Wilderness Britain?  ...a position statement
After three seminars in the ESRC funded series "Wilderness Britain? social and environmental perspectives on recreation and conservation" we are now in a good position to review the strength and focus of current ideas on wilderness issues in Britain at the turn of the century.  This position statement serves to outline where we feel the series is at the moment and attempts to draw a line under the problems of definition and redefinition of wilderness in Britain today. One of the principal aims of the seminar series is to bring together a wide range of academics, professionals and representatives of the user community to discuss those issues affecting the wilder areas of the British countryside.  The first three seminars in the series have intentionally covered a broad area.  While the remit of the opening seminar was to examine the wider issues and identify key areas of discourse, the second and third seminars were specifically designed to address the general topic from opposing and largely parallel points of reference; namely, sociological and ecological.  The following position statement is intended to report on these early meetings and act as a reference point for future seminars.

What is wilderness ...and has it any meaning in the British context?

Any discussion of "What is wilderness?" will usually generate as many definitions as there are people in the room.  Roderick Nash's statement "Wilderness is what men think it is" (1982, p.1) is certainly correct in this context.  What is clear, however, from the literature and from discussion in the current series of seminars thus far, is that there are two basic perspectives on wilderness: those approaching the subject from a largely anthropocentric angle, and those approaching it from a largely biocentric one.  The former includes the philosophical debate on the 'idea' of wilderness as well as perspectives drawn from social, historical and cultural debate.  The latter is more focused on the role of 'untamed' nature and those issues pertinent to preservation, conservation and regeneration.

It is safe to say that there is no true wilderness left in the British countryside, not at least in comparison to the vast areas of wilderness found in places like Alaska or Antarctica.  Thousands of years of human settlement, agriculture and industry have created a landscape that, although apparently wild in parts, is at least from an ecological perspective, almost entirely artificial or altered in some way. Upland landscapes that may appear wild to the untrained eye, are often the result of early forest clearance and subsequent management for grazing and sport.  Superficially, there is confusion among many people between that which is ecologically wild and that that is remote, dramatic or extreme.  

Nonetheless there are landscapes in Britain, principally within the Highlands of Scotland that are truly inhospitable and engender a feeling of wildness that compares to the vastness of wilderness areas in the Americas.  With this in mind it may be that the discussion of wilderness in Britain needs to place less emphasis on size and ecological integrity and focus more on perceptual values.  There are many landscapes in our countryside that possess significant elements of wildness and are, as such, perceived by many as wilderness.  While ecologically these areas cannot be described as pristine, they are, at least by British standards, remote and (near) natural.  It is to these areas that many people, especially those bound by urban lifestyles, turn for a 'wilderness' experience either in pursuit of recreational goals or simply to experience nature in a more natural setting.

Whether approaching the subject of wilderness in Britain from a biocentric or anthropocentric perspective, it should be understood that the wild areas of the British countryside are worth preserving, regardless of past histories.  Indeed, in some locations the changing fortunes of the agricultural economy may give rise to opportunities for the regeneration of near natural landscapes with the emphasis on recreation and habitat.  In other words, it may be possible to actually recreate wilderness.  Nature is never static and neither is landscape, cultural or otherwise.  Both are in a constant state of flux, and we need to recognise this in any discussion of wilderness and 're-wilding' initiatives.  

In the course of seminar presentations from invited speakers and subsequent group discussions, the following issues have emerged as being central to the question "Wilderness Britain?"

Agreeing a terminology
Is "wilderness" the most appropriate term, particularly when viewed in the British context? Most likely it is not, as many people agree that such a thing does not exist within our landscape.  As a term, however, it does conjure up an image of natural landscapes or a desired conditional state of raw nature.  In other situations, the word "wilderness" is seen as extremely divisive and the term "wild land" is more acceptable for cultural and historical reasons as described in the next section.  

Discussions have shown that while "wild land" is the most universally applicable term, the label or term "wilderness" is still valid within certain social science contexts such as studies of landscape perception and public attitudes towards nature.  The title of the seminar series shall remain as "Wilderness Britain?" as it is intended to be questioning and encouraging to debate rather than make any particular statement.

Contested landscapes
There are many different interpretations of landscape, as determined by the social context, historical and cultural background, education and experience of the individual. There is often strong local feeling that the landscapes to which our attention is focused are examples of wild land, not wilderness.  This is especially true in the Highlands of Scotland where, despite containing some of the country's wildest landscapes, cultural difficulties persist over the label of wilderness. Use of the term wild land in Scotland, and refrain from any suggestion of wilderness, avoids certain sensitivities associated with the Highland Clearances.  To many Gaelic Scots the wild areas of the Highlands represent a wasteland that was once a thriving crofting community.  These lands were systematically cleared of their tenants during the early 1800s to make way for sporting estates and the widespread grazing of sheep.  Hence the widely held view that the land is not empty, but emptied.  

Aside from a recognition of these views, there is also a widely held belief that the wilder areas of the country can act as a 'release' for urbanites searching for a wilderness experience.  While this will be the focus of subsequent seminars in the series, it is noted that the media and the current trend in outdoor recreation actually encourage the idea that wilderness exists in the British landscape if you care to make the effort to find it.

