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FOREWORD 

When vast areas of nature are burning as a result of human intervention and this becomes a 

recurrent issue, we should find ways to prevent and counteract the problem together. This is 

particularly true as regards protected forest areas for which so many efforts have been made by 

the Member States with EU support, especially to protect biodiversity-rich land. 

The present report is based on the European Forest Fire Information System (EFFIS), 

established by the Joint Research Centre and Directorate General for Environment, which 

delivers all the data needed to forecast forest fires, to assess the damages caused by them and to 

look into the causes of fires. We are glad to contribute to the protection of our environment by 

further supporting the �forest fire community�. The system is an example of how Member 

States and the Commission work together on a purely voluntary basis and we would like to 

thank the competent national authorities for their active contribution. 

During 2009 , the Commission put forest fires higher on the political agenda, focusing more on 

prevention and adapting our forests to challenges resulting from climate change. In these fields, 

preparatory work on two Council conclusions was done, the Commission adopted the Green 

Paper on forest protection and information and the European Parliament took initiatives in forest 

fire prevention. We also recognize and appreciate the active involvement of the Member States 

and hope that further common ground can be found to safeguard European forests which are an 

essential element of our cultural heritage.   

The Commission increased its contribution and supported the setting-up of the EU Forest Fires 

Tactical Reserve (EUFFTR), which aims at stepping up Member States cooperation. In 2009, 

the EUFFTR pilot project consisted of two fire-fighting planes (Canadair CL-215) that were 

leased from the market and were available to fly 150 hours each from 1 July to 30 September. 

The planes were a supplementary European resource designed to reinforce the overall EU fire-

fighting capacity. The EUFFTR intervened in 6 activations: twice in France-Corsica and 

Portugal, once in Italy-Sardinia, and once in Greece. In some cases assistance was also provided 

bilaterally (e.g. Spain and Portugal assisted each other several times last summer). In 2009, the 

summer’s major intervention was in Greece where the EUFFTR intervened together with 

aircraft from France, Italy, Cyprus and Turkey. Furthermore, the Monitoring and Information 

Centre of the European Commission pro-actively monitored the forest fire situation.  
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We reaffirm the Commission’s commitment to continue working together with the European 

Civil Protection Mechanism’s Participating States to ensure a safer Europe and we are confident 

that we will find ways to tackle forest fires and their consequences for people and the 

environment. We also invite the Member States to make good use of EU funding, in particular 

as regards forest fire prevention and forest restoration measures. 

 

 

 

   

Janez POTO�NIK Kristalina GEORGIEVA MÆire GEOGHEGAN-QUINN 

Commissioner for the 
Environment 

 

Commissioner for International 
Cooperation, Humanitarian 

Aid and Crisis Response 

Commissioner for Research, 
Innovation and Science 
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1. FOREST FIRES 2009 IN THE EUROPEAN 

COUNTRIES 

1.1. SOUTHERN MOST AFFECTED MEMBER 

STATES (1980 – 2009)  

The long time series of forest fire data available 
for these 5 southern countries (Portugal, Spain, 
France, Italy, and Greece) justifies a separate 
analysis as has been the case in previous reports. 

During 2009, fires in these 5 countries burned a 
total area of 323 896 hectares, which, although 
almost double the area burnt in 2008, is 
nevertheless still below the average for the last 29 
years. The number of fires that occurred (52 795) 
is also slightly below the average of the last two 
decades (see Table 1 for details). 

Figure 1a shows the total burnt area per year in 
the five Southern Member States since 1980. The 
statistics vary considerably from one year to the 
next, which clearly indicates how much the burnt 
area depends on seasonal meteorological 
conditions. Overall, the total burnt area for all 5 
countries in 2009 is only 75% of the average for 
the last decade (Table 1). 

Figure 1b shows the yearly number of fires in the 
five southern Member States since 1980. After the 
increasing trend during the 1990s, which was also 
partly due to the improvement in recording 
procedures, the number of fires was stable for 
around one decade, and in the last years a 
decrease has been observed. This trend seems to 
continue, but will have to be confirmed in the 
next years. Overall, 2009 was an average year in 
terms of number of fires. The total number of 
fires in the 5 countries was significantly greater 
than 2008, in particular because of a large 
increase in those reported from Portugal (in fact 
almost half the total reported fires in 2009 came 
from Portugal). In contrast, the number of fires in 
Italy was even lower than in 2008. The values 
from Greece were also low (although these are 
provisional figures and likely to rise when the 
final count is made). 

Figure 1c shows the yearly average fire size in the 
5 countries since 1980. There is a clear difference 
in average fire size before and after 1990. This is 
a similar trend to that observed in the number of 
fires and is also partly due to the same reasons 
(the additional fires that are recorded thanks to the 
improvements in the statistical systems are the 
smallest ones). But it is also largely due to the 
improvements of the fire protection services of 
the countries, which may explain why, although 
the total number of fires in 2009 was not far from 

the long average, the total burnt area remains 
significantly below it. 

