding, making the territory more resilient 

to fires and water issues. Montescola acts as a non-profit instrument of the commoners to 

access funding and support the community's environmental goals, which the communal forest 

assembly cannot do directly.  

A key initiative of the Montescola Foundation is the "Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras," which 

started in Froxán and expanded across Galicia, involving over 1500 volunteers in more than 

200 interventions to remove eucalyptus and pine and restore native deciduous species in the 

region. Beyond Froxán, Montescola also facilitates a network of 97 communal forests 

managing over 40,000 hectares, promoting conservation and ecosystem restoration through 

visibility, mutual learning, and exchange visits. Additionally, they run the programme "Escolas 

Abertas e Confume" to reconnect educational communities with communal forests, addressing 

generational gaps and fostering future conservation-oriented management. Montescola also 

engages in environmental litigation and plans to reintroduce wild horses for biomass 

management. 

History and development of the Case Study 

The Montescola foundation emerged as a direct response to a significant fire in Froxán in 
2016, which prompted a generational shift within the communal forest community (until then 
largely formed by elderly people in the community). The community sought to transform the 
management of their territory, moving away from traditional productive monocultures, such as 
eucalyptus and pine, towards environmental regeneration and rewilding, although not 
necessarily using this name. This new approach aimed to create a landscape more resilient 
to fires and better manage water resources. Recognizing the limitations of the communal 
forest assembly, which lacked legal personality and thus access to certain funding avenues, 
the community initially formed an association. This association subsequently founded the 
Montescola Foundation in 2019, providing a non-profit legal instrument to secure financing 
and support their ambitious environmental goals.  
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Scaling-out: Besides the restorarion work in Froxán, the foundation's establishment allowed 
them to expand their efforts, including the formation of the "Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras" with 
the regional NGO “VerdeGaia”, and for which they now work as a sort of “Secretariat”. Their 
tasks include ensure that the people register and that everything is in order.  

 

The "Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras" (de-eucalyptization brigades) are a key initiative of the 
Montescola foundation, focused on environmental restoration and fire prevention in Galicia . 
They began informally in Froxán in 2017  (without a specific name) as a response to the 2016 
fires and the community's desire to change land management practices. In April 2018, they 
formally established through an alliance with Verde Gaia, specifically as "Brigadas 
deseocalitizadoras," expanding their operations beyond Froxán to many more locations 
across Galicia. Their primary goal is to transition away from traditional productive models 
based on forest monocultures (like eucalyptus and pine) towards a more resilient landscape, 
particularly against fires and water-related issues. This involves a proactive approach to 
environmental restoration, rather than simply abandoning land. While their name emphasizes 
"de-eucalyptization," their work is broader and includes Elimination of invasive species: This 
includes not only eucalyptus and pine but also other invasive plants like acacia, which poses 
a significant long-term challenge due to its seed dormancy, Plantation and regeneration: They 
facilitate the natural regeneration of native deciduous species (frondosas) and plant new ones, 
especially in areas previously dominated by monocultures. Other forest management tasks: 
Such as pruning and general maintenance work.  

Rewilding efforts: A significant and ongoing project is the reintroduction of wild horses (Bestas) 
to manage undergrowth and prevent the spread of scrubland (matorralización), especially in 
difficult terrains where mechanical clearing is impractical and costly. The brigades rely heavily 
on volunteering- They have a large network of participants, with over 1000-1500 registered 
"brigadistas". These volunteers are predominantly from urban areas but also include people 
from rural zones. Montescola provides a "secretariat" role, managing registrations and 
supporting communities that need help. 

The brigades are rooted in traditional community concepts: Roga: A call for communal work 
and Albaroque: A celebratory meal offered to participants after collective work. This fosters a 
sense of community and makes the work a festive and social event. The activities of the 
brigades contribute to creating a landscape that is more resilient to fires, improves water 
regulation, and enhances biodiversity and aesthetic value. They also serve as a model for 
other communities in Galicia, promoting a shared vision for sustainable land management. 

 

TIMELINE:  

• 2006: A very large fire occurred in Froxán, burning a significant portion of the mountain 
and reaching houses  

• 2008: A European regulation requiring microchips for horses led to a significant decline 
in their numbers in Galicia, as many owners sent their horses to slaughterhouses  

• 2016: A significant fire occurred in Froxán, which prompted a generational shift in the 
community and a re-evaluation of land management  

• 2017: Montescola started as an initiative/project.  

o The Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras (de-eucalyptization brigades) also began in 
Froxán, though not yet under that name.  

o The community of Froxán was registered in the international ICAS registry of 
areas conserved by local communities and indigenous peoples.  

• April 2018: The Brigadas deseucaliptizadoras officially formed through an alliance 
with Verde Gaia, following the fires of late 2017 in Galicia  

• 2018: Montescola began to promote a network of areas conserved by local communi-
ties, which later expanded significantly. 

https://www.verdegaia.org/wp/
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• 2019: Montescola gained legal personality  

• 10 years (from 2016/2017): The community has been working for ten years to elimi-
nate eucalyptus and pine, reducing their presence to less than 10%  

• Last 2 years: Montescola has expanded its activities, including facilitating the network 
of conserved areas  

• December 2025: A project that funded the exchange visits for the network of con-
served areas ended, and it is now self-managed  

• 2025: The first three wild horses were purchased  

• January 2026: The first virtual fencing system suitable for horses became available 
after a year of waiting  

• Plans in the next 1.5 years: The goal is to expand the number of horses to 12 

 

 

Location map 

 

Figure 12: Location map of the Communal Forest of Froxán, in Galicia (NW Spain). Source: Laboratorio 
Ecosocial do Barbanza ( CC-BY 4.0 INT) 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

• Amigas da Terra (2024). “Experiencias de restauración forestal: CMVMC de Froxán” 

[minidocumental]. Dispoñíbel en: https://www. youtube.com/watch?v=UCOddpTcJEY  

• Cidrás, D. et al. (2018). “Rural Governance against Eucalyptus Expansion in Galicia 

(NW Iberian Peninsula)”, Sustainability, 10(10), 3396. Dispoñíbel en: 

https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/10/10/3396  

• Escarabajo Verde (2019). “Tres montes vecinales” [minidocumental]. Dispoñíbel en: 

https://www.rtve.es/play/videos/el-escarabajo-verde/escarabajo-verde-tres-montes-

vecinales/5025714/  

• Forest Peoples Programme (2020). Las Perspectivas Locales sobre la Diversidad Bio-

lógica 2. Moreton-in-Marsh: Forest Peoples Programme. Dispoñíbel en: https://local-

biodiversityoutlooks.net/es/adaptacion-al-cambio-climatico-la-restauracionde-las-tie-

rras-comunes-de-la-comunidad-en-galicia-espana/  

• Forest Peoples Programme (2022). “Froxán Commons – A community-restoration pro-

ject in Galicia, Spain brings native species back to their forests” [minidocumental]. Dis-

poñíbel en: https://localbiodiversityoutlooks.net/film-froxan-commons-community-res-

toration-spain/  
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• González-Hidalgo, M. et al. (2024). “Uprooting Monocultures, Re-Rooting the Com-

mons: Everyday Struggles against Eucalyptus Tree Plantations in Rural Galicia”, in 

Undisciplined Environments Collective, ed., Insurgent Ecologies. Halifax: Fernwood.  

• Grove, R., et al. (2020). “Pastoral Stone Enclosures as Biological Cultural Heritage: 

Galician and Cornish Examples of Community Conservation,” Land, 9(1), 9. Dispoñíbel 

en: https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/1/9  

• Laboratorio Ecosocial do Barbanza (2021). Cando eramos sostibles. Aprendendo no 

Barbanza as claves do futuro. Santiago de Compostela: Fundación Ría. Dispoñíbel 

en: https://barbanzaecosocial.org/gl/cando-eramos-sostibles/  

• Laxness, S. (2025). “The politics of interdependence in community-led landscape res-

toration,” Landscape Research, 1-15. Dispoñíbel en: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01426397.2025.2516812  

• Xaneiro, R.(2025). “Recuperar o monte” [documental]. Dispoñíbel en: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JEu24d6Wkhw 

On the region 

Biophysical 

Galicia is placed in NW Spain, and it has a mountainous indland area. It has an extensive 

coastline of around 1500 km, with plenty of “rías” (a form of the river valley towards its end, 

when a coastal valley is submerged by rising sea levels. It is an arm of sea that extends inland 

and is subject to tidal action). These are very important for the fishing industry of the region. It 

has an Atlantic climate (similar to French Brittany), with local variations due to the orography 

of the region. Average precipitation is between 1000 and 2000 mm, depending on exact 

location, with higher precipitation in coastal areas. In terms of forest land, a 68.96% is 

classified as forest land, largely Atlantic and mixed woodlands. More than two-thirds of this 

area is private, and one third  are forest commons (Montes Vecinales en Mano Común, 

MVMC). Public ownership is very limited in Galicia. Forest industry in the region is one of the 

strongest in Spain, as 50% of the forest production is extracted from Galician forests.  

