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Eoghan Daltun is a sculpture conservator, farmer, author and, above all, a rewilder. Raised in Dublin, he has lived in London, Paris and Prague, and spent seven years studying sculpture in Carrara, Tuscany. In 2009, he bought a long-abandoned 73-acre farm overlooking the Atlantic on the Beara Peninsula, West Cork and restored it into a thriving temperate rainforest, where life has returned in remarkable abundance. This transformation shaped his award-winning memoir An Irish Atlantic Rainforest (An Post Irish Book Award, 2022). He followed it in 2024 with The Magic of an Irish Rainforest, a richly illustrated exploration of Ireland’s remaining temperate rainforests and their fragile future. Dividing his land between rewilding and High Nature Value farming, Eoghan continues to reflect on the ecological crisis and its solutions. He lives on the farm with his two sons. Setting the Land Free is his third book.
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For Deirdre

Aithníonn ciaróg ciaróg eile




There’s a revolution that needs to happen and it starts from inside each one of us. We need to wake up and fall in love with the Earth. Our personal and collective happiness and survival depends on it.

– Thich Nhat Hanh




Introduction

A fence separates our farm on the Beara Peninsula in West Cork from the two mountain commonages in which the farm has shares, all with heart-stopping views out over the open Atlantic to the west and, to the north, the Kerry mountains, including Ireland’s highest, Carrauntoohil. There’s nothing special about the fence, and nor does the underlying topography differ from one side to the other – both are the same dramatic landscape of sheer escarpments, towering ridges and pillars of rock, with massive scattered boulders or scree, plunging gorges and, after heavy rain, rushing streams and cascades.

Yet that simple palisade of timber and zinced steel is an interdimensional boundary between two divergent realms. The upper, commonage side is grazed by sheep, so virtually nothing grows there, apart from some coarse grasses, bitten-down heather or gorse and, in season, dense patches of inedible bracken fern. Insects are depressingly few, and birdlife is so minimal as to be practically non-existent, bar the hooded crows and ravens that feed on sheep carcasses. There’s almost no colour – or sound, aside from the wind. It’s as ecologically defunct as your average car park. Nature’s Mordor.

But moving right from the fenced frontier on our side is a stunningly rich, naturally regenerating native ecosystem. In springtime, stand on a currachán (elevated spot) and look down – the contrast is so impossibly stark that the scene appears photoshopped, as if images of two entirely different places had been artificially cut and pasted alongside one another.

On our side, liberally sprinkled around are bluebells, wood anemone, lesser celandine, dog violet, wood sorrel, primrose, pignut, sanicle, herb Robert, bog asphodel, devil’s-bit scabious, large-flowered butterwort, cuckoo flower, ragged robin, heath spotted-orchid and a great host of other wildflowers. It’s a three-dimensional living cross between a Claude Monet and a Jackson Pollock: a melange of splashed blazing blues, whites, yellows, pinks, oranges, purples and more. Coming up through all of this is every size and shape of self-seeded young native tree: oak, rowan, birch, hawthorn, willow, holly, hazel, blackthorn … pioneers on the land, tentatively creating something new and wonderful.

What you’re seeing is a messily emergent Irish temperate rainforest and other natural habitats, and a manifestation of rewilding in action.

It provides ideal living quarters for a fantastic diversity of animal life, and walking in its midst will surround you with flitting butterflies and other buzzing pollinators of every description. You’ll be immersed in a cacophony of birdsong, and may well hear warning shrieks of the brightly coloured jays responsible for spreading many of the acorns-turned-oaks. A sparrowhawk might race through taller birches and willows – already the height of a house in less than a decade –into the open glade in which you’re standing, seeking to snatch prey from the air. Spotting you, she swerves away, mid-flight, on a sixpence.

A scat (poop) placed strategically on a prominent rock reveals that this too has now, within just the last year or two, become pine marten territory. You have entered a space in which wild nature is surging back, composing an ecosystem like an exhilarating new orchestral symphony, that rises and falls with the seasons in rhythmic crescendos, full of twists and surprises along the way. New yet old, for it so happens that what is returning is pretty much what was once naturally here, centuries or even millennia ago.

Without fail, every day’s visit brings new discoveries, further signs of rapid habitat rejuvenation. Perhaps a previously unnoticed oak sapling perched high on a cliff ledge, or, below, an infant rowan trying to make its way up through a thick, non-natural stand of bracken. Cutting back a few smothering fronds with an Opinel No. 12 pocket knife takes only seconds. But that small, satisfying action will help the youngster to reach the life-giving sunlight and grow to surpass the fern canopy, eventually helping to shade the bracken back to its proper ecological niche. And within a few years, the young rowan becomes part of a new – natural – rainforest canopy.

Perhaps you’ll come across a fresh patch of flowering eyebright, which parasitises grass roots, thereby helping reduce their dominance and enabling greater floral diversity to permeate open spaces. A bird species you’ve never before spotted up here, like a bullfinch, blackcap or goldcrest, might show itself for a few seconds. Every native species that moves in, from pine martens to bullfinches, from eyebright to unseen invertebrates and mycorrhizal fungi, further enhances the ecosystem’s health, functionality and dynamism.

