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ABSTRACT

The paper discusses the concept of wilderness as a strategy for protecting biodiversity and as one of the key goals in environmental policy.
It discusses the dimensions and consequences of the strategies of rewildering stretching from large land abandonments down to urban
wasteland. The paper analyses the consequences and effects of land use abandonment and management strategies towards more natural-
ness and wilderness. A second focus is also laid on the social dimension of wilderness, the attempts of defining wilderness by spatial extents
or features as well as its perception by laypersons. It is pointed out that wilderness has a strong mental component related with feelings like

solitude and nature experiences.
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Wilderness — From the edge of survival to the heart
of capital cities

One of the core challenges at international, national
and regional levels is maintaining biodiversity. The Fed-
eral Cabinet adopted the establishment of wilderness in
urban and rural areas in November 2007 as one of the key
strategies in the German National Strategy on Biological
Diversity (BMU 2007). The main objective was to secure
2% of the country’s land cover as wilderness. These areas
are considered to provide nature experiences for visitors
(BMU 2007). Larger areas should serve as a core for re-
gional development of the surrounding areas (National-
parkamt Miiritz 2003).

Although there is no clear definition of wilderness in
the German National Strategy on Biological Diversity
(Lupp et al. 2011), landscapes classified as “wilderness”
adopt the description proposed by Kowarik (2005). In his
paper he describes four dimensions of “wilderness” com-
prising two categories, “traditional” and “new” wilder-
ness. The classification “remnants of virgin forests” in the
“traditional wilderness” category hardly exists in central
Europe. Therefore, one of the core strategies to provide
wilderness areas in Central Europe is to develop large na-
tional parks that meet the criteria set out in the interna-
tionally recognized IUCN category II standards. In most
places in Central Europe, land has been intensively used
for centuries, and landscapes, habitats and species com-
position have been altered by human activities. Even in
very remote areas far away from settlements, vegetation
patterns are modified by the grazing of domestic animals,
and the harvesting of fodder or extraction of timber. To
reach IUCN category II standards, a lot of restoration ac-
tivities such as regeneration of wetlands, active manage-

ment or natural processes to transform planted conifer
stands have to take place to reach these goals.

The category “new wilderness” comprises land use
abandonment in peripherical regions that have arisen as
a result of structural changes in agriculture and society.
Changes to the urban landscape brought on by inten-
sive competition for space for additional commercial or
residential development often results in the generation
of waste lands, brown field sites and “decommissioned”
facilities and infrastructures that are no longer needed
or are too cost-intensive to adapt (Briickner et al. 2007).
This leads to long-term unused or abandoned areas rang-
ing from several hundred square meters to more than
10,000 ha (Kowarik 2005) in size. This “abandonment” of
unutilized land is considered by the German national bio-
diversity strategy to be an opportunity to establish “islets”
of wilderness even in urbanized areas. One good example
for “new wilderness” is the former railway shifting yard of
Berlin Siidgeldnde, abandoned in 1945 and unmanaged
since then. As a consequence, this site remained undis-
turbed for a longer period than for many of the designat-
ed core zones within the German national parks. Finally,
there is a category “nature experience wilderness” with an
emphasis on nature experience and environmental edu-
cation, where images of wilderness are created artificially
by landscape design. However, the question arises, what
happens in these “wilderness areas” and are these land-
scapes really perceived by the public as wilderness areas.

Does Biodiversity need Wilderness?

Published reviews on the topic of wilderness that ad-
dress the four dimensions described by Kowarik (2005),
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conclude that conservation strategies that embrace the
wilderness concept do not necessarily increase spe-
cies richness, at least in the short and medium terms.
Anthropogenic ecosystems such as meadows or even
military firing ranges may contain more species than
unmanaged wilderness plots (Girtner et al. 2009).
Management release allows succession to take hold of
previously open habitats. As a result, the structural di-
versity of the landscape changes and the floristic species
richness decreases significantly from lower to higher
successional stages (e.g. Hochtl et al 2005 for landscapes
in the Southern Alps). Kowarik (2008) shows that vege-
tation composition on abandoned urban brownfields is
often dominated by non-native species that out-compete
native species, especially in the tree layer. On the other
hand, studies have found a number of Red List species
on these same sites (e.g. Keil et al. 2002; Junghans 2007).
Large unmanaged landscapes and large-scale land use
abandonment provide top predators like wolves (Canis
lupus) suitable habitats with few conflicts arising from
land uses like animal husbandry. However, these wild
species are not necessarily dependent on land use aban-
donment or unmanaged landscapes, and they may be
able to survive in managed cultural landscapes as well
(Okarma and Langwald 2002). Wilderness, therefore, is
not be defined by spatial extents of large carnivore hab-
itats only and ultimately it is just one of several conser-
vation strategies.