Wildfires are also an important challenge in Galicia, and is one of the regions with the highest 

wildfire activity in the country, both in terms of ignitions and recurrent incidence (MITECO, 

2019). The seasonal pattern is distinct, and most of the ignitions occur in late summer and 

early autumn, in contrast with the Mediterranean regions. Wildfire regimes in Galicia have 

been strongly influenced by rural abandonment, the smallholder property structure and 

traditional land use practices which involve the use of fire.  

Economic 

Galicia is a region which has its main cities across the coast, including the manufacturing 

industry for fisheries, as the region is one of the most important fishing areas of the world. 

Inland provinces have an economy much more based on traditional agriculture and livestock 

activities, shaped by its smallholding land ownership structure. Some of these primary sector 

activities are now operating at scale as well, increasing the opportunities for the Galician 

economy. Some large scale industries are also placed in the region, including the 

headquarters of the international fashion company INDITEX,  naval construction and fisheries. 

Tourism is also an important source of income, with it accounting for around the 12% of the 

regional GSP.   
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Political and Administrative 

Galicia is an autonomous region in NW Spain (NUTS2), which has the competences for fire 

management and firefighting, as well as for nature management. It is divided into 4 provinces, 

each with multiple counties, compounded by multiple municipalities which at the same time, 

(and as a distinct feature from the Galician region), is that each municipality is divided into 

different “parishes”. These parishes are the traditional divisions of the municipalities, and can 

be one or multiple “aldeas” or “lugares” (villages).  

In terms of wildfire risk, wildfire culture is deeply rooted in the rural areas, which along with 

depopulation and ageing, is deriving in strong processes of agriculture and forestry 

abandonment, with very limited management, which combined with climate change 

conditions, provides with a highly fire prone environment.  

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study represents a SI insofar it represents a reconfiguration of previously 

disengaged actors coming together for a common purpose, thus contributing to the 

empowerment of civil society towards the enhancement of societal wellbeing (Polman et al., 

2017). In this sense, they have engaged in different new relations such as the collaboration 

with VerdeGaia to establish the De-eucalyptising Brigades (around 1500 volunteers across 

Galicia), and they are currently having discussions with the commoners around Froxán to 

develop a project with wild horses (Bestas). They are also scaling-up as they are instrumental 

in the “Network of Areas Conserved by Local Communities”. They helped impulsate and they 

host the Secretariat, and currently comprises 97 communities across Galicia.  

They also collaborate at the county level with the Laboratorio Ecosocial do Barbanza. Here, 

what they do is to collaborate with other commoners/communities that share similar objectives, 

like the awareness raising work that they do with schools (Escola aberta e con fume), in order 

to incorporate activities to the curricula linked to the forest commons in which they are often 

located.  

Informally, they are also active to collaborate with actors such as researchers or artists, to be 
a case study or a space where to develop artistic work. 

 

Important about the De-eucalyptising Brigades is how they do not only remove eucalyptus, 
but also act on invasive species eradication, planting and pruning. This is done in combina-
tion with traditional community fests, called “Roga” (community work) and “albaroque” (cele-
bratory meal), thus the work they carry out is not only framed within land management activi-
ties, but also to enhance and reinforce the sense of community and the relationship between 
the local communities and the biophysical space they inhabit.  

 

Relationship to rewilding 

The relationship to rewilding is interesting in this particular case. A wildfire in 2006 in the Aldea 

of Froxán triggers a generational change among the commoners families, and they wish to 

change around the land management to transition from traditional monoculture extractivist 

management, towards more rewilding -like approaches. Mainly seeking to build a territory 

more wildfire resilient.  

What is more important about this particular initiative is how they set themselves somehow 

apart from discourses held by other communal forest communities in the region, including the 

https://barbanzaecosocial.org/2025/07/02/escola-aberta-e-con-fume-nace-un-proyecto-educativo-para-entender-y-cuidar-los-montes-vecinales/
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public administration. For them, extensive grazing needs to be brought back, in order to 

maintain traditional landscapes and ecosystem services provision. For the Montescola 

Foundation, they have delved deeper into the rewilding concept and what this may entail for 

them, and they see how rewilding could offer a low-cost approach to the provision of 

ecosystem services. Whereas this may not serve the purpose of providing milk and/or meat, 

they do believe that the revitalization of extensive grazing at the scale needed is unrealistic 

since it is not economically viable. On the other hand, rewilding (including large herbivores) 

could offer a low-cost tool to maintain some of these ecosystem services. Importantly, 

however, they understand rewilding not as removing all human intervention necessarily, but 

to actively shift towards a more natural and resilient state (e.g. bringing back wild horses, and 

removing invasive species).   

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The primary trigger for the Montescola Foundation's initiative was a significant fire in Froxán 

in 2016. This event, coupled with a generational shift within the communal families, prompted 

a desire to re-evaluate and transform the territory's management. Initially, they envisioned that 

with the very limited resources that they had, the way forward was doing the work with 

volunteers. However, they quickly realized that insurances and other paperwork was needed, 

so they could not continue doing that informally. This, together with the realization of the need 

for an instrument like a non-profit entity to access funding, they created the Montescola 

Foundation.  

The Brigadas Deseucaliptizadoras (De-eucalyptus Brigades) also started in Froxán in 2017, 

initially without that specific name. The formal creation of the Brigadas, and their expansion 

beyond Froxán to other parts of Galicia, was triggered by an alliance with another entity, Verde 

Gaia, starting in April 2018, and specifically in response to the widespread fires that occurred 

in Galicia at the end of 2017.  

The community aimed to transition from a traditional productive approach of forest 
monocultures towards a model that could be regarded as 'rewilding'. This new approach 
sought to create a more resilient territory against fires and water-related issues.  

Activities  

The Fundación Montescola and its associated initiatives, including the Brigadas 
Deseucaliptizadoras, engage in a diverse range of activities aimed at environmental 
restoration, community engagement, and advocacy.  
 

Environmental Restoration 

and Rewilding  

 

Elimination of Monocultures: A core activity involves the gradual 

removal of eucalyptus and pine, which are considered pyrophytic 

species, to reduce fire risk and promote native biodiversity This 

process is referred to as "deseucaliptizar"  

Facilitating Native Regeneration: After removing non-native 

species, they focus on facilitating the natural regeneration of native 

broadleaf species like oak and chestnut, especially in areas where 

the root systems are already established 

Restoration of Ecosystems: This includes specific projects like 

restoring a peat bog by removing eucalyptus and re-filling drainage 

channels, which helps in water regulation and carbon sequestration  
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Planting Native Species: In areas where natural regeneration is 

not sufficient, they plant broadleaf species 

Reintroduction of Wild Horses: A significant project involves the 

reintroduction of wild horses (bestas) to manage undergrowth and 

prevent shrub encroachment, particularly in difficult terrains where 

mechanical clearing is not feasible or sustainable. They are 

exploring virtual fencing technology for this 

Invasive Species Control: Beyond eucalyptus and pine, they 

actively work to control other invasive plants like acacia, which 

poses a significant threat to native ecosystems and fire risk 

Community Engagement 

and Education 

Brigadas Deseucaliptizadoras: These brigades, initially formed in 

Froxán and later expanded across Galicia, involve volunteers in 

various tasks beyond just cutting down eucalyptus, such as 

removing invasive species, planting, and pruning. These activities 

are often organized around local traditions such as "rogas" 

(community work calls) followed by "albaroques" (communal 

meals/celebrations). actively involves volunteers, many of whom 

come from urban areas, in their restoration efforts 

Escolas Abertas e con Fume: This project focuses on educational 

initiatives in primary and secondary schools to reconnect 

educational communities with communal forest management 

communities. The goal is to foster a new generation of 'comuneras' 

and 'comuneros' oriented towards conservation and sustainable 

use. Within this frame, they revived a traditional practice where 

families, particularly children, plant trees (often fruit trees) in 

communal forests and commit to caring for them annually, 

maintaining a right to the fruits 

Networking and 

Collaboration  

 

Network of Local Community Conserved Areas (ICCA): 

Montescola facilitates and promotes a network of 97 communal 

forests (montes vecinales en mano común) across Galicia, 

managing over 40,000 hectares. This network aims to give visibility 

to the work of these communities, facilitate mutual learning through 

initiatives like an atlas of conserved areas and exchange visits, and 

collectively address challenges like funding 

Alliances with Other Entities: They collaborate with organizations 

like Verde Gaia for the Brigadas 

Comarcal and Micro-level Alliances: They participate in 

initiatives like the "Laboratorio Ecosocial do Barbanza" and build 

informal alliances with contiguous communities, particularly for 

projects like the horse reintroduction 

Advocacy and Legal 

Action  

 

Montescola engages in environmental litigation, particularly in 

response to conflicts with mining companies that affect community 

forests 

Montescola has also purchased small parcels of land, especially 

those with special ecological value or contiguous to communal 

forests, to further their conservation objectives (linked to the 

Brigades and restoration work) 
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In more general terms, they are explicitly open to support for scientific and artistic research: 
They welcome and support researchers and artists who wish to study or engage with their 
work, seeing it as a way to gain knowledge and advance their goals  
 
Involved actors or agents:  

The core group  There are around 5 to 6 people actively driving the work. While the 

community of Froxán consists of 6 houses, with 20 people living there, 

only 6 are 'comuneras' (one per house). Among these, two houses 

are particularly active, with others assisting as much as they can. 

