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Abstract:

The return of wolves in the French Alps in 1992 brought back the obligation of conserving 

the new settled population of large carnivores as well as the dilemma of taking measures in order to 

protect human activities that were affected by its return. In 2007, the wolf population has reached a 

number of 23 established packs and is negatively affecting sheep husbandry and traditional 

pastoralism in the French Alps. Authorities implemented different action plans with the double 

objective of maintaining the wolf population and reducing the impacts it has on sheep husbandry.

This thesis seeks to understand the social impacts that the wolf’s return has had on sheep 

herders, but also looks at other existing problems, notably economic ones. Data was obtained 

through existing document and interviews in the field. The first attempt of those interviews was to 

obtain valuable information about herders' livelihood. The results then show that the wolf’s return is 

a real new psychological constraint in the daily life of herders in terms of stress and workload. In 

addition, the thesis investigates the economic situation of sheep husbandry in France and shows that 

this agricultural activity is becoming less and less viable and greatly dependent on European 

subsidies. Finally, the analysis concludes that although the wolf creates direct impacts on herders' 

lives, one of the main problems lies in the attitudes that different stakeholder groups adopt towards

the wolf. It is then demonstrated that NGOs and the government should participate in the 

elaboration and the diffusion of more reliable and more accessible information about the wolf in 

order to increase awarness of both the general public and the local communities on the wolf 

problem.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Setting the scene

In 1992, for the first time in 70 years, two wolves were observed in the Mercantour National 

Park located in the Southern French Alps, along the Italian border (ONCFS1, 2007). Sixteen years 

later, the wolf’s population has reached a number of 23 permanent packs that are spread all over the 

Alps (ONCFS, 2007). Much hated decades ago, the wolf had gone extinct under human pressures, 

habitat loss and hunting. Yet, this predator has naturally recovered through migration from Italy and 

is now able to sustain itself again. This trend was only possible due to two reasons: a more positive 

view on the wolf in the public opinion (Fritts and al., in Mech and Boitani 2003), as well as a strong 

legal protection: wolves are now classified as vulnerable by the IUCN Red List2, as strictly 

protected species in the appendix II of the Bern Convention of 19793 and as strictly protected by the 

European Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and 

of wild fauna and flora4 – and transcribed into French law in the articles L. 411-1 and L. 411-2 of 

the code of environment (Boitani, 2000; MAAPAR & MEDD, 2004).

Although the wolf’s return was an incredible ecological stride, it quickly created impacts on 

sheep husbandry in the Alps because of livestock depredation5 by wolves. In France, sheep herders

practise traditional pastoralism, an extensive technique where the stocks are fed in natural systems, 

especially practised in the Alps mountainous area. The PASTORAL project6 (PASTORAL, 2003) 

defined in a research 'pastoral systems' as follow:

Pastoral systems are generally characterized by the grazing of domestic livestock at low 
densities in large unclosed areas overwhelmingly dominated by semi-natural vegetation. This 
semi-natural vegetation provides the vast majority of the livestock's forage requirements 
throughout the year (PASTORAL, 2003)

In the 21st century, pastoralism is not only seen as an agricultural production activity but also 

as a 'potentially environmentally sustainable' activity (PASTORAL, 2003). Livestock's grazing has

1 ONCFS : Office National de la Chasse et de la Faune Sauvage – National Office for Hunting and Wild Fauna
2 See http://www.iucnredlist.org/search/details.php/3758/all
3 See http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/FR/Treaties/Html/104-2.htm
4 See http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31992L0043:EN:HTML
5 The words 'depredation' and 'predation' are used along the thesis and have the same meaning.
6 The PASTORAL project is EU funded concerted action: PASTORAL: the agricultural, ecological and socio-economic 
importance of free-ranging livestock systems in Europe. To find more information about the project and the partners, 
see: http://www.sac.ac.uk/research/projects/landeconomy/featured/pastoral/

http://www.iucnredlist.org/search/details.php/3758/all
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/FR/Treaties/Html/104-2.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31992L0043:EN:HTML
http://www.sac.ac.uk/research/projects/landeconomy/featured/pastoral/
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demonstrated to offer one of the best techniques for landscape management as well as biodiversity 

conservation. Livestock's grazing allows a greater diversity of plants to develop in the ecosystem by 

regulating dominating species, which indeed can influence greatly the presence of other animal 

species such as insects, birds and rodents (Ministry of Agriculture and Agri-Food of Canada, 2006).

Pastoralism also carries a strong cultural and social heritage by maintaining an activity that has been 

going on for millennium in Europe7 (PASTORAL, 2003).

The return of the wolves in France has been interpreted in different ways and a strong debate 

has grown since. On one hand, a strong positive public opinion raised, especially in urban areas. 

Many ecological associations launched programmes aiming at protecting and sustain the recovery 

of the wolves. On the other hand, protests rose, especially in the agricultural and rural areas, as the 

wolf was seen as a threat, notably in the Alps region where the wolf population settled down. This 

different approach has provoked the emergence of misconceptions and 'wrong attitudes' towards the 

wolf. Ecological organisations, which have a stronger and stronger support from the general public 

opinion, often 'wrongly decide that wolf conservation can be achieved by selling the wolf as an 

innocent victim of the human ferocity' (Boitani, 2000), picturing sheep herders – who are the main 

victim of the wolves and so the ones who protest – as the 'enemy'. On the other hand, herders, 

famous in France for protesting anytime they can, usually blame those organisations by 

responsabilizing them for the current situation.

In the mean time, sheep husbandry is economically struggling because of the pressures of the 

world market (Institut de l'Elevage, 2007). Totally dependant on European subsidies, the activity is 

less and less viable economically in France.

Yet, the wolf added new socio-economic uncertainties for sheep herders (MAAPAR & MEDD,

2004). The increased depredation on livestock fashioned a new social reality for herders. This thesis 

will underline what has changed in their daily-life and will try to provide some insights on how to 

solve these conflicts, keeping in mind the different other problems mentioned above, especially the 

diverging attitudes of different stakeholders, notably the general public.

1.2. Motivation for the thesis

The desire of writing about the wolf problem in the Alps came to me in the summer 2005, when 

I had the opportunity to work as a bar tender in a small village in the Alps8. Most of the customers 

7 Roman pastoralists' settlements have actually been found in the South of France (PASTORAL, 2003).
8 Precisely in Saint Rémy de Maurienne, Savoie.
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were locals, and many of them were sheep herders or related to one. The number one topic then was 

the presence of wolves nearby, and everyday, I was able to listen to their stories. On my part, I was 

one of those urban people seeing the wolf's return as a positive event, which was totally opposed to 

the locals' point of view. I was very sceptical about their continuous complaints and saw them more 

or less as 'people who are never happy, that are paid by my taxes, and who protest anytime they 

can', mainly influenced by the media and the general opinion. I was wrong.

One day, a herder came in and said that his flock had been attacked the previous night. My 

analysis of the situation was pretty simple: he had lost some sheep and they would be reimbursed 

anyway. Yet, he did not reply to me. The following day is when I changed my mind. The herder 

came back again, but this time, he had pictures of the dead sheep. I must admit it was quite a shock 

at first to look at it, with all the blood. He then explained to me that out of ten sheep, five were still 

alive when he got there, and he had to kill them himself. Then he asked me: 'would you be able to 

do that to your dog? Well, my sheep are to me what your dog is to you'. I then realized that my 

approach to the wolf problem was full of misconceptions.

This thesis gives me the opportunity to demonstrate that wolves have brought some socio-

economic constraints to sheep herders, and that seeing the problem from their point of view was 

certainly relevant in order to solve the existing tensions. I am not trying to oppose the wolf, which is 

still an animal that passionate me, nor taking the defence of sheep herders. On the contrary, I will 

highlight where the real problems lies and will show that the main question to be asked in France 

about this particular topic should not be as simple as knowing if we need the wolf or not. 

1.3. Contribution of the thesis

This thesis will highlight different aspects of the problems induced by the return of the wolf on 

traditional pastoralism by offering an analysis of the current situation. The purpose of this analysis 

is to propose different actions that need to be considered in order to offer a sustainable approach to 

solve the problem.

The first contribution of this thesis will be to analyze the daily life of sheep herders in the 

French Alps. An understanding of their lifestyles and livelihood, as well as their socio-economic 

reality will set up important elements necessary to comprehend other issues, notably their negative 

attitude towards wolves. An emphasis will be put on the social pressures they are facing in their 

every day life.
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The second contribution of this work will be to look at the new constraints that the return of the 

wolf in the French Alps put on sheep herders. As mentioned above, attacks on livestock are frequent 

and anger rose among the sheep herders. Understanding the reasons for these tensions will provide a 

good incentive to point out where the real problems with wolves lie and will later aid at building a

better analysis and proposing rational solutions. In addition, the case study chosen will highlight 

how French authorities have taken action in order to facilitate the cohabitation between the two 

stakeholders.

The third contribution of this thesis will be to provide insights and to understand certain 

attitudes that exist in France towards the wolf. The thesis will look at why different stakeholders 

have different beliefs and thus attitudes towards the wolf and what are the consequences of it. In 

addition, an account of what could be done in order to refine these attitudes will be introduced.

Therefore, the main objective of the thesis will be to propose different solutions to design a 

framework that will encompass the well-being of sheep herders and permit at the same time the 

wolf conservation in the French Alps. Although a perfect cohabitation seems extremely complex to 

acquire, one might argue that some solutions can be found, where the impacts on sheep herders –

especially social impacts – can be minimized and better integrated in a management plan while the

conservation of the existing wolf population – and its expansion – is achieved.

1.4. Research questions

To guide the analysis of this thesis, I posed the following main research question:

- How can sheep husbandry and wolf conservation in the French Alps be combined in

such a way that both wolf population and sheep herders will suffer minimized 

pressures?

In addition, I designed three further research questions that seemed of high importance in order 

to direct my analysis:

- How is it to be a sheep herder in the French Alps in terms of lifestyle and livelihood?

- Why has the return of wolves in the French Alps created so many tensions with sheep 

herders?

- How could a change of attitude towards the wolf bring some solutions to the problem?
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2. Methodology

2.1. Approach

In this thesis, I apply case study as a research strategy to explore the consequences that the 

return of a large predator – grey wolves – has had on sheep herding in the French part of the Alps. 

A case study is a research strategy that allows investigating real-life events of a contemporary 

phenomenon (Yin, 2003). The focus of this thesis deals with events that are happening in a precise 

geographical location – the French Alps, at a precise time – from the beginning of the 1990s until 

now – and with defined stakeholders, which makes it a case study. The main objective of my study 

is to look at the social and economic impacts that the wolf has had on sheep husbandry in order to 

solve the existing tensions and propose solutions that could integrate in a more appropriate way the 

social constraints put on sheep herders.

2.2. Methods

To do so, I decided to conduct a qualitative research that allowed me to have an in-depth 

examination of the case (Ragin, 1994). The research was not designed to validate a theory but to 

lead to the generation of one or many theoretical frameworks. However, both Ragin (1994) and Yin 

(2003) agree that even though no clear theory has to be defined previously to the research, one 

might identify some concepts or ideas that will drive the research, or more commonly, some 

similarities in the studied group – sheep herders – in order to draw some analytical frames.

