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A B S T R A C T   

Rewilding is a conservation approach which seeks to restore natural processes and ecosystem functionality. 
However, it also has a strong social dimension, characterised by a recently increasing emphasis on the place of 
people in rewilding. The role of local communities and the need for public engagement have become a specific 
concern for many contemporary rewilding efforts. Research on the role of participation in rewilding is however 
lacking, with rewilding governance in general being under-explored. Our examination of understandings and 
practices of rewilding governance, through semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in Scotland, 
illustrated a range of conceptualisations and approaches. It became apparent that governance and participatory 
practices were very variable and selective, highlighting an interaction between land ownership and degrees of 
empowerment which underpinned rewilding activity and decision-making. Approaches ranged from relatively 
ubiquitous advocacy for public engagement with a pre-prescribed rewilding agenda, through the circumscribed 
participation of defined communities (mainly of interest) in specific activities, to much more involved and 
empowering but self-selecting partnerships (with other landowners) to achieve impact at scale. Key challenges to 
more participatory approaches in rewilding identified included: i) a strong conservation imperative; ii) 
concentrated ownership, and power and control over land; and iii) emerging ideas about the public interest. 
These influenced perceptions about the value, and the practice of greater representation in rewilding decisions, 
ultimately bounding and limiting the participation of communities and the public.   

1. Introduction 

Since the 1990s, there has been a documented shift towards more 
participatory and deliberative practices in governance, including 
governance in the environmental arena (Bäckstrand et al., 2010; Bul-
keley and Mol, 2003a; Evans, 2012). This shift reflects the idea that 
wider public representation in governance processes and participatory 
decision-making can help to reduce conflict and increase acceptability, 
is more equitable, and can improve the quality of the decisions being 
made (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003b); not least because of the potential 
locally specific impact of environmental problems, their uncertainty and 
unpredictability, and the value of local knowledge (The United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe, 1998). However, terms such as 
participation remain poorly defined and even less consistently enacted 

across a range of decision-making contexts (Bishop and Davis, 2002; 
Cass, 2006). 

In Scotland, a trend of increasing reference to the participatory as-
pects of environmental governance is apparent in the current discourse 
and practice of rewilding. Rewilding is a conservation approach which 
broadly seeks to restore natural processes and ecosystem functionality 
(du Toit and Pettorelli, 2019; Pettorelli et al., 2019), and to utilise na-
ture’s autonomy as one possible solution to the myriad challenges of the 
Anthropocene (Carver et al., 2021; Lorimer et al., 2015; Svenning et al., 
2016). Importantly, from a governance perspective, there has been a 
recent conceptual shift within Scottish rewilding discourse. This has 
moved from a primary focus on ecological concepts and arguments to-
wards an increasing emphasis on the role of people, specifically local 
rural communities, and the need for public ‘engagement’ and 
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‘involvement’ with rewilding to achieve wider social acceptability 
(Martin et al., 2021). Despite greater discussion and interest in partici-
patory ideas, we argue that the governance of rewilding in many in-
stances remains concentrated around those who are already included in 
decision-making, primarily through virtue of owning land, and this 
context bounds participatory practice in very specific ways. We propose 
that investigating conceptualisations and practices of participation is 
important in its own right, as generally “questions of governance [in 
rewilding] are under-explored” (Holmes et al., 2020: p79). By examining 
the challenges of developing meaningful participatory approaches in 
Scottish rewilding governance, we also hope to provide an improved 
understanding of rewilding practice, in particular the management of 
emerging conflicts, and of the societal shifts seeking greater participa-
tory decision-making in land-use more broadly. 

Globally, rewilding is a topical issue (World Wilderness Congress, 
2020; Global Rewilding Alliance, 2021) and the associated activities of 
species reintroduction and habitat restoration, including natural 
regeneration in response to land abandonment, are a potentially sig-
nificant change in land management and conservation (Navarro and 
Pereira, 2015; Perino et al., 2019). The rewilding paradigm has emerged 
in recent decades in response to a range of pressures including biodi-
versity loss, widespread habitat loss and fragmentation, and associated 
problems such as soil loss, flooding, pollution, and climate change 
(Brown et al., 2012; Carver et al., 2021). This is in addition to concerns 
that more traditional conservation approaches have been failing (Ehr-
lich and Pringle, 2008; Soulé, 1991). Originally associated with North 
American wilderness and the “three Cs: Cores, Corridors and Carnivores” 
of Soulé and Noss (1998: p5), concerned with ecological function and 
trophic cascades, rewilding has since become a broader social and cul-
tural concept. Thirty years of negotiation in the social construction of 
rewilding have seen the development of multiple definitions and 
meanings (Jørgensen, 2015; Prior and Ward, 2016; Thomas, 2021). Its 
relationship to land use in the culturally layered, human landscapes 
which dominate the globe presents particular challenges (Drenthen, 
2018a, 2018b; Gammon, 2018), not least the potential for conflict 
(Carver, 2016; Skogen et al., 2008; Wynne-Jones et al., 2018). Attempts 
have been made to categorise rewilding practice (Corlett, 2016a, 2016b) 
including recent efforts to recapture an applied ecological definition 
(Pettorelli et al., 2019; Sandom et al., 2019). However, rewilding still 
lacks specificity and there are continued debates about what it means, 
what it should mean, and how this translates into practice (Hayward 
et al., 2019; Klop-Toker et al., 2020). 

Thus far, there is no government policy mechanism specifically 
devoted to ‘rewilding’ in the UK or wider Europe. This is despite a rise in 
initiatives describing themselves as rewilding or associating with a 
rewilding approach (Lorenzen, 2020), and a UK parliamentary debate 
about rewilding’s potential to tackle climate and ecological breakdown 
(UK Government, 2019). However, although some argue that the re-
quirements of policy and management e.g., targets and monitoring, and 
specific features of rewilding such as experimentation may be funda-
mentally incompatible (Pettorelli et al., 2018; Root-Bernstein et al., 
2018; Schulte to Bühne et al., 2021), the rewilding-policy gap is to some 
degree an issue of terminology, as there are a number of existing policy 
areas which are consistent with elements of the approach. These include 
policies that aim to encourage a renewal of land management e.g., 
emphasize restoration (NatureScot, 2015), discourage potentially 
damaging practices e.g., grouse moor licensing (Scottish Government, 
2019), or protect wild areas e.g., mapping of Wild Land Areas in Scot-
land and EU wilderness legislation (Carver et al., 2012; European 
Parliament, 2008). Rewilding also reflects an increasing shift from a 
focus on nature protection, to incentivising restoration and ecosystem 
recovery with the development of approaches such as payments for 
ecosystem services, nature-based solutions, and natural capital ac-
counting situated within commitments to net zero (Scottish Govern-
ment, 2020). This all creates a diverse and shifting governance 
landscape, which presents challenges and opportunities for rewilding, 

but no dedicated framework for rewilding governance or for participa-
tory process in rewilding decisions. 