Other engaged 

actors (Trans-

formers) 

- Volunteers of the brigades  
- Schools involved in the “Escolas Abertas e con Fume” project 
- Laboratorio Ecosocial of Braganza  
- Network of Local Community Conserved Areas (ICCA) 
- Other communal forest assemblies 
- VerdeGaia 
- Researchers/Artists with whom they collaborate every now 

and then 

Beneficiaries (Di-

rect and indirect) 

- Direct beneficiaries are the commoners of Froxan. So some-
how- themselves.  

- Indirectly, however, they do benefit a much larger group, in 
relation to  

 

Indirect beneficiaries are those who are linked with a relationship to 

direct beneficiaries and so will indirectly benefit from the outputs and 

outcomes of the social innovation project, thus experiencing the im-

pacts of social innovation. These are the people who are not targeted 

specifically by the social innovation project outputs and outcomes, but 

who get some benefits from them (in principle, society as a whole) 

 
Reconfiguring social practices 

The reconfiguration of social practices occurred at different levels.  

- Regional (Galician) level:  

o Creation of the ICAS Network  

o Volunteers coming from all over Galicia to do the Brigades work 

o Partnership with VerdeGaia 

- Provincial/Neighbouring 

o Laboratorio Ecosocial de Brabanza. Collaboration with university of Santiago, 

Pablo de OIavide (Sevilla), Rianxo municipality and the Montescola Founda-

tion.  

o Contact with neighbouring communities to collaborate in projects in which they 

are aligned. Currently with the reintroduction of the wild horses (Bestas) 

Novelty of the SI approach 

Communal forests are a traditional legal figure in Galicia. What is less common is to have a 

Foundation associated to them, who have access and are actively reaching for new 

opportunities and resources for the land. Whereas neither the foundation, nor the volunteering 

model is completely new, how they mobilized these two tools could be considered as such. 
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Within their context, this way of operating is new (they did not replicate it from any other forest 

common in Galicia) 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Restoration of forests composed of native trees. Increased fire 

resilience due to removal of pyrophytic species like eucalyptus and 

pine. Improved water regulation  

Economic  

In words of the interviewee “the economic impact is still to be 

demonstrated”. Although the interviewee stands by the idea that this 

kind of land management could have even a higher return than 

traditional monoculture timber industry.  

Social  

the Montescola Foundation fosters strong community cohesion and 

empowerment, primarily through its consensus-based decision-making 

processes within the Froxán assembly, which ensures broad support 

and ownership of projects. The initiative actively addresses the 

challenge of generational replacement by engaging younger members 

through educational programs like "Escolas Abertas e con Fume" and 

the "postas" tradition, aiming to cultivate future stewards of the 

communal lands. The foundation's work has also elevated Froxán's 

profile, bringing visibility to their innovative approaches, and fostering 

a sense of pride and shared. Beyond the local community, 

Montescola's leadership in establishing the Network of Local 

Community Conserved Areas facilitates vital knowledge exchange and 

mutual learning among numerous communal forests, strengthening 

collective action and a shared vision for sustainable land management 

across Galicia. 

 

Reconnection between students/local inhabitants and the communal 

forests of their localities.  
 

Governance  

From their advocacy work, it could be said that they expect the 

existing conflicts with mining companies affecting communal lands 

would disappear.  

Whereas not explicitly mentioned, their work with the ICAS network 

could lead to a stronger institutional support to the conservation areas 

protected by local communities 

Others - 
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Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

Proforestation does not play a specific role in the CS area 

Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 

They do not support natural afforestation because they explain that if natural afforestation was 

to be enabled, with no human intervention, then Galicia would become a desert of acacia 

trees. Sometimes they have found forests in which they had one acacia tree, or a patch of 

them, and after a wildfire they have invaded everything with very low biodiversity indexes. 

Whereas they do not deny that approach could work for other regions, they are very clear in 

how it not works for them.  

 

WF3 – Fire Flocks (Ramats de Foc), Catalunia, Spain  

• Type of conflict increase of wildfire risk and loss of cultural landscapes 

• Bioregion of the case: Mediterranean 
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

The Fire Flocks initiative, also known as Ramats de Foc, started ten years ago in the Girona 
region of Catalonia and has since expanded throughout the entire region. It was triggered by 
the problem of wildfire risk due to forest abandonment and decreasing extensive grazing 
livestock, aiming to utilize shepherds and their animals to graze in strategic areas designed 
by firefighters. The initiative coordinates private and public actors, including shepherds, 
butchers, restaurants, local shops, and government departments, to manage wildfire risk, 
promote products from extensive livestock, and maintain cultural landscapes. Fire Flocks also 
works to improve the economic viability and reputation of shepherds by diversifying sales 
channels and educating consumers about the added value of their products.  

History and development of the Case Study 

The Fire Flocks initiative was triggered by the dual problems of increasing wildfire risk due to 
forest abandonment and the decline of extensive livestock farming, which traditionally played 
a role in forest management  

 
2016: Inception and Pilot Phase 

• Fire Flocks started in 2016 with a pilot phase in the region of Girona, northeast of 
Catalonia. It involved three strategic areas with three shepherds, five butcheries 

• During this two-year pilot, the hypothesis was tested: products were introduced to 
butchers and restaurants, communication products were created to inform con-
sumers, and grazing strategies were monitored and refined with shepherds and 
firefighters  

• Criteria for grazing and desired outcomes were established 
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2018: Continuation and Regional Establishment 

• After the successful two-year pilot, the decision was made to continue the project 

• For the next six years (until 2024, based on the current year), the project remained 
established in Girona 

Three Years Ago (approx. 2021): Expansion to all Catalonia 

• Approximately three years ago, the initiative decided to expand its operations "to all 
Catalonia 

Present Day:  

• It now works with a network of "100 shepherds" and "more than 60 establishments," 
including butchers, restaurants, and local shops 

 
Location map 

 

 

Additional information 
On the initiative (if any)  

• Fire Flocks specifically promotes silvopastoralism (Nuss-Girona et al., 2022) 

The design and execution process for the Fire Flocks project (from Nuss-Girona et al., 2022) 

• The main idea of the valorization process of Fire Flocks to sell more products without 

increasing the price, despite a recent study showing that a certain target consumer 

would be willing to pay more for products that serve to aid fire prevention (Nuss-Girona 

et al., 2022) 

• Area has undergone reduction in multipurpose forestry (timber, fuelwood, charcoal or 

resins) (Domenech and Soy, 2020) 

• The case study area is mainly composed of Aleppo pine with an understory of mastic 

and kermes oak, the stands are dense, young, and structurally similar 

• Before the forest in the study area was adapted to traditional pastoral regimes that 

included low intensity fires and the landscape was tolerant to natural fires caused by 

lightning (Domenech and Soy, 2020) 
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On the region 
 
Biophysical: The case study area, specifically Catalonia, is characterized by extensive forest 

abandonment and a lack of forest management over a long period. Key environmental 

characteristics include:  

• Wildfire Risk: There is a significant problem or risk of wildfires in the case study 

region, exacerbated by forest abandonment and lack of management  

• Decreasing Extensive Grazing: Extensive livestock farming, which plays a crucial 

role in forest management and wildfire risk prevention, is decreasing due to social, 

economic, and environmental vulnerabilities 

• Unmanaged Forests: A large percentage of the forest (78%) is unmanaged, often 

consisting of relatively new and "stressed" forests due to climate change.  

• These unmanaged forests generally lack significant value in terms of ecosystem 

services, species diversity, or biodiversity 

• Limited high biodiversity of forests: While there are "big masses of forests," only a 

few patches of old forests possess high biodiversity value 

Economic: 

• Decreasing Extensive Grazing: Number of projects involving extensive grazing are 

declining each year due to social and economic difficulties, e.g., it is no longer a 

profitable, rural depopulation. The economic difficulties are further exacerbated by 

a decrease in meat consumption for sheep and goats.  

• Decreasing forestry: forestry is "no longer profitable in the area" This is largely 

because "most of the forest is private and sometimes, the patches of forest for 

each owner is quite small," making it unprofitable to manage these small parcels. 