Ragin proposes four steps to conduct a qualitative research. To start with, one might select 

clearly a relevant case and define boundaries. In my case, I opted for a single-case study, which 

focus is on how sheep herders practising pastoralism respond to the return of the wolves in the 

French Alps. The second step is to define the previously mentioned ‘concepts’. In other words, one 

has to set up a problématique for the research by pre-defining different ideas. To fulfil this step, I 

conducted a literature review presenting the important features of my case study, that is introducing 

wolves in general, and more specifically in the Alps. I sought to understand why and how wolves’ 

eradication in the past occurred, and tried to compare it with the present situation. It also seemed 

important that the literature review should cover some facts about sheep herders in order to 

understand what it takes to do this job, more particularly in France, and to a greater extent, in the 
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Alps. This step sets up the scene for the field research by defining the ideas that might be interesting 

to look at. It allows defining the research questions of the study, which indeed will have a great

influence on the further research design. It is important to keep in mind that those ideas are only 

‘tentative analytic frames’ (Ragin, 1994), which means that the research might reveal new 

theoretical frames. While building new data, new findings are likely to be revealed which might 

lead the researcher to revise and re-define his or her concepts; this is called analytical induction. As 

Ragin (1994) states it, analytical induction is an ‘examination of similarities that seeks to develop 

concepts or ideas’. In my case study, I focused on a particular group and interviewed them in order 

to find common patterns among them. This in-depth study generated some ‘images’ common to 

every interviewee. This guided me to formulate new concepts, or to validate the ones that were 

already assessed. The interesting point of using analytic induction is that it gives the researcher the 

freedom to go back and forward between data and ideas. Finally, the last step proposed by Ragin is 

to elaborate one or more analytic frames that will be developed through the discussion. These 

analyses will generate one or more theories.

2.3. Interviews and focus group as a strategy

My research has been based on interviews of farmers. I spent two weeks travelling in the Alps 

and in the South of France to meet sheep herders and shepherds and discuss the problem from their 

point of view9. I conducted 12 individual interviews with farmers, one group interview of farmers 

and finally one interview with a conservation association representative. As Kvale states, qualitative 

interviews are 'attempts to understand the world from the subjects’ (1996). The objective of doing 

interviews is in fact a way to enter the studied world in order to learn from its occupants. There are 

many different types of interviews that will lead to different kinds of results. Defining research 

questions is then very important to design a structure for the interviews. My objective was to give as 

much freedom as possible to the interviewees in order to understand the issue from their point of 

view and meanwhile obtain data that would be valuable for my later analysis. To do so, I opted for 

semi-structured interviews, where an interview guide is utilized with different thematic questions 

that direct the conversation (Bryman, 2004). The advantage of using such a method is that the 

speaker is free to develop deeper certain points that are important to him/her. In addition, semi-

structured interviews are very flexible, which means that questions can be easily added during the 

interview as well as topics that are of particular interest.

9 The size of the area where I conducted my research had a 13,000 km2 superficy.
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I also spent one day and one night in the field helping to renovate a mountain cottage with a 

wolf conservation association called FERUS10. This association is working on the preservation of 

large predators in France. However, this ecological association tries to help farmers to defend their 

livestock against wolf predation. In this case, they were renovating a mountain cottage for the 

shepherd in order to facilitate night watching. I was able to meet different persons there with who I 

had a valuable discussion about the wolf problem.

In addition, I conducted a group interview, which was totally unplanned but full of information. 

I was supposed to meet with a farmer for lunch, and it turned out that eight other sheep herders were 

present. I decided to include all of them in the interview to create a focus group. A focus group can 

present many advantages in comparison to individual interviews. In a qualitative research, the 

objective of this technique is to generate a conversation with the participants, where the researcher 

might have a moderator role (Bryman, 2004). Such a conversation allows a deeper thinking for 

every participant when confronting ideas and point of view. It leads them to challenge their 

thoughts, sometimes revise them. The outcome of this process is a more realistic account of a given 

matter, with more truth (Bryman, 2004).

Semi-structured interviews and focus group contains limitations that need to be address. For the 

interviews, the first limitation is the degree of reliability of the data obtained (Bryman, 2004). AS 

the interviewee is given the maximum freedom, it can sometimes be hard for the researcher to know 

to which extent the truth is told. In addition, it can be very unsure that all is told by an interviewee, 

which makes the data collected incomplete. I experienced myself some off-tape recording from one 

interviewee, which proves that there are things he did not want me to remember. If it is true for one 

interviewee, it might be true for others. Another limitation comes from the transcription and 

translation of the interviews (Bryman, 2004). Every interview was recorded, yet some information 

can be lost while transcribing, or the sense of statement can be changed. In addition, my interviews 

were made in French while I was reporting in English in this thesis. Those are limitations that can 

easily interfere with the quality of the data.

For a focus group, many limitations exist such as the difficulty to analyze the data because of 

the great number of participants and the fact that a group can be affected by a 'leader' during the 

interview and can make the data unreliable (Bryman, 2004).

10 Find more information about FERUS at: http://ours-loup-lynx.info/

http://ours-loup-lynx.info/
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2.4. Limitations of using a qualitative method

Conducting a qualitative research contains some limitations that need to be stated. The first one 

– and certainly the most important – is the lack of objectivity (Bryman 2004), especially in my case. 

I decided to focus my interviews with only one group of stakeholders. A qualitative research is 

seeking to ‘see through the eyes’ of a respondent. Being confronted to a single group of people can 

easily influence the researcher through his research. However, I tried to remain as objective as 

possible by permanently questioning and criticizing the data I had collected during my field trip. In 

addition, my meeting with one of FERUS' members, which is a conservation association, 

contributed to adopt more precautions over the data I collected with herders. Still according to 

Bryman (2004), qualitative research presents other limitations such as generalization and 

transparency. One might argue that a research where semi-structured interviews are used with a 

small sample makes generalization hard to obtain. Finally, collected data might be easily 

manipulated or interpreted in a way that lacks transparency. In an effort to create a proper report, I 

have tried to keep in mind those dangers in order to avoid them.

3. The Problématique

3.1. The wolf: ecology, history and data

3.1.1. A few facts about grey wolves

French grey wolves are part of the species Canis lupus (Italian subpopulation) (IUCN, 2008).

They have been extensively described in many books and articles. However, most of the 

information presented below comes from a book edited by Mech & Boitani; Wolves: Ecology, 

Behaviour, and Conservation (2003). Grey wolves usually live in packs, with a basic unit of a 

mated male and female, sometimes accompanied by pups and in rare cases by adoptee, which are 

individuals that have integrated the pack. The size of a pack depends largely on food availability, as 

well as habitat limitations. When a pup has reached maturity, it usually leaves the pack to become a 

disperser, in quest of a new territory and a new mate in order to create its own pack. Wolves are 

able to disperse in very long distances – over hundreds of kilometres – and cross many barriers, 

even human-made. Every pack has its own territory where it hunts and raises the pups. Grey wolves 
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are often described as intelligent and social, with a huge sense of family values. It is also important 

to remind that wolves are carnivores, feeding on meat. As every predator, wolves usually hunt their 

prey, often made of large ungulates11. In the French Alps, a wolf’s diet mainly consists of deer, 

chamois and ibex (Peterson & Ciucci, 2003 in Mech & Boitani). In the presence of husbandry, grey 

wolves do not hesitate to attack livestock, especially goats and sheep (Fritts et al., 2003 in Mech & 

Boitani.). Attacks of cattle and horses have also been recorded. When hunting, wolves are trying to 

be energetically efficient. It is then natural to hunt on easy-to-catch livestock with hundreds of 

sheep that do not run fast rather than tracking for hours a chamois that has more chances to escape.

The presence of large predators can have beneficial effects for ecosystems. In the case of the wolf, 

Ripple & Beschta (2004) showed the positive effects of a wolf recovery in Montana, USA, by 

regulating the ecosystem food web12. The return of wolves decreased the elk population by 80

percent, which had as a main consequence the recovering of willows in the region as well. Another 

study by Ripple et al. (2001) showed similar results in Yellowstone National Park, USA, where a 

wolf population was reintroduced in the 1990's. The absence of one single species in an ecosystem 

can have tremendous negative impacts. Often, the presence of a large predator on top of the trophic 

cascade will regulate the rest of the ecosystem13.

3.1.2. From an evil and hated animal…

The grey wolf was a widespread species present everywhere on the European continent by the 

end of the eighteenth century (Breitenmoser, 1998). Its eradication started in the early 1800s and 

kept on until the extinction of the entire population in the Alps in the beginning of the 1900s. Only 

two small populations were still surviving, one of them located in the Southern Alps in Italy (ibid.), 

counting some hundred individuals (Zimen and Boitani, 1975 in Valière et Al., 2003). The reason 

for their decrease is mainly due to human pressures.

As Breitenmoser (1998) explains, the segregation of wolves was following human population 

settlements with habitat loss due to deforestation as well as direct killing. Everywhere, the presence 

of human activities was accompanied by hunting and killing of wolves, because of the negative 

impacts they had on agriculture, especially livestock. In addition, the expansion of intensive 

11 Ungulates are mammals that use the tips of their toes to stand. Examples of large ungulates are elks, caribous, ibex, 
chamois, deer etc.
12 Food web and/or trophic cascade are the feeding relationship within an ecosystem. I.e.: the absence of a plant can 
have impacts on a large predator: this plant feeds an insect, that feeds a bird, which feeds another predator.
13 For more information about wolf ecology and biology, I highly recommend to read the book edited by Mech and 
Boitani: Wolves: Ecology, Behaviour, and Conservation (2003).
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agriculture destroyed many forests, the main habitats of wolves. It is important to note that at this 

time, wolves were perceived as a direct threat to humans and livestock, at different levels. Many 

communities were paying rewards for killed wolves in order to strengthen agricultural development 

(Breitenmoser, 1998). Besides, livestock killing was an important economic factor that led to wolf 

extermination as most of the herders were often dependant on their livestock for food and incomes. 

Furthermore, some other reasons of their segregation are found in more philosophical issues, 

especially in Europe where Christianity influenced how wolves were perceived. Many works from 

the middle-ages much influenced by the Catholic Church, both from the natural science and 

philosophy symbolized wolves as evil (Boitani, 1995, in Fritts & al., 2003 edited by Mech & 

Boitani). Wolves were usually depicted in stories and fairy tales in order to teach moral lessons. 

Even the most serious scientific works described wolves in the worst manner, such as in The 

Natural History of Quadrupeds:

Wolves are such ferocious and useless creatures that all other animals detest them, yea they 
even hate each other, and therefore scarcely ever live together, each one in its own separate 
hole… Perhaps of all other animals, wolves are the most hateful while living and the most 
useless when dead… The continual agitations of this restless animal render him so furious, 
that he frequently ends his life in madness. (Robinson, 1828, in ibid.)

To understand this moral representation of 'bad', Kleese (2002) states that wolves were not 

only animals, but wild animals, and in the middle-ages, the 'equivalent of evil was wilderness', 

opposed to the Garden of Eden, represented as the 'pastoral landscape'. This trend tended to create a 

fear of wolves upon people.

Although the predator was hated in the Middle Ages, one has to remember how sacred it was in 

earlier times. One could for example remember the story of Rome and the twins Romulus and 

Remus – who founded Rome – raised by a wolf. Wolves also occupied a very important place in 

different European antique mythologies – such as Celtic and Greek mythology (Fritts and al., in 

Mech and Boitani 2003). This short historical review of wolf-human relationship shows how the 

attitudes toward wolves were mainly influenced by socio-cultural backgrounds, but also sometimes 

by economic and political reasons, mainly because of the agricultural expansion.
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3.1.3. … to a protected species with a new image

An interesting cultural shift appeared in the mid-1990s when attitudes toward wolves changed 

in a positive way. Presently, wolves are re-colonizing many ecosystems in Europe (Breitenmoser, 

1998). The reason for this change is mainly due to a better general 'outlook on wildlife and the 

environment' (Fritts and al., in Mech and Boitani, 2003). The late industrialisation and the 

development of communication technologies made the world move towards higher degrees of 

globalization, where nature started to be seen in a different manner, breaking the boundaries 

between humans, animals and ecosystems (Kleese, 2002). In turn, a greater tolerance for wolves, 

coupled to different phenomena linked to industrialisation, allowed their recovery. In the French 

Alps, consequently to the industrialisation, the human population started to decrease, giving the 

ecosystems the chance to recover. The amount of forests and the number of large ungulates 

increased, which created much better conditions for the predator’s re-colonization (Breitenmoser, 

1998). Although minds changed, the recovery of wolves was only possible thanks to legal 

protections. In Europe, two major legal texts protect the wolf: the 1979 Bern Convention on wildlife 

conservation and the EU directive 92/43/EEC of 21st of may 1992 (habitats directive) (MAAPAR 

& MEDD, 2004). The Bern Convention classified the wolf as a strictly protected species.