In Scotland, the context for land use is evolving rapidly, in large part, 
due to the UK leaving the European Union and exiting mechanisms such 
as the Common Agricultural Policy. With respect to land use governance 
in Scotland, most requirements for participatory practices outwith the 
planning system, are thus far voluntary, guidance-based, or loosely 
defined principles e.g., the ‘community collaboration and engagement’ 
promoted through land reform (Scottish Government, 2017). Until 
relatively recently, rewilding in Scotland has tended to be a niche pur-
suit, associated with discrete areas of land (an estate or reserve) owned 
and governed by a private individual or a single organisation (Deary and 
Warren, 2017). However, during our research, we identified varied and 
emerging governance arrangements advocated by rewilding proponents 
and practiced across an increasing number of rewilding projects, situ-
ated within a discourse about widening engagement (Martin et al., 
2021). These arrangements highlighted a growing interest in partner-
ship and interaction within rewilding with participatory processes 
involving communities, the public and landowners. Our study therefore 
set out to: (i) explore how rewilding proponents were addressing 
governance and expectations around democratisation and participation; 
(ii) investigate the nature of participation in rewilding governance, with 
a focus on the role of communities in decision making; and (iii) examine 
the implications for rewilding and land use decision-making in general. 

2. Conceptual lens 

2.1. Environmental governance 

The value of exploring environmental governance to understand 
environmental challenges, conflicts, and their potential solutions has 
been demonstrated by numerous studies (e.g., Boyd, 2008; Mol and 
Carter, 2006; Ostrom, 1990). Governance, i.e., “the sum of the many ways 
individuals and institutions, public and private, manage their common af-
fairs, including both formal i.e., codified, and informal mechanisms” 
(Commission on Global Governance, 1995: p4), sets the context and 
boundaries for steering human activity. Although governance was, and 
often still is, widely conflated with the role of government, it is far from 
just policy or administrative processes enacted by the state. For some, a 
defining feature of governance is an expansion characterised by 
multi-actor governing which includes non-state actors (Newell et al., 
2012). A growing neoliberalization of conservation specifically (Apos-
tolopoulou et al., 2021), and of nature more widely (Castree, 2008), has 
been identified, and these studies highlight the particular role of private 
actors and the use of market mechanisms to govern the use of natural 
resources. In western countries, neoliberal ideas have played a key role 
in the development of environmental governance since the 1980s, re-
flected in programmes of deregulation and privatisation (particularly in 
the US and UK) and greater private sector involvement in 
decision-making (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003b). However, as MacLeod and 
Goodwin (1999) note, this is not necessarily symptomatic of a loss of 
state power. Ongoing developments have also seen shifts in scale and 
approach, with government-led processes seeking ways to bring the 
public, advisory bodies, and the non-profit sector into collaborative 
governing at various levels, as well as responding to evolving social 
norms e.g., questions around equity and climate justice (Evans, 2012; 
Lemos and Agrawal, 2006). Rewilding is firmly situated within this 
context, and in the next section, we examine the emerging blend of 
governance approaches considered specifically relevant to shaping 
current Scottish rewilding practice. We also reflect on the key role of 
participation in decision-making. 

2.2. Institutional blending and assemblage 

Environmental governance in the UK is now largely recognised as 
sitting somewhere between the market and the state and involving a 
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greater array of actors and institutions than pre-1980s, ‘assembled’ or 
‘blended’ in a variety of ways (Adams et al., 2014; Wynne-Jones and 
Vetter, 2018). Hodge and Adams (2012) describe the governance of 
rural land, specifically for conservation, as characterised by ‘institu-
tional blending’, a result of neoliberal policies and their effects on the 
relationship between the state and the market. They identify this blend 
as constituted by a variety of elements such as ownership transfer, 
reassignment of property rights, different categories of owner, and a 
shaping of incentives for land management. Subsequent research by the 
authors, exploring the change from state control of small protected areas 
for biodiversity conservation, highlights an expansion of conservation’s 
‘territorial ambitions’ and a growth in NGOs and collaborative 
public-private partnerships governing large-scale conservation initia-
tives (Adams et al., 2014). They note that while neoliberalism may 
create new mechanisms for pursuing conservation, it also creates new 
risks and challenges in terms of the balance of public and private interest 
in rural land, proposing, “the achievement of public conservation goals 
would seem to continue to require an active and interventionist government” 
(Adams et al., 2014: p585). 

Based on research into the development of payments for ecosystem 
services (PES) in Wales, Wynne-Jones and Vetter (2018) propose to 
enrich Hodge and Adams’s (2012) analysis with the notion of gover-
nance as ‘assemblage’. They acknowledge the clear extension of market 
principles to the management of ecosystem processes and functions 
characterised by PES; however, they identify governance and policy 
arrangements which are considerably more mobile than blending sug-
gests. In their view, applying an assemblage lens enables “clearer 
appreciation of how the different institutional forms inter-relate as part of a 
broader process of negotiation and experimentation” (Wynne-Jones and 
Vetter, 2018: p26). Their research highlights a more reactive 
decision-making process, where the acceptability of proposals is 
contingent on multi-actor (including public) liaison. These studies pro-
vide an important insight into the characteristics of governance ar-
rangements relevant to rewilding in the UK, and therefore Scotland, 
touching on a growth in multi-actor arrangements, including partner-
ships, expectations around public engagement, and questions about the 
public and private interest in land and the role of the state. 

2.3. Participatory decision-making 

Lastly, participation is one of a range of conditions encapsulated by 
the normative notion of ‘good governance’ and increasingly perceived as 
a democratic right essential in environmental decision-making 
(Richards et al., 2004). There is a substantial body of literature 
devoted to participation and as Bishop and Davis (2002) note, partici-
pation is “not a settled process” (p16). Key to our exploration, building on 
the reflections on blending and assemblage in the previous section, is the 
observation that, “by its very definition, governance allows more people to 
participate in governing, raising important questions concerning who is 
allowed to participate and how” (Evans, 2012: p48). For our purposes 
here, we are interested in the degree to which those who are not the 
instigators of rewilding projects (e.g., the public, local communities of 
place or interest, neighbouring landowners etc.) participate in 
decision-making, with the defining characteristic of that participation 
being empowerment. This distinction separates practices such as 
informing or consulting from those achieving levels of ‘citizen power’ 
for instance partnership in collective decision making (Arnstein, 1969). 
Empowerment is a multi-dimensional social process and like participa-
tion there is therefore variance in definition and use of the term (Page 
and Czuba, 1999). This is in no small part due to its direct relationship to 
the notion of power, which is also noted for its ambiguities in definition 
(Chaudhuri, 2016). We therefore focus on a definition of empowerment 
linked to participants’ ability specifically to make and/or influence de-
cisions about land use. Within the Scottish context (see Section 3) 
decision-making power about land use, and therefore whether to rewild 
or not, is intimately connected to land ownership through property 

rights. In framing participation in this way, this gives preference to 
active and meaningful engagement (Richards et al., 2004) and ties the 
concept of participation to some degree of power sharing; but this is not 
to exclude the idea that participatory practices can take many forms 
between tokenism and direct democracy (Bishop and Davis, 2002) or to 
imply that empowerment is unidirectional and can only be granted by 
the more powerful to the less. Through investigating governance, and 
specifically participation and the degrees to which actors are empow-
ered (or not) in decision-making processes, we can explore whose in-
terests a rewilding approach in Scotland currently represents, and the 
implications of this, for current and future developments across land use 
governance. 