On the other hand since the 1990s we have been 
observing periodically bad years followed by 1-2 
positive years (Figure 1a and Figure 1b). 
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Number of fires in the Southern Member States
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(b) 

Average fire size in the Southern Member States
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(c) 

Figure 1.  Burnt area (a) number of fires (b) and 
average fire size (c) in the five Southern Member 

States for the last 30 years. 
 

Figure 2 compares the yearly averages for burnt 
areas, number of fires and average fire size for the 
periods 1980-89; 1990-99 and 2000-09 with the 
figures for 2009. It presents each of the 5 
countries separately and also their total. This 
figure shows that 2009 was a reasonably good 
year for southern Europe as a whole. The overall 
figure for the five southern Member States is 
below the averages of previous periods for 
average fire size, number of fires, and, in 
particular, burnt area. 
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Figure 3 shows the contribution of each of the 
five Member State in terms of burnt areas and 
numbers of fires to the overall figures for all the 
considered Southern Member States in 2009.  

Table 1 gives a summary of the burnt areas and 
number of fires for the last 30 years, the average 
for the 1980s and 1990s, and the average for the 
last 10 years, together with the figures for 2009. 

As mentioned, a total of 323 896 ha were burnt in 
the five southern Member States in 2009, which is 
below the average of the last 30 years. The 
number of fires in 2009 was 52 795, which is 
below the average of the last 20 years. 

Since the area of each country is different, and the 
area at risk within each country is also different, 
the comparisons among countries cannot be 
absolute. During 2009 Portugal had a slightly 
higher share of the fires than usual, while Italy 
had relatively fewer. However, the relative 
proportions of burnt areas are very close to the 
long term averages, implying that the average fire 
size in Portugal was slightly lower in 2009 (i.e. 
many of the extra reported fires were small ones), 
while some very large fires on Sardinia 
influenced the statistics of Italy. 

Over the last decade, the previous tendency up to 
the mid-1990s of the five southern Member States 
towards an increase in the number of fires seems 
to be stabilized and some decrease has been 
observed. This may possibly be due to the 
positive effect of the public information 
campaigns carried out in all the countries and the 
improvements in the prevention and fire-fighting 
capacities. It remains to be seen whether these 
improvements can be continued as the next 
decade starts. 
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Figure 2. Burnt areas (a), number of fires (b) and 
average fire size (c) in the five Southern Member 
States in the year 2009 as compared with average 

values for previous decades. 
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Share of burned area 2009 in the Southern Member 

States

SPAIN, 34%

PORTUGAL, 

27%

ITALY, 23%

GREECE, 11%

FRANCE, 5%

 (a) 

Share of number of fires 2009 in the Southern 

Member States

SPAIN, 29%
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GREECE, 2%

PORTUGAL, 

49%

 (b) 
Figure 3. Share of the total burnt area (a) and the total 
number of fires (b) in each of the Southern Member 

State for 2009. 
 
 
 

Table 1. Number of fires and burnt area in the five Southern Member States in the last 30 years. 
Number of fires PORTUGAL SPAIN FRANCE ITALY GREECE

(*)
 TOTAL 

2009  26 119   15 391  4 800   5 422   1 063   52 795  
% of total in 2009 49% 29% 9% 10% 2% 100% 
Average 1980-1989  7 381   9 515   4 910   11 575   1 264   34 645  
Average 1990-1999  22 250   18 152   5 538   11 164   1 748   58 851  
Average 2000-2009  24 949   18 337   4 406   7 259   1 569   56 645  
Average 1980-2009  18 194   15 335   4 951   9 999   1 569   50 047  
TOTAL (1980-2009)  545 805   452 848   148 531   299 977   47 058   1 501 409  
       

Burnt areas (ha) PORTUGAL SPAIN FRANCE
 
 ITALY GREECE

(*)
 TOTAL 

2009  87 416  110 783  17 000  73 355  35 342   323 896  
% of total in 2009 27% 34% 5% 23% 11% 100% 
Average 1980-1989  73 484   244 788   39 157   147 150   52 417   556 995  
Average 1990-1999  102 203   161 319   22 735   118 573   44 108   448 938  
Average 2000-2009  150 101   125 239   22 342   83 878  49 238   430 798  
Average 1980-2009  108 956   177 115   28 078   116 534   48 587   478 910  
TOTAL (1980-2009)  3 257 886   5 313 457   842 332   3 496 005   1 457 624   14 367 304  

 (*) Provisional data for 2009.
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1.1.1. Portugal 

Fire danger in the 2009 fire season 

In 2009, burnt area has increased up to 
87 416.27 ha, about 5 times the area burnt in the 
previous year. However, it represents 59% of the 
average of the previous decennium, which was 
148 452 ha. Regarding forest fires numbers, there 
was also an increase in 2009, especially small 
fires under 1 ha, in a total of 26 119 fires. This 
value represents an increase of 5% when 
compared to the average of fire numbers of the 
last decennium and an increase of 40% in relation 
to 2008. 