Despite initiatives for cooperation among different owners to find new bioeconomy 

related to the forest, a significant portion of the forest remains unmanaged 

Political and Administrative: 

• Land-use decision-making: The process for changing land use, specifically from 

forest to open areas, is described as "super difficult," "super complicated," "super 

long," and "almost impossible". There are "different departments involved to decide 

when new land use will happen," and these departments often have "different cri-

teria, leading to contradictions 

• Political lobbying: The shepherds actively seek help with "political lobby" efforts to 

facilitate land use changes, indicating that political influence is perceived as nec-

essary to navigate the administrative system 

 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  
 

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

• Fire Flocks has changed the way that public and private actors coordinate within the 
case study area to achieve wildfire objectives.  

• It involves the local community, specifically shepherds, butchers, restaurants, and fire-
fighters  

• It is new to the area of Catalonia, although the idea was adopted from Andalucia. It is 
completely novel in the sense that it includes a certification label for products (cheese, 
milk, meat) for the shepherds that graze their herds in the strategic wildfire areas  
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Relationship to rewilding 
The case study is a reaction to rewilding (both proforestation and natural afforestation). Within 
the case study there is an increased risk of wildfires due to forest and agricultural 
abandonment, especially extensive livestock grazing. The Fireflocks initiative responds to 
these rewilding processes by coordinating shepherds to graze in strategic areas that are at 
risk of wildfires. By grazing, the areas become more open and less prone to wildfire.  

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  
 

Trigger of the initiative:  
The Fireflocks initiative was triggered by a several environmental, social, and economic 
issues, primarily centred around the increasing risk of wildfires in the case study area.  
Triggers include: 

• Increased wildfire risk due to forest abandonment, loss of extensive livestock 
farms, and climate change 

• Decline of extensive grazing livestock: the traditional practice of extensive live-
stock grazing and loss of cultural landscapes related to this grazing 

 
Activities  

• Overarching aim of the project is to reduce the risk of large wildfires through exten-
sive livestock farming in Priority Areas for Fire Prevention Nuss-Girona et al., 2022) 

• Faciliate fire suppression (Nuss-Girona et al., 2022) 

• Coordinating stakeholders: Fireflocks is involved in the coordination of various pri-

vate and public actors, including shepherds, firefighters, butchers, restaurants, and 

local government bodies, to achieve their objectives 

• Supporting shepherds and grazing management: they help shepherds manage 

their practices and animals to achieve desired grazing results in strategic areas. 

They work closely with shepherds and firefighters to define grazing criteria and 

monitor outcomes. They also offer access to land for grazing, which is often difficult 

for shepherds to find, especially for newcomers 

• Economic Viability and Market Diversification The initiative aims to improve the 

economic viability of shepherds by diversifying sales channels for their products 

(meat, milk, cheese) and enhancing their reputation. They introduce products to 

butchers and restaurants and create communication campaigns to explain the 

added value to consumers 

• Communication and Promotion Fireflocks develops communication products to in-

form final consumers about the role of shepherds and the benefits of their products. 

They also maintain a website where consumers can find information about where 

to buy the products and learn about the projects 

• Fire risk awareness (Nuss-Girona et al., 2022) 

• Collaboration with Government and Policy Influence They work closely with local 

governments, particularly regarding subsidies for shepherds who achieve specific 

results. They have been involved in improving payment processes, bureaucracy, 

and criteria for these subsidies. They also engage in political lobbying to address 

issues like changing land use from forest to open areas, advocating for more open 

areas for traditional activities, biodiversity, and wildfire prevention 

• Funding: As a private initiative, Fire Flocks actively applies for funding to ensure 

the continuation and expansion of its projects 

 
Involved actors or agents:  
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• Core group: The core group of Fireflocks consists of the Pau Costa Foundation which 
coordinates the project and sought its initial funding. The interviewee (EFI3) was a 
leading person in starting the initiative from the Pau Costa Foundation. The core group 
also includes a firefighter from Girona who is a member of the Pau Costa Foundation 
and had the initial des for the project and put the ideas forward.  

• Beneficiaries (direct and indirect): The beneficiaries include: 
o  The shepherds (direct), which receive support from the government for their 

grazing activities, which are strategically designed by firefighters. The initiative 
also aims to improve their economic viability by diversifying sales channels for 
their products and enhancing their reputation 

o Butcheries, Restaurants, and Local Shops (direct): These establishments 
are involved in selling products from the shepherds, indicating a direct benefit 
through new product offerings and potentially increased business 

o Society (indirect): benefits from reduced wildfire risk and ecosystem services 
from grazing 

o Other engaged actor (transformers): The local government (Catalonia) is re-
sponsible for subsidies for shepherds that achieve specific results in wildfire 
prevention and is involved in deciding where the strategic areas where specific 
forest structures need to be maintained to influence fire behaviour and con-
ducts certifications to allow the Shepherds to use the Fire Flocks label when 
selling their products; private landowners are also involved because most of 
the forest in Catalonia is privately owned, and their cooperation is important for 
achieving Fireflock’s goal; Volunteer Networks which also collaborate with Fire 
Flocks, and municipalities that are seeking to implement grazing around their 
cities, villages, or towns. They also want to replace mechanical maintenance 
practices with animal grazing and get in touch with Fire Flocks to establish syn-
ergies 

 
Reconfiguring social practices 
The interviewee does not claim that the connections between actors were not there before but 

says that they now coordinate both public and private actors (e.g., local government, 

firefighters, shepherds, butchers, restaurants, private forest owners, etc)  which suggests a 

more formalized and central role in bringing different stakeholders together, implying a shift 

from informal or less structured connections to a more deliberate and coordinated network. 

They suggest that there has been changes in attitudes by raising awareness about the risks 

of lack of management, the role of grazing, and the importance of products coming from 

extensive livestock farming.  

Novelty of the SI approach 
Fire Flocks was inspired by was inspired by an older initiative called Rabka (?) in Andalusia, 

Rabka, which is more than 20 years old, was itself inspired by practices in France where 

shepherds are paid to graze in specific areas for wildfire risk reduction or biodiversity 

purposes. However, what is completely novel in Fire Flocks is the certification label given to 

shepherds that graze in the strategic areas.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Impacts of the case study activities 
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Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Increases in biodiversity related to open areas where grazing occurs, 

reduction of wildfire risk is more complicated. There is evidence that 

grazing by Fire Flocks can reduce small wildfires, they are more 

cautious about saying they reduce wildfire risk.  

Economic  

Support to shepherds to find new commercial channels for their 

projects, together with the local government providing subsides for 

shepherds for achieving grazing objectives  

Social  

Reducing wildfire risk, which has benefits for the local communities, 

increasing ecosystem services through grazing, however the initiative 

does not appear to be changing the trend of decreasing shepherds in 

the area, attracting new shepherds, or reversing the trends of loss of 

cultural landscapes 

Governance  
Support to shepherds in the political process for applying to graze 

areas to make them open again 

Others  

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 
and natural afforestation): 
 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 
the initiative/Case Study  
 
Supporting/not supporting proforestation 
 
 
Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 
The interviewee expresses a nuanced and somewhat uncertain view on rewilding, indicating 
a need for more information while also highlighting potential contradictions with existing 
cultural and traditional practices  
 
Specifically, the interviewee states, "And in my opinion, I think rewilding can have sense with, 
in a specific area for some purposes” but overall implies a preference for a mosaic landscape, 
which she thinks fosters sense of place, biodiversity, and the maintenance of traditional 
practices and local products. She says she doesn’t know the impact of rewilding on cultural 
ecosystem services, cultural landscape, traditional activities, local products and would need 
to look more closely into it. 

 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 
 
Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (interest dimension) 
 
Return of wolves, into areas where livestock farming is prevalent: Although Fire Flocks 

is not addressing this type of a rewilding this is a rewilding related conflict in the case study 

area. Farmers fear that their economic viability is being undermined. Even though there are 
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compensation schemes, they are not always preferred by shepherds, who would rather have 

more security and preventative measures.  

Perceptions of ecosystem services and landscape value between urban and rural 

populations: Urban people are described as supporting rewilding and perceiving "ecosystem 

services more related to nature and aesthetics. In contrast, farming populations "more strongly 

support provisional ecosystem services," which are directly linked to their agricultural practices 

and economic output 

Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the conflict 

described (Value dimension):  

(e.g. lack of social inclusion, values clash towards nature/management, stakeholder conflicts) 

Contrasting perceptions of ecosystem services: Urban populations tend to support 

rewilding and nature conservation; valuing ecosystem services related to nature and 

aesthetics. In contrast, the farming population, which is predominantly rural, more strongly 

supports "provisional ecosystem services 

Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, if 

not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 

dimension): 

(e.g. injustices perceived in governance processes, top-down perception) 

Rewilding is happening spontaneously in the case study area. However, there are some 

conflicts related to decision-making related to land-use, specifically changing land-use from 

forest to open area. Shepherds, supported by Fire Flocks, are seeking to create new open 

areas for traditional activities, citing reasons such as biodiversity, forest management, and 

increased access to land but the process is described as super long and almost impossible. 

The conflict is exacerbated by the fact that these areas "used to be open" but have since been 

reforested due to abandonment. 

Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as well 
as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 
(e.g. negative media, different knowledge system, rewilding term  
 
None found. 
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WF4 – Plantabosques, Association Adenex – Extremadura (focus 

area), Spain 

• Type of conflict: Increase of wildfire risk 

• Bioregion of the case: Mediterranean  

 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study 

The "Plantabosques" project, initiated by Adenex in 2004, emerged from the need for civil 

society to address environmental problems like the 2003 Extremadura fires. Its main aim is to 

raise awareness and recover forests through planting and maintenance activities, primarily 

focusing on native species like holm oaks and cork oaks and preferably on public land. The 

project operates mainly in Extremadura, Spain, but also extends to Portugal, specifically the 

Viseu region and Castelo de Vide. Adenex collaborates with the Junta de Extremadura for 

land and plants, and with Portuguese associations like ASPEA and Trébol. Volunteers, who 

come from across Spain and even internationally, participate in weekend activities that include 

planting, maintenance, environmental education, and community engagement. 

 

History and development of the Case Study 

Adenex exists since 1978. It is considered a pioneer and one of the most important ecological 

organizations in the region of Extremadura. It was founded in 1978 in response to the cutting 

down of holm oaks to plant eucalyptus in what is now Monfragüe National Park, with people 

chaining themselves to trees to protest. The organization's logo features a holm oak, 

representative of Extremadura. Adenex covers a wide range of environmental topics, including 

environmental tax, volunteering, environmental education, conservation, and anything related 

to nature and heritage in Extremadura. The organization emphasizes environmental education 

as its main priority, believing it is key to achieving conservation goals 

The Plantabosques project emerged in 2003 after Adenex volunteers assisted with the 

Prestige oil spill in Galicia and significant fires occurred in Extremadura. Recognizing the need 

for civil society to participate in resolving such problems, Adenex collaborated with the Junta 

de Extremadura to launch "Planta al Fuego," which transformed into Plantabosques the 

following year. The project aims to raise awareness in society and recover forests with tree 

planting activities. 

Initially, Plantabosques focused on planting in areas affected by fires, such as Las Hurdes and 

Sierra de San Pedro, planting tens of thousands of trees like holm oaks, cork oaks, oaks, and 

chestnut trees. Over time, the project evolved beyond just planting to include maintenance 

and expansion of existing planted areas, recognizing the importance of long-term care for the 

trees. The project involves volunteers from across Spain and even internationally (Portugal), 

who participate in weekend activities that combine planting with workshops, visits to local 

towns, and environmental routes. Volunteers pay a deposit to ensure participation, which is 

retained for the project if they do not attend. 

The project is largely financed by the Junta de Extremadura, though securing funding requires 

annual effort. Adenex also collaborates with Portuguese associations like ASPEA and Trébol 



190 
 

for activities in Portugal. The land used for planting is usually and preferably public land, with 

permissions secured from the Junta de Extremadura. The project also includes a focus on 

social inclusion, reserving spots for entities of full inclusion. The species chosen for replanting 

are based on prior studies of the areas, considering factors like temperature, altitude, and 

native species suitability. 

Location map 

 

Figure 13. Map of the Extremadura, Spain, where the main activities of Adenex are implemented. 

  

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

Links: https://www.adenex.org/index.php/proyectos-de-adenex/proyecto-plantabosques 

Junta de Extremadura: https://www.juntaex.es/w/programa-de-voluntariado-

plantabosques?inheritRedirect=true  

On the region 

Biophysical: 

Extremadura is the largest autonomous community in Spain. Its forest landscapes lie in a hot, 

dry Mediterranean setting, with low rainfall, frequent summer drought, and vulnerable soils 

that favour dehesa woodlands and scrub rather than dense forests. In recent decades, land 

abandonment and rural depopulation have reduced active land management, contributing to 

degraded land, shrub encroachment, higher wildfire risk, and locally advancing desertification. 

The dehesa agroforestry systems are one greatly cited example of sustainable agroforestry in 

the Mediterranean basin.  

Economic 

https://www.adenex.org/index.php/proyectos-de-adenex/proyecto-plantabosques
https://www.juntaex.es/w/programa-de-voluntariado-plantabosques?inheritRedirect=true
https://www.juntaex.es/w/programa-de-voluntariado-plantabosques?inheritRedirect=true
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Extremadura is one of Spain’s least dynamic regions, with low GDP per capita, weak 

household spending, and an economy shaped by sluggish employment and an ageing, 

declining population. Agriculture remains important and has been recovering from drought, 

while services and public-sector activity play a major role. Manufacturing is relatively weak, 

and unemployment has long been high compared with the Spanish average. 

Political and Administrative 

Extremadura is an autonomous community in Spain, governed by the Junta de Extremadura 

and a regional parliament, with most administrative powers held at the regional level and 

further divided between the provinces of Cáceres and Badajoz. Within Spain, it has received 

great proportion of EU rural development funds.  

 

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The case study reconfigured social practices in multiple ways. While the idea of tree planting 

with volunteers existed before, they adapted it to their region and created new networks, 

relationships and contact points – for the public, between different social groups participating 

in their activities, for the regional administration, for environmental education actors and local 

communities in which the activities take place. Additionally, they could reconfigure citizen 

engagement and responsibility for large scale reforestation and for taking care of the forest 

and the land degraded after fire, formerly considered being in the responsibility of public 

authorities or the respective sectors. Furthermore, Adenex became a new “nudge” for the 

regional government and leveraged new funding opportunities, changing existing governance 

arrangements. 

Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative is not directly addressing rewilding neither as reaction nor as promotion. 

However, their activities link to land abandonment in Extremadura with replanting degraded 

land (e.g. after fire) and with following the approach of active afforestation instead of passive. 

In general, the interviewee highlights the threats and risks through natural afforestation of 

abandoned land, while acknowledging the importance of natural spaces for society.  

 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

Trigger of Adenex: Adenex was founded in 1978 due to a direct threat to the natural heritage 

of Extremadura. The specific event that spurred its creation was the cutting down of holm oaks 

to plant eucalyptus trees in the area that is now Monfragüe National Park. This environmental 

destruction prompted a group of people to take direct action, chaining themselves to trees, 

and subsequently forming the association to address such issues. The organization's logo, 

featuring a holm oak, serves as a permanent reminder of this foundational event. 

Trigger for Plantabosques' Initiation: The Plantabosques project emerged in 2003, as a 

direct response to two significant environmental disasters that highlighted the vulnerability of 

natural spaces and the potential for civil society to contribute to recovery efforts: 
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1. The Prestige Oil Spill (Chapapote) in Galicia (2003): Adenex volunteers travelled to 

the Galician coasts to assist with the cleanup efforts following this major environmental 

catastrophe. This experience likely demonstrated the power and necessity of volunteer 

action in crisis situations.  

2. Devastating Fires in Extremadura (2003): In the same year, Extremadura experienced 

"incredible fires" in the areas of Las Hurdes and Sierra de San Pedro. These local 

disasters, coupled with the experience in Galicia, made Adenex realize the need for 

the civil society to get involved and participate in addressing those problems.  

This dual trigger led Adenex to contact the Junta de Extremadura, resulting in the birth of 

"Planta al Fuego," which was then transformed into Plantabosques the following year to focus 

on broader reforestation and awareness, rather than just immediate post-fire recovery. 

 

Activities  

Adenex covers a wide range of environmental topics, including environmental tax, 

volunteering, environmental education, conservation, and anything related to nature and 

heritage in Extremadura. It has various working groups focusing on areas like energy, 

conservation, environmental education, communication, and environmental impact. While 

primarily active in Extremadura, Adenex also undertakes projects outside the region, including 

in Castilla y León and Portugal. 

 

Plantabosque: 

Reforestation: Initially focused on planting trees (holm oaks, cork oaks, oaks, chestnuts) in 

fire-damaged areas like Las Hurdes and Sierra de San Pedro. 

Long-term maintenance: Evolved to include ongoing care, improvement, and expansion of 

planted sites, performing tasks like formative pruning. 

• Environmental education: Provides informative talks on fire prevention and forest im-

portance, especially for new generations. 

• Community engagement: Organizes weekend activities combining planting with work-

shops, local visits, and environmental routes, fostering coexistence among volunteers. 

• Social inclusion: Reserves spots for participants from full inclusion entities. 

• Outreach: Conducts short reforestation activities and talks in schools and institutes 

during weekdays.  

• International Collaboration: Partners with Portuguese associations (ASPEA, Trébol) 

for activities across the border. 