3. The Scottish context 

3.1. Scottish land use and its governance 

In the absence of any dedicated ‘rewilding’ policy (see Section 1), 
changes in land use, and in land use and biodiversity policy constitute 
the context for rewilding in Scotland. Discussions about land use change 
have intensified in recent years (Community Land Scotland, 2021; 
SEDA, 2021), due to the impacts of Brexit and related policy shifts, but 
also because of a growing awareness of the climate emergency and net 
zero commitments, with land use considered key to possible solutions 
(Davies et al., 2020). A developing land reform agenda (Bryce et al., 
2018; Glenn et al., 2019) further shapes the policy context in which 
rewilding takes place. Land reform includes objectives on diversifying 
land ownership, as well as transforming how decisions about land use 
and its management are made and by whom (Scottish Law Society, 
2022). This is in response to the fact that Scotland has one of the most 
concentrated patterns of large-scale private land ownership in the 
developed world and to concerns about the negative impacts this has 
socially, economically and environmentally (Glenn et al., 2019). In 
2017, the then newly established Scottish Land Commission developed a 
high-level Scottish Land Rights and Responsibility Statement (LRRS) 
(Scottish Government, 2017), setting out core principles relating to the 
ownership, use and management of land. It is currently a voluntary 
(guidance-based) framework with a focus on engagement, however if 
considered necessary, elements may become statutory (Scottish Land 
Commission, 2021a). At its heart lie the concepts of human rights, 
fairness, social justice, and the proposal that land be used in a way that 
balances private and public interests. Of direct relevance to the ques-
tions of governance explored here is one of the six original key principles 
which states that: “there should be greater collaboration and community 
engagement in decisions about land” (Scottish Government, 2017: p9). The 
statement presents a unique context for Scottish rewilding efforts, with 
the LRRS considered the first statement of its kind anywhere in the 
world. 

The piloting of Regional Land Use Partnerships (RLPs) which aim to 
achieve “a collaborative and inclusive approach to supporting decision- 
making”, and bring together multiple stakeholders to meet local prior-
ities and national interests (Scottish Land Commission, 2020) builds on 
this, reflecting a general trend towards increased transparency and 
accountability in land use governance, with aspirations towards more 
participatory decision-making. Running in parallel is a community 
empowerment agenda, based on the idea that local communities are best 
placed to make decisions which affect them (Community Land Scotland, 
2017; Scottish Land Commission, 2021b; Scottish Government, 2021a), 
and related work on the concept of the ‘public interest’. Proposals for a 
public interest test in large-scale land acquisitions (over 10,000 ha or 
those of economic or ecological significance) are under consideration, 
and although “there is no conclusive definition of what it [public interest] 
encompasses or how it is to be interpreted” (Scottish Land Commission, 
2021c), this indicates a direction of travel where interference in the 
market (and private interests) in specific circumstances, to ensure public 
benefit, may become legitimate. 
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3.2. Rewilding governance 

Land cover in Scotland is the result of millennia of human manage-
ment and use (Tipping, 1994). Some key previously native species have 
been absent for hundreds of years over which timescales ecosystems and 
culture have changed considerably (Coz and Young, 2020). As such, 
although proponents talk of an ideal of ‘nature’s autonomy’ and ‘natural 
processes’ (Corlett, 2016a; Genes et al., 2019), most rewilding efforts in 
the UK are predicated on human intervention (at least initially, and 
often substantially), which is circumscribed by structural conditions (e. 
g., property rights), and comprises judgements on how to rewild, and 
who is involved in those decisions and that process. Those undertaking 
rewilding activities are diverse and include public bodies, private in-
dividuals, companies, conservation NGOs, charities, trusts, and com-
munities (Holmes et al., 2020). The IUCN Guiding principles for rewilding 
state that “rewilding requires local engagement and support” and should 
“embrace participatory approaches” (Carver et al., 2021: p8 Principle 6). 
Several conservation NGOs operate organisational policies and position 
statements with regards to rewilding. However, these tend to be stra-
tegic and aspirational in nature rather than prescriptive. Limited refer-
ence is made to the governance or practical implementation of rewilding 
activities, beyond broad statements about ‘partnerships’, ‘building alli-
ances’ with those in favour of rewilding, and ‘engaging’ the public and 
communities, or to consider “the legitimate concerns of stakeholders” with 
regards specifically to species reintroductions (Martin et al., 2021: p7). 

Perhaps consequently, research explicitly investigating Scottish 
rewilding governance is limited (Holmes et al., 2020) and has not, to 
date, specifically explored participatory practices. Work by Wynne- 
Jones et al. (2020) identified some recent changes in terms of gover-
nance within rewilding in Britain; with a focus on the implications of 
biopolitical framings and conceptualisations of nature and the role of 
people. Their work again highlighted the proliferation of, and tensions 
between, new actors but also new mechanisms of finance. Meanwhile, 
studies by Arts et al. (2014, 2012) and Dinnie et al. (2012) have 
examined the implications of the recent governance shifts towards 
‘multi-actor’ and ‘multi-level’ governance in Scotland in 
rewilding-relevant areas. Arts et al. (2014, 2012) explored the rhetoric, 
argumentation and governance of species reintroductions, investigating 
the implications of changes in governance for four core democratic 
principles considered key to sound decision-making: accountability, le-
gality, legitimacy, and democratic procedure. The authors concluded 
that new modes of governance can appear more effective than they are 
in practice and may, paradoxically, even harm democratic principles. 
Research by Dinnie et al. (2012) sought to understand why governance 
changes “reflecting a new rhetoric of partnership and stakeholder de-
mocracy” (p3) had not helped to resolve disputes over how rural land 
should be managed. The authors noted the role of private property rights 
in limiting the success of implementing policy change, depending on 
(and therefore prioritising) the support and co-operation of landowners 
over other stakeholders. These studies demonstrate limitations in the 
expectations that land management delivers multiple, integrated ob-
jectives and benefits (public and private), and that combining multiple 
interests, undertaking inclusive participatory processes, and collabora-
tive decision-making lead to better (e.g., fairer, more effective) envi-
ronmental management against a backdrop of concentrated private land 
ownership. In addition, Valluri-Nitsch et al. (2018), explored high-level 
land use visions with land use stakeholders in Scotland, which also 
highlighted challenges to an agreed approach to land use governance. 
Whilst, perhaps unsurprisingly, there was broad agreement for more 
partnerships, dialogue, and collaboration, the authors found that “the 
most notable differences [between actors’ views] relate to land ownership 
and governance” (p803). Several NGOs described the role of public 
engagement and wider involvement in land use decision-making as a 
key component of their visions. In contrast, private landowners hoped 
for greater awareness and understanding of rural land management 
decisions in society, but with an acceptance of the appropriateness of 

limited societal influence on management practices. 