In spite of the increased burned area and number 
of fires, Portugal was able to meet the targets set 
on the National Fire Plan�, in what regards the 
total burnt area per year. This was the fourth year 
accomplishing the target of 100 000 ha annual 
burned area by 2012, established by the National 
Fire Plan (2006). 

These outcomes had high impact mostly on 
shrubland, 62%, rather than woodland, 38%. 

According to the information provided by the 
National Meteorological Institute, the 
meteorological daily severity index (DSR), 
derived from the Fire Weather Index, shows the 
evolution of the fire risk in an operational 
perspective for the year 2009 (Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4. DSR variation in 2009 

 

                                                 
1 Portugal is facing a trend of decrease in the annual 

burnt area records since 2005, when the 
Government, after the fire season settled a reform 
on the national system for forest fire prevention 
and suppression, including the adoption of the 
National Fire Plan in May 2006, with the goal of 
100 000 ha burnt/annually by 2012. 

 

Fire occurrence and affected surfaces 

The year of 2009 inverted the decreasing trend in 
the number of fire occurrence and burned areas 
observed since 2006. Portugal registered a total 
number of 26 119 forest fires (78% < 1ha), 
responsible for the burning of 87 416.27 ha 
(Figure 5 and Table 2). Forest fires affected 
mainly shrubland (68.3%). Eucalyptus globulus 
plantations, Quercus sp. and Pinus pinaster stands 
were the forest covers most affected by fires. 

Between January and June 8 852 forest fires 
occurred (34% total forest fires), which consumed 
approximately 19 755.73 ha (23% total burned 
area).  

In the summer period (July-September, 
corresponding to the most critical period of forest 
fires) were reported 58% of the occurrences that 
burned about 62 972.57 ha (72% total burned 
area). The most critical forest fires occurred 
between August and mid-September. 

 
Figure 5. Burned areas in 2009, provisory data 

(Portugal). 
Source: ISA-DEF (2009); AFN (2009) 
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Table 2. Forest fires in Portugal (monthly distribution) 
Burnt Area (ha) 

Month 
Number 

of  
Fires 

Wooded 
land 

Shrub 
land 

Total 

Jan 31 11 23 34 
Feb 1 169 304 1 871 2 175 
Mar 3 758 3 805 9 843 13 648 
Apr 1 199 422 1 124 1 546 
May 1 413 929 788 1 717 
Jun 1 282 325 310 635 
Jul 2 152 1 039 2 772 3 811 
Aug 5 135 10 017 23 156 33 173 
Sep 7 774 6 449 19 540 25 989 
Oct 2 070 789 3 785 4 574 
Nov 89 2 90 92 
Dec 47 5 17 22 

TOTAL 26 119 24 097 63 319 87 416 

 
Fire occurrence (Table 3) prevailed mostly in the 
urban districts, such as Porto, Braga, Bragança, 
Viana do Castelo, Viseu (Northern region) and 
Aveiro, Guarda (Center Region), which registered 
71% of the total number of fires (mainly very 
small fires). The Northern and Central regions of 
Portugal were the most affected by forest fires 
(83 393.33 ha - 95% of the total). In these regions 
are concentrated large areas of Eucalyptus and 
Pine stands and mountainous areas where the 
usage of fire for pasture renewal still has a strong 
prevalence. 

Table 3. Number of fires and burned area in Portugal 
(NUTSII - 2009). 

Number of fires Burned Area (ha) 
NUTS II 
Region � 1ha < 1ha Total 

Shrub 
land 

Wooded 
land 

Total 

Norte 4 432 13 719 18 151 44 567 14 726 59 294 

Centro 1 009 3 451 4 460 15 937 8 163 24 100 

Lisboa 312 2 275 2 587 751 491 1 242 

Alentejo 57 264 321 702 338 1 039 

Algarve 51 549 600 1 362 379 1 741 

TOTAL 5 861 20 258 26 119 63 319 24 097 87 416 

 

The analysis of the yearly trends in the number of 
fires and burned areas in Portugal shows an 
increase in the last year in both parameters, 
against the trend of decrease (Figure 6). 

Portugal registered 134 large fires (> 100 ha), 
which corresponded to 63% of the total burned 
area. There were registered 25 fires larger than 
500 ha, that burned 31 859 ha. The largest fire of 
2009 occurred in Guarda district, burning 
7 080 ha, on 30th August and during 3 days. 
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Figure 6. Burnt areas (a), number of fires (b) and 

average fire size (c) in Portugal for the last 30 years. 
 

Fire fighting means and information campaigns 

For the 2009 forest fire season, the Portuguese 
Authorities significantly increased the number of 
means available for surveillance, detection and 
fire-fighting operations. 

