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Humans and large wild animals 
appear to have found a 
moderately peaceful and 

respective co-existence in Romania, 
compared to that in Scotland; at 
least that is the experience gained 
from a study tour to Transylvania 
in the late summer of 2018. 
Transylvania occupies north central 
and north western Romania. The 
Apuseni Mountains are part of the 
Western Carpathians in the west of 
Transylvania, while the more extensive 
Eastern Carpathians form the 
southern and eastern boundaries. 

In rural Transylvania, villagers are 
used to occasionally interacting with 
large wild animals. There are large 
carnivores such as brown bear, grey 
wolf, lynx; large omnivores, notably 
wild boar; and large herbivores 
including various deer species. The 
re-introduction of bison is being 
piloted by the Forest Service in large 
woodland enclosures. Just under half 
the Romanian population are rural, 
so it is not as if this is a land devoid of 
people. It is populated, much more so 

than rural Scotland. Yet a co-existence 
is evident. 

Much of rural lowland Transylvania 
is still a pre-enclosure landscape, with 
multiple narrow strips being farmed 
by different people. Fences—the 
manifestation of enclosure—are 
largely absent outside the town and 
villages. Therefore, the practice of 
herding livestock is still the norm. 
Herds of sheep, cows and sometimes 
goats are seen moving slowly through 
the unfenced landscape, around 
the large headlands of arable strips, 
finding mouthfuls of varied herbage 
to feed on in rough ground and other 
uncropped areas. The unbounded 
nature of the landscape is quite 
different from the enclosed landscape 
with which we are familiar. 

In the villages, house cows are 
collectively grazed on common land 
rented from the local town hall. If the 
number in the herd is small, they may 
be put in a pasture surrounded by 
an electric wire in the open common 
land. Villagers take a turn herding 

the cows up to the pasture each 
morning and bringing them down 
each evening. There, they are milked 
and kept in the byre overnight. The 
experience of large wild animals on 
the village farm is most acutely felt, 
not from the wolf or bear, but from 
wild boar. The boar come to the 
meadows or the very common plum 
and walnut orchards, and dig up 
the turf, and if a wet spot is found, 
then overnight a wallow is created. It 
is surprising how much turf can be 
shifted in one night!

Crops such as potatoes, vines and 
other fruit and vegetables need to 
be protected from wild boar by 
fencing—typically chain-link wire 
fencing in the areas we visited. Once 
fencing is in place there appears to 
be little problem. However, what was 
perhaps most striking was the attitude 
of village people to these large wild 
mammals. There appears to be a 
certain phlegmatic attitude; although 
the boar are a nuisance, these animals 
also need to live, and the damage is 
tolerable. This attitude of tolerance 
and understanding really brought 
into sharp focus how strong and how 
zealous attitudes in contemporary 
rural Scotland are to wild mammal 
re-introductions—even small 
herbivores. And this not just at the 
fringes, but even amongst respectable 

When it comes to attitudes to wildlife, we have a lot to learn 
from rural Romania, reports Dr Crispin Hayes.

Human and wild animal interactions

LETTER FROM… ROMANIA

…the massive amount of insect life on 
agricultural land made me realise what 
an agricultural desert we have gradually 
become accustomed to in Britain.
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organisations: I recently came across 
a re-tweet by a member of NFUS 
staff: “It seems every watercourse 
in Perthshire is plagued by them! 
#beavers”[1].

High villages
There are of course some problem 
interactions, which have to be 
expected in an area with a relatively 
high density of large carnivores 
compared to most of Europe. We 
went up to the Râmet area, a group 
of high villages in the Apuseni 
Mountains. The Mayor showed us 
pictures on his phone of a dairy 
cow that had been attacked by a 
bear. It showed large claw scratch 
marks on the cow’s muzzle and hind 
quarter. The cow was not killed but 
clearly suffered injury. There was less 
tolerance about this. 

The prospect of compensation was 
raised. The response by people at 
several different locations was that 
because it was difficult to prove, 
and a formal case had to be built 
for each event, and the EU-based 
compensation process was so onerous 
[2], few bothered. So why do farmers 
not take the law into their own hands 
and shoot intruding wild animals? It 
is illegal in Romania for farmers to 
do that, and these prohibitions are 
taken seriously. Hunting (and culling 
of wild animals) is not the role of the 
landowner. There is a separate role, 
that of the professional hunter. 

Role of hunting
We had the opportunity to discuss 
these matters with a professional 
hunter, Bogdan Dragomir, who 
hosted us at his large modern 
hunting lodge. He described how 

their system of wildlife 
management works: The 
countryside is divided into 
hunting areas, typically 
a collection of villages or 
a local government area. 
A hunting committee 
is created for the area 
and seeks tenders from 
professional hunters to 
hunt and manage the large 
wildlife on their behalf. 

For the professional 
hunter there are both 
responsibilities and 
opportunities. The 
responsibilities include 
culling animals that are a 
nuisance, at the request of 

local villages. Typically, these are wild 
boar and the occasional carnivore, 
though with the latter a formal 
case has to be made on the basis of 
safety to people not just livestock. 
The opportunity for the professional 
hunter is the private sale of the sport 
hunting of herbivores. Within this, 
the profitable market is international 
hunters who pay over €1,000 for each 
roe deer plus other fees, including 
accommodation. So quite significant 
sums. I asked about access to hunting 
for the local community. There 
are opportunities for local people 
to hunt. They paid a €300 annual 
membership fee, and then paid a 
reduced fee of €100 for each roe deer. 
Bogdan said that this was affordable 
for local people. 

We were curious about human 
interactions with large wild mammals, 
and in particular the large carnivores. 
What were the dangers? Were local 
people chased through the forest? Were 
there recorded attacks or injury? In 
the hunter’s experience, there were no 
issues with wolf, lynx or boar. Bogdan 
said that there had been very occasional 
issues if a bear was surprised, such as 
one attack where someone had followed 
and cornered a bear. But he said that 
bears—as with the other large wild 
animals—will normally shun human 
contact, and so there were few, if any, 
problems between them and the human 
population. 

Reflection
There were a lot of interesting, 
surprising and lovely aspects of 
the study tour to Romania. It is 
a beautiful country that should 
really be a tourist destination for 
those interested in culture and the 
outdoors. The evident richness of 
biodiversity was so apparent. For 
example, the massive amount of 
insect life on agricultural land [3] 
made me realise what an agricultural 
desert we have gradually become 
accustomed to in Britain. 

But perhaps most striking is the 
generous attitude of people who are 
less economically advantaged than 
ourselves. They strongly, almost 
angrily, reject the label of being 
relatively poor [4], and from what 
we saw, with much justification. 
There was clearly higher social capital 
evident in their communities than 
here, and a strong culture of self-
sufficiency being driven not entirely 
by need, but also by desire. Even 
though for many rural communities, 
subsistence agriculture does directly 
put food on household tables, 
their capacity to give space and 
acknowledge the implicit right to life 
of wild species, large and small, was 
a humbling and powerful experience. 
We have a lot to learn from rural 
Romania. 
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