3.3. Community participation and conservation 

Whilst there is limited research specifically on rewilding governance 
and therefore little detailed exploration of participation in rewilding, 
there is a substantial body of environmental social science literature 
exploring community participation and participatory approaches to 
governance in conservation and natural resource management, both in 
the UK and internationally. Globally, much research has looked at 
wildlife conservation and resource management practices in developing 
countries (in Africa, South and Central America, and Asia) and the po-
sition of indigenous communities within the governance of these ini-
tiatives (Waylen et al., 2010). However, studies such as Benjaminsen 
and Svarstad (2010) identify a strong participatory rhetoric that is 
frequently limited in practice, resulting in the continued domination of 
‘fortress conservation’ that excludes local communities from active 
participation in conservation governance. Specifically within the UK, 
Eastwood et al. (2017) explored attempts to implement a more partici-
patory and systemic approach to environmental management on a 
Scottish estate. Whilst the widely held aspiration was that this would 
result in a more integrated, resilient, and equitable solution to man-
agement, they found not only was this ‘exceedingly challenging’, but it 
did not always lead to improved management or greater engagement. 
They identified a pattern which ‘oscillated’ between widening and 
narrowing participation and integration, underpinned by three key 
factors which created tensions with attempts to improve and extend 
participation. These included: i) stewardship values (the vision for the 
estate and responsibility for the land); ii) organisational capacity (staff 
time and competing demands including financial pressures); and iii) 
unresolved core issues (levels of desired engagement and commercial 
considerations). Meanwhile, Auster et al. (2021) explored conflicts 
arising from the reintroduction of beavers to the river Otter in Devon, to 
understand how to improve engagement to address those conflicts. One 
of five key factors they identified was the role of shared 
decision-making. However, to be effective this needed stakeholders to 
trust their views would be considered and that they would be able to 
influence decision-making, with the authors highlighting the funda-
mental importance of empowerment. These studies all explore the 
complexities of enacting a desire for greater participation and stake-
holder representation in decision-making. Our research builds on this, 
exploring the modes and structures of participation in rewilding 
governance, to understand what this means for decision-making, and to 
identify the challenges of developing meaningful participatory ap-
proaches within rewilding practice. 

4. Method 

4.1. Data and sampling 

To investigate rewilding governance, a diverse purposive sample 
(Auster et al., 2021) of relevant stakeholders operating within the 
Scottish rewilding arena was identified for interview. This was based on 
a range of sources including a literature review encompassing work 
identifying rewilding projects across the UK (notably: Pettorelli et al., 
2019; Taylor, 2011), Scottish Rewilding Alliance members (SRA, 2020), 
Rewilding Britain’s project list (Rewilding Britain, 2021), attendance at 
rewilding conferences and events, and focussed internet searches. Our 
interviews represented a variety of arrangements in organisation, land 
ownership, and scale, although they are unlikely to cover all forms of 
rewilding governance. Whilst there are thus some limitations in terms of 
generalisability, the actors and projects chosen were indicative of the 
range of approaches emerging in Scotland and allowed an exploration of 
some of the key governance issues currently in rewilding. 
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4.2. Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken as they offered the op-
portunity for greater exploration into the conceptualisations, percep-
tions, and opinions of those engaged in rewilding related to its 
governance, and specifically decision-making and participation (Wilson, 
2013). In total, we conducted 23 semi-structured interviews. This 
comprised an initial set of 12 interviews with key stakeholders engaging 
with rewilding discourse in Scotland, completed in 2019 (see Martin 
et al., 2021). The findings from these interviews informed the selection 
of interviewees and topics for a further 11 interviews conducted in 2020 
and dedicated to a more in-depth exploration of rewilding governance 
(see interview topic guide in Appendix). Overall, our interviews repre-
sented 17 organisations and 11 rewilding (or rewilding-associated) 
projects (see Table 1). All interviewees were either involved in stra-
tegic decision-making and governance within an organisation engaged 
in rewilding and/or had direct responsibility for a rewilding/restoration 
project. 

Seven interviews were undertaken with staff dedicated to managing 
a specific rewilding project. With a focus on governance and decision- 
making in rewilding within the second series of 11 interviews, there 
was an inevitable concentration on those who owned land (often pur-
chased expressly for the purpose of rewilding) and thus on representa-
tives of conservation NGOs, public bodies, and private estates. It was 
notably challenging finding private estates willing to participate in the 
research. Lastly, the research was also informed by a range of supple-
mentary material (e.g., fieldnotes, informal discussions, social and print 
media), collected during the research process which indicated the wider 
governance context around rewilding, specifically debates about land 
use, ownership, and community empowerment. 

4.3. Ladder of community participation 

To investigate current rewilding governance ideas and practices, and 
what these meant for the participation of communities in rewilding, we 
also developed a ‘participation’ ladder (see Fig. 1). This was based on 
Arnstein’s Ladder of citizen participation (1969) and used in the second 
set of 11 interviews. The figure was shown to the participants and 
provided a framework for discussion and analysis, adapted to directly 
correspond to some of the key terms used in the first round of interviews 
e.g., consultation and involvement, and to encapsulate conceptualisa-
tions of participation indicated by the wider research material, such as 
engagement, collaboration, and partnership. The use of the ladder 
served a dual purpose - it allowed the interviewer and interviewees to 
situate these concepts relationally with regards to each other, but also 
with regards to the overarching notion of empowerment: as they move 
up the rungs of the ladder, in theory, a participant becomes more active 
in the decision-making process. 

4.4. Thematic analysis 

The interview transcripts were analysed in NVivo1.1. Coding initially 
focused on examination of content and the inductive identification of 
themes within the material specifically relating to our research objec-
tives and areas of interest (e.g., governance, decision-making, people in 
rewilding, community). These were then evaluated, exploring those which 

could be grouped and recoded into key themes (e.g., partnership and 
collaboration, engagement, public interest). The transcripts were reviewed 
multiple times, coded, summarised, and supplemented by evaluation of 
wider material allowing the iterative re-examination and refinement of 
the themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In the next section we present our 
findings, firstly exploring various modes of participation described by 
interviewees, and secondly, we consider key challenges to participatory 
rewilding governance which emerged from the data. 

5. Findings 

Although largely concentrated in the hands of conservation NGOs 
and private landowners, the governance of rewilding in Scotland was 
characterised by variety and flexibility in approach. Key actors were 
informed and constrained by a degree of governance structure, 
including organisation-specific internal policies and procedures, and 
external controls e.g., conservation designations, planning requirements 
or funding. These assemblages notwithstanding, critical decisions about 
rewilding appeared to be, to a large extent, in the hands of a small 
number of individuals and organisations, principally those who owned 
and controlled the land being rewilded. A key question therefore 
emerged relating to whether wider participation in rewilding gover-
nance (e.g., decision-making about rewilding), did or could extend 
beyond those individuals or discrete organisations already involved in 
the process. Our analysis explores this question, looking at three 
different modes of participation with the opening section examining in 
detail, the specific question of (i) community participation in rewilding. 
The subsequent two sections delve into two other forms of participation, 
which emerged from the data as potentially more significant, namely: 
(ii) wider public engagement; and (iii) a move to partnership. A second set of 
themes (Sections 5.4-5.6) explores key challenges and tensions which 
underpinned these modes of participation: (a) conservation imperative vs. 
democratic imperative; (b) landownership, power, and control; and (c) the 
public interest in rewilding. 