Most astonishingly of all, had you walked this place a mere decade ago, you’d remember it as being no different to the other side of the fence: an inert moonscape by comparison. You’d wonder at how all it took to release this eruption of life were some simple steps – fencing out sheep and, occasionally, cutting a few bracken fronds. You’d be filled not only with awe at nature’s capacity to rebuild itself, but with something else: the raw hope that is one of rewilding’s greatest gifts.

A subconscious awareness of all these things accompanies each step of your wanderings, observations and occasional acts of restorative support, wrapping all you see, hear, feel and do in a warm glow. Just being here at all is enriching to body and soul in ways that are palpable and immediate, the life-force flowing into you as directly as the sun’s warmth on your skin. No wellness retreat could ever come close to matching the benefits of this landscape to your psyche.

It’s not just the land that is healing, but all those who participate.



Of course, there’s far more to rewilding than just preventing overgrazing, though that’s certainly one of the best steps we can take for nature, the very lowest of the low-hanging fruit. Rewilding is about unleashing natural processes and giving them the space and time to weave the magic that only nature can. When you’ve seen it with your own eyes, there is no forgetting, no unlearning the message, no unfeeling its power.

At a time when nature loss can feel relentless and unstoppable – and those of us who care correspondingly impotent – rewilding means taking the offensive, reversing the damage head-on. Rather than meekly trying to slow the destruction, it boldly and unapologetically pushes back, enabling nature to reclaim some of what was once all, without exception, wilderness. For us, the psychology of rewilding entails stretching ambition around what can be achieved for the living world to the absolute maximum that any given set of circumstances permit.

Today’s Ireland is a place in which nature could scarcely be worse off, with most of the land turned into one big ranch for cattle and sheep. Though awareness has increased in recent years, it still comes as a shock to many, who imagine that nature must be doing fine because of our relatively low human population, a wild rugged coastline and the so-called forty shades of green. But those greens are now chiefly artificial monocultures, whether ryegrass fields, tree plantations or lifeless grasses in the uplands. They are no more ‘natural’ than the neon green dyes poured into the Chicago River every year to celebrate St Patrick’s Day.

Study after study shows this island is one of the most ecologically depleted places on the planet, and that it’s steadily getting worse. The natural forests that once covered 80 per cent of our island have been reduced down to only around 1 per cent, and are mostly still dying off due to overgrazing and non-native invasive plant species. Our rivers have been straightened, strait-jacketed, cut off from their natural floodplains, and, increasingly, pumped full of ecosystem-killing excrement and chemicals, especially from agriculture.

Bogs and other wetlands are drained of the water that kept them alive and wildflower grasslands reseeded into sterile wastes. Nearly everywhere, the land has been forced from its original patchwork of wild diverse natural ecosystems into an endless stretch of ‘productive’, but ever more nature-less, uses. Travel from one end of the country to the other, and practically all you see is a landscape domesticated to the extreme, leaving close to nowhere for wildlife. Even our minuscule national parks, supposed ‘nature refuges’, are trashed by overgrazing, invasive plants and other human impacts.

Aside from the fact that Ireland is haemorrhaging what little nature survives, it creates another major problem. We struggle to even conceptualise what diverse abundant nature looks like in an Irish context. What it feels like to be in a thriving natural ecosystem. Many still believe that barren mountains with just sheep and a few hooded crows is somehow a ‘wild’ landscape.

It’s not our fault, of course: we grew up being taught this desolation was somehow natural, beautiful and unspoiled, and were thus – at best – only able to see the escalating decline occurring over our own lifetimes. The phenomenon known as shifting baseline syndrome, whereby each generation adopts a new, always diminished, normal for what nature should be, is a huge barrier. It blinds us to how stupefyingly rich ecosystems can be degraded by human activities over longer time periods until they end up a ghost of what was once there, without us having the faintest idea.

That constraint on our imaginations, imposed by ever more acute nature-impoverishment, is in itself a serious obstacle to making things better. Despite having spent close to sixteen years restoring a West Cork temperate rainforest ecosystem back to fabulous richness, even I had difficulty conceiving of a country where natural habitat isn’t only vibrant and plentiful, but swiftly expanding. What would it be like to spend time in a place where nature is truly valued by society?

I found out last year on the other side of the Atlantic, in Costa Rica. Rewilding has been utterly transformative there and is increasingly so in other parts of the world. There’s no good reason why it couldn’t be in Ireland too.

Ask yourself: why should we have to go abroad to experience true wildness? Why is our own nature deemed so expendable that it’s just allowed to die off?



What follows in this book is a journey of discovery, offering visions of another way of being that balances our own needs with those of the rest of Earth’s miraculous diversity of life. There is nothing more critical at this moment in human history than reversing the collapse of nature that our species has so recklessly been provoking.

And in places at the most extreme end of that process, such as Ireland, our greatest antidote is rewilding.




1

Initiation Rite

Sweeping the hill with a ten-power monocular, something caught my eye and caused me to back up. I was unsure of what, if anything, I’d seen. Slight movement perhaps or a shape or shade that didn’t fit. Watching intently for a while, I could see nothing and went back to scouring the distance.