 

Involved actors or agents:  

Plantabosque: 

• Core group:  

o Team of Adenex with 5 persons, partly salaried from the association, act as 

organizers of Plantabosque and participate in the events 

• Beneficiaries (direct and indirect):  

o Local communities/towns 

• Other engaged actors (“transformers” describe the type of engagement): 
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o Volunteers who participate in the tree planting activities 

o Junta de Extremadura, regional government, is a key partner, providing signif-

icant financial support for the project and supplying the land and plants for re-

forestation. Adenex maintains a stable, long-term relationship with the Junta's 

technicians, despite potential political changes 

o Cooperating organisations, such as ASPEA (Associação Portuguesa de Edu-

cação Ambiental) – an environmental education association based in Lisbon, 

collaborates with Adenex for activities on the Spanish Portuguese border 

(Castelo de Vide and Valencia de Alcántara), sending participants to join the 

project; and foundation trébol (Fundación de iniciativa special) is the partner 

for activities conducted entirely within the Comarca de Viseu in Portugal  

o Entities of full inclusion 

 

Reconfiguring social practices 

Change in the relationships amongst actors: 

• New established networks emerged through the local administration and Adenex, 

volunteers and citizens and involved experts, and among different civil society institu-

tions with ASPEA and trébol and the inclusion institutions 

• Establishing links across the urban-rural setting and across very different social 

groups through volunteering opportunities 

• The program fosters a sense of community and belonging among participants, offer-

ing a "coexistence between like-minded people". This addresses a social need for 

connection and shared purpose, which the organizers consider particularly relevant 

in increasingly urbanized societies. The project also explicitly incorporates social in-

clusion, making it accessible and beneficial to a wider range of people. This demon-

strates a multi-dimensional value, addressing ecological, social, and even personal 

well-being (stress reduction, tranquillity) aspects 

 

Change in their attitudes:  

• Reconfiguration of citizen engagement and responsibility, as traditionally, large-scale 

reforestation and environmental management might be seen as the sole responsibility 

of government agencies or specialized organizations. Plantabosques reconfigured this 

by actively involving civil society through volunteering. This shifts the perception of 

environmental responsibility from a top-down approach to a shared endeavor, empow-

ering citizens to become active participants in conservation rather than passive bene-

ficiaries or observers. The project's origin, stemming from a desire for civil society to 

act after significant environmental disasters, highlights this reconfigured role. 

Change in governance arrangements:  

• Innovative funding and resource mobilization by combining funds from the Junta de 

Extremadura with volunteering activities. 

• Plantaboque developed throughout the 23 years and showed an adaptive and learn-

ing-oriented approach with responsiveness to existing events and needs.  
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• Adenex with Plantabosque as new emerged programme with the particpation of the 

regional public administration, serving as connection point to the population, but also 

giving them a nudge in acting on certain topics eg wildfire risk. 

Novelty of the SI approach 

• Adapted from somewhere else: Tree planting with volunteers appears to be a contex-

tual adaptation and integration of existing successful models, rather than a new ap-

proach. Specifically – They understood tree planting as a way of “taking matters in their 

own hands”, while not necessarily expecting always for the public administration to the 

job. They were inspired by the large volunteer movement in Spain after the Prestige 

Oil Spill.  

• The approach combines volunteering with environmental education and public civil 

partnerships. However, Adenex added new elements, such as working with inclusion 

institutions. 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  

Increase of forest area with reforestation of degraded areas with 

habitat creation; long-term maintenance, improvement, and expansion 

of planted spaces that have been left abandoned previously; likewise 

also fire prevention and mitigation (reducing fuel load, and promoting 

native, fire-resistant species) 

Economic  Local economy contributions   

Social  

Fire prevention for society, as well as awareness raising on wildfire 

and environmental issues; Future generations can benefit; inclusion of 

different social groups, including people with disabilities, and creating 

new relationships among them; environmental education for 

participating people 

Governance  

Critical voice from civil society established with Adenex, with the ability 

to put pressure on regional administrations to take action on wildfire 

and degraded lands.  

Others -- 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

- Not supporting:  
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o The main risk addressed is the wildfire risk, leading to an accumulation of com-

bustibles, like natural afforestation (see below).  

- Supporting 

o Acknowledgement of human absence was mentioned, as this allows natural 

spaces to develop on their own. However, climate adaptation needs to be con-

sidered in this case.  

Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation on abandoned land 

- Not supporting:  

o The main risk addressed is the wildfire risk when land is abandoned, there is 

no longer livestock or human activity to help clean the forest, leading to an 

accumulation of combustibles. This, combined with rising temperatures due to 

climate change, creates ideal conditions for fires to occur  

o The administration should be more concerned with abandoned land and taking 

care of these lands 

- Supporting 

o Nature might generate fire-resistant species in response to climate change, but 

this is presented as a natural adaptation rather than a desired outcome of aban-

donment  

o Acknowledgement of human absence was mentioned, as this allows natural 

spaces to develop on their own. However, climate adaptation needs to be con-

sidered in this case.  

 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

• Interest dimension:  

o Main interest of Plantabosque is to maintain forests managed, to implement 

wildfire management etc. This does not align with proforestation/natural affor-

estation.  

o Local government and administration not having a primary interest in doing real 

climate adaptation with the land management 

• Value dimension 

o Land management vision of Adenex/Plantabosques does not align with re-

wilding through land abandonment or proforestation 

• Process dimension 

o Local government and administration not taking enough action and responsi-

bility to address the issue of wildfire, climate adaptation of the land and forests 

particularly, and land abandonment; generally, there is a lack of enforcement 

of existing environmental law/lawsuits 

• Knowledge dimension 

o They do not work with the concept of rewilding.  

 

WF5 – Comunita del Bosco and Sportello di Agroecologia- Monte 

Pisano, Italy 

• Type of conflict (a) loss of cultural landscapes (c) increase of wildfire risk 
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• Ecoregion of the case: Mediterranean  
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

The Comunita del Bosco is a community-led initiative in Monte Pisano, Italy, that emerged in 
response to devastating wildfires and aims to actively manage the landscape for fire 
prevention and the recovery of traditional practices, fostering local engagement and 
collaboration among diverse residents and landowners.  
 

History and development of the Case Study 

The Comunita del Bosco initiative on Monte Pisano emerged directly from the devastating 
wildfires of September 2018, which acted as a critical catalyst for a community already sensing 
the need for improved land management. Building upon the foundational efforts of the 
Sportello di Agroecologia, an informal network that had begun addressing post-fire recovery 
and traditional land practices, Comunita del Bosco formalized these efforts following a regional 
legislative change in 2018.  
 

Location map 

 

Figure 14. Map from Casazza et al., 2021 

Additional information 

On the initiative (if any)  

The interviews suggest a perceived shift away from the initial bottom-up approach within the 
Comunita del Bosco, particularly as the initiative matured and secured funding. One 
interviewee expressed a strong sentiment that the initiative "lost its original bottom-up spirit" 
and became "more top down”. 
 

On the region 

Biophysical:  
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• Monte Pisano is a mountain range situated between the cities of Lucca and Pisa, 
characterized by a diverse landscape that can change dramatically within short 
distances. It encompasses approximately 80% of Mediterranean climate types within 
a few kilometers, ranging from dry Mediterranean brushes to areas resembling a 
"rainforest" 

• Historically, the area has been heavily modified by human activities for at least 2,500 
years, with little "nature" in its pristine sense 

• Aerial photos from 1954 show very few trees, indicating a significant shift in forest 
cover over time 

• The composition of forests has changed, with pine trees (Pinus pinaster) having largely 
overtaken the previously dominant chestnut trees (Castanea sativa) due to 
reforestation programs 

• The area also faces risks from other diseases affecting trees, such as fungi and 
beetles, which further increase fire sensitivity  

• The region's "rasant system" (steep slopes) makes it prone to landslides and 
hydrogeological problems if not managed 

 

Economic 

• Historically, the Monte Pisano region relied on activities like olive oil production, coal 
production, and grazing 

• There has been a significant "rural abandonment" since the 1960s, as people moved 
to work in factories in nearby industrialized areas like Pisa and Lucca  

• This abandonment led to a drastic reduction in grazing animals, from around 20,000 
in the 1800s to less than 400 today 

• The current economy struggles with profitability in traditional sectors, with timber 
production no longer being very relevant 

 

Political and Administrative 

• The Monte Pisano region spans multiple municipalities across two provinces (Lucca 
and Pisa)  

• Land ownership is highly fragmented, with 91% of Monte Pisano being privately owned 
There are around 300,000 legal properties over 11,000 hectares, with the average 
property size being less than one hectare  

• This fragmentation, a legacy of the sharecropping system, makes it extremely difficult 
to manage land effectively, as owners are often hard to locate, sometimes residing 
abroad, or there are too many co-owners for a single parcel 

 
Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

The Comunita del Bosco initiative is socially innovative by fostering new collaborations and 

knowledge exchange to address complex environmental challenges. It brings together diverse 

stakeholders, including local residents, technicians, landowners, and even "neo rurals," to 

collectively manage the landscape and mitigate wildfire risks. By creating a formal association 

that builds on informal networks like the Sportello di Agroecologia, it facilitates the sharing of 

traditional ecological knowledge with newcomers and promotes active, community-led land 

management practices, such as targeted grazing and fuel reduction, that were previously 

abandoned. 
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Relationship to rewilding 

The initiative Comunità del Bosco, together with the Sportello di Agroecologia, is related to 

rewilding in that they aim to reintroduce active landscape management in areas where 

traditional practices (e.g., terracing and grazing) have been abandoned. Their work focuses 

on reducing wildfire risk through measures like limiting fuel accumulation, stabilizing slopes, 

and restoring historic terracing systems. At the same time, the initiative promotes knowledge 

of traditional land management practices, with the aim of counteracting ongoing landscape 

abandonment. In this sense, the initiative aims to revert rewilding processes related to 

abandonment of agricultural land.  