The distribution of these means during the year of 
2009 was made in phases. The number of means 
applied in each phase depended, amongst other 
factors, on the forest fire risk expected for a given 
period. For example, during the most critical 
period, Charlie Phase (1JUL-30SEP), there were 
around 9 829 human resources, 2 196 vehicles 
and 56 aerial means available. 

In order to improve and assure the fire fighting 
operations out of the critical period, terrestrial and 
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aerial means were made permanently available 
during the Alfa and Echo phases.  

In Table 4, there is a summary of all the fire-
fighting means distributed by phases: 

 
Table 4. . Fire-fighting means available per phase 

Phases Elements Vehicles 
Aerial 
Means 

Alfa 
(< 15MAY) 

Means available on 
demand 

2 - 7 

Bravo 
(15MAY-30JUN) 

6 200 1 465 24 

Charlie 
(1JUL-30SEP) 

9 829 2 196 56 

Delta 
(1OCT-15OCT) 

5 441 1 247 19 

Echo 
(> 15OCT) 

Means available on 
demand 

2 - 7 

 

With respect to aerial means they were of the 
following types: 

• 35 Helis for initial attack; 

• 14 Aircrafts for initial attack; 

• 5 Helis for enlarged attack; 

• 2 Amphibious aircrafts for enlarged 
attack. 

All means were guaranteed by different public 
and private entities/organizations (11) such as the 
National Authority for Civil Protection, Fire 
Fighter Units, National Guard, National Forest 
Authority, Biodiversity and Environmental 
Conservation Institute (ICNB), Police (PSP), 
Army and Forest Producers Associations 
(AFOCELCA). 

In the case of Fire Fighter Units they were 
responsible for the development of fire fighting 
operations covering all the Portugal districts (18), 
with a force of 4 933 fire fighters and 1 182 
vehicles. 

There were also a group of special teams whose 
activity was related mainly to surveillance, 
detection and initial attack actions. Their actions 
allowed the surveillance of suspicious activities, 
the early detection of forest fires and the timely 
development of initial attack actions. They were 
the Relief, Protection and Intervention Group 
(GIPS), the Special Fire Brigade Force (FEB) and 
Fire Analysis and Utilization Group (GAUF). 

In the case of the GIPS, dependent on the 
National Guard, this force had 638 elements and 
102 vehicles, distributed among 11 districts. They 
performed 6 407 initial attack missions (4 548 

airborne and 1 859 terrestrial), as well as 7 962 
terrestrial patrols. 

With respect to the FEB, dependent on ANPC, it 
had 259 elements and 35 vehicles, distributed 
among 7 districts, and they had developed 
approximately 2 775 initial attack missions (1 706 
airborne and 1 069 terrestrial). 

Finally, the GAUF, dependent on AFN, with 36 
experts acting all over the country, intervened on 
135 occasions. 

Relative to the development of initial attack 
actions in the scope of forest fire fighting 
operations, the average time registered for the 
arriving of the first forces to the incident area was 
around 7 minutes in terms of aerial means and 13 
minutes for terrestrial means. It should be noted 
that the target time defined for this same purpose 
in the 2009 Operational Directive was 20 minutes. 

There were other entities that had an important 
role in the implementation of the 2009 
Operational Directive. They were the Forest 
Sapeurs and the Surveillance and Initial Attack 
Teams, dependent on the National Forest 
Authority and on the Biodiversity and 
Environmental Conservation Institute, 
respectively. 

In the case of the Forest Sapeurs, this force had 
around 1 500 elements, and they performed 3 189 
actions (1 112 initial attack actions, 1 007 fire 
fighting supporting operations and 1 070 mop up 
actions). 

Finally, the Surveillance and Initial Attack 
Teams, acting mainly on environmental 
protecting areas, with a force of 131 elements, 
intervened on 879 occasions (372 initial attack 
actions, 287 fire fighting supporting operations 
and 220 mop up actions). 

Besides the already described significantly 
increased means available for surveillance, 
detection and fire-fighting operations and 
missions developed, in terms of fire-fighting 
strategy, there were some other improvements 
during the year of 2009: 

• Creation of 120 permanent intervention 
teams, around 600 fire fighters, 
distributed among 13 districts; 

• Publication of operational guidelines to 
support the use of aerial means in civil 
protection operations.   



     

 

15 

Loss of human lives in the 2009 fire campaign. 

Forest fires in Portugal caused, during 2009, the 
deaths of 4 civilians. All of them were caught by 
fire when performing soil renewal actions.  

It should be noted that all of these deaths were 
due to spring fires. 

There was also registered the death of 3 fire 
fighters during a forest fire operation, due to a car 
accident. This situation also caused the injury of 2 
fire fighters. 

Operations of mutual assistance 

During 2009 Portugal required assistance through 
the EU-Mechanism for Civil Protection three 
times. The assistance received was in terms of 
aerial means and is presented in Table 5. 