Around 275 metres away, the scrappy native-forest edge obscured all sight beyond the first trees, despite mostly having shed their leafy mantle for winter. If any deer was lying up in there, it would be pretty well invisible, protected by a natural cloaking technology evolved over aeons. Both me and my sixteen-year-old son Seánie had now been searching for almost an hour without success, and this was after a few such outings with zero sightings. The first stabs of frustration were creeping in.

Intuition was telling me to retrace the visual path I’d trod and return to the scene of that unresolved glitch in the picture: maybe it hadn’t been imagined. And there, not far from the forest margins, were the tips of an antler, upright ivory spikes gently flicking through lemon-yellow blotched furze.

This won’t be easy, said a voice in my head. Ideally, we needed to narrow the distance by at least half for a well-placed hit in the feistily gusting seaborne wind, but most of the ground in between was open fields, offering little or no cover. A raised bank topped by a thin gappy hedgerow running up the incline from near where we stood was the only option. So, we took it, keeping low and to the more hidden side.

I was carrying the rifle and could feel its weight slung across my back. Seánie followed a few steps behind with a set of long shooting sticks, often necessary for steadying a shot. About halfway, we stopped to see if our quarry had detected our approach. He hadn’t. My heart started to race, my mouth ran dry. Further creeping steps up the hill, ever slower and more cautious, the gun now held level in my right hand to avoid drawing attention. I tried not to look up, remembering that pale faces like ours can stand out against vegetation like a neon giveaway.

I was beginning to experience a heightened consciousness of a sort that was new to me. A feeling of super-clarity, of living purely in the moment, of single-minded purpose. My body and mind had entered a state of acute mindfulness, with every sense on high alert, all routine thoughts left behind. My brain was, all at once, trying to calibrate sound, movement, timing, wind speed and direction: everything that might help achieve a successful outcome.

Time itself had downshifted to a slow-mo setting. Reality was rarefied, distilled to its most essential, life-or-death, elements. Buried instincts were surfacing – ancient ways of being and knowing that have developed within us since our ancestors first began to hunt, some 2 million years ago. A deep, atavistic feeling that, somehow, this is one of the things I was made to do.

Reaching a mound of digger-stacked boulders blanketed in long grass, we crouched in the blind spot it offered, readying. Peering cautiously, I could see the young sika stag clearly now, around 110 metres away. He was cropping the grassy field, occasionally raising himself to scan his surroundings and check the wind for any scent that might hint at danger. With that, he’d be gone in an instant, a white rump bounding away deep into the forest. Our being downwind minimised the chances of his spooking.

Adrenaline coursed through my system. Slowly raising the rifle between two rocks and settling it on a small backpack, I cycled the bolt handle to chamber a round in the old, well-worn Sako, the safety catch still on. The heft of walnut stock and blued steel nestled easily into the crook of my shoulder, lining up eye and scope, finger alongside but clear of the trigger. Dialled down to the scope’s minimum three power, I quickly found the stag, before hauling him in towards me at a full twelve times magnification. I could see him in perfect detail: an impressive, powerful presence.

There was, in all honesty, both intense excitement and sorrow that it was me who had him in my sights, for he was only trying to live out his time as countless generations of his ancestors had before him. But I also knew that he and his kind were killing off what little natural forest ecosystems were left in the area by eating every last native young tree. And with that awareness comes a responsibility to act. Doing nothing is easy; meanwhile, nature is dying.

The crosshairs were jumping and wobbling excessively. I was too pumped, too tense, too jittery, and struggled to hold the rifle steady. Stop. This is wrong, said the voice. The risk of leaving the stag with an agonising wound or slow death is too high. Either I forego taking the shot and we call the whole thing off or I get a grip and do this right. That too is a responsibility.

Focusing on my breathing, I relaxed over the course of what seemed like minutes, but was mere seconds. As my heartbeat slowed, so the reticle, heavy at the margins, fine towards the centre, began to stabilise. By now, the deer was quartering diagonally towards me, so I placed the ⌖ a little forward, towards the chest so as to strike the hilar zone, giving the surest chance of a quick clean kill. Breathe easy and deep, went the voice, as my thumb eased the safety forward and off. Remember: don’t pull the trigger, squeeze gently.

My index finger lightly caressed the trigger blade, taking up the slack. An eternity seemed to pass, when almost unexpectedly, shockingly, the rifle kicked into me and leapt in my hands with an almighty CRACK! Despite the barrel wearing a sound suppressor, the bang was air-splitting, resounding. I immediately worked the bolt to make ready another round in case a follow-up shot was needed, the spent case ejecting into space. The recoil meant that, for some seconds, I lost sight picture, before seeing the stag had collapsed on the spot, poleaxed by the solid copper 6.5x55 calibre hunting bullet.

Re-engaging the rifle’s safety and pocketing the empty shell, we waited for ten minutes or so before approaching the fallen deer. Sheer adrenaline on seeing someone draw near can cause even a fatally shot animal to spring away into cover. As we lay in the long grass, looking out at the nearby Atlantic’s islands and horizon, there was time to reflect on what had just happened. A hitherto unknown blend of mourning, satisfaction, guilt, exhilaration, yet also a strange calm, permeated my being.

