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Cameron McNeish: Walking with wolves

If you don't know the Alladale Estate in Easter Ross then I'd recommend a visit. The 23,000 acres is made up of long glacial glens, some of which are forested with ancient pines,  separating high plateaux whose rolling tops climb to the summit of Seana Braigh, one of the remotest of all the Munros. It's a walkers' paradise and if millionaire landowner Paul Lister gets his way it will become an African-style safari park with the public paying to see his Big Five species -  wolves, bears, bison, boars and lynx.

Paul Lister bought the estate last year with the intention of using the wild and remote area to re-introduce these animals which once populated the highlands. His plan is a bold one and in many ways flies in the face of current attempts to reintroduce once indigenous species - it has taken Scottish Natural Heritage years to get agreements to re-introduce the comparatively innocuous European beaver. At the moment such a re-introduction appears to be as far away as ever. Nevertheless, Paul Lister is convinced that SNH will back his plans and he recently called on the Ramblers to support his proposals too.

Unfortunately, Lister's dream is causing concern among access campaigners. He plans to encircle the reserve with a three-metre high electrified fence, ostensibly to keep the wild animals inside what would effectively become a large zoo. Ramblers' Scotland director Dave Morris and I, on a visit to Alladale to hear the plans from Lister himself, pointed out that such a fence would not only keep the wild animals inside the reserve but would also prevent the public from accessing an enormous chunk of highland landscape that includes climbing crags and routes to a popular Munro and Corbett.

We explained to Lister that a 50-mile electrified fence was very much against the spirit of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act that has only recently given the people of Scotland some of the finest access legislation in Europe. Other recreational groups have agreed with us.  Mike Dales, of the Mountaineering Council for Scotland said: "At a time when we should be having a sensible, calm debate about reintroducing beavers and wolves, this theme park idea threatens to polarise and confuse that debate."

The Scottish access legislation excludes "places where you have to pay to go in" from the public access right but such places had to be already in existence. Lister would have to apply to the appropriate planning authority for permission to turn his estate, where currently there is open access, into a closed "wildlife park" where the public had to pay for admittance.

As he explained his vision to us, and there is little doubt that the man is sincere in his desire to see the Big Five species re-introduced to the Scottish highlands, Lister suggested that "you can't keep everyone happy all the time. If we want to have the benefits of what we're talking about, there will have to be some compromises." 

If such a compromise involved circling the estate with an electrified fence, even if the fence includes some access gates for walkers, he will face a lot of opposition from the recreational organisations like the Ramblers and the MCofS. It's also highly unlikely, in the current spirit of land reform, that he would get planning permission for such a fence. 

There is also considerable local opposition to the scheme. One neighbouring farmer told us that the Alladale Estate was made up of "degraded land with very little forest" and was unsuitable for livestock. The farmer was also very concerned about the possibility of escaping animals.

The son of Noel Lister, the co-founder of the MFI furniture chain, Paul Lister has strong links with the Carpathian Large Carnivore Project in Romania and the Shamwari and Sanbona game reserves in South Africa. He believes his Scottish "Big Five" species could attract high-paying guests who would be willing to pay up to £20,000 for a week at Alladale Lodge. Day trippers would also be welcome, provided they paid for the privilege. They would be offered conducted tours by rangers. 

While I would welcome the opportunity of seeing wolves in the highlands I believe Paul Lister's plans for an electrified fence is too high a price to pay. If he did manage to convince the authorities that planning permission should be given it wouldn't be long before other landowners thought up similar schemes, many of which would be with the purpose of keeping the public out. It would like the start of the Victorian sporting estates all over again with the downside that that such areas would be reserved for a few wild animals and the privileged few who were willing to pay for access.  

Only a few months after the Land Reform Act came into force we already have a landowner trying to test it. After all the tremendous efforts made by the Ramblers to see a public right of access in Scotland, I don't believe we can stand by and watch a 50-mile long electric fence enclose a superb tract of highland landscape. On the other hand, if Paul Lister developed a strategy to re-introduce his Big Five species without the creation of a fence I believe we would be tempted to help him in every way we could.