 
Table 5. Assistance received during 2009 

Request 
Requested 

Means 
Mission Period 

Flight 
Hours 

Water 
Drops 

13AUG 
2 

Canadairs 
(EUFFTR) 

Forest Fire 
Fighting 

Operations 

14-20 
AUG 

(7 days) 
55 h 38 

31AUG 
2 

Canadairs 
(Italy) 

Forest Fire 
Fighting 

Operations 

01-03 
SEP 

(3 days) 
14 h 24 

05SEP 
2 

Canadairs 
(EUFFTR) 

Forest Fire 
Fighting 

Operations 

06-12 
SEP 

(7 days) 
82 h 142 

 

The bilateral agreement with Spain for 
reinforcement of aerial means and ground fire-
fighting forces in and outside the border area (15 
km to each side of the border) was also activated, 
several times. One of these actions was the 
assistance provided by Portugal to Spain, in order 
to support the Spanish Authorities forest fire 
fighting operations, from the 23rd to 26th of July, 
involving the deployment of 1 Canadair, and its 
respective crew, and one Liaison Officer. 

Fire causes 

In 2009 the National Guard proceeded with the 
criminal investigation of 12 176 forest fires (47% 
of the total of forest fires registered in 2009). 
Intentional fires corresponded to 28% of the 
determined causes and Accidents or Negligence 
were present in the ignition of 32% of the human-
caused fires (Figure 7). Pasture renewal and 
agricultural burnings represented 34% of the 
accidents or negligence fires. 

 
Figure 7. Main causes of forest fires in 2009 

Policy measures 

a) Decree-Law 124/2006, with the changes 
introduced by the Decree-Law 17/2009   

Establishes a set of preventive measures regarding 
forest fires prevention. In 2009, the publishing of 
Regulation 678/2009, established the period 
between 1st July and 15th October as the critical 
period, where special preventive measures 
prevailed.  

b) Decree-Law 16/2009 

Defines mandatory forest management plans 
concerning risks, namely forest fires.  

c) Legal Order 44/2009 

District Fire Plans were defined. 

d) Legal Order 14031/2009 

Regulamentation of Prescribed fire and other 
technical fire is published. 

Bilateral Commission on Forest Fires Prevention 
and Suppression (Portugal/Spain) 

There were no follow-up progresses in the 
Commission works. 

Forest fire prevention and information campaigns 

(a) Information and Public awareness 

campaigns 

Portugal developed a public awareness campaign 
for forest fires prevention under the slogan 
�Portugal without forest fires depends on all of 
us�. Under funding by the National Forest Fund, 
several actions were taken: for example, the 
national and regional awareness campaign in the 
media, warning about hazardous behaviours, 
promoted by the National Authority for Civil 
Protection (ANPC), National Forest Authority 
(AFN) and municipalities. 
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 In the public information domain, the National 
Authority of Civil Protection and the National 
Forest Authority made significant efforts on the 
availability of online information. To reach that 
goal, AFN published online seven reports, 
between 8th July and 15th October (critical period) 
and the ANPC services displayed online 
information of the most relevant forest fire 
incidents. Also, the Meteorological Institute (IM) 
provided online information concerning FWI and 
its forecast. The AFN also provided its partners 
with an online service for FWI mapping. 

 

(b). Forest Fire Prevention 

(b).1. Forest fire planning 

The National Forest Authority kept its efforts in 
the forest fire planning at the local, municipal and 
regional (district) levels. 

The municipal planning objective is pursued by 
the technical support to the municipalities forest 
offices, based in the Municipal Plans for Forest 
Fire Prevention (5 years planning) and the 
Municipal Operational Plans, which are part of 
the previous plans and are updated on a yearly 
basis. 

The municipalities� forest offices provide 
technical support to the Municipal Commission 
for forest fires prevention and suppression. By the 
end of 2009 there were 242 municipal forest 
offices established and 262 Municipal Plans for 
Forest Fire Prevention and 256 Municipal 
Operational Plans approved. 92% of the 
municipalities are covered with Forest Fire 
Prevention Municipal Plans. 

The regional level planning is assured by the 
Regional Forest Plans (for the entire continental 
land) and by regional maps of fire pre-
suppression, updated each summer in cooperation 
with municipalities and District Commands for 
Relief Operations, at the district level. 

(b).2. Forest fuel management 

Forest fuels management are one of the key-
actions in the forest fire prevention domain. A 
total area of 27 611.47 ha were managed: 
27 456.61 ha by specialized hand-crews and 
154.86 ha with prescribed burning (37.17 ha 
forest stands and 117.69 ha shrublands). The 
prescribed burning was performed under the 
national programme GeFoCo, an AFN 
programme to promote and develop Prescribed 
Fire Specialist Group activities, increasing total 
treated area through this technique, and give 

technical support to Prescribed Fire Plans. This 
program also allows professional training, not 
only for foresters but also to forest hand crews.  