Furthermore, wolves are classified as vulnerable on the IUCN Red List.

Hence, those legal protections have played a great role in the recovery of wolves, forcing ‘each 

Contracting Party [to] take appropriate and necessary legislative and administrative measures to 

ensure the special protection of the wild fauna species specified’ (Bern Convention, 1979). The 

Convention particularly defined the duty to protect by any means the specified species. The legal 

protection has been transcribed into French Law – article 411-1 and 411-2 of Code de 

l’Environnement – which is however more flexible towards wolves’ subtraction14.

3.1.4. The wolf in the French Alps: location and data

Since 1992 and the return of two wolves in the Mercantour National Park, the population of 

wolves increased continuously. The ONCFS last report stipulated the presence of 23 permanent 

presence zones (PPZ) in the winter 2006/2007 (ONCFS, 2007). A PPZ is a zone where a pack of 

wolves has stayed for at least two consecutive winters. The census of wolves’ population is often 

made by counting those PPZ rather than the number of individuals. The main reason is that the 

14 The word subtraction can have different meaning: capture of a wolf to replace it somewhere else, or killing.
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sampling of material is very difficult. Coupled with the fact that lonely individuals might be able to 

travel many dozen kilometres in a day, it makes it hard to determine an exact number. In turn, 

detecting a zone where a pack has settled is much easier. However, the ONCFS (2007) was able to 

give an estimate of individuals ranging from 50 to 75, only for those living on a PPZ, which means 

this number might even be larger because of lonely, migrating wolves not belonging to a pack.

Figure 1: Location of the wolf in France.
(a): Wolves presence on the national scale in 2007; (b): The 23 PPZ

(a)

Source: (a) Source: http://www.voyagevirtuel.co.uk/french_map.php; (b) ONCFS (2007)

Many scientific evidences have shown that the return of wolves in the French part of the Alps 

was natural. Two major studies based on DNA tracking demonstrate that the French wolves all 

present strong genetic similarities with Italian wolves in the Apennines (Fabbri et al., 2007; Valière 

et al., 2003). The recovery has been a long process and is not the consequence of one opportunist 

wolf but many at different times and location. When wolves settled in 1992, a huge controversy 

exploded in the French media concerning this natural return. Many stakeholders, especially farmers 

and hunters, saw this re-appearance as illegal human reintroduction. It is still unclear whether or not 

it has been reintroduced. Yet, in a report of the Senate made in 2008, French authorities do not deny 

the illegal reintroduction possibility, without denying either a natural recovery (Bailly and Fortassin 

,2008). Their hypothesis is that few packs of wolves settled naturally, which gave the opportunity 

(b)

http://www.voyagevirtuel.co.uk/french_map.php;
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for some irresponsible persons to reintroduce wolves from the same genetic origin. Such 

reintroduction can easily be mistaken for a natural recovery. Nonetheless, truth about this 

controversy will certainly never be revealed.

In the Alps, wolves have a diet that varies between the seasons. It is estimated that the diet is 

mainly composed of large wild ungulates (70 percent) – chamois, deer etc – but that during summer 

time, when livestock are grazing in high pasture, their diet can be composed of 50 percent of 

domestic animals, especially sheep and goats, and occasionally cattle and horse (MAAPAR & 

MEDD, 2004).

3.2. Pastoralism, Common Agricultural Policy and wolves: what does it mean

to be a sheep herder in the French Alps?

In this section, I will quickly introduce the situation for sheep breeders in France, especially the 

economic situation and the European policies. Then, I will give more details about a traditional 

practise of herding that is of particular interest in this report: pastoralism.

3.2.1. Common Agricultural Policy

At the end of World War II, Europe was devastated and unable to be self-sufficient with food 

supplies. With the 1957 Treaty of Rome, the member states decided to create a Common 

Agricultural Policy (CAP) which aimed to promote technical development in order to increase 

productivity, to guarantee a better standard of living for the rural regions by increasing wages of the 

agricultural population, to stabilize food markets, to ensure self-sufficient food supplies and to 

secure reasonable prices in the member countries of the European Community (Ministère des 

Affaires étrangères, 2006). The main tool was subsidies to farmers in order to boost production. At 

first, the CAP was a big success and met its objectives. However, by the early 1980s, the European 

Community was over-producing agricultural products and had to deal with surpluses. Those 

surpluses were usually sold on the world market and this led to a distortion of world market prices. 

Because of the high subsidies and high productions, Europe was able to export products at much 

lower prices, which had a negative effect for agricultural production in other countries. During the 

1980s and 1990s, many reforms occurred in order to fix production limits and lower the surpluses. 

In addition, in 1999, a new rural development policy, also described as a second pillar of the CAP, 

was developed in order to promote more diversity – not only produce food for example – and 
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strengthen environmental concerns (ibid.; European Commission, 2007a). The objective of those 

reforms was to render European farmers more market-oriented. In addition, the pressure from the 

GATT – former WTO – has been the main cause for those reforms to occur.

Today’s CAP subsidies are no longer linked to production levels but depend on environmental 

concerns, quality and safety of products15 etc. However, the WTO is still pushing the EU to reduce 

those subsidies that are still interfering with the world market. A new reform is planned for 2013 

which could see the direct aid to farmers decrease enormously (INRA, 2008). France is the country 

that receives the highest financial support in agriculture within the EU. In 2006, the EU allocated a 

budget of 50 billions of euros (41 percent of the total budget). France received approximately 10 

billions of euros (20 percent of the Agriculture budget) (European Commission, 2007b).In France, 

sheep herding was allocated 170 millions of euros in 2006, which represents 1.89 percent of the 

total CAP subsidies allocated to France (AGRESTE16, 2007a). This financial support seems well-

balanced with other agricultural activities when looking at the total number of people the sector 

employs. According to AGRESTE (2007b), sheep husbandry employed 1.96 percent of the people 

working in agriculture17 in 2006 and represents 1.84 percent of the total number of agriculture 

farm18. Nevertheless, European subsidies cover almost 60 percent of the total income of sheep 

herders in France. 

3.2.2. The economic situation of sheep herding in France: an activity going down

Although the EU is a strong actor in the agricultural world market, over-producing many food 

products, the member states are not able to produce enough lamb meat to be self-sufficient within 

the EU – around 70 percent of the demand is produced only (Institut de l'Elevage, 2007). France is 

only able to produce 50 percent of the lamb meat consumed in the country (see Table 1)

France, as almost every other European country, has to import lamb meat, either from the EU itself 

(UK and Ireland mainly), or from other countries. France buys around 20 percent of all its lamb 

meat imports from one of the world leader on the lamb meat market, New Zealand (ibid.). One 

might argue that instead of importing, the production could increase. However, with the CAP and 

its objectives of limiting production - to limit subsidies and not distort world market, French sheep 

herders are not allowed to produce more. One of the main problems is that price differences are

15 Also known as decoupled subsidies.
16 AGRESTE is the official statistical studies and research centre of the Agriculture Ministry of France
17 The real figure is 16,864 employed people in sheep husbandry for a total number of 867,887 employed people.
18The real figure is 10,191 sheep breeding farms for a total number of agricultural farm of 553,813
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Table 1:French Lamb meat assessment from 2000 to 2006 (1000 tec19) 

Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Total production 131 134 129 131 125 124 124

Imports 174 124 143 138 139 141 142

Exports 9 9 7 10 9 8 9

Consumption 296 249 265 259 255 257 257

(Source: Institut de l'Elevage, 2007)

significant between French lamb and New-Zealand lamb, mainly because of higher production costs

in France. Livestock in New-Zealand is fed all year long in large pastures with no need for farmers 

to feed stocks during cold periods and requires fewer expenses than in France, where most of the 

livestock has to be fed during winter time, which increases production prices. In addition, New 

Zealand breeds sheep mainly for wool, which give it fewer interests in lamb meat, decreasing the 

price of the meat. Another fact that makes lamb meat cheaper to produce in New Zealand is that in 

the 1980s, the government decided to cut the subsidies system in order to let farmers become more 

market oriented. As a consequence, sheep herders were able to increase their production and so, 

lamb meat prices were decreased (New Zealand Embassy in France). To deal with this competition, 

subsidies from the EU have the role of compensatory incentives which ensure farmers to earn what 

they should on the European market if productions could be higher (European Commission, 2007a).

The situation in France has been increasingly difficult during the past 20 years (Institut de 

l'Elevage, 2007). The total number of sheep is decreasing regularly, by almost one percent every 

year. In addition, the revenues from lamb meat have been declining for sheep herders, so did the 

prices that consumers pay. However, since 2002, although the sheep herders' revenues have been 

decreasing, consumers pay lamb meat more expensive than before (ibid.). Those variations are 

shown in figure 2.

This figure shows that herders' revenues have been decreasing more quickly than retail prices, 

which in turn signifies a loss of profits for sheep herders. During the interviews, most of the herders 

complained about this trend and were very angry at distributors who make a lot of profits (Personal

Communication, 2008).

19 tec (ton equivalent carcass) is a unit of measure. For lamb meat, prices are set for 1 kg of carcass (meat + bones + 
skins). That is why quantities of lamb are expressed in tons of carcass, or ton equivalent carcass.
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Figure 2: Production and consumption prices of lamb meat.
1970 is the base year for calculation. 100 represent the indicator for price development.

Source: Institut de l'Elevage, 2007.

3.2.3. Pastoralism and living with the seasons: being a sheep herder in the Alps

Pastoralism is one of the oldest human activities. It consists of leading the stocks in natural 

systems where pastures are available. Pastoralism is then an extensive technique20 (PASTORAL,

2003). This technique is still in use nowadays and is an environmentally sustainable activity, 

especially in the Alps. Culturally, this activity has been able to maintain a traditional practise for 

centuries and has become a valuable heritage (ibid.). It also attracts many tourists during 

transhumance, the period where stocks are taken from valleys to pastures, and gives the opportunity 

to organize different celebrations around sheep and pastoralism (Personal Communication, 2008). 

Economically, it has still a certain impact on the local rural development as it employs many 

shepherds during summer time. The variety of activities in such an area as the Alps is not important

apart from tourism that is why pastoralism is still regarded as a booster for employment (Personal

Communication, 2008). However, as mentioned above, pastoralism concerning sheep husbandry

faces huge difficulties to adapt to the world market and can be regarded as unsustainable, in the 

sense that it is highly subsidized without meeting production needs (AGRESTE 2007c). It has also 

a strong impact on landscape management. Grazing sheep has an important key-role to play in 

maintaining mountain ecosystems. Grazing allows keeping a higher diversity of plants in the 

pastures which contributes preserving biodiversity (Association de Pastoralisme Française 2008; 

Ministry of Agriculture and Agri-Food of Canada 2006).

20 Extensive agriculture favorizes outdoor grazing (in the nature). It is opposed to intensive agriculture that aims at 
boosting production by confining animals into indoor areas and feed them in order to increase growth speed



Laurent Peutin
International Master's Programme

Environmental Studies and Sustainability

- 17 -

Currently, many farmers lead their livestock, from mid-May until October – depending on the 

first snowfall – to pastures in the Alps (Personal Communication, 2008). It is in this particular time 

of the year that this thesis is treating. However, it has to be mentioned that during winter times, 

livestock often stay indoors, either in the Alps if the farm is located there, or in other warmer 

regions – especially in Provence – where livestock often are able to graze outdoor (Personal 

Communication, 2008). It is important to notice that during the winter period, farmers are highly 

dependant on other agricultural products market as they have to feed their stock. In 2007, when the 

price of cereals increased largely, sheep herders had to face an uneasy economic situation. The 

increased price of cereals made production costs higher. The loss for 2007 is estimated to be 25

percent compared to 2006 (AGRESTE, 2007c). This shows the great dependence on the length of 

the seasons as well as the climate conditions throughout the year.