There was certainty that this was unlike anything else I had ever known before. Ghoulish as it will sound to some, I felt I had crossed a profound esoteric boundary, undergone an initiation rite of sorts, by intentionally, directly, taking the life of a fellow living thing. No middleman to hide behind here, just me and the stag. In those moments, everything looked different, imbued with depth and meaning. I’ll admit – rarely have I felt so intensely alive, so coupled to the instant.

As we walked up to the motionless stag, I made the rifle safe, unchambering the live round by opening the bolt, drawing it back, and pushing the bullet back down into the magazine. A loaded gun is always a lethal accident just waiting to happen, safety on or not. After some butterfingered fumbling, I managed to get it done.

Lying prone, the deer looked peaceful, serene even. One second, he was enjoying the good life. The next, the lights went out; without fear, without pain. For me, the swirling emotions persisted, trying to process what had happened, what I’d done. For a brief moment, I placed my hand on the neck of his coarse wild-smelling coat, warm to the touch, and silently offered my apologies to his departing spirit.


Virtually the whole island of Ireland is overgrazed, by something or other.

Native trees and other vital flora cannot regenerate naturally, because every seedling that pops up its head gets devoured before it can grow any bigger. In most parts, livestock is responsible: sheep in the uplands, and a mixture of cattle and sheep in the lowlands. This is the inevitable result of the fact that close to two thirds of our land are under some form of agriculture, the vast majority pastoral.

But in those areas not farmed, which should offer refuge to nature, the scenario is often one of even worse devastation. And the reason is too many deer and feral goats, whose movement isn’t restricted by normal fencing. Consequently, almost nowhere is there any respite from the constant mowing effect of herbivores. Taken together, this one factor is unsurpassed as a direct driver of terrestrial nature loss, and as an impediment to making our countryside wilder.

If we want large-scale rewilding to take off in Ireland, there is simply no escaping the need to remove a lot more deer. In the UK, it’s thought that deer populations are at their highest levels for the last thousand years or more, at over 2 million. No figure exists for Ireland, but it’s apparent an equally severe problem also exists in many parts here. In County Wicklow alone, estimates for exotic sika deer (some hybridised with native red deer) range in the order of 125,000–150,000. Sika are an invasive species from far East Asia that were introduced in the 1860s. Deer densities anywhere much above around two or three per square kilometre will prevent natural regeneration of woodland, and Wicklow has the highest in Ireland, at probably upwards of 45 per square kilometre.

If a forest or any other natural ecosystem cannot reproduce, as older trees die without leaving any younger trees behind, it’s only a matter of time before it fades away completely. And that is precisely what is happening. A similar situation exists in other regions of Ireland, frequently reinforced by large mobs of feral goats. Ireland’s last vestiges of temperate rainforest are being eaten alive.

Herbivores evolved to reproduce rapidly, critical in the face of natural predation. Remove predators, as we have done so thoroughly in Ireland, and populations surge. In addition, a range of artificial conditions have promoted rapid procreation and growth. Dense conifer plantations that provide shelter and safety often adjoin large swathes of artificial high-productivity grasses for livestock, while winter temperatures are ever milder, as our once-stable climate totters under the relentless assault of human activities.

Sika biology is also different to that of native red deer, likely helping explain sika’s invasive characteristics. Being much smaller, they seem less impacted by ‘bottom up’ population regulation, in that they can exploit and do well on much more limited forage. They’re also able to live in close proximity to people, showing up in small towns and villages. Anecdotally, they are now even encroaching into the outskirts of major cities, including Dublin and Cork. Red deer, by contrast, are far less able to cope with human disturbance.

A sika hind can begin breeding in her first year of life, and will produce a fawn every year thereafter, unlike reds, which tend to reach sexual maturity later and have offspring only every alternate year. To prevent deer populations from continuing to expand, roughly three out of every eight (37.5%) need to be culled annually. The fact that nothing even near those numbers is being achieved – it’s likely closer to half that –is evident in the ongoing wipeout of natural habitats.

For the deer themselves, the situation is often a cruel nightmare. As populations expand exponentially, stripping away all edible vegetation, emaciated animals end up staggering about searching for something to eat. Anyone concerned about the welfare side of deer-hunting ought to consider the immense suffering caused when numbers far exceed the carrying capacity of already rare and dwindling habitats, and end up slowly starving.

But nor can we ignore the thousands of native species, and the potentially mega-rich ecosystems such as temperate rainforest they compose together, which are vanishing before our eyes due to severe overgrazing. What of their right to a healthy existence, on every level: individual, species and ecosystem? A major factor contributing to the explosion of deer is the artificial absence of the large native predators that would have naturally regulated both numbers and behaviour, bringing balance. Natural predation works more effectively than shooting as a long-term solution. But from a deer’s perspective, it can be far worse.

The terror of being chased down over long distances by a wolf pack, knowing they are closing in before being taken down, as one – then others – lock onto a leg, followed by back and neck, with vice-like grips of sharp, snarling teeth is not a pleasant way to go. By contrast, a well-placed bullet comes out of nowhere and it’s all over, without distress. None of which dampens the case for natural predator reintroductions: in their absence, overgrazing and other ecological problems will never be resolved. Rather, it highlights a difficult truth: with ecosystems dying, culling can be a humane necessity.