By the end of 2009, Portugal had 116 foresters 
and 385 personnel of the specialized hand-crews 
who attended training in prescribed burning. 

 

(c). Forest fires operational prevention 

The National Guard (GNR) is responsible for the 
coordination of the surveillance of critical forest 
areas, detection of forest fires and for the law 
enforcement and the initial criminal investigation 
of forest fires. 

(c). 1.  Surveillance and detection 

The National Guard deployed the �Secured Forest 
Operation�, between 15th May and 15th October, 
which promoted the realization of over 61 844 
patrolling operations in the most critical forest 
areas. These patrolling operations represented 
76% of a total of 81 374 operations. 

In 2009, the Lookout Towers National Network 
was responsible for an increase of 55.5% in the 
detection of forest fires (first alert).  

(c). 2.  Law enforcement 

The application of the preventive measures 
defined in the Decree-Law 124/2006, altered by 
de Decree-Law 17/2009, was the main action of 
the National Guard. A total of 3 186 infractions 
were detected, mostly related with illegal 
agricultural use of fire and the lack of vegetation 
clearance around houses, keeping the same trend 
of 2008. 

In the same period 105 suspects of crimes related 
with forest fires were identified and 16 were 
arrested.  

(c). 3. Fire fighting strategy 

In order to cope with forest fires and to define an 
integrated fire-fighting strategy, the National 
Authority for Civil Protection, as it did in 2008, 
established an Operational Directive for the forest 
fire season of 2009, with the following main 
purposes: 

Define a unique structure for Direction, 
Command and Control, and a Special Structure to 
Fight Forest Fires (DECIF); 

Regulate institutional coordination and the 
cooperation and involvement of the organizations 
belonging to the Portuguese Integrated System for 
Relief Operations (SIOPS). 
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The Operational Directive was applied to all 
organizations and institutions which play a role in 
this field and was used as a base to elaborate both 
district and municipal emergency plans. It was 
also used as a reference to elaborate all directives, 
plans and orders that were applied to 
organizations involved in the Special Structure to 
Fight Forest Fires.  

 

The Directive defined an operational concept 
based on the following principles: 

• Unique command structure; 

• Anticipation ability;  

• Integrated response; 

• Permanent safety; 

 

And had the following objectives: 

• Dissuasive surveillance; 

• Well-timed detection; 

• Immediate dispatch;  

• Strong initial attack;  

• Unity of command; 

• Operation maintenance. 

 

In order to accomplish all the above-mentioned 
objectives a time-line for operational response 
was defined with the following main steps: 

• Anticipation, which involved pre-positioning 
of surveillance and initial attack teams, as 
well as fire-fighting, back up and specialized 
teams; aircrafts were employed in armed 
monitoring operations; 

• Initial Attack, which implicated immediate 
dispatch of the initial attack resources, 
especially the aerial ones. Other foreseen 
activities were reconnaissance and initial 
evaluation of the situation, transfer of 
command so that the operations may be 
correctly organized, and permanent guarantee 
of recovering the structure�s initial attack 
capacity. So, this phase is a first organized 
and integrated intervention. 

• Enlarged Attack, which implied immediate 
reinforcement of operations, in accordance 
with the principle of subsidiarity but also of 
anticipation, ensuring the necessary tactical 
decisions to defend forest and houses, and 

activation of different teams such as fire 
analysis or/and tactical restraint fire teams. 
The activation of an Enlarged Attack depends 
on the following: if after 90 minutes, the fire 
is not extinguished or declared circumscribed 
by the incident commander, the District 
Coordination Centre   forwards reinforcement 
groups. 

• Post-Fire Operations and Active 

Surveillance, which implied the elimination 
of all living embers and isolation of the 
material in slow combustion, so as to avoid 
the fire becoming active again.  

 

(Sources: Ministry of Agriculture, Rural 
Development and Fisheries - National Forest 
Authority and National Authority for Civil 
Protection, Portugal) 
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1.1.2. Spain  

Fire danger in the 2009 fire season 

The year started with average temperatures in 
January and February. March was unusually 
warm throughout the entire country apart from the 
Balearic Islands, and the number of fires in this 
month was higher than average. 

In April temperatures returned to the norm. May 
was a very warm month in general with mean 
temperatures between 2 and 3” C above their 
normal means in most peninsular regions. May 
was also dry in most parts of the mainland and 
islands, with the rain deficit particularly 
pronounced in the Mediterranean, western and 
central areas of Andalucia and both Castillas and 
Extremadura. 

June was extremely warm for the whole of Spain 
and the Balearic Islands. Compared with the 
reference period 1971-2000 it ranked fourth 
warmest in the last 50 years, behind 2003, 2005 
and 2004. In the Canary Islands this month was 
also generally very warm, but above 2000 metres 
altitude it was normal or slightly cool. This was a 
dry month for the whole of the peninsula and 
Balearics, and the Canary Islands were very 
humid.  