5.1. Community participation in rewilding 

Across most of our interviews, community participation in rewilding 
was perceived as desirable. When examined in detail however, practice 
varied and limitations, conditions, and difficulties emerged. There was a 
normative perspective that community participation was something 
rewilding proponents should be engaging with, but this was often 
aspirational, under consideration, or a work in progress. Concern was 
expressed about communities being able to achieve the ‘right’ outcomes 
in the right places and the perception that it may be difficult for them to 
represent the wider public interest and more strategic concerns beyond 
the local area. For example, our interviewees were keen that commu-
nities would have to consider not only local but national or strategic 
objectives and interests: “there would be a slight worry there that you might 
be in a position where communities look at their own self-interest without 
making sure that the sum of all the parts add up to what is society’s interest” 
(GI#9 Conservation NGO). Interviewees questioned whether commu-
nities had the expertise or would inevitably become focused on more 
local issues, often perceived as likely to prioritise social and economic 
concerns rather than (or at expense of) the environment e.g., biodiver-
sity. Interviewees also highlighted practical concerns, questioning 
whether community members had the capacity to participate: “not 
necessarily because they are not interested, [but] because their lives are 
rotating around much more immediate concerns” (GI#6 Conservation 
NGO). 

Interviewees described challenges including a lack of existing 
structure or mechanisms e.g., management processes, for effective 
community participation in the rewilding endeavour. Issues raised as 
key to the development of wider participation included being able to 
ensure transparency, trust, and a route to challenging decision-making 
when there may be multiple and competing interests. Instances were 

Table 1 
Research data.   

Organisations Interviews 

Conservation NGO 7 11 
Non-Conservation NGO 5 5 
Public Body 4 6 
Private Estate 1 1 
Total 17 23  
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described by rewilding proponents where they felt that communities 
(especially rural communities) had little expectation of either being 
consulted or participating in land use decisions. Some interviewees 
acknowledged this was both because there was little historical prece-
dence for this (and therefore communities lacked experience and often 
confidence in this process), but it was also problematic if community 
involvement did not result in action or community benefit. The defini-
tion of community also mattered. Most interviewees talked about the 
participation of communities of interest (those already supportive of 
rewilding) and the practice or potential of them actively shaping some 
rewilding decisions (step 5, see Fig. 1). This was perceived as a relatively 
easy process and strongly welcomed, although often informal and al-
ways situated within an overall rewilding vision established and 
controlled strategically by an individual or organisation. Engagement 
with communities of ‘other interests’ (i.e., non-rewilding) was far less 
apparent. Several interviewees acknowledged that if you did pursue 
participation, you really had to be open to what people said they wanted 
even if this was not what you might have liked to hear. 

When discussing the idea of community participation, the apex of 
our ladder - the community having primary control and responsibility 
over local land use and decision-making including any rewilding activ-
ities - was viewed as very unlikely or inappropriate, unless the com-
munity were themselves the landowner. This starkly highlighted the 
direct link between property rights and the power and control (plus 
responsibility) this conveyed over land (explored further in Section 5.5), 
and therefore the implications for widening participation in decision- 
making within existing rewilding projects: “I would say we are maybe 
currently at 5 [active community participation] and we’re wanting to work 
towards 6 [community sharing the rewilding endeavour] but I don’t think 
that [the organisation] would want to go to 7 [community having primary 
control and responsibility] because … we would want primary control over 
our bit” (GI#5 Conservation NGO). For one interviewee step 7 was the 

aim, explaining that the organisation would know it had achieved its 
mission when it “no longer needed to own land” (GI#8 Conservation 
NGO). However, this viewpoint appeared to be unique. 

Overall, interviewees described community participation in rewild-
ing as qualified. There was a widely held aspiration that communities 
should be involved in how land is managed, but a significant gap in 
practice. Communities of shared interest were and could readily become 
involved. Wider participation (especially of communities of place) had 
to be circumscribed and was often under development: “what we haven’t 
really been clear on is how much influence, what the community thinks, can 
have on us. So, what we’re thinking about now is, okay, well which bits of 
how we manage [the project] are really up for discussion with the commu-
nity” (GI#7 Public body). The final decision-making for a rewilding 
project had to sit ultimately with the land-owning organisation. 

Across our data no-one expressed the opinion that levels of com-
munity participation needed to lessen, i.e., to move down the ladder. 
When discussing the ladder, the terminology used by interviewees var-
ied; ‘engagement’ and ‘involvement’ were used interchangeably and 
more frequently than the term ‘participation’. When asked, there was a 
strong normative assumption that some form of community participa-
tion should be part of rewilding governance. However, no-one made the 
link between participation (however defined) and the achievement of 
‘better’ rewilding decisions or outcomes. Some of the complexity in 
working with communities was summed up well by one interviewee: “so, 
the community idea is great, and I mean don’t get me wrong I spend all my 
time dealing with this … I’m all for the community thing but what is the 

Fig. 1. Ladder of community participation (with rungs numbered 1–7), and questions asked in the interviews (top of table).  
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community and when is it ever actually representative? The community 
council1 isn’t even representative. There are all sorts of democratic things 
there. I think the process is absolutely right and fundamentally in my heart I 
think it’s right but actually the reality of doing it is pretty hard work” (SI#3 
Conservation NGO). Moving beyond the specifics of community partic-
ipation, broader exploration of rewilding governance within our mate-
rial revealed two more pervasive aspects which are discussed below. 

5.2. Wider public engagement 

In contrast to community participation was the notion of public 
engagement which was much broader and vaguer. Within rewilding, 
across almost all of those spoken to throughout the research process, 
“taking or bringing people with you” (GI#2 Conservation NGO) was 
perceived as essential: “the underlying theme is ‘engage people in everything 
we do’” (OI#3 Conservation NGO). Whilst important to those managing 
the process, the types of engagement discussed represented low-level 
participation and empowerment. Engagement was largely envisaged 
and enacted through rewilding proponents advocating for a rewilding 
approach and trying to convince others of its merits in various ways. In 
one case, this was a response to an expressed need for greater trans-
parency about how decisions had been made and, “helping people un-
derstand where this has come from” (GI#10 Rewilding project). 