In normal conditions, the stocks are lead by the farmer him/herself or by a shepherd employed

for the summer season. During a normal day21, the shepherd usually leads the stock in a pasture 

where it grazes. Depending on the climate, the stock usually takes a break during the warm hours of 

the day and eats in the late afternoon. Shepherds usually live in mountain cottages with no luxury. 

Nevertheless, pastures are quite often located far away from those cottages and the shepherd has to 

leave the stock free of guard at night time. He or she will just return the next morning, as sheep 

usually stay on the same location (Personal Communication, 2008). It is important to understand 

that such a life is hard, but enjoyable at the same time. One has to comprehend that being a 

shepherd at summer time is not only watching a sheep stock. A shepherd and his or her stock will 

have much more outcomes than producing meat; they contribute maintaining natural systems, there 

is a strong and powerful link with the nature and there is a cultural heritage carried out. Pastoralism 

in the French Alps might be seen as a noble and environmentally sustainable practise.

However, since 1992 and the return of the wolf, many things have changed for sheep herders

who had to adapt to new constraints.

3.3. Sheep herders and wolves living together: a need for management plans

3.3.1. Two LIFE projects: helping sheep herders, preserving wolves

Since 1993 and the first attacks on livestock, the authorities have been trying to solve the 

tensions and overcome the problem of wolves and sheep husbandry coexistence (MAAPAR 2004). 

21 It is assumed here that was the way to practise before the return of the wolf.
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The European Commission, in cooperation with the French government, took actions by 

implementing two LIFE projects, the first one in 1997 over a three year period and covering three

departments (Hautes-Alpes, Alpes-Maritimes, Alpes-de-Haute-Provence) and a second one over the 

period 2000-2002 including a larger geographical area with two administrative regions (Rhône-

Alpes and Provence-Alpes-Côtes d'Azur, in total eight departments) (Loup, 2008)22. LIFE projects 

are European Commission Financial Instruments for Environment and can have different objectives 

(LIFE COEX, 2008)23. In the case of the return of the wolf in the French Alps, the two projects 

were LIFE NATURE projects. Those projects 'contribute to the implementation of the Community 

Directive […] on the conservation of natural habitats' (ibid). In this particular case, the projects 

were labelled under the name LIFE COEX projects that is LIFE project for 'Improving coexistence 

of large carnivores and agriculture in Southern Europe' (ibid.). One of the objectives of those two 

projects was to implement efficient attack's prevention techniques in order to reduce the damages 

done on livestock during a wolf's attack as well as spread information and assistance for sheep 

herders.

Those two projects furthered a better understanding of wolves' ecology as well as a better 

monitoring of their population in the French Alps, which was relevant in order to improve the 

interactions with human activities (ibid). It also contributed to the spread of better protection 

techniques for minimizing livestock depredation by financing human and material support for sheep 

herders. The main protection techniques proposed and subsidized during those two LIFE projects 

were the use of fences, often electrified, during the night, the use of protection dogs – usually Great 

Pyrenees – and an optimal use of the natural fences as well as optimizing livestock management 

(ibid.). It also introduced a reimbursement system for killed animals in case of a wolf attack. The 

projects were co-financed by the European Commission, the French Ministry of Ecology and 

Sustainable Development and WWF (ibid.).

3.3.2. Plan d'Action Loup 2004-2008: a national action plan seeking for a cohabitation

Following those two LIFE projects, the French Ministries of Agriculture and of Environment 

designed a new management plan with an objective of continuity towards preserving the wolf 

population as well as decreasing the impacts of wolves' attacks on livestock (MAAPAR & MEDD,

22 Loup is the reference for the wolf government webpage: http://www.loup.ecologie.gouv.fr
23 LIFE COEX is the reference for the LIFE project: http://www.life-coex.net/

http://www.loup.ecologie.gouv.fr
http://www.life-coex.net/
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2008). The management plan, entitled 'Plan d'action pour le loup 2004-2008'24 defined clearly those 

two objectives and offered the different solutions that had to be brought up. This action plan defines 

the following objectives:

- Decreasing the impacts of wolves attacks on livestock by favouring the direct protection of 

flocks – the protection techniques are defined by the mesure 't' (see below), harmonizing 

and simplifying the reimbursement and subsidies systems and encouraging new herding 

techniques more adapted to the presence of wolves.

- Managing the wolf population by dealing with their expansion, limiting illegal killing and 

controlling hybridation with dogs as well as creating a network collecting data about their 

biology and ecology in order to deal in a better way with the impacts they have on sheep 

husbandry.

The protection techniques proposed to sheep herders to limit the impacts on depredation are

defined into a document called 'Plan de Développement Rural National'25 (PDRN) published in 

2000 and updated regularly. This plan defines objectives and measures to be taken in order to 

promote a sustainable development in rural areas, especially by promoting an agriculture that will 

meet economic, social and environmental needs (Ministère de l'Agriculture et de la Pêche, 2006). 

This plan devotes a section for the protection of livestock against wolf predation where it defines a 

measure known as mesure 't'. This measure is actually a contract proposed to herders that will 

accompany economically and technically herders and will ensure a better well-being of the animals 

(ibid.). This contract gives the opportunity to herders to be reimbursed for certain extra-costs 

associated to the protection against wolf predation. It subsidized up to 80 percent (100 percent if the 

herders is in a Natura 2000 zone) the hiring of a shepherd and/or 'assistant shepherd', the financing 

of electrified fences for night keeping, the financing of acquiring protection dogs and feed them and 

a vulnerability assessment of the flock and the pastures. To receive this financial support, a herder 

engages himself or herself to sign a five years contract where he or she takes the responsibility to 

fulfil and to implement the techniques proposed. The costs of reimbursement as well as the 

requirements that a herder has to fulfil can be found in the annex k of the PDNR (ibid.). In addition, 

the action plan defines a reimbursement system for sheep killed during an attack.

Table 2 shows the repartition of the expenses included in the mesure 't' during 2006 and 

2007 while figure 3 shows the evolution of contracts signed by herders along the years.

24 Action plan for the wolf 2004-2008
25 National Development Plan for Rural areas.
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Table 2: repartition of the subsidies in Millions of euros of mesure 't' in 2006 and 2007
Figure 3: Evolution of the number of mesure 't' contracts signed between 2004 and 2008

Table 2 shows that in 2007, the presence of the wolves cost to the government 4.5 millions of 

Euros. Most of the money is allocated to protection techniques, with 70 percent of the budget going 

to the employment of shepherds or shepherd assistant. The direct reimbursement of killed sheep 

does only represent 18 percent of the total budget. An increase in the budget allocated to the mesure 

't' between 2006 and 2007 is noticeable, certainly due to an increase in the number of sheep herders 

who signed the contract (Figure 3).

4. Results and analysis

This section will introduce the results collected from the interviews as well as some results 

found into the literature. A list of the interviewees can be found in Appendix 1 and the 

questionnaire used during the interviews can be found in appendix 2.

4.1. What does it mean to be a sheep herder?

4.1.1. It is not a job, it is a passion

From the twelve interviews26 and the focus group I conducted, the first and greatest 

commonality among the respondents was the passion they had for their work. This 'attitude' was the 

26 In this section, most of the data and quotes comes from interviews and are referenced as Personal Communication 
(2008). A list of the interviewees can be found in Appendix 1.

Repartition of 
subsidies

2006 2007

Hiring shepherds 
and assistant 

shepherds
2.6 3.17

Protection dogs 0.4 0.475
Fences 0.12 0.075

Reimbursements of 
killed animals

0.685 0.8

Total 3.805 4.52
Table 2
Source: DIREN Rhone-Alpes in Guth & 
Bracque 2008

Figure 3
Source: Guth & Bracque 2008
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first interesting discovery of my research. Every interviewee but one as well as all the respondents 

of the focus group mentioned at some point that their main motivation at doing this profession was 

passion. One of the questions asked during the interview was to define in three words or three 

expressions their professional activity, in good or bad. To this question, the answer passion came 

back nine times, while for the others, the term was revealed at some other points of the interview. 

Only interviewee 7 did not mention it. However, interviewee 7 was very different in many points 

compared to the other interviewees and could be seen as an 'anti-case' in my sample. He was living 

alone in the middle of nowhere, had no tap water and was defining himself as a 'hermit', showing a 

deep loneliness. Yet, he looked very happy about his life and though he did not mention directly a 

passion, his interviewee nevertheless showed that he was enjoying this way of life. From the 

conversations, this strong feeling of passion was mainly motivated by the 'love for animals27' 

(Personal Communication, Interview 1/8/9/12, 2008). Interviewee 4 even stated that being a sheep 

herder was 'the most wonderful job in the world'.

A common point of almost every respondent was their 'exposure' to sheep herding since their 

childhood. Most of the interviewees had relatives – mostly parents or uncles – who were themselves 

sheep herders. The fact to be born and raised in this profession apparently influenced greatly the 

interviewees to become themselves sheep herders. Some of the interviewees took over the farm

belonging to their parents or other members of their families, or even to their family-in-law while 

some other interviewees either took over someone's farm (interviewee 7) or created their own farm

(interviewees 2/9/10/11/12). For this later group, most of them actually grew up in regions where 

pastoralism was an important activity and had a great impact on them. Interviewee 2 actually stated 

that he 'grew up with sheep' even though none of his relatives possessed a farm. He mentioned he 

realized he had passion for this work when he was a child, and how he would take any opportunity 

to go with shepherds. For interviewee 11 and 12, the situation was different and the creation of their 

farm has its roots in different reasons than the other interviewees. Interviewee 12 actually realized 

one day that breeding sheep was his passion and he decided to study in order to create his farm, 

despite the fact he had grew up in an urban area near Paris. Finally, interviewee 11 left his position 

as a researcher to do something that he would 'enjoy more'. As he had a background in nature 

conservation and he wanted to work mainly outdoor, he chose to create his farm.

When referring to the notion of passion, many of the respondents saw it as pre-requisite to 

exercise the profession of sheep herding. Interviewee 2 notably reported that 'one must like this job 

27 Sheep herders often refer to the French term 'bête' when talking about sheep, which exact translation, is 'beast'. 
However, it is better to translate it as 'animals'. However, in this case, 'love for animals' should be understood as 'love 
for sheep'.
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because there is no other means to do it if not for passion', referring to the economic situation of 

sheep herders in France. However, it is important to notice here the fact that most of the 

interviewees told that without passion, this kind of life is too hard.

The first analysis that can be drawn from the interviews is that, in spite of the economic factor 

of making a living out of it, sheep herders practising pastoralism in the French Alps do it by 

passion. It can be argued that it is true for many people doing many kinds of jobs. However, in the 

case of pastoralism, I discovered that most of the interviewees have had at some points in their life 

the possibility to switch to other agricultural practises that in general generate better incomes, such

as cattle herding. Yet, they preferred breeding sheep instead, mostly because of their passion. In 

addition, passion for pastoralism is often a traditional heritage coming from familial practises, 

showing the cultural importance of sheep herding in the Alps.

4.1.2. The good sides

While interviewing, I tried to seek what could be seen as 'advantages' of being a sheep herder. 

The term advantage was often regarded as a wrong one while asking questions, and the 

interviewees preferred to refer to the good sides of their profession. I could determine different 

trends:

The contact with nature. Another common character shared by the interviewees is the fact that 

they enjoyed a continuous contact with nature, and by that they meant working outdoor. They 

perceive it as a chance that not many people have nowadays. The contact with nature can be seen as 

a pre-requisite to be a sheep herder as most of the work during summer time occurs in very isolated 

places. Sheep herders carry on a strong link with their flock, while the flock is partly dependant of 

the natural conditions. In addition, when grazing, the flock benefits to the ecosystem, and in a sense, 

the shepherd as well. Finally, being a shepherd requires skills and knowledge of the environment in 

order to lead the flock properly and a strong link to nature is then necessary.

