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Wild Boar: what should DEFRA do?

Many witd-boar farmed in Britain have broken the bounds of captivity for a more
stimulating life on the outside. It is unprecedented in Britain for a former native
species to take matters into their own hands and re-introduce themselves. There
are now breeding populations of free-living wild boar in at least four counties.
DEFRA has the task of deciding the fate of these escapees and their freeborn
descendants. It is not an easy decision...
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Rooting around...

Rarely has any one animal species put DEFRA's Policy Division in such a
quandary, and that includes even the most TB ridden badgers. Step forward the
wild boar Sus scrofa. Guilty as charged, wild boar will trample and consume cereal
crops, rip up pasture, transmit disease to livestock (including TB) and slaughter as
potential love rivals domestic boars, before servicing any receptive sows who are
putty in the hands of this wild, carefree, shaggy-haired Romeo. The resulting
piglets take after their father and soon become uncontrollable delinquents, hell
bent on escape. However, away from the farmyard the wild boar, a former native
species, is one of our keystone woodland species.

A missing piece of the ecological jigsaw, found again after being lost for hundreds
of years, wild boar are mother nature’s farmers. Rooting for food, their strong
snouts plough the surface layers mixing and redistributing nutrients and minerals
essential for life. The bare earth left from rooting among, for example,
monocultures of grasses or bluebells acts as a seed bed, enticing long dormant
seeds to germinate or accommodating dispersed seeds from annual plants swift to
take advantage.'! Local biodiversity increases, temporarily at least, before the
dominant grasses or bluebells return, but by then another seedbed has been
prepared, and the cycle repeats. The wild boars will even sow a few seeds
themselves, collected in their hairy coat as they bulldoze through the
undergrowth, and displaced after wallowing or whilst rubbing against a tree. An
odd piece of fertiliser is also deposited for good measure. Pest control is broad
spectrum and relentless, as grubs and larvae form part of their natural diet.

Their effect on a woodland ecology can quickly become apparent. For example,
a patch of Fleabane Pulicaria dysenterica flowering in the corner of a wood I
regularly frequent was, last summer, alive with butterflies. I recognised Common
Blues Polyommatus ivarus, Red Admirals Vanessa atalanta and Speckled Woods
Pararge aegeria, but many others amongst an impressive display of colour were
unfamiliar. A myriad of insects also competed for a place on the bright yellow
flower heads. This riot of life in the corner of the wood was there for one reason
only; there were wild boar in the wood. The previous winter, when the ground was