There was a strong emphasis on persuading the public that rewilding 
was a good idea, which included outlining the benefits of rewilding. This 
was often seen as being about ‘connecting’ people or ‘inspiring’ them to 
support rewilding and become engaged by getting involved in rewilding 
activities, but fundamentally it was about increasing the acceptability of 
rewilding: “I think the drive for more public engagement and community 
engagement is about helping fostering understanding of what’s going on … so 
you have that community buy-in and understanding, rather than things being 
done to you.” (GI#10 Rewilding project). One interviewee made a 
distinction about the audience being targeted, arguing that most of the 
current discussion was between those already invested in rewilding: 
“let’s connect with the people that don’t know what you and I are talking 
about at the moment because that’s the important part, right?” (GI#11 
Private estate). 

The terms ‘consultation’ and ‘involvement’ were used interchange-
ably with engagement, although the former tended to be referenced 
within the context of more formal feedback mechanisms e.g., public 
consultation through the planning process. For some, there was an 
important educational component to engagement, addressing a 
perceived deficit in the public understanding of rewilding, and seen by 
some as a necessary precursor to greater participation. Developing a 
shared understanding to allow informed discussion was considered as 
extremely important for governance in general but also for specific as-
pects of rewilding e.g., reintroductions: “perhaps we need to spend time 
explaining what we mean by ecological function, why that’s really important 
and then one day, then we can have a proper conversation about lynx or 
wolf” (OI#1 Conservation NGO). This was closely related to concerns 
expressed in the previous section about whether communities had suf-
ficient overall environmental expertise to be able to participate in 
rewilding decisions. 

5.3. A move to partnership 

Multiple interviewees talked about collaboration and described 
existing or developing partnership rewilding projects. However, in 
contrast to public engagement, partnership and collaboration were 
features of rewilding governance only pursued in quite specific 

circumstances. Fundamentally, partnership was about seeking a coali-
tion between landowners (organisations or individuals), primarily those 
already supportive of pursuing a rewilding approach. This was both 
explicitly and implicitly stated as the focus of partnership or collabo-
rative efforts, as it concentrated resources on those with decision- 
making power and control over land use. Partnership was seen as a 
route to achieve change and improvements at a scale appropriate for the 
ecological function and natural processes central to rewilding’s aims. 
For one interviewee the realisation that “we could achieve more together” 
(OI#3 Conservation NGO), which had both been facilitated by, and 
resulted in the pursuit of more partnership working, had been one of the 
biggest changes in organisational approach during their career. For 
those representing public bodies, partnership was seen as particularly 
important in allowing the organisations to extend their impact against a 
backdrop of constrained public finances. Several interviewees 
acknowledged that a well-resourced, large land-owning partner was 
incredibly useful in giving a project the means (and often power and 
impetus) to enact land use change quickly and effectively. 

However, it was acknowledged that partnership working could be 
difficult, even when aligned under an overall rewilding vision, due to the 
need to incorporate or balance more objectives for a piece of land. 
Several interviewees conceded that when there are multiple interests 
involved, governance was likely to be more complicated whilst simul-
taneously more important: “so the governance structure [of the project] 
becomes key, but I think what’s more fundamental is the extent to which the 
project can accommodate diversity” (GI#6 Conservation NGO/Rewilding 
project B). Interviewees described how the governance of rewilding 
partnerships was largely in its infancy. Partnerships were generally led 
by an instigating organisation responsible for establishing the structure 
and functioning of the governance of the partnership. Across all those 
interviewed, this was somewhat experimental: “it’s just a long game of 
persuasion and a long game of using various mechanisms” (GI#2 Public 
body/Rewilding Project A). 

Most projects had sought partnerships with a small number of ‘like- 
minded’ organisations and individuals to help make decision-making 
more straight-forward. However, one rewilding project was in the 
early stages of establishment and sought a partnership across multiple 
and varied landowners, not necessarily all initially signed up to a 
rewilding approach. For this project, a governance model which could 
accommodate different interests, values, and views, was considered 
particularly important and was taking time to establish. For all projects 
though, there was a constant pull between the shared rewilding 
endeavour and the need to respect and guarantee autonomy for partners: 
“I’ll be in your partnership but … ’ I said, ‘We’re not asking anybody to give 
up control.’ And he says, ‘Well, I’m not giving up any control.’ So, it’s a deal- 
breaker anyway. So, we need to respect that and count on the fact that we 
hope that we can demonstrate why this is in your interests.” (OI#6 Con-
servation NGO/Rewilding Project B). In response, interviewees talked of 
the idea of ‘flex’ within a partnership – allowing autonomy combined 
with working towards shared interests and crucially benefits – and 
described a form of collaboration by which partners were not con-
strained to progress other things in their own right: “discussions can be 
quite robust. But we’ve always got the let-out clause within the principles that 
if it’s something we decide not to do in partnership, we’re not going to stop an 
individual partner progressing something themselves” (GI#2 Public body/ 
Rewilding project A). By contrast, one interviewee conceded that part-
nership often meant working to “the lowest common denominator” 
(GI#10 Rewilding project A). Despite the difficulties, those interviewees 
engaged in (or developing) rewilding partnerships described a process of 
‘working with’, a phrase in clear contrast to the ‘taking or bringing with’ 
used when discussing community participation or public engagement. 

Many of the concerns discussed with respect to wider participation in 
rewilding governance e.g., the lack of an existing governance structure, 
how to mediate multiple interests and diverse views, capacity and re-
sources, adequate prioritisation of the environmental interest, and 
‘ground rules’ for informed debate, were common to discussions about 

1 A community council is the most local tier of elected representation in 
Scotland. It is a voluntary organization run by residents to advise and advocate 
on behalf of the local community, set up and overseen by a local government 
authority. 
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both community participation and landowner partnerships. However, 
whilst these concerns limited or bounded the former, they were seen as 
barriers to be overcome in the latter. In the next sections, we expand on 
these concerns and consider some of the challenges to more participa-
tory approaches to rewilding governance which emerged from our 
research. 

5.4. Conservation imperative vs. democratic imperative 

The data indicated a clear tension between a need for action to 
address biodiversity loss and the climate crisis which rewilding was 
widely perceived as a potential solution to, versus the value of greater 
representation, in particular the participation of communities and the 
public in rewilding decisions. The existence of such a strong and pri-
oritised ‘conservation imperative’ underpinning rewilding efforts was 
unsurprising, as was a desire amongst proponents to direct their efforts 
into facilitating participation contingent on support for rewilding. 
However, this presented significant challenges for more participatory or 
deliberative governance, an issue several interviewees reflected on: 
“there’s a complete tension here between democracy and conservation 
imperative … I don’t know how you fix that … because I think some things are 
desperately in need of change - ‘make it happen’ rather than ‘let’s have a 
decade-long chat about it.’” (GI#1 Public body). As well as the concern 
that participation could result in being mired in endless discussion, 
potentially with those who may not understand or appreciate the issues, 
there was the recognised challenge of achieving consensus across varied 
interests: “I think it is harder to do rewilding the more people are involved, 
because you have lots of other ideas for other things you could be doing with 
that land” (GI#5 Conservation NGO). Despite many rewilding pro-
ponents perceiving wider participation and community empowerment 
in rewilding as desirable, practicalities and a sense of urgency created 
pressure against these more complicated and time-consuming practices. 
In addition, many of the interviewees expressed a strong personal desire 
to make an impact in their lifetime, with several having moved from jobs 
in the wider conservation sector to organisations specifically dedicated 
to rewilding or restoration. They expressed frustration at existing re-
gimes such as designations, and the lack of progress achieved despite 
decades of conservation effort. This context framed efforts being 
directed towards partnerships with those who were existing supporters 
of rewilding, but who were also crucially already empowered as land-
owners and thereby able to enact the land use change considered 
essential to rewilding: “we’ve got to start thinking big, start thinking about 
big chunks of land, big chunks of habitat, big areas of restoration really, to 
really make that big difference” (GI#2 Conservation NGO). 