 

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

The primary trigger for both the Comunita del Bosco and the Sportello di Agroecologia was 

the large-scale wildfires that occurred in Monte Pisano in 2018 and 2019, coupled with a 

growing awareness of the need for improved land management and wildfire prevention. In 

September 2018, a big fire on Monte Pisano which acted as a catalyst for bringing together 

existing concerns and needs within the community. In February 2019 there was a second fire 

that further solidified the perception that climate change was impacting the area and that there 

was a need for action to reduce wildfire risk.  

 

Activities:  

• Land Management Programs: The Comunita del Bosco organizes and promotes land 

management programs.  

• Fire Prevention: This is a central focus, with activities aimed at reducing wildfire risk.  

• Targeted Grazing: They are introducing or promoting targeted grazing programs to 

maintain open spaces and reduce fuel accumulation, especially in critical areas like 

mountain crests, to prevent fire spread. 

• Fuel Reduction: Promoting various forms of fuel reduction in high-risk areas.  

• Reconstruction of Water Management Systems: After the 2018 fire, the Sportello 

(whose members often overlap with Comunita del Bosco) helped reconstruct original 

water management systems to prevent hydrological problems, involving local elders 

for their traditional knowledge. 

• Recovery of Traditional Practices: The Comunita del Bosco aims to reconnect the 

cultivation of olive groves with forest management, as was done traditionally, integrat-

ing animals, grazing, forests, chestnuts, and olive groves  

• Restoring Abandoned Olive Groves: There is an effort to recover abandoned olive 

groves, which are considered significant fire starters. They also promote reintroducing 

practices like grazing in olive groves  

• Economic Activities Development: The Comunita del Bosco seeks to develop eco-

nomic activities, recognizing that public funding alone is insufficient. This includes sup-

porting income generation from olive groves and potentially other rural activities. 
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• Forest Planning and Management Plans: They are involved in writing projects to 

secure funding for the basic plan of Comunita del Bosco and the management plan of 

the forests  

• Community Engagement and Reconnection: The Sportello di Agroecologia, closely 

linked to Comunita del Bosco, focuses on knowledge sharing and teaching "new rurals" 

how to manage rural landscapes, animals, and create defensive areas around proper-

ties. 

• Addressing Land Ownership Challenges: The Comunita del Bosco helps address 

the issue of fragmented and often unmanaged private land by providing a framework 

for owners to collectively manage their properties without needing to sell them.  

 
Involved actors or agents:  

• Core group:  

o Fabio Malfatti: A key innovator and founding member of both the Sportello di 

Agroecologia and the Comunita del Bosco. He is an anthropologist. He was 

actively involved in the initial stages, including the extensive voluntary work to 

establish the Comunita del Bosco. 

o Andrew Matthews: A researcher who worked with Fabio Malfatti on climate 

change and Monte Pisano, and whose work contributed to understanding the 

historical context of the area. He is mentioned as a central figure in studies on 

Monte Pisano. 

o Local Technicians: A diverse group of experts who were founding members 

of these organizations. This includes local technicians, veterinarians, anthro-

pologists, social scientists, wildlife experts, and wildfire technicians They con-

tribute specialized knowledge and skills to the initiatives.  

o Landowners: Some landowners were part of the founding group, contributing 

their land and interest in managing it 

• Beneficiaries: 

o Local Residents of Monte Pisano: Identified as the primary beneficiaries, as 
activities like wildfire prevention directly protect their homes, properties, and 
lives. They also benefit from the partial recovery of rural activities and the 
maintenance of the landscape 

o Landowners: Directly benefit from improved land management, fire preven-
tion measures on their properties, and the collective approach to managing 
fragmented land, which can be otherwise difficult and costly 

o New Rurals": These are people who have moved to Monte Pisano, often 
from urban areas or other countries, and are learning how to manage rural 
landscapes through knowledge sharing initiatives like the Sportello di Agroe-
cologia 

• Other engaged actors:  
o Regional Government (Tuscany): A crucial actor, as the Comunita del Bosco 

was enabled by a regional forestry law. The region is a significant source of 

funding for fire prevention and forest management projects. They also own 

large parts of land in Monte Pisano 

o Municipalities: Heavily involved in land management and recovery programs, 

often collaborating with the Comunita del Bosco and Sportello  

o Club Alpino Italiano (CAI): An association of volunteers primarily involved in 

pathway maintenance in mountainous areas. They played a significant role in 

slope consolidation interventions after the 2018 fire 
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o Grupo Voluntary and Incendio (GVA): Volunteer firefighters who are very ac-

tive in the area, including conducting prescribed fires. They represent a strong 

tradition of firefighting in the region 

o Comunita Montana (now closed): A predecessor public entity that operated 

in mountainous areas, performing land management activities like targeted 

grazing and mechanical thinning in the 1970s. Its closure due to lack of funding 

led to a gap that the Comunita del Bosco, in a way, filled with a more bottom-

up approach 

o Firewise Communities: Other local initiatives inspired by the American Fire-

wise model, also working on fire prevention.  

o Shepherds: While not always directly part of the Comunita del Bosco, their 

expertise and animals are crucial for implementing targeted grazing programs. 

o Elder People of the Area: Possess valuable traditional knowledge, particularly 

regarding water management and land practices, and were involved in teach-

ing these skills after the 2018 fire 

 
 

Reconfiguring social practices 

The initiatives Comunità del Bosco and Sportello di Agroecologia reshaped social, cultural, 

and governance dynamics in Monte Pisano following wildfire events. They strengthened 

community networks by fostering collaboration between long-term residents and newcomers, 

encouraging interdisciplinary exchange, and mobilizing volunteers and institutions. At the 

same time, they contributed to shifts in attitudes, increasing awareness of wildfire risk and 

climate change, promoting active landscape management, and renewing appreciation for 

traditional knowledge while highlighting ongoing tensions between differing environmental 

perspectives. Institutionally, they introduced more community-led and collaborative 

governance models, enabling collective land management, facilitating access to funding, and 

supporting coordination through both formal structures and informal networks, despite ongoing 

administrative challenges. 

 

Novelty of the SI approach 

The Comunita del Bosco is somewhat novel but also was partially adopted from the now-

closed Comunità Montana. Comunità Montana was a public entity that was running targeted 

grazing programs in the 1970s. This indicates that the idea of collective land management and 

even specific practices like targeted grazing have historical roots in the area. However, the 

specific combination of bottom-up community engagement, interdisciplinary collaboration, and 

tailored responses to the unique socio-ecological challenges of Monte Pisano, particularly the 

land fragmentation and the impact of mega-fires, makes it novel and experimental within the 

Italian context. 

 

 

 

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 
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Environmental  

Decrease in the risk of wildfire, restoration of original water 

management systems and stabilization of slopes which contributes to 

hydrological stability and prevents erosion 

Economic  
Creation of income-generating activities, particularly through the 

recovery of abandoned olive groves and the reintroduction of grazing  
 

Social  

Enhanced community cohesion and networks, transfer of knowledge 

and education for the local community on traditional management and 

revival of traditional knowledge, increasing social awareness on 

wildfire risk, empowerment of local actors though bottom-up initiatives  
 

Governance  
Shift towards bottom-up governance where local communities play a 

significant role in decision-making and implementation  

Others  

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study (on proforestation 

and natural afforestation): 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

None 

 

Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 

The Comunita del Bosco and the Sportello di Agroecologia have a strong preference for active, 

human-managed landscape interventions. They believe that rewilding on the Monte Pisano 

region will effectively create a desert due to climate change, wildfires, and changes to the plant 

cover. In addition, the initiatives see Monte Pisano as a human modified area and a cultural 

landscape. They believe that the landscape has always required human intervention. The 

current forests are mainly composed of pine which are pyrophytes and leaving them 

unmanaged would worsen fire risk. The initiative stresses that forest should be managed to 

produce water and CO2 sequestration, otherwise if they are left unmanaged they might emit 

CO2 due to water stress. In addition, the extreme fragmentation of private land ownership 

makes large-scale, hands-off rewilding impractical and difficult to implement, as it would 

require coordinating countless owners or acquiring large areas of land. However, Communita 

del Bosco sees an opportunity to rewild some small areas as a “project”, but should be heavily 

managed, which, is counterintuitive to the idea of rewilding.  

