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Decision time for the wild boar?

Defra has consulted on what to do about the free-living wild boar populations
present across southern England. Opinion on the merits of wild boar varies
amongst conservation, game, farming, and other groups, so what do we know
about the return of this prodigal pig?
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Ten years ago farm-bred wild boar in Britain crossed the rubicon of freedom to
establish free-living populations. From initial sightings in 1996 Defra subsequently
confirmed that wild boar, after an absence of several hundred years, had re-
colonised the counties of East Sussex, Kent and Dorset.! What have we learnt about
the species in that time and are Defra any closer to deciding what to do next - can
wild boar stay or should they now go?

Increasing populations and recent escapes

Not surprisingly, there are now considerably more wild boar on the outside than
in the previous 10 years. A former native species with no natural predators (the
wolf and lynx are long gone), the founding populations are holding their own
despite considerable hunting pressure, and sightings in new areas continue to
occur? Furthermore, there have been some spectacular additions. In 2004
approximately 40 wild boar suddenly appeared in the Forest of Dean,
Gloucestershire. These animals were relatively tame implying they were farm-
bred animals deliberately dumped by a disillusioned farmer, or an impatient re-
introductionist. More recently, in December 2005, Animal Rights Activists cut
through swathes of wire fencing to liberate over 100 wild boar from a farm in North
Devon. Mass breakouts such as these are the perfect seed for founding new
populations as the animals are already in family groups of mature sows, dominant
males and juveniles of both sexes.

Should the government have acted sooner and nipped the fledgling populations
in the bud with a swift, no warnings given, desert storm eradication strike? No,
their hands were tied because the Government had agreed in the European
Community Habitats Directive 1992 (92/43/EEC) to consider the re-introduction
of former native species, lost in historical times, through human activity. Although
the wild boar was not listed by name, it has been suggested as a candidate for
reintroduction on several occasions.** If Defra had acted as judge, jury and
executioner, without a proper trial and with no defence witnesses called, it would
have made a mockery of future commitments concerning species re-introduction.
Better to have a considered response to an unprecedented situation than a knee
jerk reaction.
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