Defining wilderness

Aside from the above discussion of social and ecological definitions of wilderness, geography constitutes a common focus or theme to the seminar series.  Geographically, wilderness may be defined as those regions or locations that are remote, devoid of human features and with natural or near-natural ecosystems.  

Clear, consensual and unambiguous definition is a principal requirement for effective policy, and policy is required for protection.  Institutionalised protection creates the need to define boundaries or regions of wild land in Britain.  Definition of this nature in turn requires detailed evaluation of the wild land resource as represented in the contemporary landscape.  The most difficult question is perhaps not so much one of justification of the process or its purpose, but rather one of how to do it.  

Within the confines of a strict geographical definition of wild land it is possible to map wilderness quality gradients using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) and appropriately sourced digital datasets.  Work on GIS-based mapping has shown that it is possible to derive quite sophisticated maps of remoteness (both geographical and perceived) naturalness and artefactualism. Issues of temporal change and social context (i.e. changing land use, society, culture, history, etc.) are rather more difficult to approach with confidence as datasets are not available or analyses are necessarily subjective and interpretative in their nature.  From discussion around these issues it is clear that a thorough understanding of wilderness ideals in the British context is required in order to generate the theory upon which policy decisions can be built. 

There is another train of thought that suggests definition is counter-productive.  The mere process of definition can remove some of the its wildness.  Definition and subsequent policy on protection and management (especially of users) further erodes the very wild qualities that the act of institutionalising wilderness seeks to protect.  Alternatively, if the wild areas of the country are not recognised and protected within the planning system then they will remain at risk from degradation through over use and the forces of landscape change. This is referred to as the wilderness paradox.

Conserving nature
There are multiple themes or meanings to the conservation of nature.  A common view of conservation is of actively managing nature for combined human and ecological benefits (i.e. the view of nature as object or condition).  An alternative mode of conservation focuses on managing the actions of people rather than nature itself, and thereby stresses the 'look and feel' of the landscape from a human perspective. This stresses the role of nature as process with varying degrees of human influence.  A further view of conservation emphasises the moral and cultural relationships with nature.  In other words, conservation is more about managing what people think about a particular landscape.  This recognises that wilderness is neither a place nor a state and that is not measurable in a quantitative manner.  Rather wilderness is a state of mind and a feeling derived from certain landscape stimuli.  Initiatives aimed at conserving wilderness qualities in natural landscapes perhaps need to be sensitive to all three definitions of conservation even if actively pursuing only one.

Recreating wilderness

The idea of recreating wilderness areas in the British countryside is a relatively new departure.  Two basic approaches have been suggested, namely those of "letting go" and "wild by design".  The first idea suggests that if a landscape is left unmanaged for a long enough period, nature will take over and produce its own entirely natural landscape.  This may not necessarily be the same landscape that existed before human settlement, but it will be natural.  The other view is that we may need to actively 'design' wild landscapes by assisting the regeneration of native species to recreate a more natural looking landscape.  Within this concept, limited economic activity in the form of low intensity grazing and recreation is still possible and indeed desirable.  This particular approach has been well developed by the Council for National Parks. 

There are many conflicting views on whether it is possible to recreate wilderness by either route.  These may be summarised as follows.

· Wilderness is non-reclaimable due to the global influence of human actions.  

· Wilderness is unrecoverable in ecological terms, but may be recoverable in aesthetic terms. 

· Wilderness may be recreated if natural ecosystems are replaced or reconditioned through careful management.  

· Wilderness can be recreated if left to nature.  

In conservation terms the question arises as to whether re-wilding is not only possible, but as to whether it is desirable.  Re-wilding is not necessarily good for rare/endangered species as it may lead to an overall reduction in biodiversity and loss of locally rare species and ecosystems.

In human terms, re-wilding may also be seen as counter-productive, at least in the eyes of traditional rural economies, and reiterates the arguments about contested landscapes.  The uplands of Britain have been farmed for generations.  Any suggestion of recreating wilderness, however well intended, is likely to meet with a high degree of local scepticism, if not open hostility.  Contemporary rural communities living under the shadow of economic hardship, may well feel threatened.  In a way, this situation may be compared to the earlier Highland Clearances, whereas the driving forces affecting rural communities today are low profitability of upland farming in contrast to the potentially high profits from tourism, and the counter-acting pressures of conservation and environmental law.  It is clear that whatever rewilding programmes are carried out, they need to be done so in close co-operation with the people who live on the land and depend on it for their livelihood.

Final comments
It is clear from the discussion stimulated by the first three seminars that wilderness has some meaning in the British context, though this is constrained by definition.  Certainly, the concept of wild land is more appropriate in most cases as this avoids some of the cultural and ecological difficulties associated with the word wilderness.  It is perhaps hard to draw any discussion of such a vague and personal concept as wilderness to definite close because of the highly individualistic nature of the topic.  Whenever people gather to discuss issues pertaining to wilderness in Britain, debate over definition, terminology, reference points, perceptions, etc. will inevitably be raised.  This document hopes to have summarised much of this discussion, such that the subsequent seminars may focus more details pertinent to the seminar topics and avoid covering the same ground again.   
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