 

 

 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

 
Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (interest dimension) 
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• Active Management vs. Non-Intervention: A fundamental conflict exists between 

those who advocate for active human management of the landscape (the prevailing 

view of the initiatives) and those who might support a more hands-off, conventional 

rewilding approach. The initiatives argue that passive rewilding would lead to deserti-

fication and increased fire risk 

 

Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the conflict 

described (Value dimension):  

• Ecological Integralists" vs. Traditional Farmers: There's a conflict between "total 

ecological integralist" who believe "we shouldn't touch anything" and traditional farmers 

or others who view plants as objects that can be cut or managed 

 

Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if intentional, if 

not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes (Process 

dimension): 

• Complex Funding Mechanisms: Navigating the "crazy" and "complex" administra-
tive processes for obtaining funding, especially from European structural funds, cre-
ates significant conflict and frustration for local actors 
 

Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management as well 

as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge dimension): 

 
• "Old" Locals vs. "New Rurals": A significant social tension exists between long-term 

local residents (often with rural backgrounds and traditional knowledge) and "new ru-
rals" (often from urban areas, sometimes with different priorities and less local 
knowledge) 

• Negative connotation of rewilding: For many locals in Monte Pisano, the Italian term 

"Rin selva" (rewilding) carries a negative connotation, implying an undesirable wild-

ness, which creates a conceptual barrier to embracing rewilding idea 
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TEMPLATE – Standardized in-depth case study description 

Template used for reporting of the results from the questionnaire and interviews in the social 

innovation case studies. A full compilation of each of the Annexes 3 has been compilated in a 

different document, for readability purposes.  

NAME OF THE INITIATIVE - Region, Country 

• Organization (USV/UNIPD/EFI) 

• Type of conflict (a) loss of cultural landscapes (b) wildlife conflicts (c) increase of wild-
fire risk 

• Bioregion of the case:  
 

About the social innovation case study 

General description of the Case Study  

History and development of the Case Study 

- Please describe the trigger and evolution of the initiative over time 
- Please also describe any scale-up and/or scale-down that may have occurred. (or if 

the initiative is the result of the scaling up and/or down of an initiative) 

- If possible, include a timeline with the most relevant events of the initiative  

Location map 

- Indicate the Ecoregion 
- Please add any relevant location maps you may have  

- Additional information  

Additional information on the initiative (if any)  

Please describe any additional information you may have identified on the Case Study. Please 

highlight especially if you have found any literature.  

On the region 

• Biophysical 

• Economic 

• Political and Administrative 

Please describe the area where the Case Study operates. Please provide sufficient detail so 

that an external reader can understand the biophysical and economic context. Please include 

information on administrative (e.g. where possible making use of/reference to Nomenclature 

of territorial units for statistics or equivalent, as subnational divisions are not equivalent across 

countries), and socio-economic situation, as well as ecological information. If you have any 

relevant maps or figures, please include them  and reference them here.  

Relevance of the case social innovation case study  

How is the Case Study Socially Innovative? 

Please describe in which sense the Case Study may be considered as socially innovative 
(e.g. the type of reconfiguration that has occurred, or the dimensions of SI that shows). 
Please add references to the social innovation literature if relevant  

Relationship to rewilding 
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Please describe how the case relates to rewilding. Please describe whether it constitutes a 

reaction or a promotion to the rewilding approaches under focus (Proforestation or natural 

afforestation)  

In-depth description of the social innovation case study  

Trigger of the initiative:  

Please describe the trigger of the initiative 

 

Activities  

- Please describe the social innovation activities  
 

 

 
Involved actors or agents:  

- Please describe the different actors or agents involved in this Case Study, according 
to the below categories:  

Trigger: The “spark” that causes the Social Innovation to emerge. An event or situation that 

is identified as being no longer acceptable (e.g. adverse life conditions), or that brings 

unexpected opportunities to the area (e.g. introduction of new, positive policy instruments). It 

can be a single event or the accumulation of events which, after a certain period, generate a 

reaction (i.e. the Social Innovation initiative). The trigger can happen at any level 

(international, regional, national or local). 

The trigger may emerge in connection with: 

· A single time-bound event (e.g. a three-day extreme flooding event). 

· An accumulation of unmet needs (e.g. a prolonged period of a worsening in the quality of 

social life because of depopulation). 

· Outcome of a long-term process when a situation becomes untenable (e.g. a critical 

demographic situation reached as consequence of a process of ageing and abandonment of 

a mountain area). 

Triggers are usually considered as “external” to the actors and independent of their 

perception and recognition. However, in the SIMRA evaluation framework the approach 

taken is to understand how each specific situation is perceived, framed and interpreted by 

the actors themselves. 

Activities: Project activities refer to all those daily working tasks, procedures and practical 

solutions that are realized in practice for managing the Social Innovation initiative in its 

implementation phases, when Social Innovation project(s) are established. Project activities 

encompass actions (e.g. planning and management), procedures and practices that are 

required for the Social Innovation project(s) to function and produce outputs, outcomes and 

impacts. Project activities can become recurrent, when the Social Innovation project(s) is/are 

consolidated. 
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o Core group (Innovator if known) 
o Beneficiaries (direct and indirect) 
o Other engaged actors (“transformers” describe the type of engagement) 

 

The core group  The initial group of innovators and their first follower(s), i.e. those who 

were involved at the preliminary stages of originating a social innova-

tion initiative. 

 

Following the SIMRA framework, the core group is composed of:  

- Innovator(s): Identifiable individuals who had the initial idea. 
They can be members of the local community (e.g. local lead-
ers), or external to the community (e.g. newcomers or people 
who spent time training or working somewhere else).  
 

- Follower(s): The first people who believe in, adopt or support 
the idea of the innovator(s). They can be co-creators or those 
who identify a practical approach to take an idea forward. They 
can be skilled in its promotion or dissemination at an early 
stage. Together with the innovator(s), they constitute the so-
cial innovation core group and start to implement the idea 
(which is later re-arranged and consolidated with the addi-
tional contribution of transformers). 

Other engaged 

actors (Trans-

formers) 

New actors who enter into the course of development of the social 

innovation after the initial phases and support the initiative of the core 

group. They contribute to the reconfiguration of social practices, for 

example by adopting the idea, supporting it, re-framing it according to 

their values and/or spreading it to other people in the network. 

Beneficiaries (Di-

rect and indirect) 

Direct beneficiaries are those who benefit directly from the outputs 

and outcomes of the social innovation. These are the people who are 

targeted specifically by the Social Innovation project, i.e. those for 

whom the project outputs and outcomes have been designed. 

 

Indirect beneficiaries are those who are linked with a relationship to 

direct beneficiaries and so will indirectly benefit from the outputs and 

outcomes of the social innovation project, thus experiencing the im-

pacts of social innovation. These are the people who are not targeted 

specifically by the social innovation project outputs and outcomes, but 

who get some benefits from them (in principle, society as a whole) 
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Reconfiguring social practices 

 Describe the process of reconfiguring (whether its social practices, attitudes, networks and/or 

governance arrangements, or a mix of those).  

 

Novelty of the SI approach 

How new or different is this approach in your area and in general? How novel or different 

is this initiative compared to what was being done before in your area? Where was it taken 

from, if adapted from somewhere else? Distinguish between “completely new” and 

“adapted from somewhere else”  

• Completely new:  

• Adapted from somewhere else:  

Impacts of the case study activities 

Impact area Foreseen or demonstrated impact 

Environmental  
 

Economic  
 

Social  
 

Governance  
 

Others 
 

  

Social innovation-Rewilding interactions in the case study 

(on proforestation and natural afforestation): 

 

Describe the main (collective) reasons for supporting or /not supporting rewilding by 

the initiative/Case Study  

• Supporting/not supporting proforestation 

• Supporting/not supporting natural afforestation 

Describe the main conflict dimensions addressed: 

The Reconfiguring (and then reconfigured) social practices   

The process of change that may occur in social practices i.e. ‘new rules of the social game’ 

as consequences of, or in relation to, the launch of the Social Innovation idea in its first steps 

after the initial preparatory actions. A change in social practices can be: Aa) change in the 

relationships amongst actors (new networks); and/or ii) change in their attitudes (connected 

to beliefs and values); and/or iii) change in governance arrangements.  The reconfigured 

situation is the one which emerges from the process of change. 
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• Describe the material aspects of the conflicts described (Interest dimension) 

(e.g.  wildfire risk, wildlife conflicts, economic impacts):  

 

o Describe how diverging values about nature, economic or social appear in the 

conflict described (value dimension):  

(e.g. lack of social inclusion, values clash towards nature/management, stakeholder conflicts) 

o Describe how rewilding interventions are proposed and implemented (if inten-

tional, if not, please specify), affected groups and inclusion/exclusion processes 

(Process dimension): 

(e.g. injustices perceived in governance processes, top-down perception) 

o Describe the type of knowledge used decision making about land management 
as well as uncertainties and ambiguities that can be triggered (Knowledge di-
mension): 

(e.g. negative media, different knowledge system, rewilding term  
 