Working with the seasons. Working with the seasons was another 'good point' that the 

interviewees seem to enjoy, as it shapes their yearly work in a circular mode. In winter time, the 

flock has to stay indoors in a stable, and by spring, sheep start grazing where snow has disappeared, 

then in June, the flock can start to reach the high pastures and spend the summer there etc. The 

notion underlined here is that pastoralism is strongly linked to weather conditions and grass supply 
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mainly, which shape the natural system – and can then be linked to the first good side that is the 

contact with nature. Most of the sheep herders met seemed to enjoy this dependence and this link to 

nature, especially because it influences greatly their tasks throughout the different seasons of the 

year.

The quality of life. The interviewees also referred at the quality of life they are able to live, 

being their own boss while working often in nature, and leading an 'enviable life' (Interviewee 3).

The motivation of expressing this quality of life mainly lies in the freedom they feel. The word 

freedom can take different meaning such as the freedom of being often in the nature, the freedom of 

organizing schedules by being the boss and also the freedom of living away from urban areas.

4.1.3. The bad sides

It seemed also important to look at the bad sides of being a sheep herder in order to 

understand plainly what it takes to lead this life. It is obvious that the return of the wolf brings new 

uncertainties for sheep herders. However, this particular trend, which is the focus of this thesis, will 

be developed in a later section. I tried here to capture in this part what makes the profession hard 

even in the absence of the wolf problem.

In parallel to the good sides, many interviewees seemed to describe what I called 

'constraints' as bad sides. Many of them do not see those bad sides as constraints because they 

accept them. They think it is part of being a sheep herder, and that because they are passionate it 

makes it easy to take bad sides as part of what they have to do. Yet, they all referred to constraints 

at one point or another during the interviews. In fact, to the question 'Could you describe your 

profession in three words or three expressions?' half of the interviewees stated the word constraints. 

The main bad sides mentioned are:

The workload. A common negative aspect of being a sheep herder shared by the 

interviewees is the amount of work they have to do every day. It was apparent that they all agreed 

on the fact that running a sheep farm demands an incredibly high amount of time. Work has to be 

done 365 days a year – 'sheep also eat for Christmas' (interviewee 2) – and depending on the time of 

the year, all day long, which often means no holidays and no day-offs. While I was doing my 

research, for most of the sheep herders I met, it was lambing time. I could that observe most of them 

were tired because they had stayed up all night to assist ewes giving birth. The main point to 
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remember is that sheep herders usually do not choose all the time when they will work. Interviewee 

6 stated in an explicit manner that when one is a sheep herder, he does not live for himself, but for 

his sheep (interviewee 6). For the interviewees that were married or living in a couple and having a 

family life, a question about the extent to which the farm life was influencing the family life was 

added. The answer to this question was the same for every interviewee: the family life was ruled by 

the farm life. Interviewee 10 even deplored that 'his family has to bear his passion'. By that, he 

meant that his family life might suffer from the workload required to practise this profession.

However, he seemed to think that the other members of his family did not blame him for that.

The administrative workload. Every single interview gave exactly the same result: the 

biggest constraint lies in the administrative load work. Though it is a burden for most of the sheep 

herders, their living relies mainly on this task as most of the administrative papers are meant to 

provide subsidies from both the EU and the French government. Most of the interviewees estimate 

that this administrative work provides around 60 percent of their income, which is enormous. 

Interviewee 4 even went further by saying that 'the EU is actually our [sheep herders] boss'. 

Although it is a heavy burden, they all agree it is necessary for their survival. Still, most of them do 

not understand why the procedures to follow are so complicated. Interviewee 2 explained how he 

has been controlled by the EU because of 'a mistake of 0.01 hectare' while filling a subsidy paper28. 

I could notice that this constraint was more accepted by younger interviewees because they had 

received a more complete education. In addition, most of the sheep herders received help from 

another member of the household – usually the husband/wife/girlfriend/boyfriend.

The physical tasks. Some of the interviewees (2 and 11 especially) acknowledged the fact 

that it is sometimes a physical activity and that it can be a source of physical difficulties. Especially 

true during summer time, a shepherd can walk many kilometres in a single day, in mountainous

conditions. Furthermore, during some periods, the workload is so intense that the sheep herders can 

sometimes work during 18-20 hours a day – especially true during lambing time. The accumulation 

of worked time added up to the different tasks that have to be done can put a person at risk for his or 

her health.

It is very important to understand the social life of sheep herders before trying to look at the 

consequences the return of wolves has had on their lives. I tried to obtain a better overview of their 

28 Subsidies are more and more oriented towards the area of the exploited land, especially for environmental subsidies.
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daily reality by focusing on the good sides and the bad sides of running a sheep farm and practising 

traditional pastoralism in the French Alps. Even though the objective was not to obtain a complete 

understanding of all their daily tasks, it provides a rather good insight of why they enjoy doing this 

job as well as what the constraints are at being a sheep herder. Although they are making a living 

out of it, sheep herders practising traditional pastoralism in the French Alps are driven mostly by

passion. This passion is strongly linked to the love for animals as well as the love for nature. A 

reciprocal relationship can actually be identified between sheep herders and the natural ecosystems, 

where pastoralism plays an important role to regulate and conserve the landscape while on the other 

hand nature provides an environment where pastoralism can be practised offering different benefits, 

especially economic, allowing herders to decrease investments in food supply for sheep. Yet, this 

job remains hard as it requires physical skills and an impressive amount of time spent on the farm. 

In addition, the more and more regulated European system trying to face the pressures of the world 

market has remarkably increased the amount of administrative paper works – yet necessary for 

survival – and has become one of the biggest problems for sheep herders.

4.2. The wolf: where do the problems lie?

4.2.1. Some results about wolves

Figure 4: Evolution of the wolf population in the French Alps.
EMR is the indicator for the number of individuals within the population.

Source: ONCFS 2007

Figure 4 represents an approximate evolution in the number of wolves since their return. The 

figure has to be interpreted with precautions as data about the exact number of wolves is hard to 

obtain. That is why the figure shows two estimations with a minimum number of individuals (EMR 

min) and a maximum number of individuals (EMR max). One can see that the population of wolves 
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have increased since their return with only one slight decrease in the winter 1999/2000. In addition, 

a decrease can be noticed in the winter 2006/2007. However, the data for this winter is only an 

approximation as all the material witnessing the presence of wolves has not been analyzed yet.

Figure 5: Wolves' attacks on flock between 1994 and 2006.
Figure 5a presents the total number of attacks and figure 5b presents the total number of animals29 killed by 
wolves that have been reimbursed. A detailed table with figures for the 9 departments concerned can be found in 
Appendix 3

Source: MAAPAR 2004 (for 1994-2004); ONCFS 2007 (for 2005-2006).

Figure 6: Evolution of the number of attacks and the average of animals killed per attack.
The number of animals killed per attack is the average value of the ratio number of animal killed by wolves that 
have been reimbursed / number of attacks
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Figure 5 and figure 6 represent different data about the evolution of sheep depredation. Figure 5

shows the evolution of the number of attacks from 1994 to 2006 (Figure 5a) and the total number of 

animals killed during the same period (figure 5b). It is very interesting to see the increase in the 

29 The figure presents every domestic animal killed by the wolf, not only sheep. However, the number of other animals 
killed is very low compared to sheep.
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number of attacks and victims over the years. When comparing those results to figure 4, one can see

that the evolution of the number of attacks follows the evolution of the wolves' population. An 

interesting trend shown by the figures is a strong decrease in the number of attacks in 2006. When 

looking at figure 4, this decrease could be interpreted as a decrease in the wolf population. 

However, data for the winter 2006/2007 have to be taken with precautions as they were still 

incomplete due to the time necessary to realize all the analysis of the genetic material. For that 

reason, it is very difficult to give any interpretation on the increase or decrease of the number of 

attacks.

However, a more interesting insight is shown by figure 6. This figure shows the ratio of the total 

number of animal killed in a given year to the total number of attacks this same year. Since 2001, 

one can observe a regular decrease of this ratio, from an average of 4.9 sheep killed during one 

attack in 2001 to an average of 3.4 sheep killed in 2006.

Those results have to be analyzed with precautions too, first because the figures for 2005-2006 

in figure 5 come from a different source than data from 1994-2004. However, two major 

observations have to be stated. First, the number of attacks has been increasing since the return of 

the wolf. This can be seen as a normal trend as the wolf population has kept increasing during the 

same period. However, it is very interesting to note a large decrease in 2006 compared to 2005. 

Whether or not this decrease is the consequence of the use of protection measure is hard to say. The 

data for 2007 were still not available during the creation of this thesis. Yet, it might be interesting to 

look at those figures for the future years. Although it cannot be argued that the protection measures 

are affecting the number of attacks, the regular decrease in the number of animals killed during one 

attack since 2001 can be interpreted as a success of those protection techniques. A regular decrease 

on six successive years is certainly the fruit of more efficient ways to protect livestock. To 

conclude, I would argue here that the 'plan d'action loup 2004-2008' is a success regarding technical 

results. The wolf population recovery seems to be a success as the number of both PPZ and 

individuals is increasing. In addition, the success on the protection of livestock can be argued as 

there is still a large occurrence of attacks. However, it seems that less sheep are killed during each 

attack. Yet, this too large number of attacks is still a problem as even if no animals are killed during 

one attack, many indirect consequences on the livestock take place, as the next section will show.
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4.2.2. Assessing the social impacts of the return of the wolf on sheep herders' life

From the interviews conducted, every single respondent consider the wolf as a new constraint in 

their work, creating new social pressures. There are different kinds of problems existing, either as a 

direct consequence of the presence of wolves, such as a certain fear for the animal and the stress it 

brings on, or as an indirect consequence such as the increased load work due to the new protection 

methods that sheep herders have to use.

Stress and fear. All of the interviewees expressed a certain fear and stress while discussing the 

wolf. By fear, I do not mean the fear of being face to face with a wolf, but rather the fear of 

experiencing an attack on the flock. As stated earlier, a strong link exists between a sheep herder 

and its sheep, and what can affect the flock will affect the herder. Interviewee 5, who has had 

attacks regularly since 1993 stated that 'every morning, [he] wonder[s] how many sheep [he] will 

find dead'. This permanent fear induces some stress. Being in a state of mind where one is always 

wondering and fearing an attack is a hard experience. Every interviewee actually expressed this 

feeling, which induces others such as hate, anger and also the fact that it is hard to accept that 

wolves are back and endanger one's flock. Although the fear of finding dead sheep every day is 

hard to accept, it seems even harder to accept in which state the flock is after an attack. Interviewee 

2 explained how two nights in a row, he had to stay at night next to his flock because of the 

presence of wolves. Even though he had two protection dogs and an electrified fence to keep the 

sheep together, just the presence of the wolves and the anxiety of the dogs made the sheep totally 

crazy. He explained how they were running in every direction, all panicked. It usually takes many 

days before the sheep get back to normal; it is a hard experience to go through for herders. Finally, 

it is interesting to notice that interviewee 5 stated that he is following a medical treatment for 

stomach aches caused by a high level of stress induced by wolves.

An increased load of work. With the new protection techniques against wolves' attacks, sheep 

herders had to change their working methods drastically. All of the interviewees now use one or 

more of those techniques (see section 3.3). The new techniques require more time spent with the 

flock, even when hiring a shepherd (Bachat 2003; Personal Communication, 2008). The main issue

is that the flock now needs to be enclosed at night into fences where they can stay altogether, 

making it easier for dog watching. However, before the return of the wolf, sheep could stay in the 

nature at night without being watched, while nowadays, they have to be enclosed which means 
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extra work for the herder. Instead of checking the flock before night time, he or she now has to walk 

it back to the night quarter, which can take many hours depending to the pasture where the flock 

was grazing. In addition, when the climate conditions are bad with rain and fog, it is usual that a 

part of the flock gets out of vision and stays in the grazing area without the herder noticing it. Time 

spent to look for those lost sheep can take many extra hours. Furthermore, when an attack occurs, it 

usually takes half a day up to one day for a shepherd to call the ONCFS guard30 and wait for him, 

and find all the killed and lost animals (Bachat 2003). Finally, some of the interviewees practise 

night watching – or hire someone in certain cases – which also adds to the workload. In his report, 

Bachat (2003) conducted three in-depth studies of the impacts that wolves had and estimated an 

average of 900 more working hours than usual for the sheep herder.