There is, however, no doubt that many reading the description of a deer hunt above will feel a visceral repulsion. Even if, rationally, they are able to comprehend the need. Even if I truthfully say that I never, ever, would have taken a rifle to a sentient being had it not been for the pain of seeing our last native rainforest ecosystems ebb away, eaten to death by too many sika, goats, sheep and cattle.

Questions about the cruelty of deer-hunting are often raised, but the wider context is worth considering. Contrast the life of a chicken, that spent its entire existence in a cramped cage, with that of a deer that lived wild and free. Or the impact of the beef industry, a top driver of ecological and climate breakdown, compared with sourcing venison through hunting, an activity that can support nature recovery. Even for those who follow a purely plant-based diet, the broader point remains.

Many will ask whether more humane solutions, like contraception, might be possible. This is simply not workable in practice. Every deer must be shot with a dart at a range of less than 40 metres, an unrealistic proposition given that the deer and other grazers have themselves so often stripped out most cover in the form of natural vegetation. In such conditions, stalking in close is unfeasible. Bear in mind, we are already failing to control deer numbers with rifles that can, in the hands of a skilled marksman, accurately and lethally shoot well over ten or even twenty times that distance.

Even if contraception were viable, the deer would still persist in destroying last vestiges of wild habitat for the rest of their days – sika lifespan is about fifteen years. To advocate for approaches that cannot realistically work is, in effect, to argue that our last natural forest ecosystems, composed of many thousands of species, are expendable. They are not.

Deer-proof fencing can be effective, but at a necessary height of 2 metres is extremely – often prohibitively – expensive to erect and maintain. In particularly tough terrain, materials and equipment sometimes have to be helicoptered in. And then stakes rot quickly in the Irish climate and wire loses its tension. If a perimeter is compromised in just one spot, for example by a branch or tree falling in a storm, the whole fence may as well not be there, other than to sometimes actually keep the deer in. Even where a fence remains intact, hungry or starving deer looking in at a smörgåsbord of lush, juicy vegetation just out of reach will seek out and find ways in: an amazingly small gap is enough.

And if fencing does keep deer out, it replaces one ecologically maladjusted state, too much grazing, with another – none at all. While a total absence of herbivory for a decade or so can be necessary to allow ecosystem rehabilitation where grazing levels have been extreme, over the longer term it creates a whole other set of problems, as particularly aggressive plant species, such as brambles or ivy, come to dominate.

Done right, shooting is usually more ecologically preferable, more practical and cheaper, thus enabling nature recovery at scale.


The issues surrounding deer-hunting are often shaped as much by emotion as reason, borne of a deep societal disconnect from bloody, earthy processes that were a taken-for-granted element of human experience until very recently, and still are in most of the world, parts of the Global North aside. We have largely cut ourselves off not only from hunting for food, but from death itself, as an integral part of life.

Take the traditional Irish wake, for example. Family, friends and neighbours celebrating the life of the deceased with a long-drawn-out party, swapping memories and stories over cups of tea or barrels of porter or whiskey, now usually replaced with the morose remoteness from the corpse of a modern funeral. That finds its equivalent in a community hunting, honouring, butchering and sharing an animal’s meat, recently substituted by industrial livestock farming, abattoirs, processing factories, packaging and distribution, to produce a neat, convenient, but wholly mentally divorced, packet of burgers in our supermarket trolley.

As a wider ecological consciousness grows, ever more of us are coming around to an understanding of how vital dead trees and plants are to natural ecosystems. Around a fifth of the species that potentially live in a forest are thought to be what are called ‘saproxylics’ – those that require deadwood in their life cycle. People continually ‘tidying’ fallen trees away leaves those life forms without what they need to survive.

A much greater psychological hurdle is recognising the importance of dead animals to ecosystems. Since predation has always been a fundamental natural process, many organisms, including such diverse species as pine martens, red kites, great tits and rare burying beetles, have evolved to be scavengers – consumers of leftover carrion killed by something else. An essential activity, it recycles energy and nutrients back into ecosystems.

But an aversion to dead things on our part has meant a paucity of what these necrophagous species partially or fully depend on. Furthermore, the removal of all animals – whether livestock or wild – as human food leaves a continual energy deficit in the places from which they’re taken, with the direction of flow always outwards and never back in. That needs to change. To enable it, our perceptions must shift, radically.

An anecdote I heard from one rewilding advocate with a particularly apt surname, James Shooter, hints at how. When deer were being culled at Glenfeshie in Scotland to allow nature to return, a decision was made to leave carcasses on the hill where remote locations made extraction arduous. Before long, local golden eagles and ravens learned that the crack of a rifle likely meant dinner was served, and would make beelines to the site from miles around. No doubt their ancestors would once have watched a wolf hunt and kill with similar interest, and with the very same thought in mind.

The vast majority of deerstalkers would, at present, likely struggle with the idea of ‘wasting’ venison by leaving some for nature’s cleaner-uppers, rather than consuming it all ourselves (the gralloch – innards – aside). Most would see it as plain wrong: disrespectful of the animal, and of all the many people who can’t afford good-quality meat. My hunch is this will change, as we increasingly begin to understand the wider ecological picture, and the necessity to share with the life around us.