The month of July was also very warm for the 
whole country (the sixth warmest July since 
1961). Rainfall during July was below normal for 
the month within the Peninsula and Mallorca. The 
only significant and widespread rains were in the 
northwest and north of the peninsula. Throughout 
the month of July, weather conditions meant that 
the fire risk was very high for most areas. Added 
to the effects of wind, affected areas reached 
values more typical of August. This situation is 
not exceptional, as similar situations have 
occurred in other years, as in the case of 2002 and 
2005, and may lead to occurrences of large fires 
causing a significant impact on many areas of the 
forest land. For example, from 14 to 22 July there 
were 3 large lightning fires which affected 12 268 
hectares, over 22% of the total area burnt by large 
fires (i.e. fires over 500 ha). 

The month of August was very warm throughout 
the country and only surpassed by the years 2003 
and 1991 since 1961. In the Balearics and the 
Canary Islands it was also very warm but with 
lower thermal anomalies. August was also dry 
with rainfall 30% less than the normal total on the 
mainland.  

 

September was warm and dry on the mainland 
and in the Canary Islands, especially in the 
northern part of the country. The Balearic Islands 
showed a normal temperature for the time of year.  
It was a humid month for the whole of the 
mainland. 

It was the fourth warmest October since 1971 
(after 1995, 1997 and 2006). It was also a dry 
month with a monthly rainfall total of only 77% 
of the 1971-2000 average. The warm, dry weather 
continued into November. However it was wet in 
Galicia, Cantabria, Navarre and the northwest 
corner of Castilla y León. 

The month of December was slightly colder than 
normal and was also very wet overall, with an 
average rainfall value nearly twice the monthly 
average over the reference period 1971-2000. 
Therefore, this month ranks as the wettest 
December since 1996 and the fifth wettest in the 
last 60 years. 

Number of fires and affected surfaces 

The provisional numbers of fires and burnt areas 
for 2009, according to the data provided by the 
Autonomous Regions, are shown in Table 7. The 
worst affected regions in 2009 were Castilla y 
León and Aragón. The total number of fires is 
higher than in 2008 but remains below the 
average for the last 10 years. 

The general trend over the last 10 years is a 
decrease in the number of fires. There was a peak 
in 2005 with 25 492 and the decade average is 
18 626. The total for the year 2009 (15 391 fires) 
is 3 235 fires below that average. 

There is also a declining trend in total area 
affected over the last 10 years. There was a peak 
in 2005 with 188 697 ha affected and the 
minimum occurred in 2008 (50 321). The average 
of the decade 1999-2008 was 123 441 ha and in 
2009 the total was 10% below this average. 

The percentage of forest land affected remains 
stable in recent years at around 36%. 

Figure 8 shows the trend in fires during the twelve 
months of the year, distinguishing between small 
fires of <1 hectare and fires � 1 ha. Larger fires 
outweigh the small ones in February and March, 
but in the remaining months there was a higher 
number of small fires. From May, both this year 
and for the corresponding 10-year average, the 
relative percentage of small fires is significantly 
higher in the summer months than in winter. In 
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August, the proportion of small fires against the 
total is 81.48%. 

No fires <1ha 2009
No fires >1ha 2009

Av. No fires <1ha 1999-2008

Av. No fires >1ha 1999-2008

Number of fires January-December 2009

No fires <1ha 2009
No fires >1ha 2009

Av. No fires <1ha 1999-2008

Av. No fires >1ha 1999-2008

Number of fires January-December 2009

 
Figure 8 Annual progression of number of fires 2009 

 

Figure 9 shows that in 2009, four months (March, 
May, July and October) exceeded the average 
figures of total burnt area. However, in August 
the 2009 total was significantly below the 10 year 
average (16 872 ha less). 

Burnt area Forests 2009

Total burnt area 2009

Av. burnt area Forests 1999-2008
Av. burnt area 1999-2008

Burnt area (ha) January-December 2009

Burnt area Forests 2009

Total burnt area 2009

Av. burnt area Forests 1999-2008
Av. burnt area 1999-2008

Burnt area (ha) January-December 2009

 
Figure 9 Annual progression of burnt area 2009 

 

In 2009 there were 34 large fires (with an affected 
area of at least 500 ha) according to information 
supplied to the Area of wildland fire management 
by the Autonomous Communities. The percentage 
area of forest land affected by this type of fire is 
around 50% of the total affected in 2009. The 
causes and affected area of these 34 large fires are 
given in Table 6. 

Table 6 Causes and areas affected by large fires 
>500 ha 

Cause 
Number of 

fires 
Affected 

area (ha) 
Unknown 15 14 683 

Intentional 8 13 295 

Negligence 6 12 849 

Electric line 2 2 289 

Lightening 3 12 268 

 

The yearly trends in terms of numbers of fires and 
burnt areas during the last 30 years in Spain are 
shown in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10. Burnt areas (a), number of fires (b) and 
average fire size (c) in Spain for the last 30 years. 