Taking care of the dogs. The mesure 't' requires herders to acquire protection dogs – from 

Great Pyrenees race. Those dogs have only a protection function and are not shepherding dogs. The 

first problem linked to those dogs is to raise them. Sheep herders usually buy a dog when it is still a 

pup and has to educate it. Many problems come along as it is time-demanding and one has to be 

patient. In addition, both the dog and the flock have to get used to each other. Many of the 

interviewed herders stated that it can take a long time before the dog is integrated to the flock. If a 

dog is not well-integrated, the stress of sheep can increase, with side effects such as bad-feeding or 

in worst cases miscarriages. Other problems are usually linked to the flock during attacks. Usually, 

the dogs start running everywhere and as they stay around the flock, they either start barking when a 

susceptible danger is getting too close or chase anything that should not be around the flock like 

wild animals and humans. As they are strong dogs, they usually run into sheep, increasing the dose 

of stress and the consequences to that. Also, injuries on sheep are frequent during such events. 

Furthermore, even though they are usually subsidized as well as their food, owning dogs requires 

time and attention. A protection dog is not only present at summer time to watch, but it has to be 

cared of all year long, even at winter time when there is no guarding to do. Finally, the Great 

Pyrenees is known as an aggressive dog and many interviewees have had troubles with tourists who 

hike in the mountains. This does not help the reputation of sheep herders in nature lovers' circles. 

An interesting common point of view among the herders interviewed is the lack of responsibility 

the government has towards those dogs. The mesure 't' imposes to herders who signed to buy those 

dogs and take care of them, otherwise there is no reimbursement after an attack. Yet, some of the 

interviewees who have had problems with dogs' attacks on hikers were sued and had to pay fines. 

30 It is up to the ONCFS to make statements of depredation.
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They think it is quite unfair for them to be responsible of dogs which are aggressive and can create 

troubles, while they need them to be reimbursed when there is flock depredation.

The return of the wolf has induced many new constraints to the lives of sheep herders. As seen, 

the most important constraint is the load of stress that is furthered to their livelihoods. Even though 

the wolf is creating direct pressures on the herders by physically attacking flocks, another 

interesting finding was an indirect consequence of its presence. Most of the interviewees mentioned 

at some points that the wolf was actually not to be blamed for interfering with the livestock. On the 

contrary, they seemed to put more emphasis on blaming 'ecologists'31 and 'people living in cities' 

defining them as 'the people who actually want the wolf to recover but are not there to coexist with 

it'. This attitude will be discussed in the chapter 5. Still, it is interesting to see how attitudes, both 

from herders and the people they seem to blame can shape point of views and reactions, and then 

create tensions and constraints. Chapter 5 will actually discuss how those attitudes are shaped as 

well as understanding how to overcome them.

4.2.3. Assessing the economic constraints

Although the reimbursement system put into actions is quite efficient and guarantees sheep 

herders to obtain a proper incentive in case of loss during an attack, as well as subsidies in order to 

achieve a better protection of the flock, there are many losses that are not being taken into 

consideration (Bachat,.2003; Personal Communication, 2008). When a flock is attacked and sheep 

are killed, other losses than dead animals, called 'indirect losses' occur (Bachat, 2003). The 

interviews conducted allowed me to define those indirect losses and the report by Bachat (2003) 

looking at the impacts of livestock depredation provided an evaluation of those losses. Every 

interviewee seemed to say that when an attack occurs, there will usually be some missing sheep that 

have either got lost or were killed by a wolf and never found back. Those sheep are usually not 

reimbursed. The same goes for sheep that have been injured during an attack. Herders usually prefer 

to kill an injured animal rather than losing some times at trying to cure it without the certitude of 

recovery. Another loss lays in the fact that when a flock is attacked, an important dose of stress 

interferes with the well-being of the sheep. Depending on the season, this stress can be dramatic if 

for example, the ewes are pregnant or if it is coupling time. The number of miscarriages can be high 

31 Herders usually use the word 'écolo' that refers to ecologists. This word mainly concern people involved in 
environmental and wolf protection associations.
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as well as hormonal problems can reduce fertility (Bachat 2003). Those losses are not visible 

because they usually appear long after an attack. Bachat (2003) tried to value those losses for the 

three case studies he chose and could estimate a total loss ranging from few thousands of Francs32

up to 50 000 Francs33, after reimbursement of animal killed by wolves. Finally, another loss resides 

in the fact that because of the wolves, many herders spend less time in the high mountains pastures 

and gather their flock in stable earlier, which also means more expenses to feed the sheep.

5. Discussion

The field research with the different interviews of sheep herders combined with a review of 

existing literature on the topic of human-wolves interactions showed interesting insights that will be 

discussed in this section. I will particularly argue and discuss that wildlife interactions with 

agricultural activities brings economic and psychological constraints. I will demonstrate that the 

case of the French Alps where wildlife negatively affects agriculture is not a case apart. I will 

notably use two other examples where wildlife jeopardizes some agricultural activities, risks that 

could be reduced by a better integration of attitudes towards wildlife.

I will then argue that decreasing the psychological pressures is relevant in order to reduce the 

existing tensions between wildlife and agriculture. In the case of the wolf in the French Alps, these 

psychological pressures are often linked to wrong beliefs and wrong attitudes, especially from the 

public and NGOs – or environmental associations. Thus, a special emphasis on switching those 

attitudes needs to be better-integrated in order to create a management plan that would address the 

issue in a more sustainable way. I will briefly propose what has to be done for four different 

stakeholders and what implications they should have in order to reach some objectives that could

serve to overcome some of the economic and psychological constraints that the return of the wolf 

brought.

Finally, I will open the discussion on the economic benefits that wolves could have. Proving 

that wolves can create benefits is very relevant and can be use as a strong argument to support its 

further protection. Yet, many issues are rising as valuing wildlife is not an easy task.

32 The study was done before the introduction of Euro as a currency. 1 euro = 6,57 Frs.
33 For more information, see Bachat (2003). His report presents a qualitative and quantitative research that introduces an 
in-depth study of the economic loss for 3 farms.
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5.1. Wildlife-human interactions: a problem in other cases

In this section, I will demonstrate that the case of the French Alps where wildlife negatively 

affects agriculture is not a case apart by presenting two other similar cases. The first example is 

related to the brown bear problem with sheep and cattle herding in Norway. The second example 

will introduce the problems that some African farmers are facing in areas where elephants live. It is 

of relevant to demonstrate that the concept that was generated from the analysis of the study case of 

this paper, which is that agricultural activities can be negatively affected by wildlife interactions 

from an economic and social – psychological – point of view, can be generalized to other cases 

(Gomm et al., 2000). Gomm et al. (2000) state that generalizing a case study to others can be of 

relevance as an argument can gain strength when it is backed up with a similar argument from 

another case. 

Norwegian farmers are facing a very similar problem to that of sheep herders in the Alps. 

Zimmermann et al. (2003) exposed the problem of brown bear predation on domestic livestock, 

especially sheep. In this case, the brown bear created notable economic constraints due to repetitive 

attacks on livestock. To solve the problem, Zimmerman et al. (2003) were asked to evaluate the 

potential for decreasing conflicts by switching from sheep to cattle. Their studies showed a very 

interesting tendency about the emotional aspect of the bear-herders relationship. Cattle depredation 

is less likely to happen than sheep depredation. However, cattle herders seem to overestimate the 

risk of depredation. The article shows that bear predation is only the seventeenth reason out of 

nineteen likely to occur in case of a cattle threat. On the other hand, when interviewing cattle 

herders, they reported the bear to be the second biggest threat. It is very interesting to note that the

notion of vulnerability is largely influenced by the emotional attitude of herders. The study shows 

that herders should in reality be more worried about other potential threats. Yet, the brown bear 

remains one of the main reasons for their fears. Similar data about sheep-related problems in the 

Alps were not found during the study. However, one can notice the emotional and thus 

psychological implications of large predators' interactions with agricultural activities.

In another study made by Naughton et al. (1999), an additional dilemma related to wildlife 

interactions is introduced. The article describes the situation of elephants creating tensions with 

crop production in Cameroon and Uganda. For local farmers in those two countries, elephants are 

described as 'pests' as their raids of cultivated areas can amount to huge losses in the crop 

production. Here again, a typical example of wildlife interfering negatively with agricultural 

activities, both economically and psychologically, is shown. The article actually states that 'the 
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social significance of crop loss to elephants and wildlife may be best understood in terms of 

vulnerability and risk' (Naughton et al., 1999:12). Here again, the risk of elephant-related loss is 

overestimated compared to some other 'pests' such as insects and disease, which can account for 

great losses. Yet, the elephant is one of these animals that carries a strong emotional picture, as the 

wolf, and can be hated or beloved. It is interesting to note the similarity with the brown bear 

problem in Norway where the risk is also overestimated due to emotional reasons.

Those two other examples, even if they have been described very shortly here, show that 

wildlife interactions possibly can affect agricultural activities negatively, both economically and 

psychologically. The latter finds its roots in an overestimation of the risk they create. Such an 

attitude from farmers shows that they react to the threat with emotional beliefs rather than rational 

attitudes. In the particular case of the wolf in the Alps, it is hard to say how much wolves contribute 

to loss in production compared to other loss as no studies have focused on this topic. Yet, the 

interviewees have given evidence that the wolf is seen as an important threat, while in reality it 

seems that a flock could be more vulnerable to other threats, such as disease, as the two other cases 

have shown. The emotional aspect influences greatly the attitude towards the wolf. The next section 

will discuss the need to change these attitudes as it could lead to a better acceptance of the wolf and 

thus to a management plan that can integrate in a better way the social factors induced by its 

presence.

5.2. General attitudes towards the wolf: the real problem

A very relevant question to be asked is the real reason for herders' complaints about the wolf. 

This report has shown that the return of the wolf has brought more constraints to their life than they 

had before, both economic and psychological. Consequently, their anger can be understandable. 

Yet, is this anger directly caused by the presence of the wolf? Or is it something else? While 

interviewing, I realized that most of the herders accept this presence and do not blame the wolf 

directly. The wolf came back and if it is able to survive in the Alps, it means it has its place in the 

ecosystem. Sheep herders are totally aware of this fact, which means that the reason for their anger 

is also to be found in some other matters. In many of the interviews herders mentioned the 

misconceptions from the general opinion around the wolf, especially misconceptions coming from 

ecological organisations that protect the wolf. Herders mainly think that if the wolf can sustain 

itself, it is because of the strong support it receives from the general public, especially from people 

living in urban areas (Personal Communication, herders' interviews, 2008). Thus, the public should 
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be more responsible towards the presence of the wolf in the French Alps. This responsibility is not 

to be seen as an economic or a material responsibility but rather as what I call 'psychological 

responsibility'. Wolf management is not as simple as supporting the wolves or supporting the 

farmers. On the contrary, one should be able to understand the whole picture in order to give a 

support that both wolves and herders deserve. If such a change could occur and that the public 

opinion would also acknowledge and accept that wolves induce new constraints for other 

stakeholders, especially sheep herders, the outside pressure described by herders would decrease to 

a more acceptable level.

To achieve such a change in the general perception, every stakeholder concerned should play its 

own role in this process, because if the general public is mainly creating tensions by strongly 

supporting the wolf and closing their eyes to the anger of herders, NGOs and sheep herders 

themselves are generating misconceptions too, or at least are reacting in ways that are 

misunderstood from the other stakeholders. In the section below, I will give a short review of the 

responsibilities that four different stakeholders – government, NGOs and environmental 

associations, public, sheep herders and local community – have to take in order to avoid further 

misconceptions. I truly believe that those misconceptions are a major driver in the problem linked to 

the presence of wolves that is the psychological pressure that is added to sheep herders. If the 

different stakeholders could adopt a new approach to the problem by not only being self-interested 

in the problem – which means not only see the effects that the presence of wolves will have on 

themselves – but instead understand the different factors and consequences of it, many constraints 

would simply disappear, or at least would be reduced.