The Miiritz National Park Case Study: Management
towards wilderness and its impact on landscapes

At the landscape level, a study in Miiritz National
Park (Lupp et al. in press) tried to analyze future impacts
for the Miiritz National Park. According to the results
presented in this study, the predicted findings for stud-
ies carried out among key stakeholders for agricultural
land, indicate that some changes would be immediate-
ly noticeable, especially those affecting the lakes as the
most important visual landscape element to the visitors
of the park (Lupp and Konold 2008). Fallow land would
increase while the amount of cultivated fields would di-
minish. Also some spontaneous reforestation is likely to
occur in the coming years, but not on a very large scale.
Sites along water courses and lakes that are difficult to
maintain would most likely be affected. One of the main
reasons for this predicted development is the priority of
farming activities and the lack of regulation to restrict
cultivation practices. Planning and even dedicating their
land as a national park has limited effects on the remain-
ing farming activities inside the park boundaries. This
can be attributed to the fact that agriculture is prioritised
to a large extent.

Only marginal changes will be visible in the forth-
coming years in the national park forests, as they are
a generally slow-reacting ecosystem. At present, 72% of

the forests are dominated by pine. Many stands can be
characterized as young, planted, even-aged stands that
were shaped by intensive forestry during the socialist era
before 1990. Most of the stands at that time were clear-
cut once the trees reached 110 years, and then replanted
with pines (Pestel and Schifer 1991). To change the pine
forests towards more natural stands, management plans
prescribe thinning in younger stands to allow the growth
of beech and oak. Although testing different manage-
ment options for these stands, Lupp et al. (in press) have
suggested that pine will dominate in the coming dec-
ades, and it will take a minimum of 20-30 years before
beech is re-established in these stands and the aesthetic
character of the forest is altered. Strict [IUCN guidelines
will lead to the gradual phasing out of forest manage-
ment actions in many areas in the national park, which
are legally mandated for the largely public-owned forests
inside the park boundaries. The crucial point is to con-
sider the amount of beech and oak available to provide
seed for natural broadleaf regeneration in pine stands.
Therefore, effects of the proposed management actions
seem to be limited to the overall visual appearance of
the forest.

Wilderness — A mental construct

Lupp et al. (2011) point out that attempts to define
wilderness by experts are often underpinned by ethical,
religious, educational and cultural motives, and reflect
more romantic notions of nature than exists in reality
(Nash 2001), a “mental construct” (Vincenzotti and Trepl
2009) or a personal feeling (Stremlow and Sidler 2002). In
consequence, even vegetation in a crack in the pavement
or a bird singing in the city might be considered “wilder-
ness” for a human (Brouns 2004). Lupp et al. (2011) con-
clude that “wilderness” is not subject to purely rational
definitions and often has a strong emotional connection
with nature. Nevertheless, the term “wilderness” is broad-
ly used and especially for national parks, it is understood
to be a means of allowing natural dynamics without hu-
man interference (e.g. Nationalparkamt Miiritz 2003; Na-
tionalparkverwaltung Bayerischer Wald 2009).

The German nationwide study for nature protection
awareness shows very high acceptance rates for the goals
set in the biodiversity strategy among all groups of soci-
ety (UBA 2009). However, wilderness aspects were not
explicitly assessed prior to this study. A number of us-
er-based studies have been carried out in recent years in
Central Europe dealing with biodiversity conservation,
wilderness and importance of wilderness (e.g. Hunziker
1995; Hunziker 2000; Wasem 2002; Hochtl et al. 2005;
Bauer et al. 2009). Natural dynamics and protecting bio-
diversity as key elements of wilderness and re-wildering
are seen as a positive development. However, the conse-
quences of an unhindered landscape development were
mainly perceived negatively, mainly a loss of identity for
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local people and disappearing elements of traditional ru-
ral landscape elements like wine yards, fruit orchards and
flowering meadows (e.g. Hochtl et al. 2005).

The perception of shrub and woodland on abandoned
urban and industrial sites has been investigated in stud-
ies that have carried out focus-group interviews (Breuste
and Breuste 2001; Rink 2002; Schemel et al. 2005; Keil
2005; Hohn et al. 2007). In Eastern Germany, research
findings indicated that public perception of urban wil-
derness was largely negative and associated with “dan-
ger’, and connected with economic collapse (Rink 2003).
Studies by Keil (2005) and Schemel et al. (2005) in the
Ruhr Region point out that the aesthetic quality attached
to features of urban wilderness was also low. However,
these same features were perceived to have some value
for recreation, nature protection and environmental ed-
ucation. Mathey and Rink (2009) summarize that urban
wilderness is not perceived as such by users or different
interest groups and generally does not exist in the urban
domain.

