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MICHA HERDTFELDER1*, ULRICH SCHRAML1 AND RUDI SUCHANT1

Steps towards a lynx popula-
tion in the Black Forest?
The discussion between different stakeholders about a reintroduction of the lynx 
Lynx lynx in the Black Forest has been going on since the 1980s. Since the instal-
lation of the Working Group Lynx Baden-Württemberg (WG lynx) in 2004, the know-
ledge about the lynx and the conflicts behind it has been improved and distributed 
for all stakeholders represented in the WG lynx. The joint development of a technical 
concept for dealing with the lynx helped to develop concrete solutions for identified 
concerns of the stakeholders. After the state elections in spring 2021, the governing 
parties stated in their coalition agreement that the chances for the return of the lynx 
should be improved through a reinforcement program to support the population in 
close cooperation with all stakeholders concerned.

Baden-Wuerttemberg BW and especially 
the Black Forest is located less than 20 kilo-
metres from the lynx population in the Jura 
Mountains and about 40 kilometres from the 
lynx population in the French Vosges Moun-
tains. Together with the Palatinate Forest, 
these four low mountain ranges form the 
core of a potential Upper Rhine lynx meta-
population (Krehbuehl et al. 2021). Suitable 
habitats hosting existing subpopulations and 
largely unused habitats in the Black Forest 
are separated by the Rhine River Valley and 
the extensive human infrastructure that dis-
sects it. Monitoring in BW shows dispersal 
of male lynx from the Jura to the Black Forest 
and adjacent regions, but females apparently 
avoid crossing this landscape (Fig. 1, Monitor-
ing results of the FVA). 
Since the 1980s, the reintroduction of lynx 
into the Black Forest has been discussed very 
emotionally by the stakeholders involved. 
The process was characterized by unilateral 
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actions of opposing groups to defend their 
respective interests. At some point, lynx ad-
vocates went to court to fight for their right 
to reintroduce lynx on their own. In 1997, 
they suffered a major defeat, as the court 
ruled that reintroduction required the ap-
proval of the authoritative Ministry of Rural 
Areas, which the latter refused. The way the 
debate was conducted led to mistrust be-
tween the groups involved and to an escala-
tion of the conflict (Luechtrath et al. 2012). 
In 2004, a Working Group Lynx (WG Lynx) 
was established by the same ministry. One 
goal was to build trust and mediate between 
the stakeholder groups represented. External 
facilitation is used for this purpose. Since 
2004, many actions have been discussed 
and implemented by the members of the WG 
Lynx (e.g. implementation of SCALP catego-
ries for monitoring, ensuring transparency of 
monitoring data, training local contact per-
sons in monitoring and knowledge transfer, 

establishment of compensation funds for 
killed livestock). 
From 2008 to 2012 the WG Lynx participat-
ed in the research project “Lynx in Baden-
Wuerttemberg” conducted by the Forest Re-
search Institute BW (FVA) in cooperation with 
the University of Freiburg to establish a com-
mon knowledge base. The results show that 
habitat suitability in the Black Forest is almost 
as good as in the Swiss Jura Mountains, but 
without the release of females, there is little 
chance to establish a viable (sub-)population 
in BW (Herdtfelder 2012). The results also 
show that the conflict about the lynx has to 
be seen as part of a larger conflict about the 
definition and ranking of societal values bet-
ween the groups involved (Luechtrath 2011). 
One important effect of the research project 
and the deliberately neutral and all-party 
moderation of the WG is an increasingly re-
spectful and appreciative interaction among 
the members of the working group, which 
could be observed over time.
As a consequence, a follow-up project was 
conducted from 2012 to 2016 by the FVA and 
other members of the WG Lynx to improve 
and distribute knowledge about lynx and now 
also wolves Canis lupus as well as knowledge 
about interactions and communication bet-
ween members of affected groups in BW. Dur-
ing the project, local networks of stakeholders 
were established in three model regions and 
over 60 events were held at different spatial 
and organizational levels. At each event, infor-
mation about conflict dynamics and strategies 
to improve communication were an important 
part of the presentations and discussions. 
As a next step, in 2018 the Ministry of Rural 
Affairs engaged the FVA to prepare a detailed 

Fig. 1. Overview of lynx individuals identified in Baden-Württemberg over time, including information on the origin of each animal, all males.