A workable and time-efficient compromise may be to remove only the two back haunches of venison – the main concentration of meat, and very quick to detach and skin – for human consumption, leaving the rest for nature. This has the added advantage of doing away with the need to disembowel and skin the carcass, and opens the way to smaller carrion feeders, like pine martens or ravens, which can struggle to get through the tough hide without wolves or bears to play their natural part.

It seems a major hindrance to an effective grazer management regime in some Irish national parks is that rangers not only have to shoot a deer, but extract and process its carcass for meat, hugely reducing the number that can be shot in a night. If the tailspin of Ireland’s remaining native forests is to be halted, this policy will require revisiting. But before that can happen, the public – that is, all of us – must become far more attuned to how nature works, and the issues surrounding its survival.

As with so many other aspects of how we live today, rewilding challenges deep-rooted, rarely questioned, common assumptions. And that, right there, is one of its most exciting aspects.


Rewilding needs deer hunters. Even if apex native predators are reintroduced, as they must be, deer densities are far too high for them to be able to deal with alone. Shooting will remain an essential part of protecting and re-empowering nature into the foreseeable future. This presents real difficulties, but also great potential benefits, for both ‘sides’.

Ireland doesn’t have a hunting culture as it exists in most of continental Europe or other parts of the world, where it’s often as normal an activity as taking up five-a-side soccer. Perhaps for deep-rooted historical and cultural reasons, hunting deer seems to be something that’s kept quiet, left unsaid. Security concerns could be part of that: there’s always a danger of criminals breaking into a house and stealing a firearm for use in other illegal activities if they know it’s there. And ownership of a centrefire (deer calibre) rifle was all but banned for decades during the Northern Ireland conflict.

Widespread ‘Bambi syndrome’ remains a major impediment: an ongoing lack of awareness means that many people continue to see invasive sika or goats as ‘wildlife’. That’s obviously likely to bring a degree of real social opprobrium for those who hunt them. Whatever the causes, the impression is of an almost underground subculture, rather than a regular, accepted part of society, as elsewhere.

I was once told by someone who grew up in Killarney that, until around the early 1970s, many people living in the town either hunted deer illegally in the surrounding countryside – including the adjacent national park – or knew someone who did, regularly receiving free or bartered venison. In addition to being unregulated, underpowered rimfire rifles were often used, with grave animal-welfare implications. With rising affluence, this practice has died away, as ‘normal’ meat that perhaps didn’t have the same associations with poverty, or that wild gamey (but for me, delicious) taste, became more affordable in butchers and supermarkets.

Probably uncoincidentally, the last real pulse of natural woodland regeneration in the adjacent Killarney National Park seems to date back to around this time, when poaching was still a common practice. Since then, with ever-increasing numbers of sika and goats, the trees have been unable to reproduce. Ironically, wildlife crime was protecting the ecosystem to an extent that conservation measures have been incapable of replicating. This is not, in any way, to condone such unlawful activity, but it does give a clear indication of how ineffective the current approach is, and the overriding need for deep-rooted change.


Hunting deer is a tough and complex thing. Gaining technical know-how takes many years, and those who do it will tell you they never stop learning. Safely and competently handling and using firearms, security, ballistics, extracting and processing a carcass in a way that’s fit for human consumption, and more. Then, there’s a whole other side: developing a deep intimacy with deer behaviour and movements, what works in a particular location, what doesn’t. Even for a dabbler like me, it’s evident there’s a lot to it.

And, in truth, all that may represent the easier part. Being prepared to drive a possibly long distance before dawn, then go out into the rain, sleet, cold, muck, bog water and swarming midges for hours, all to very often come home empty-handed, takes massive dedication. If the hunt is successful, dealing with blood and guts, before dragging a heavy dead weight out of often extremely tough terrain, then skinning and butchering the animal, would present enormous difficulties for many. I suspect most of us would run a mile from it, especially when the fridge is so well stocked with effortless food. But the greatest difficulty of all may be overcoming the deep barriers – whether personal or cultural – to killing what is, at heart, a beautiful and innocent animal.

Those who hunt deer have both the extensive knowledge and the grit to do what needs to be done humanely. Albeit usually without realising, or perhaps even caring, they are very often at the coalface in defending what tiny pockets of native forest habitat survive. Those accumulated layers of technical skill and passion will be indispensable if we are to get serious about rewilding in Ireland. We simply can’t do it without them. In exchange, what does rewilding have to offer the hunting community? Quite a lot, it seems.

Seasoned deer stalker and podcaster on the intersections between hunting, nature conservation and rewilding, adopted Kerryman Tommy Serafinski says that, just like farming, hunting has struggled to attract younger people into its ranks. The average age of what are nearly all men is climbing inexorably upwards. Most people just want an easy life and, again, may well also be put off by the negative connotations that surround killing wild animals.

But it seems a directional shift is underway, as more traditional hunters age and reduce activity, and younger people with a greater ecological mindfulness are drawn in. Near Glencree in County Wicklow, we met up and spent an hour or two (unsuccessfully) stalking deer with Ashley Glover, Chairman of the Irish Deer Commission, who shoots around 100 sika a year for such nature-driven initiatives as Rewild Wicklow. He told us that all those he’s mentoring for their HCAPs (Hunter Competence Assessment Programme), including a growing number of women, are taking it up largely out of a desire to help defend natural ecosystems.