5.5. Landownership, power, and control 

Across our material, land ownership was identified as central to land 
use governance, which presented both an opportunity for rewilding 
ambitions and a challenge to widening participation in rewilding 
governance. A key reason to pursue land ownership acknowledged by 
interviewees was control and decision-making power: “in the years with 
[conservation organisation], a lot of my job was buying land, now why did 
we buy land? So, we had the power to determine what happened on that 
land” (GI#1 Public body), and land ownership was a key factor in a move 
to partnership (Section 5.3). Increasing the participation of the public or 
communities in decision-making however, had the potential to funda-
mentally clash with one of the key rationales for why individuals and 
organisations bought land, namely autonomy, particularly in decision- 
making. Several interviewees argued strongly that it was not owner-
ship per se, it was use that mattered. This appeared to be more of an 
aspiration or perhaps an attempt to maintain neutrality in what was seen 
as the politically sensitive land ownership debate. Discussions implied 
that practically, to achieve rewilding within the current system, the 
favoured approach was to work with (often a small number of) like- 
minded landowners who could come together, decide on a course of 

action, and relatively quickly implement it, and then try and persuade 
the public or local community to support that approach. Consideration 
of communities as potential partners primarily arose in response to the 
possibility of them too becoming landowners. The tension between 
private property rights and more participatory land use decision-making 
also related to questions about benefit and interest, and this is explored 
in our final theme below. 

5.6. The public interest in rewilding 

Interviewees talked about the benefits of rewilding, as a ‘public 
good’, with some explicitly discussing the concept of the ‘public interest’ 
with regards to land and how it was used. For most proponents, 
rewilding was the ‘right thing’ and therefore was either explicitly or 
implicitly providing the public interest. This corresponded to a notion 
that NGOs specifically operated with a degree of legitimacy as mem-
bership organisations, and moral authority as charities: “we know that 
this [the project] has been set up for all the right reasons” (GI#2 Conser-
vation NGO). At the same time, public interest was equated by several 
respondents with the national interest, and as discussed previously, 
there were therefore concerns about how to balance that with local in-
terests: “if too much of the decision-making is purely perceived from a local 
perspective, then the national bit gets lost” (GI#1 Public body). NGOs were 
particularly concerned about whether greater community participation 
would give too much weight to local community interests, which it was 
considered could be at the expense of a wider national public interest in 
the environment represented by an approach such as rewilding. 

6. Discussion 

Within Scotland, current government policy places considerable 
emphasis on large-scale land use transitions to address the climate and 
biodiversity crises (Scottish Government, 2021b). Thus far, however, 
there is no national strategic approach to taking forward large-scale 
rewilding, and no integrated governance framework for rewilding. 
Our findings suggest that this results in rewilding proponents deciding 
how to fill this space and doing so in varied and developing ways, with 
many cognizant that their approach is experimental. Rewilding gover-
nance arrangements, including approaches to participation, are almost 
exclusively steered by those who own land and are seeking to pursue a 
rewilding agenda. Barriers to meaningful participation relate to an un-
derlying context which includes concentration of land ownership and 
weak local governance structures. The wider landscape of Scottish land 
use governance is however evolving. Land reform requirements, such as 
the move towards demonstrating the public interest in ownership and 
use, and the push for greater community empowerment (including land 
ownership) plus collaboration and engagement in decision-making all 
have implications for these arrangements. Additionally, in part con-
nected to land reform, there is the potential for an increase in demand 
from communities themselves and the wider public for a greater say in 
decisions about how land in Scotland is used and managed. However, 
despite strong rhetoric and aspiration, democratising environmental 
governance is far from straightforward. Based on our analysis it 
appeared that, seen from the perspective of rewilding actors, partici-
pation was chiefly about convincing the public and communities to 
support pre-determined choices, not about including them to debate or 
influence these choices. This foundation, conceptually and practically, 
fundamentally bounded the nature, and limited the value of that 
participation. 

6.1. Implications for rewilding governance 

As also noted by Thomas (2022), we found that rewilding proponents 
were working within an existing cultural, economic and political system 
which was influencing approaches to rewilding and therefore its 
governance. For some of those we spoke to, in a time of urgent ecological 

A. Martin et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Journal of Rural Studies 98 (2023) 80–91

88

and environmental crisis (Ceballos et al., 2015; Pörtner et al., 2022), 
questions about how rewilding decisions were being made, and by 
whom, were simply of lesser importance than the conservation imper-
ative to rewild. Our data indicated a strong sense of paternalism and 
stewardship over land being rewilded. Participatory processes can be 
slow, difficult, complex, time consuming, and the outcomes uncertain 
(Bishop and Davis, 2002; Eastwood et al., 2017). Perhaps fundamen-
tally, as Davies, (2001) observed, “there are no guarantees that procedural 
democracy will produce substantive environmental benefits if there are 
competing views of what the environment should be like and what it is 
valuable for” (p80). Community participation in decision-making, 
community benefit, as well as public interest in land also sit uneasily 
with current property rights and common drivers for private land 
ownership, specifically unilateral control - arrangements which can 
benefit certain rewilding ambitions. 

Despite this, our findings, specifically discussions around our ladder 
of participation, indicated an appetite within many rewilding projects 
(for varied reasons and with varying degrees of success), to engage with 
participatory processes. For this to be more effective, we suggest this 
requires a more nuanced approach to participation, with rewilding 
proponents reflecting on, and potentially adapting their expectations of 
the process. This would incorporate trying to deal with divergent views 
(potentially including fundamental debates about land and what it is 
for) in a constructive way. As others have noted, key is identifying the 
expectations underpinning the use of a participatory approach (Wesse-
link et al., 2011), which should in turn inform the practical details of the 
participatory process (Richards et al., 2004). 