Government

As aforementioned, the French government has already implemented a management plan and 

set different objectives. If looking at the two main objectives, that is sustaining the wolf population 

and decreasing the impact on livestock depredation, the management plan can be seen as successful 

so far. The wolf population has increased regularly and has established itself in 23 zones 

permanently. The positive results for livestock depredation can be argued. The number of attacks 

has been increasing, following the increase in the wolf population. Yet, the average number of 

sheep killed during one attack has been decreasing, proving that the direct impacts on livestock can 

be decreased. However, there are still a lot of progresses to be made in decreasing the number of 

attacks as many indirect losses (see section 4.2.3) can become economically and socially 

problematic. The implementation of the mesure 't' seems to be a success as more and more herders 



Laurent Peutin
International Master's Programme

Environmental Studies and Sustainability

- 35 -

have signed the contract. One of the good points of this measure is the fact that it does not only 

focus on a reimbursement plan but it also focuses on subsidizing protection measures as well (see 

table 2). Bulte and Rondeau (2005) actually argue that compensating wildlife damages can be a bad 

thing to do. One of their main arguments is to ask why herders – or any farmers facing wildlife 

damages – would invest in protection techniques knowing that they would get reimbursed anyways.

From the interviews I conducted, many herders told me that if they would not be part of the mesure 

't' and experience repeated attacks, they would stop being reimbursed (Personal Communication, 

2008). This shows the willingness of the government to focus on the livestock protection rather than 

reimbursing, which in turn, has more positive effects on a long term perspective, because of its 

possible benefits towards depredation. Even though the government seems to assume its 

responsibilities, many things have still to be done from their side. Two points appears to be 

relevant. First, as it will be explained in the next paragraph, NGOs and ecological associations 

might have an important role to play in the spreading of knowledge and information. Yet, the state 

could also play a role by boosting research on the wolf problem and wolf-related topics in order to 

spread the available data. Another role to play, related to the information and knowledge about wolf 

would be to diffuse better information to the media who can be of great influence, especially by 

shaping public attitudes (Boitani, 2000).

NGOs and environmental associations

NGOs and environmental associations have in my sense a very important role to play, especially 

on two major points. First, by helping sheep herders to protect their flocks against wolf predation, 

and second, by spreading more rational information to the public and rise awareness about the 

different problems linked to the wolf.

While doing my field trip, I was able to meet with a representative from the association FERUS, 

a large predators protection association. FERUS launched about ten years ago a programme called 

'Pastoraloup'34 that aims at giving assistance to shepherds either technically or by sending 

volunteers for night-watching at summer time. The technical assistance can take different forms 

such as the renovation of mountain cottages, fitting out pastures with better access to water points 

and improving pastures with a more efficient flock watching (Personal Communication, Jean-Luc 

Borelli, 2008).

34 FERUS is funded by other NGOs, notably the WWF. To read more information about the programme Pastoraloup, 
you can check their website at: http://ours-loup-lynx.info/spip.php?rubrique23

http://ours-loup-lynx.info/spip.php?rubrique23
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I actually took part in the renovation of a mountain cottage during my field trip. The objective 

was to re-build an old stone cottage that would allow the sheep herder to remain close from his 

flock in decent conditions. The word 'decent' is very relative as this cottage has nothing but a fire 

place and allows stopping the wind. In addition, the programme trains volunteers – often students –

and send them at summer time for two to three week periods to help shepherds taking care of the 

protection material as well as insuring a night watching.

Every interviewee has worked with FERUS at least once and all of them enjoyed this help for 

two main reasons. The first is that it allows the herder to rest when his flock is at risk. The human 

presence most of the time scares wolves (Fritts & al., 2003 in Mech & Boitani) and knowing that 

someone is around the flock at night gives herders the opportunity to rest, spend some times with 

his family or do other things that have to be done. This helps decrease a lot of the pressure that 

shepherds have to carry and it decreases the wolf problem drastically. The second reason is that 

those volunteers represent potential information carriers. Usually, the volunteers are strong 

supporters of the wolves when they arrive. After a period of few weeks spent in real shepherding 

conditions – with all the good and bad sides mentioned above – the volunteers usually get a better 

understanding of what it takes to lead this life. Furthermore, some interviewees stated that in some 

cases, the volunteers witnessed attacks on flock and that it has had a huge influence on their way to 

identify the wolf problems. By being exposed to the permanent pressure, they are able to experience 

the real life conditions of herders. For herders, it is seen as a great opportunity to spread awareness 

as they know those volunteers will become valuable informants later on.

The example of the FERUS association shows that improvements can easily come from other 

stakeholders than the government. Yet, it certainly took FERUS a certain willingness that is 

necessary in this process. Instead of choosing the easy solution of defending the wolf at any prices 

and blame herders for their lack of respect towards the wolf, there is obviously a willingness to 

understand the problem from different perspectives and acknowledge that the presence of the 

wolves create new constraints that need to be fixed, or at least that need to be assessed. The 

involvement of other associations or NGOs in the spread of 'right information' concerning the wolf 

and the problems linked to it must have a great influence at switching the general opinion towards a 

'right attitude'.

General Public

The views and attitudes on wolves in the general opinion are very broad and different depending 

on many factors. Boitani (2000) states that for example, people living in urban areas tend to have a 
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positive view while in rural areas, where people are certainly more exposed, the view tends to be 

negative. However, those conceptions are often based on wrong knowledge, especially because of 

the lack of scientific data available to the general public. Opinions are rather built on stories and old 

beliefs (Boitani, 2000). In addition, the wolf – as well as many large predators such as bears – has 

always been a fascination to humans, in every culture, and thus is a source of strong emotions 

(Bath, 1995). In another study, Bath (2000) explains how attitudes towards wolves are shaped by 

beliefs. Then, it is easy to understand that a shepherd who has experienced a wolf attack will have a 

negative attitude. One of the herders interviewed put the situation in the other way by telling me 

that 'people living in Paris have a positive attitude because they are not exposed to it. But what if 

wolves were present in the forests around Paris and would create problems?' (Personal

communication, interviewee 4, 2008) The beliefs would certainly change and thus, attitudes too.

To illustrate the lack of knowledge about wolves, Bath (2000) conducted a qualitative survey in 

two departments (Savoie and Alpes-Maritimes). In this study, he shows that people seriously lack 

knowledge about the biology and ecology of the wolf and he also demonstrates that misconceptions 

are common, usually because of an overestimation of the risk created by emotional reasons. It 

illustrates a need for greater information spread within the population, for both people with positive

and negative views. Simply basing an attitude on beliefs, often wrong, inevitably creates tensions 

and misconceptions that can lead to misunderstandings between different stakeholders. From the 

research I conducted, I was able to notice that sheep herders were very sensitive to the wrong 

pictures they received from the public's opinion because their position on wolves had different 

perspectives. If the access to information was better, attitudes from the general public could change 

and encompass related problems such as livestock depredation and herders' attitudes. Consequently, 

herders would certainly ease their 'anger' which would indeed reduce certain pressures. In this 

process, NGOs and ecological associations will certainly have the most important role to play by 

spreading information, as well as the media (Boitani, 2000) who often carries wrong beliefs as well.

Sheep herders and local community

Sheep herders are certainly the most concerned stakeholder group in the wolf problem as they 

are the stakeholders who experience the most consequences. I also include the local community in 

this stakeholder group, that is the people linked to sheep herding and people living in places where 

wolves are present – often small villages in the mountains –as their view is very similar to herder's. 

During the interviews I conducted, I realized how their critics are directed towards the public's

opinion and ecological associations. Yet, what are the reasons that make people taking the defence 
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of wolves and not herders? The answer to this question can be found in a social trend that creates

France's reputation: protesting. French farmers are very famous to regularly go on strike and noisily 

protest against many things. Consequently, farmers have a bad reputation, seen as 'the people that 

every tax payer provides with an income, and still always complain about the situation'. This 

phenomenon, added to a rather positive opinion on the wolf in France, gives them the status of the 

'bad people of the story'. Yet, their behaviour, as well as their beliefs and attitudes on wolf could 

easily change, which in turn would probably ease the situation. Although their protest is a vicious 

circle – people are in favour of the wolf, so sheep herders protest, which give them an even worse

image etc., sheep herders are not likely to be a key stakeholder that could change this trend. They 

are part of a rural world that is deeply anchored in strong values, where protests are crucial. Yet, 

many things could be changed on their attitude towards wolves. As for the public, the lack of 

scientific knowledge about wolves is a source of misconceptions that leads to negative attitudes. A 

better availability of information to sheep herders as well as to the local communities would give an 

incentive of change. An important key of the process would be to show that wolves could actually 

have some economic benefits for the regional development. The next section will treat this topic.

5.3. The economic benefits of the wolf: an important argument

A very important argument that should be used in order to give a new status to the wolf is to 

make it valuable and a component able to generate benefits, especially for the local population.

Valuing the wolf in the Alps seems relevant. Simpson (2007) summarizes in his article the 

contributions of David Pearce, a pioneer in the complex topic of economic valuation of biodiversity.

The valuation of biodiversity and ecosystems is an important tool for nature conservation as it can 

'demonstrate that biodiversity generates values sufficient to motivate its own preservation' 

(Simpson, 2007), meaning that the economic benefits generated by an ecosystem are equal or larger 

than its exploitation.

Boitani (2000) proposes three different ways where the presence of the wolf could lead to more 

economic development. Ecotourism focused on wolf conservation could create a dynamic of 

employment and give the opportunity to local businesses to benefit from it. Furthermore, the 

development of ecotourism in the particular case of the French Alps could be linked to a reappraisal 

of traditional pastoralism. This report has shown that pastoralism and sheep herding as a whole has 

had economic difficulties in the last 20 years. The globalized situation is not likely to evolve 

towards an improvement in France for lamb meat production. Yet, pastoralism and sheep herding
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are important at preserving the mountain ecosystems. A solution that could enhance more 

sustainable practises would be to revalorize the environmental role of pastoralism instead of 

focusing on meat production. The European subsidies have given more and more focus on the 

environment, especially with the recent reforms and are directing some agricultural activities 

towards more ecologically-centred objectives. Developing wolf ecotourism should then integrate 

pastoralism in order to revalorize its role for the environment. This would allow the maintenance of 

the profession as well as offer opportunities for herders to have their voice heard. Ecotourism 

focused on wolves should offer the possibility to tourists to meet local herders and even spend some 

times with a flock in order to understand the different factors that the presence of wolves induces.

Another solution proposed by Boitani (2000) is the creation of a label which would refer to the 

wolf and could be easily identifiable by customers. The idea would be to group local products from 

the Alps under a label referring to the wolf with an easy-to-catch logo for customers. Many local 

producers could benefit from that by reaching a broader public.

Finally, it is important to create a centre or museum where people can have an easy access to 

information related to the wolf (Boitani, 2000). In France, such a centre exists and is located in the 

Mercantour National Park. The park is named 'Alpha'3536. The park offers the possibility to observe 

wolves in captivity as well as to experience a guided visit where the public is able to meet with a 

sheepherder's family whose members have a different opinion on the wolf. It gives the opportunity 

for the public to get an easy access to reliable information and evidences about wolves as well as 

shaping a better understanding of this animal. In addition, entrance fees to such a place as well as 

different brochures and souvenirs sold in this place contribute to the economic development as well.

Even if the wolf can generate economic benefits that would give it a great argument in favour of

its protection and its range expansion, Pearce (1994, in Simpson, 2007) sees two main limitations to 

the 'appropriation' of biodiversity by local communities. The first is due to the instability of the 

market by which the local community could be unable to obtain the real benefits of the presence of 

the wolf from other communities. The second is due to inappropriate subsidies provided by the 

government that can change the value of the ecosystem. However, even if valuing the wolf presents 

some limitations that have to be kept in mind, it seems an important incentive to enhance a better 

acceptance of the wolf, especially in local communities.