Prevention measures 

Awareness and information campaigns 

Media campaigns - An awareness campaign was 
launched during the month of August, and 
information was given through television, radio 
and print media, finishing in October. Campaigns 
of this kind have been made for 50 years, helping 
to increase the environmental awareness of the 
Spanish population. 

School campaigns - During 2009 there were more 
than 1 000 performances in schools and colleges 
in Spain, giving information to raise awareness on 
environmental issues, social and economic factors 
caused by fires, its causes and how it can be 
avoided.  

Rural Campaigns - In these campaigns direct 
actions are intended for the rural population and 
include theatrical performances trying to sensitize 



     

 

20 

the population about the most common types of 
negligence. They consist of theatrical 
performances in areas of the country where the 
incidence of forest fires for agricultural and 
livestock causes is significant. They transmit a 
message about the importance of human action to 
prevent fires. During the year 2009 there were 37 
performances. 

Coordination Centre (Area Defense Against 
Forest Fires) 

The Department of Defense Against Forest Fires 
is the administrative body responsible for 
providing state support to the Autonomous 
Communities to cover the forest fire under Article 
7.2.c) of the Act 43/2003 on Forestry. In the 
period between June 1 and September 30 the 
activity of the Coordination Centre can be 
summed up as follows: 

- Requests for support to the autonomous 
communities by means of MARM: 353 

- Fire Interventions: 1986 
- Provinces Served:  45 
- Real-time updates of information in 

CIRCA information system tool 7304 
- CIRCA Queries: 22660 

Preventive Work Brigades (Brigadas de Labores 
Preventivas: BRIF). 

The BRIF staff work on prevention measures 
during the months in which the risk of fire is 
lower. This preventive silvicultural work includes 
the reduction and control of forest fuels, making 
the mountains more resistant to the start and 
spread of fire and facilitates the extinction in the 
event of a fire. Fuel control is achieved mainly by 
the breakdown of spatial continuity between the 
layers of vegetation, through clearings, pruning, 
thinning, etc. For this, the brigade staff are trained 
in the use of all types of forest tools and 
techniques of vegetation management. The 
brigades are headed by a technical forestry 
training college and are organized into teams 
headed by a foreman, who supervises the 
execution of work.  The brigades are made 
available to government and forest owners, 
performing those tasks that are necessary to 
reduce the risk of fire in the mountains.  

Comprehensive Prevention Teams (EPRIF) 

In 1998, after several years of experience and 
preventive practices, EPRIF were created to 
develop an intervention in territory that directly 
affects the population and the problems and 
causes that often lead to fires. During the 
2009/2010 season there were 18 EPRIF teams 

distributed nationally, in counties and areas of 
high fire risk. Its main actions are controlled 
burning, scrub clearance, awareness and 
expertise. The current distribution of EPRIF 
personnel addresses the specific problems in the 
northwest peninsula and various other locations in 
the State territory. 

Latin America 

During the month of September was the XXIV 
Latin American Advanced Course on Forest Fire 
Protection, in collaboration with the Spanish 
Agency for International Development 
Cooperation (AECI) in the National Center for 
Environmental Education - Valsaín (Segovia), 
which involved 18 technicians responsible for 
forest fires in the different administrations of 13 
Latin American countries. Participants evaluated 
the course very positively, considering it a great 
opportunity for technical exchange of experiences 
and acquiring new knowledge. 

Loss of human lives in the 2009 fire campaign. 

Forest fires in Spain caused, during 2009, the 
deaths of 12 people, including10 forest fire 
fighters and 2 civilians.  

Forest fires, in some cases, caused large damages 
to human infrastructures and lead to the 
evacuation of the population when they happened 
close to urban settlements. However, forest fires 
with civil protection incidences accounted only 
for 1.03% of the total number of fires (15 391). 

Operations of mutual assistance 

In response to requests for assistance, Spain has 
intervened in 13 cases in Portugal with a total of 
72:45 hours of flight time and 283 discharges. 
Spain received aid from Portugal, with the 
intervention of an amphibious aircraft, in two of 
the fires in Aragón: Aliaga and La Mata de los 
Olmos on 25 July and Aliaga on 26 July. 

Expenses 

For the year 2009, the budget was increased by 
2 449 thousand Euro to a total of around 67 
million Euro for fire extinction, and by 13 903 
thousand Euro in prevention to make a total of 
nearly 44 million Euro. In addition the budget for 
forest fire prevention was increased in 11 million 
Euro allocated to the �removal of residual 
biomass� and 9 million Euro allocated to 
silvicultural practices aimed at watershed 
restoration. 
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Table 7. Forest Fires from January 1st to December 31st 2009 (provisional data, 14.01.2010) 

 

 
 
(Source: Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y 
Medio Rural y Marino, Dirección General de 

Medio Natural y Política Forestal, Área de 
Defensa Contra Incendios Forestales, Spain).� 

 
 


