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10 Focus

changes: "People from the city with
little direct experience of nature
will suddenly find themselves
confronted with real animals when

hiking or mountain-biking, most

likely a livestock guardian dog that

will bare its teeth and defend its

sheep." The hunting inspector said

his most difficult task two years ago

was ensuring objective debate

about wolves in his home canton of
Valais. Today he faces an additional

problem: "The difficulties
presented by city dwellers who are not
prepared for dealing with the

consequences of the return of wolves."

Around 30 wolves are today
roaming the Swiss Alps. Asked what

that figure could rise to, Schnidrig
replies: "Leaving aside people and their
needs, Switzerland has space for
around 300 wolves or some 50 to 60

packs. "That's ecologically feasible."

However, if the question is how many
wolves are required to ensure the

survival ofthe wolfpopulation in the

Alps over the long term, the answer
is: "Around 125 packs between Nice

and Vienna of which 15 to 20 would
be found in Switzerland." What is so-

cio-politically feasible - in other

words, the answer to the question of
how many wolves people consider

An otter on a log in

the river Sihl in the

canton of Zurich

acceptable - lies "somewhere inbe-

tween".

Countless endangered species

A further question: Is the reappearance

of the lynx, wolf, bear and

otter evidence ofSwitzerland's fauna

"Largepredatory animals remind us ofwhere we come from."
"Swiss Review": Once extinct animals are returning to Switzerland. That has to

be good news for you, doesn't it?

Reinhard Schnidrig: Most certainly. However, the good news began with
the introduction of the first Swiss legislation on the forests and hunting

in 1876. Switzerland was responding to the major biodiversity crisis

of the time. Our forests were being overused and the wildlife over-
hunted. There were no deer, ibexes, wild boar or roe deer left.

The return of the predators does not come as a surprise to you then?

From a long-term perspective, it is an entirely logical development.

Short-term it is remarkable. When Switzerland put wolves under
protection 25 years ago, nobody anticipated that

they would return within a few years or that we

would have to consider how to deal with damage

caused by wolves.

Sceptics say that confined Switzerland cannot sustain

any large predatory animals. Wolves have more room to

roam in the Carpathian Mountains.

The notion that wolves are better suited to
Siberian expanses or Carpathian forests is

incorrect. Large predatory animals also play a key
role in the structure of fauna here. But above all,

we share - as part of a family of countries - a common habitat in
which we wish to adopt a unified approach to protect the species

which have a right to live in their ancestral habitats. This also

applies to wolves - if they find a habitat in Switzerland, they have a

right to live there.

Not everyone sees it that way.

Think about it on a small scale. What would happen if farmers

in Fricktal suddenly declared that wild boar would be better suited

to regions where fewer crops susceptible to damage are grown. How

could this unreasonable request be conveyed to the wild boar? What

about the other farmers? The example shows

that we require a unified approach to the
protection and management of wild animals that

roam extensively and can potentially cause

damage.

Wildlife biologist Reinhard Schnidrig, head of

the wild animals and forest biodiversity unit

at the Federal Office for the Environment,

provides an insight into the habitat of predatory

animals and their coexistence with humans

Could the demand for an "alpine region with no large

predators" not actually be met then?

This demand is illusory. This option no

longer exists. If we were to decide to keep
Switzerland free of large predatory animals, such a

proposal could not be implemented. The ani-
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being intact? Martina Lippuner
from the WWF does not believe so.

The red list of flora and fauna at risk
in Switzerland is "constantly growing".

The population size of many
animals is "in clear decline". Natural

diversity should not just be

measured by the number of ani¬

mals but instead by the diversity of There are supposed-

habitats in particular. No all-clear
is given here either.

In fact, quite the opposite, according

to Reinhard Schnidrig: "Humans

have taken many types of habitat

away and radically transformed them,

such as through urban development

ly around 200

lynxes in Switzerland.

They are very

shy and rarely

sighted

or intervention in bodies of water.

"There are lots of losers in the animal

kingdom," he says. It is particularly
striking how the straightening of rivers

and intensive use of hydropower
has changed Switzerland's waters:

"They have been drained over the

course of the past 100 years." The

once extensive marshlands, flood

plains and wet mountain meadows

have all but disappeared.

This is having dramatic

consequences. 40% of all Swiss nesting
birds are endangered. As many as

80 % of all amphibians are deemed at

risk in "drained" Switzerland. It is

nevertheless the wolf that is stirring
emotions.

MARC LETTAÜ IS AN EDITOR WITH THE "SWISS

REVIEW"

mais would come in any case. Those who hold out this illusion are

acting unfairly towards our sheep farmers: We have to help them to

change their mindset and, in their own interests, come to terms with
the wolf staying.

Many people are simply terrified of wolves, though.

Throughout human history wolves have been met with either

adoration or fear and hatred. The mythology masks the experience

that people and wolves actually coexist really well. The wolfclearly
also always represents a certain wildness. We definitely move

differently and more carefully when we cross a landscape where we

know large predators live.

So, Switzerland should become wilder to teach us humility?

The primitive nature of wild landscapes contrasts starkly with
the almost acid green that is found in many parts of Switzerland.

From this perspective, we need the wild. The large predators not

only convey a sense ofwilderness, they also remind us of where we

come from.

So, where is that then? From forests full of snarling beasts of prey?

We can look back on one and a half million years of human

history. We have only been farming the land and living in towns for

10,000 years. That is a tiny fraction. We have lived through most of

our history with wild animals, fearing, revering, hunting and eat¬

ing them. Mankind's behavioural repertoire emerged in that world,

not in the digital age.

You think in large spans of time. What do you see when you look forward a mere

50 years?

The habitats of wolves and deer will expand because man will
abandon certain areas. Wolves and lynxes will populate our country

on a fairly widespread basis. I'm not sure about bears. The adventure

of the bear has only just begun. There will be more vultures, beavers

and otters.

That would practically complete the indigenous animal family?

In 100 years from now Switzerland will only be missing a few

animals from the period when Europe was wild. There is little chance of

the moose returning, though. They would clearly not find the extensive

river landscapes. The reappearance of the bison is also unlikely.

But we can anticipate seeing the jackal.

Excuse me? Is the jackal part of Switzerland's fauna?

As far as the jackal is concerned, we're talking about a "natural

expansion of its area". This is related to climate change and the lengthy
absence of the wolf. The jackal is expanding its territory from

south-eastern Europe into the area north of the Alps. It will soon

enrich Switzerland, too.

INTERVIEW: MARC IETTAU
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