You wouldn’t take Adam Smith for a killer. Aged around thirty, his gentle eyes and softly spoken, thoughtful intelligence reflect a powerful concern and love for the wild. These qualities are alloyed with a hard-core scientific training, in-field experience and a deep commitment to the fight for nature’s survival. Raised in rural Kildare, he was an avid birdwatcher and all-round naturalist by the age of eight. In his twenties, he went on to complete a PhD in predator–prey relationships and the ecology of large mammals, particularly lynx and wolves.

When we met him in the village of Laragh, County Wicklow, Adam was little more than six months back in Ireland after five years working as a research biologist in continental Europe. Places like the Carpathians, Ukraine, Belarus, Slovakia, Poland and Bavaria. Places where real, extensive wilderness still actually exists. Places where predators like wolves, bears and lynx are returning or have been reintroduced.

He worked in the radiation fallout zone around Chernobyl, one of the most spectacular – though obviously unintended – rewilding experiments on the planet. There, in wild, savannah-like grasslands interspersed with trees, all of which only decades previously had been farmland, he had unforgettably close encounters with boar, roe deer and thundering herds of wild Przewalski’s horse. On occasion, he’d come across wolf or moose tracks. In other places, he seriously risked being on bears’ menu. Like few others, Adam has experienced first-hand how wild nature can bloom when we let it.

It’s hard to imagine how the contrast with the Ireland he returned to could possibly be starker. Leading an ecological monitoring programme using multiple trail cameras throughout central County Wicklow, 92 per cent of all images of fauna triggered on the cameras were found to be one species alone: invasive sika (or their hybrids), a staggering statistic. The rest were of smaller native species like badger, fox and hare, or invasive feral goats.

Having completed his HCAP, obtained his firearms licence from the gardaí, a .270 calibre rifle and a deer-hunting licence from the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), Adam was that very evening going out deer-hunting – without success, as it turned out. In his view, the solution to the deer problem lies especially in making hunting a more socially integrated, regular activity. He also feels other strands of change will be essential, especially with regard to land management.


Talking to those working on the ground like Adam or Ashley, addressing the deer issue will require a strategic, co-ordinated, scientific approach. Also, state and semi-state bodies urgently need to get with the programme: very few deer are shot on Coillte or National Parks and Wildlife Service lands.

To do so on the former, a lease must be paid, making it unattractive, while generally only NPWS personnel or specially engaged contractors can shoot in their parks or other reserves. The abysmally low numbers of deer taken on state lands is not only disastrous for any native habitat in those places themselves: it effectively creates huge sanctuaries, from which deer can constantly keep spilling back out, repressing nature elsewhere.

The highly fragmented nature of land ownership in Ireland creates similar difficulties. No matter how many deer are shot, trying to reduce numbers down to levels that enable native woodland to regenerate is close to impossible if one or more surrounding property-owners don’t want any hunting on their patch. Sika are smart, and if there’s a safe zone, they’ll quickly catch on and start spending most of their time there, venturing out to eat regenerating trees and other native flora in neighbouring areas solely at times of the day or, more often, night they’ve learned are safe. Areas that are heavily shot will be avoided.

Sitka forestry is another serious problem. Industrial tree plantations currently cover around 10 per cent of Ireland, and the only way a person can enter many of them is to crawl on hands and knees, making shooting impossible. For deer, while there’s nothing to eat in the interior of a large Sitka block, it does offer an ideal, sheltered refuge within which to lie up through daylight hours. Clear glades and rides could be cut through to open them up for shooting, but it’s likely that deer would steer clear of these after the first few were shot, finding other ways to come and go.

With so many safe havens everywhere, there should be zero wonder deer numbers have risen dramatically. But it gets even more insane. Despite the European Union designating sika as an invasive species in early 2026, at the time of writing they remain legally protected in Ireland under the Wildlife Act. That doesn’t mean they can’t be hunted, but a raft of hoops must be jumped through to do so: a strict season, distinct for each gender, must be adhered to, for example. Officially extending the deer season in 2024 in recognition of the problem achieved little, since it mainly applied to males, while reducing breeding females is core to tackling overly high densities.

Those who believe protected status makes sense will tell you that a ‘Section 42’ can be applied for from the NPWS, allowing out-of-season hunting – even at night – where deer are a particular issue. However, the deer may well have moved on by the time this is issued and it presents yet another layer of bureaucratic hassle that inevitably puts people off. Much of the conversation around invasive sika also applies to non-native fallow deer, which are numerous in many parts of the midlands – Dubliners will be familiar with them from the Phoenix Park.

Compare and contrast the protection afforded to sika and fallow with another deer species, which is universally recognised as invasive: muntjac. A powerful driver of native woodland destruction throughout the UK, muntjac are only as big as a medium-sized dog, so easily conceal themselves and pass through gaps in fences. They were first detected in Ireland in only 2010, almost certainly illegally introduced for something different to hunt. Now present in parts of Wicklow and the northeast, they are rapidly spreading.