35 In reference to the leader of a pack, usually called individual alpha (Mech & Boitnai, 2003)
36 To find more information about the park, please visit: http://www.alpha-loup.com/

http://www.alpha-loup.com/
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5.4. Assessing sustainability

The Brundtland Report (United Nations, 1987) has been one of the first solid attempts to define 

sustainable development with precise objectives for a global and local development that would 

encompass economic, ecological, social, ethical and technological factors. Chapter 6 of the 

Bruntland report discusses the challenges that our civilization is facing in terms of biodiversity and 

ecosystems conservation, as describe in paragraph 4.1:

Conservation of living natural resources - plants, animals, and micro-organisms, and the non-
living elements of the environment on which they depend - is crucial for development (…). 
The challenge facing nations today is no longer deciding whether conservation is a good 
idea, but rather how it can be implemented in the national interest and within the means 
available in each country (WCED, 1987).

This is of particular interest regarding the problem treated in this thesis. The wolf, listed as 

vulnerable on the IUCN Red List, needs, as aforementioned, a special focus for its conservation in 

the French Alps. Yet, the thesis has shown that conservation can be problematic and co-existence 

with human activities can be complicated. Yet, a conservation plan should not only be focused on 

one species but has to integrate other factors such as human activities. The Bruntland report states 

in paragraphs 4.64 that '[governments] should support and expand programmes of public education 

to ensure that the species question receives the attention it deserves throughout the entire 

population' (WCED, 1987). Furthermore, paragraph 4.66 states:

Governments need to follow a new approach in this field (…). They should review 
programmes in areas such as agriculture, forestry, and settlements that serve to degrade and 
destroy species' habitats. Governments should determine how many more protected areas are 
needed, especially in the spirit of how such areas can contribute to national development 
objectives. (WCED, 1987)

Those two paragraphs show the need to integrate human activities as well as public participation 

in the process of reaching a more sustainable development. As the thesis has shown, the 

management plan for wolves in France must dedicate a particular attention to the stakeholders 

involved – notably sheep herders. Even though the French government has implemented an 

interesting and fruitful management plan, there are still gaps to fill in order to reach a higher degree 

of sustainability. First, the role of pastoralism needs to be re-defined as a conservation activity 

rather than focusing on production, at least in the French Alps. The world market and the new wolf 
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problem have made the economy of pastoralism unsustainable. Yet, shaping a new role for 

pastoralism, by subsidizing farmers with ecologically-focused incentives and becoming less 

production-centred, it might become more ecologically sustainable.

In addition, the general public must be more concerned as the presence of the wolf is part of 

their heritage. They have the duty of conserving the wolf, while on the other hand great economic 

benefits could be achieved, especially for local communities. Yet, the biggest challenge facing the 

integration of public is to change beliefs and attitudes towards a more-accepted wolf which would 

enhance a better acceptation in the rural areas where it is present.

To conclude, the return of wolves has endangered pastoralism greatly. Yet, the government has 

been able to promote a management plan that limited its interactions. However, reaching a more 

sustainable situation must remain the focus. In this process, integrating agriculture in the 

management process as well as promoting public participation, which implies a better diffusion of 

information, will be two keys towards the goal of sustainability.

6. Conclusion

The contributions of this thesis are diverse and have allowed us to obtain and shape a better 

understanding of one of the most controversial ecological problems that France is facing.

This thesis has first set the scene offering a literature review in order to introduce the wolf as a 

large predator that has particular ecology, biology and behaviour. A historical review of the 

attitudes towards the wolf has shown that this animal has been a source of passion for humans since 

antiquity, either adored or hated. The change in how society conceived nature was a big turn for the 

status of the wolf which is now legally protected by many documents. Governments and people 

have the duty protecting it in order to permit its recovery in different ecosystems.

Although the wolf has its place in the French Alps, the field research demonstrated that its 

return has created many tensions in the rural world, especially for sheep herders practising 

traditional pastoralism in the Alps. A short literature review provided us with some facts about 

sheep husbandry in France and described a rather difficult economic situation because of the 

pressure of the world market and a highly subsidized system. The wolf problem added some new 

economic constraints that are partly compensated for by a management plan. Nevertheless, social 

and psychological pressures for sheep herders appeared as well. Those new pressures find their 

roots in two different reasons. First, the pressure that is directly induced by the presence of the wolf 
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which provokes repeated attacks on livestock, resulting in economic loss as well as an increased 

workload and amount of stress. The second reason is found in the anger from sheep herders towards 

the 'ecologists' – notably environmental associations and people in favour of the wolf – because of 

the misinformed attitudes they have towards both wolves and herders.

As the discussion proposed, there is a huge need to encompass and change those attitudes 

towards the wolf. Also it is true for the general public, who see the presence of wolves as great and 

picture farmers as the 'bad people', a need to change sheep herders attitudes is also required. A 

greater awareness about wolves is essential, which requires a better access to information and where 

the government and NGOs will play an important role. Another important argument that will be in 

favour of a better acceptation of the wolves will be to show its capacity at generating economic

benefits for the local communities.

Rather than generating a strong theory, this thesis has assessed the social constraints faced by 

sheep herders and offered some new insights in order to allow a better cohabitation of wolves and 

human activities

Yet, many uncertainties lay ahead, and a need for further research is required. First, it seems 

important that new studies on the attitudes towards the wolf – both general public and local 

communities – should be conducted in order to obtain a better understanding of where the problem 

really lies. Also, an important matter will be to question ourselves about the future situation of the 

wolf population. If it keeps on increasing and gaining new territories as it did in the past years, the 

wolf will rapidly settle in new ecosystems such as plains and interact with other agricultural 

activities, which increases economic risks from livestock losses, such as cattle, horse etc. What will 

happen then? This is, according to me, the most important question that managers should now ask 

themselves.
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Appendix 1: List of the interviewees

Sheep herders:

All the interviews of herders were recorded and transcribed into French.

Interviewee 1: female, 25 years old, married, one child (under 1). I met the interviewee on March 
10 of 2008, in Tréminis, at her domicile/farm. The interview lasted 56 minutes

Interviewee 2: male, 49 years old, married, two children (9 and 14). I met the interviewee on 
March 10 of 2008, in Jausiers, in a restaurant. The interview lasted 50 minutes.

Interviewee 3: female, 39 years old, married, two children (15 and ?). I met the interviewee on 
March 11 of 2008, in Blégiers, at her domicile. The interview lasted 1 hour and 10 minutes.

Interviewee 4: male, age unknown (around 50-55), single, no child. I met the interviewee on March 
11 of 2008, in La Javie, at his domicile/farm. The interview lasted 40 minutes.

Interviewee 5: male, 33 years old, married, three children (5, 9 and 12). I met the interviewee on 
March 12 of 2008, in Breil-sur-Roya, at the interviewee's farm. The interview lasted 40 minutes.

Interviewee 6: male, 26 years old, living with his girlfriend, no child. I met the interviewee on 
March 13 of 2008, in Fayence, at his domicile. The interview lasted 40 minutes.

Interviewee 7: male, 59 years old, single, one child (age unknown). I met the interviewee on March 
13 of 2008, in Chateau-Double, at his domicile/farm. The interview lasted 35 minutes.

Interviewee 8: male, 30 years old, single, no child. I met the interviewee on March 14 of 2008, in 
Clumanc, at his domicile/farm. The interview lasted 62 minutes.

Interviewee 9: male, 52 years old, married, two children (15 and 18). I met the interviewee on 
March 14 of 2008, in Ginasservies, at his domicile/farm. The interview lasted 45 minutes. His wife 
and two children were present during the interview and were asked some questions.

Interviewee 10: male, age unknown (around 45-50 years old), living in concubinage, two children 
(20 years old, from his first marriage and 7 years old from his new relationship). I met the 
interviewee on March 17 of 2008, in Saint-Martin-de-Crau, in a café. The interview lasted 35 
minutes.

Interviewee 11: male, age unknown (35-45), living with is girlfriend, no children. I met the 
interviewee on March 18 of 2008, in Eourres, at his domicile. The interview lasted 52 minutes.

Interviewee 12: male, age unknown (30-35), married, two children (6 and 9). I met the interviewee 
on March 18 of 2008, in Céreste, at his domicile. The interview lasted 45 minutes.
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Focus group:
The focus group was done with 8 sheep herders at the farm of one of the herder, in Montouroux. It 
lasted 1 hour. The members of the group were all males, the youngest was 19 and the eldest was 65.

Other:

Jean-Luc Borelli. Male, age unknown (40-45). Jean-Luc is managing the programme PastoraLoup 
for the association FERUS. He invited me to spend one day and one night on the renovation of a 
mountain cottage (it was done for interviewee 11) on March 19 of 2008. We had a non-recorded 
conversation of about 1 hour.
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Appendix 2: Questionnaire for the interviews

1 Could you introduce yourself?
2 Are you married? Do you have any child?
3 Does your husband/wife work with you or does she/he do something else?
4 How did you become shepherd/sheep herder?

5 I am interested by the summer period, when livestock are brought up in the mountains. In which 
geographical area do you usually go?

6 Could you describe me what is a normal working day?
7 Do you think your profession is hard/demanding?
8 What are the advantages and constraints of being a sheep herder?
9 To summarize, could you give me three words that best describe your job (good or bad)?
10 Do you feel happy to do what you do?
11 How is your family life influenced by your job? Are there a lot of concessions to make at home 

because of your job? Is it negative?
12 According to you, what role does 'pastoralism' play in our society? Economically, Culturally, 

Ecologically?

13 Economically, is it a viable profession?
14 Is there a lot of competition on the lamb meat market?
15 What kind of subsidies do you receive? From whom?
16 Could describe the economic situation of sheep herding during the last 20 years?

17 What is your general impression/feeling about the return of the wolf?
18 What do you know about wolves' ecology?
19 Have you ever experienced attacks on your flock? When? How many times?
20 Could you describe me what exactly happen during the first attack, or an attack you remember 

well? How did you feel exactly?
21 What are the administrative papers to fill in after an attack?

22 What kind of new constraints did the wolf bring in your daily life?
23 Did it influence your family life and livelihood?
24 What kind of economic losses wolf attacks induce?

25 What do you think of the management plan the French government has implemented?
26 Do you think that sheep herders are well represented when creating such a management plan?
27 Do you think the two main objectives of the management plans are realistic?
28 Would you prefer bottom-up decisions rather than the actual top-down?

29 You have been working with Pastoraloup Programme. What kind of support do they provide 
you?

30 Did their help influence your livelihood? How?
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Appendix 3: table for the total number of attacks and the total number of 
animals killed between 1994 and 2006 in the nine departments where the wolf is 

present in the French Alps

Department 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 Total

18 0 2 0 20
Ain

68 0 5 0 73
9 19 45 11 13 5 23 49 179 116 469

Savoie
40 106 280 31 72 21 76 180 631 625 2062

16 18 34
Haute-Savoie

40 50 90
34 21 51 47 89 46 46 61 37 432

Isère
163 51 163 457 547 281 194 174 105 2135

1 11 5 35 25 36 54 23 190
Drôme

3 64 13 166 78 126 162 80 692
5 30 40 49 29 53 63 55 83 114 521

Hautes-Alpes
78 241 313 188 98 161 234 191 470 466 2440

7 30 17 25 51 96 119 165 123 633Alpes de Haute 
Provence 10 142 121 95 234 394 592 650 313 2551

51 104 193 193 212 183 232 260 342 225 209 392 305 2901Alpes-
Maritimes 92 441 796 765 708 146 911 1152 1574 967 838 1590 876 10856

4 15 23 11 15 16 84
Var

20 56 129 24 37 36 302
Total number 

of attacks
51 104 193 207 302 320 371 383 590 519 525 967 752 5284

number of 
animals killed 

reimbursed
92 441 796 883 1228 935 1478 1907 2759 2227 2145 3759 2551 21201

Average of 
animals killed 

per attack
1,8 4,24 4,12 4,27 4,07 5,62 4 4,92 4,68 4,29 4,09 3,89 3,39 4,16

Source: MAAPAR 2004 (for 1994-2004); ONCFS 2007 (for 2005-2006).


