
 
 

 

 

 

Understanding motivations for illegal killing of large carnivores in Europe - 

Insights from social science 
 

Introduction 
This info note examines the complex reasons behind the illegal killing of large carnivores (LC) in 
Europe, drawing insights from recent social science studies that consider various cultural, social, 
and regional backgrounds. Understanding these underlying factors is crucial for developing effective 
conservation strategies that address local contexts and promote long-term coexistence. The lack of 
social acceptance and acceptance towards large carnivore conservation and management is having 
strong effects on their recovery, survival, and associated conflicts. Currently, the limiting factor to 
successful co-existence with large carnivores in Europe is not habitat availability, but factors such as 
human acceptance and favourable policies1. 

Factors Driving Illegal Killing 
The recovery of large carnivore populations is a conservation success in Europe. All mainland EU 
countries host at least one large carnivore species. However, a number of threats exist. Illegal killing 
(often termed “poaching”) in form of shooting, poisoning, or trapping is an important threat to the 
survival and recovery of large carnivore populations in Europe2. Illegal killing (or poaching) of 
carnivores is an especially challenging conservation issue3. Several decades of social science 
research has consistently shown that human-carnivore conflicts and associated acts of illegal killing 
are often about deeper social conflicts, for example, between rural and urban areas, modern and 
traditional values, different social and economic classes, and the distribution of power and decision-
making processes4. Together with cultural and historical backgrounds, these underlying conflicts 
shape peoples´ attitudes and behaviours towards the presence of large carnivores.  

Cultural perspectives and traditions 

Different cultures have diverse historical relationships with LC which influence attitudes and 
behaviours. Aspects of cultural identity are tangible and can be affected by LC presence and the 
associated conservation efforts. Despite their significance, socio-cultural factors are often 
downplayed in discussions about human-wildlife conflicts. Cultural contexts and traditions are still 
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today shaping people’s livelihood activities and practices. For instance, LC management can be 
inseparably linked to the cultural identities and practices of rural communities. Conservation 
measures that restrict LC management practices with long-lasting traditions may have adverse 
effects on the conservation of LC in Europe.5 

Mistrust in governments and decision-making 

The protection of large carnivores is considered by some social groups as a symbol of rural-urban 
inequality and seen as a threat to rural activities and lifestyles6. This occurs at a time when 
conservation and species protection is high on the political agenda of many regional and national 
governments in Europe. Consequently, opposing the protection of large carnivores can expresses 
mistrust towards environmental institutions and governments and may be seen as defending rural 
economy and culture. These neglected emotions and fears of rural actors in decision-making 
processes often lead to illegal killing of bears, wolves and other wildlife7.  

Socioeconomic Factors 

Socioeconomic factors play a significant role in driving illegal killing of LC in Europe.8 Livestock 
farming is an important source of income in rural areas. When large carnivores, such as wolves or 
bears, prey on livestock, it can result in substantial economic and emotional losses for farmers. In 
response, some individuals may resort to illegal killing to protect their livelihoods. The fact that rural 
communities are facing many challenges such as urbanisation, demographic change or limited 
access to modern resources is making LC often a symbol for urban-rural in equality9.  

Risks, fear, and safety concerns 

Human attitudes towards large carnivores are significantly influenced by actual and perceived risks 
associated with the presence of these species. The most common risks from large carnivores are 
linked to damages caused by depredation on livestock, competition with hunters, and attacks on 
humans and are thought to directly lead to intolerant behaviours by humans, such as illegal killing 
of large carnivores10. Fear of carnivore attacks on humans can also drive negative attitudes.  

Hunters' efforts against illegal killing of LC 
When management frameworks work well, hunters value large carnivores like other game species. 
In such cases, conflicts are often low along with poaching. At the same time, hunters and hunting 
associations can play an essential role in addressing illegal killing of wildlife. Advocacy and 
awareness initiatives are common, where hunters raise awareness within their communities and 
with other rural stakeholders about the significance of long-term coexistence with LC. 
Moreover, reporting and monitoring efforts of hunters are crucial in combatting illegal activities. 
Their first-hand knowledge of natural environments, changes in habitats and species composition 
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allows them to provide crucial information to authorities and conservation organizations, aiding in 
the identification and prevention of illegal killings. 
Collaboration with law enforcement is another key aspect, with hunters actively assisting in 
surveillance efforts and investigations. Wildlife crime prevention is a shared goal, leading hunters 
to organizing workshops, seminars, and training sessions on hunting laws to push for stricter 
penalties and improved enforcement.  
Engaging in conservation projects demonstrates the commitment of hunters and hunting 
organizations. They contribute financially and through their knowledge and volunteer work to 
initiatives focused on habitat management, research, and public education.  
The LIFE Lynx project is a good example of a project driven by hunters and other stakeholders. The 
primary objective is to prevent the Dinaric-SE Alpine lynx population from extinction and to 
preserve it in the long term. Before the start of the project, the population was small, isolated, and 
extremely inbred. It urgently needed reinforcement by introducing additional, healthy animals from 
another population. The project is a good example of joint efforts towards long term lynx 
conservation between hunters, foresters, and researchers. Hunters are key partners in monitoring 
the lynx populations and are standing strong against illegal killing. During the project, the Hunters 
Association of Slovenia organized training sessions for prevention and successful persecution of 
illegal killing of wild animals for police officers. 
For more projects on hunters´ efforts in LC conservation and management see: 
https://www.biodiversitymanifesto.com/category/large-carnivores/  
 

FACE position on combatting wildlife crime 

In October 2022, the FACE General Assembly, which represents the views of 7 million hunters, 
adopted a new position on wildlife crime, reinforcing FACE´s long-standing position on “zero-
tolerance”. 
The position: 
• Advocates for strong support for “zero-tolerance” towards wildlife crime. 

• Calls for a better understanding of the root causes driving wildlife crime as a basis for decision-makers to 

appropriately design policy responses and legislation. 

• Appeals to policymakers to work together with the hunting community in order to combat wildlife crime. 

• Supports the need for effective and efficient enforcement of legislation related to wildlife crime. 

Conclusions 
The long-term conservation and recovery of large carnivores will mainly depend on their acceptance 
and tolerance by people that share their everyday space. Local communities must be involved in 
and supportive of management processes and plans. Legal large carnivore management in form of 
well-regulated and transparent quota systems can act in favour of conserving their populations and 
increasing their acceptance11.  
 

 
11 Pohja-Mykrä, M. (2018). 3 Socio-political illegal acts as a challenge for wolf conservation and management. Large 
Carnivore Conservation and Management: Human Dimensions. 

https://www.biodiversitymanifesto.com/category/large-carnivores/