There is, quite correctly, an open season on muntjac. Why the different legislation for sika that cause far greater damage? I have yet to hear any logical explanation, but suspect that sika, in Ireland since the 1860s, are subjectively considered ‘proper’ deer, while muntjac, being newcomers, are not. The result is we are trying to fight a constantly growing problem with one hand tied behind our backs. Declaring an open season for sika and fallow, like muntjac, wouldn’t only remove a ludicrous obstacle to dealing with the issue effectively, it would help change perceptions within society at large.

This is not about vilifying invasive deer. Aside from the practical issues, protected status sends a false message to a public that is only starting to wake up to why Ireland has so little natural forest left, and is continuing to lose even that.


Both rewilding and hunting have a lot to gain from a collaboration. That much is clear. But to happen, the respective proponents of each will need to start thinking outside the box.

From an ecological perspective, there are two absolutely distinct categories of shooting. Removing ecosystem-killing species, such as sika, goats or American mink, not only benefits nature, it’s crucial. But on the other side of the coin are practices that are immensely damaging, such as shooting rapidly declining red-listed native birds like woodcock, or releasing pheasants, muntjac and other alien invasive species into the wild for something to hunt.

Pheasants repeatedly show up in trail camera videos from our rainforest in Beara, hoovering up anything that moves as they go: small mammals, lizards and invertebrates. We don’t have figures for Ireland, but around 60 million gamebirds are bred and forced into the wild every year in the UK. There, they are implicated in a crash of native species like adders, as well as artificially boosting the populations of mesopredators such as fox and mink, with huge repercussions on the wider ecosystem, especially native ground-nesting birds.

The gaping chasm between forms of shooting that are good or bad for nature must be recognised, encouraging the former, discouraging the latter. It’s long past time to start differentiating between native red deer (even, arguably, roe, were they present) that coevolved with our ecosystems, and herbivores that didn’t (sika, fallow, muntjac and goats). Nature conservation needs to embrace the right kinds of shooting and, for its part, shooting must become more ecologically aware.

Tommy Serafinski speaks of another, perhaps overlapping, deep mindset divide within hunting. There are those, like him, who venerate the wild, for whom being out in it, emotionally connecting with it, is the main attraction. Hunters largely drove the reintroduction of lynx in Slovenia – a wonderful demonstration of how shooters and rewilders can combine forces and work together.

By contrast, other hunters see what they do in farming terms, not unlike keeping livestock. That mentality expresses itself through such terminology as ‘harvesting meat sustainably’ and ‘maintaining the resource’. Imagine speaking that way about rhododendron, American mink or any other invasive species. Rather than maintained, an invasive species like sika should be reduced as far as possible: removing them completely is unrealistic. Hunters who love the wild, and the challenge of a longer, trickier stalk, are most likely to be sympathetic towards an ecological outlook and rewilding.

When it comes to invasive herbivores such as the sika deer and goats (or, in places like Donegal, overabundant native red deer) that are killing off natural ecosystems, rewilding advocates have to start thinking with our heads as well as our hearts. We need to see that, counterintuitive though it might seem, hunters very often have a deep understanding of, and connection with, the outdoors and the wild. We need to remember that humans hunting animals for food is as old as our species itself, and that wishing away what can be a positive, community-binding activity will achieve nothing. Far better to seek common ground, as in Slovenia, and make that alliance work for nature.

In tackling the problem of superabundant deer, both sides need to be ready to think creatively, and adopt a pragmatic approach that prioritises the survival of our dying natural habitats. If, for example, in the future that means making regular helicopter sweeps over rough, mountainous terrain, using thermal spotting technology to locate invasive sika or goats, and shooting from the air, as in New Zealand and the Galápagos Islands, then we need to be brave enough to not shy away from that. The health of native ecosystems must become sacrosanct – and, right now, we are failing abysmally in that respect. It often seems to be the very last consideration.

Nature depends on us facing up to existing hard realities, overcoming emotive reactions and thinking flexibly. There’s a whole world to gain if we can. We have yet to see that on any large scale in Ireland, but we need only look a little further, across the water to Scotland.


For two centuries, Glenfeshie in the Cairngorms was managed as a deer-hunting estate. Artificially high densities of native red and roe deer at around 50 per square kilometre were kept, so that rich clients could fly in from abroad or come up from England and be able to shoot one without having to traipse across too much rough terrain.

They’d stay in the luxurious hunting lodge, being served venison and whisky, then go home, the trophy head of their deer sent on later for mounting on a wall. The only trees in the whole place were a smattering of ageing geriatrics, nearing the end of their lives. With herds of red deer hundreds strong ranging through the valley, no tree seedling stood a chance.

Then, in 2006, Danish billionaire Anders Povlsen bought the estate with the intention of rewilding all 182 square kilometres. He hired in a team of full-time, professional shooters, who began whittling down the number of deer. The results were truly astonishing.

In late 2022, I visited the estate as a guest of the brilliant rewilding organisation, Scotland: The Big Picture. James Shooter, who was showing us around, knew some of those employed in the culling, and was able to tell me that it was mostly done at night, using thermal-imaging night-vision equipment. Where a two-person team might take one or two deer in a whole day, that multiplied to around a dozen at night, making a significant impact. Within a few years, densities of only one or
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