Our study highlighted the rationales for participation were strongly 
moral, e.g., ‘it’s a good thing to do’, or instrumental, e.g., ‘it will improve 
acceptability’, but these provided little guidance as to what participa-
tory practice should comprise. Here, research on pluralism and agonism 
may offer some insights. Hallgren et al. (2018) propose that disagree-
ment be actively embraced in dialogues aiming to address conflict in 
natural resource management. This connects to the idea that the value of 
participation in conservation comes when all of those who may hold 
relevant, including differing views, can be involved (Pascual et al., 
2021). Actively embracing pluralism and agonism can help avoid the 
loss of participatory value which results from strong normative drives 
such as the desire for consensus and the avoidance of disagreement: if 
participation is contingent on thinking similarly, this can stifle crea-
tivity, particularly when seeking potential solutions to conflicts (Hallg-
ren et al., 2018). It is also unrealistic to expect everyone to hold the same 
views but as such, this often results in selective participation, an aspect 
we can see clearly within some current rewilding initiatives. For this 
kind of participation to work, inclusivity and acknowledging that un-
derstandings of nature are based on diverse knowledge and value sys-
tems is important (Pascual et al., 2021), as is ensuring empowerment 
within a governance context such that all participants can affect e.g., 
influence, enact change, and benefit from, decisions proportional to 
need (Ostrom, 1990; Ostrom et al., 1994). Without this, participation at 
best risks being tokenistic (Arnstein, 1969; Evans, 2012), but at worst 
may result in stifling debate, e.g., through ‘discursive closure’, leaving 
disagreements unarticulated (and therefore unexplored) (Hallgren et al., 
2018), with the potential to sustain or generate new problems or greater 
conflict. 

For an approach such as rewilding with its ecological complexity 
including novelty and experimentation (Wynne-Jones et al., 2020), 
alongside its potentially increasing influence on land use and therefore 
multiple interests; having forums “where disagreement is expressed and 
developed” (Hallgren et al., 2018: p1) may be a necessary element as well 
as a more effective way to take participation and governance forward. 
Clearly, the practicalities of achieving empowered participation, which 
respects diverse and divergent views is not without its challenges 
(Eastwood et al., 2017) and if the rewilding movement continues to 
develop aspirations to be more participatory then this may necessitate 
ecological compromise. 

Rewilding is also part of a wider conversation about land use, which 
in Scotland includes a shift towards the development and utilisation of 
the concept of the public interest. In the cases discussed in our study, due 
to the nature of concentrated land ownership, private actors were taking 
an increasing role in the delivery of the public goods emerging from 
rewilding. This reflects aspects of neoliberalism identified by others 
effecting rural land use across the UK (Adams et al., 2014; Wynne-Jones 
and Vetter, 2018). Private interests, private philanthropy, and private 
land ownership are not necessarily incompatible with delivering certain 
conservation and rewilding aims (e.g., Knepp Wildland, Wildland Ltd, 
Alladale Wilderness Reserve). They can however have implications for 
more equitable and representative governance (Gooden and ‘t 
Sas-Rolfes, 2020); and as Kamal et al. (2015) identified, delivering 
conservation on private land can make ensuring long-term security and 
protection for those aims precarious, based as they are on the power and 
opportunities afforded to the owner and ultimately on their personal 
attitude, values, and motivations. 

There are concerns that current policy shifts which provide oppor-
tunities for rewilding without addressing governance challenges are at 
risk of exacerbating inequalities, for example, through public payments 
for environmental land management and income from natural capital 
markets being concentrated within a small pool of large private land-
owners (Hollingdale, 2022; McMorran et al., 2022). Whilst rewilding 
can be considered to represent an ecologically pioneering approach to 
land use for conservation (e.g., Monbiot, 2013), in Scotland this has not 
commonly been matched in relation to the underlying participation and 
empowerment of local communities and wider stakeholders in rewilding 
initiatives. Rewilding is a dynamic and developing arena and there are 
exceptions where communities are more embedded in the process and 
have initiated rewilding projects themselves e.g., Loch Arkaig Commu-
nity Forest, and the Langholm Initiative Tarras Valley Nature Reserve. 
However, primarily partnering with those who own land means many 
rewilding endeavours risk benefitting from, and thereby reinforcing, 
some of the same thinking and structures which are associated with 
established underlying inequalities and environmental conflicts. This 
can be seen in recent criticism of ‘green lairds’ and related concerns 
around potential ‘green grabbing’; a process of large scale private 
and/or corporate acquisitions of land (in Scotland and internationally) 
with the underlying aim of investing in what are essentially public goods 
(e.g., carbon and biodiversity), that attract ever greater public funding, 
but which are kept beyond the reach of communities, and are owned, 
managed, distributed, and controlled privately (e.g., Davidson, 2022; 
Garavelli, 2022). 

7. Conclusion 

In this paper, we provide insight into governance shifts which are 
seeing the evolution of more participatory processes in rewilding, 
through degrees of public and community engagement and landowner 
partnerships. Participation in rewilding is, however, variable, selective, 
and conditional, and we argue that its value in governance and steering 
decision-making, in its current form, is therefore diluted. Rewilding is by 
no means the only land use encountering governance challenges and 
essentially represents a microcosm of wider land use challenges in 
Scotland and further afield. Developments in concepts such as commu-
nity empowerment, natural capital, or the public interest have impli-
cations for the management of land globally, and we believe rewilding in 
Scotland reflects some generic difficulties around specifying and 
implementing genuinely empowered participation. If the net-zero drive 
propelling land purchases and large-scale carbon off-setting by land-
owners continues, land use changes prioritising these new interests may 
be implemented over significant geographical areas affecting numerous 
communities and publics. Whilst not all carbon off-setting can be 
attributed to, or associated with, ‘rewilding’, the support for native 
habitat restoration which underpins much off-setting activity provides 
clear opportunities for expanding rewilding ambitions. Rewilding is now 
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operating in an increasingly congested space where the lines between 
nature-led ecologically centred rewilding projects, and enterprises 
which share attributes (e.g., native habitat restoration) but have very 
different primary motivations (e.g., a return on investment), are pro-
gressively blurred in discourse and practice. The ‘governance between 
the cracks’ and its implications for participatory process we have iden-
tified in rewilding raise questions around democratic process which are 
applicable to wider land use decision-making contexts. Whilst others 
involved in land use change in Scotland are likely to have their own 
governance imperatives, it remains to be seen whether rewilding can 
build on its ‘taming’ and the promise of embracing people (Martin et al., 
2021), to facilitate not just ecological change but also social, economic, 
and cultural change through the inclusion and empowerment of rural 
communities in Scotland with all their potentially diverse views. 
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Appendix  

Table 1 
Interview topic guide and sample questions.  

Topics Sample Questions 

1. Practice of Rewilding - Governance •Do you have a written protocol/formal approach to rewilding decision-making? 
•Have you developed any new external working relationships for rewilding? 
•Do you think the governance structure for rewilding is working within the organisation/project? 
•How do you deal with differences of opinion and interests? 
•How important is land ownership in rewilding governance and decision-making? 

2. Practice of Rewilding - People and Communities •What nature of interaction would you like to see between local communities/public and rewilding? 
•Do you have experience of working with communities on rewilding? 
•How do you deal with disagreement/different perspectives with the local community? 

Notes: These are sample questions from a second round of interviews which build on findings generated in a first round of interviews (see Martin et al., 2021), part 
of a wider research project investigating the discourse and practice of rewilding within Scotland. 
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