Important features of “wilderness”, according to the
results of a public survey on attitudes to wilderness,
identify a number of diagnostic characteristics including
solitude, little visible human interference and other fea-
tures such as “impassable”, bogs, wetlands and vast for-
ests (Lupp et al. 2011). Miiritz National Park had many
of these features according to the interviewees, and an
above average number (58%) of respondents perceived
it as a wilderness area. The scenic quality of mature un-
managed beech forests in the Serrahn Part of the park
is considered to be high according to the results of both
on-site interviews and picture set ranking. Deadwood in
these forests, at least to some extent, is seen as an explic-
it positive feature. However, background information is
important for judging whether scenic qualities are con-
sidered positive or negative, especially for less common
situations such as regenerating wetlands with their abun-
dant deadwood.

To a lesser extent, high-value semi-natural grasslands,
reed beds and fields in the Miiritz National Park are
viewed as part of wilderness although these habitats will
be managed in the future. In these areas, the overall ap-
pearance of fields has changed, since many of them have
become fallow. In general, fallow land is considered less
attractive. However, it is often not identified as such in
landscapes, since it has many different qualities and di-
verse aspects even throughout one year (Lupp and Konold
2008). It also might be associated with urban brownfields
and with the decline of the economy. Therefore it is nega-
tively perceived, especially among the local people, and is
not necessarily related to real scenic qualities.

Condusions

At the landscape level, new, unmanaged land use
types are emerging in Central Europe. At species level,

wilderness as a strategy for biodiversity might, on the
one hand, lead to a loss of species compared to previ-
ous land uses, especially compared to extensively uti-
lized cultivated land. On the other hand, new types of
emergent vegetation types appear, often dominated by
non-native species, which suppress and eliminate native
ones on these sites. However, the extinction of native
species is in many cases not due solely to these invasive
species. Wilderness as a management strategy in forests
leads to rather homogenous stands in the short and/or
medium term (Beuthler 2001), providing habitats for
only a few species. As a result of ongoing management
in forests, and as part of wetland restoration, deadwood
areas will increase significantly in the coming years.
However, in the long term, providing there is enough
space undisturbed by humans, a variety of features will
emerge in the landscape that will provide a large variety
of structures and habitat opportunities for both plants
and animals that are dependent on natural dynamics
(Scherzinger 1996; Miiller et al. 2008; Mo6nning et al.
2009; Bassler and Muller 2010). Notwithstanding cur-
rent conservation objectives to designate 2% wilderness
across the country, unmanaged ecosystems will continue
to be a rare form of landscape and as such will merit
strict protection status.

Smaller amounts of deadwood up to 20 cubic meters
per hectare, as can be found in the Serrahn forests, are
noted as positive features (Lupp et al. 2011). To promote
wider acceptance of these “old growth” features in both the
public and sector domain will require efforts in raising
awareness and understanding through education and in-
terpretation. The literature suggests there is a correlation
between naturalness and positive perception (e.g. Gob-
ster 1999) although it not quite so clear cut in the Europe-
an context. In the case of the Miiritz National Park, it was
shown that unmanaged and “wild” impressions are highly
appreciated by both visitors and residents, but mainly for
those places that had little management before. Aban-
doned meadows or fields close to lakes as predicted for
the coming years have negative impacts on scenic quality.
Scenic views will diminish in future.

Urban wastelands without management often seem to
be dominated by a few alien invasive species (Kowarik
2005). However, despite invasive species, these areas can
still be valuable for conservation, and provide space for
biodiversity. That said, negative attitudes towards these
patches of urban brownfields and abandoned land pre-
vail because of the association it has with economic de-
cline in the mind of many people. Fallow land does not
necessarily need to be seen as negative. Lupp and Konold
(2008) demonstrated that for the Miiritz study area in
north-eastern Germany, which is dominated by large
fields, local communities identified fallow land with di-
minished agriculture, and thus viewed this as a negative
attribute. However, a picture showing fallow land was
considered interesting and attractive in the picture set
assessment.
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The Miritz National Park was perceived as a wilder-
ness since it provides core features associated with wilder-
ness areas, such as tranquillity, naturalness, vast forests,
wetlands, bogs and the feeling of solitude. These factors
have to be considered in more detail in future. They can
be regulated and should be considered more intensively in
future planning. Apart from nature conservation, Miiritz
National Park provides destinations for nature-based
tourism and recreation. Looking at predicted trends for
tourism in this region (Lupp et al. 2012), the region will
benefit from a steady increase in visitor numbers. Impor-
tant aspects like solitude or the lack of human interven-
tion could be compromised by increased and unregulated
tourism development.
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