Herdtfelder et al.
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concept that includes the current situation of 
lynx, the state of research, and the resulting 
options for the future management of lynx in 
BW. The members of WG Lynx participated in 
the development of the concept, especially in 
search for solutions that avoid or compensate 
perceived disadvantages for landowners, 
livestock keepers and hunters. A draft of the 
concept was completed in summer 2019 and 
included the following three alternative man-
agement scenarios: 1) status quo – no speci-
fic actions to improve the status of the lynx 
in BW; 2) small reintroduction project – rein-
forcement using only four female lynx within 
the next three years; 3) large reintroduction 
project – reinforcement using 12 lynx (eight 
females and four males). For all scenarios, 
the preparation of a management plan would 
be mandatory. Following the presentation of 
the complete draft concept to the WG Lynx, 
stakeholder groups had the possibility to 
send their final comments to the Ministry. 
In a high-level meeting of the WG Lynx held 
in October 2019, the ministry expressed the 

political will to implement a reinforcement 
project in cooperation with hunters and 
landowners. However, due to the ongoing 
debate about the general alignment with 
agriculture and nature conservation and the 
associated challenges for landowners, the 
ministry considered the timing inappropriate 
for an immediate implementation. To keep 
the process ongoing, the FVA was tasked 
with further clarifying practical challenges 
of a reinforcement project and supporting 
a continuous constructive dialog between 
stakeholders. After state elections in spring 
2021, the old and new governing parties stat-
ed in their new coalition agreement that the 
chances for the return of the lynx should be 
improved by a reinforcement program to sup-
port the population, in close cooperation with 
all stakeholders concerned. 
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The contribution of stepping-
stone releases for enhancing 
lynx distribution
Assuming that large-scale reintroduction projects within the Alps or anywhere else 
in Western or Central Europe will be difficult to implement in the future, the step-
ping-stone approach to connect small and isolated populations seems an adequate 
strategy. Experiences indicate that the number of animals released in the frame of 
an adaptive release strategy (monitoring and further releases if needed) as well as 
distance to the nearest lynx population might be the crucial elements defining the 
success of these small-scale reintroductions.

“A raised stone used singly or in a series as 
a place on which to step when crossing a 
stream or muddy area” is the definition of 
stepping-stone. Figuratively, it can be de-
fined as an action helping to make a limi-
ted, one-step progress towards a specified 
goal. In the context of lynx conservation, 
stepping-stones are defined as discon-
nected small occurrences that potentially 
connect otherwise isolated populations. 
Long-term viability of reintroduced lynx 
populations depends on the successful 
establishment of a large metapopulati-

on, ideally connected with the Carpathian 
founder population. The Alps play a crucial 
role due to their large size and range, po-
tentially connecting populations in Western 
and Central Europe (von Arx et al. 2021). 
However, the Alpine lynx population itself 
is far from reaching its potential extension 
and abundance and cannot be considered 
viable. Presently, the population consists of 
four subpopulations (Fig. 1): (1) The north-
western Alps population is the largest one 
with its centre in western Switzerland, 
spreading into France and occasionally Ita-

ly. It originates from reintroductions in the 
1970s. (2) In 2001 a first stepping-stone 
was created in north-eastern Switzerland 
with the one explicit aim to further the ex-
pansion of the Alpine population. (3) The 
second stepping-stone population was 
established based on the presence of one 
single male present in the Limestone Alps, 
Upper Austria. (4) The south-eastern Alpine 
lynx population originates from immigration 
from the Dinarics (Molinari 1998), where 
in 1973 six lynx were reintroduced (Čop & 
Frkovic 1998). The Dinaric lynx population 
initially thrived and expanded soon into 
the Alps and southwards to Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. However, during the past 20 
years, the trend reversed (Fležar et al. 2021, 
Sindičić et al. 2013) with the consequence 
that the lynx in the south-eastern Alps is 
at the brink of its second extinction. The 
populations in the north-western Alps and 
in eastern Switzerland are about to merge. 
However, between these populations and 
the occurrences in the eastern Alps is a gap 
of unoccupied, although suitable habitat of 
300 and 150  km, respectively (Fig. 1; Zim-
mermann 2004, Molinari-Jobin et al. 2018).
Compared to wolf and brown bear, lynx pop-
ulations spread slowly and do not easily 
overcome barriers. Although the individual 
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