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Forest fires 
Environmental stakes 

SUMMARY 
Covering nearly one third of the land surface of the globe, forests make a wide range of direct and 
indirect contributions to human well-being. Home to most of the world's terrestrial biodiversity, 
they also play an essential role in climate change mitigation, removing about a quarter of the CO2 
that human activities add to the atmosphere. Worldwide, millions of hectares (ha) of forests and 
other types of vegetation burn every year. 

Fire dynamics are shaped by a complex set of factors, including human activity and climate. While a 
warming and drying climate increases the risk of fires, fires, by releasing greenhouse gases into the 
atmosphere, contribute in turn to global warming. Forest fires that are not balanced by vegetation 
regrowth, i.e. fires used in the deforestation process, and fires burning on carbon-rich peatlands are 
of particular concern. Fires also emit air pollutants, including particulate matter, with adverse 
impacts on human health. Beyond emissions of particles and gases, forest fires can also affect 
biodiversity and ecosystem conditions, and damage soils. 

The European Union (EU) has committed to protecting the world's forests under several 
international agreements and initiatives, including the United Nations (UN) Convention on 
Biological Diversity and the Paris Agreement on climate change. At EU level, funding is available to 
support forest fire prevention and restorative measures, as well as research into fire risk 
management. The Union civil protection mechanism can be called upon for help by any country in 
the world when national response capacities to fight fires are overwhelmed. Under the European 
Green Deal, legislative and non-legislative measures are expected in the near future to strengthen 
forest protection within and outside the EU. The European Parliament recently asked the European 
Commission to propose an EU legal framework to tackle EU-driven global deforestation, based on 
mandatory due diligence for companies placing forest- and ecosystem-risk commodities and 
derived products on the EU market, with penalties in the event of non-compliance. 
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Background 
Since the Amazon wildfires attracted international attention last year, large fires have hit several 
other parts of the world. Australia's 2019-2020 bushfires, which started during the country's hottest 
and driest year on record, burnt over 24 million hectares (ha) (or roughly the size of the United 
Kingdom), destroying 3 000 homes and killing or displacing nearly three billion animals. Fires have 
also raged across Siberia, and destroyed large areas in the western United States. Recent reports 
suggest that fire activity in the Amazon region has remained high this year.  

The protection of ecosystems – and forests in particular – is now high on the EU agenda, and the 
European Green Deal mentions the need to 'reduce the incidence and extent of forest fires'. Forest-
related legislative and non-legislative measures are expected in the coming months. 

Forests in the world 
There are many definitions of the word 
'forest',1 reflecting both the diversity of 
forests and forest ecosystems around the 
world and the variety of human 
perceptions and uses of forests. The 
globally recognised reference definition 
used by the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) and several others,2 
combining biophysical and land use 
criteria, refers to forest as land covering 
more than 0.5 ha with trees higher than 
5 metres and a canopy cover of more 
than 10 %, which is not predominantly 
under agricultural or urban land use. It 
covers both natural forests and forest 
plantations. Following this definition, the 
world currently has over 4 billion ha of 
forest (equivalent to 31 % of Earth's land surface), the bulk of which is naturally regenerating forests 
(93 % of the total). Primary forests (i.e. with no or little human-induced perturbation) account for 
some 1.11 billion ha. Over half of the world's forests are found in only five countries (Russia, Brazil, 
Canada, the US and China) (Figure 1).  

Determined by factors such as 
latitude, temperature, rainfall 
patterns, soil composition and 
human activity, forest types differ 
widely. They are generally 
distinguished by climatic 
domains (Figure 2), with 
significant variations in each 
type. The largest share of forest 
(45 %) is found in the tropical 
domain, followed by the boreal 
and temperate domains.  

As a result of human population 
growth and the conversion of 
forest to farmland and for other 
uses, the world's forests are 
shrinking. According to the FAO's 

Figure 1 – Global forest distribution, with top 10 countries by 
reported forest area (as a % of the world's forests) 

Data source: FAO, 2020.
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Figure 2 – Global forest distribution, by climatic domain 

Source: FAO 2020, maps, 2020. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)644198
https://naturaldisaster.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2020-11/Royal%20Commission%20into%20National%20Natural%20Disaster%20Arrangements%20-%20Report%20%20%5Baccessible%5D.pdf
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/event/146883/2020-arctic-and-boreal-extreme-weather-and-fire
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/event/146855/2020-fire-season-in-the-western-us
https://gwis-reports.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/Amazon_Weekly_reports/Wildfires+in+the+Amazon+October+26+-+November+1%2C+2020%2C+JRC+Technical+Report_vfinal.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/I8661EN/i8661en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca9825en/CA9825EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1273924/icode/
https://ec.europa.eu/knowledge4policy/sites/know4pol/files/a-i7395e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca9825en/CA9825EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/fra-2020/maps/en/
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latest forest review, the world has lost a net area of 178 million ha of forest since 1990, roughly the 
size of Libya. While the rate of forest loss has slowed globally in the last two decades, the loss is 
distributed unequally. Some 32 million ha of primary or recovering forest were lost between 2010 
and 2015 across much of the tropics. In Europe, the area covered by forests has increased over the 
last century and remained stable for the last decade. 

Forest value and services  
Forests make wide-ranging direct and indirect contributions to human well-being in the form of 
'ecosystem services', and support the livelihoods of an estimated 1.6 billion people globally. These 
services fall into four categories:3  

 supporting services: maintaining the conditions for life on Earth. Closely linked with 
biodiversity and key forest functions, these services are essential for the production of 
all other ecosystem services. Examples include energy capture from the sun through 
photosynthesis and the fixation of carbon by trees and plants; the formation and 
maintenance of soils; nutrient cycling and watershed protection;4 the decomposition 
and production of biomass; and the provision of habitats for flora and fauna. Forests are 
home for instance to 80 % of amphibian, 75 % of bird, and 68 % of mammal species;  

 provisioning services: generating food (e.g. mushrooms, berries, herbs, nuts, honey, 
game and fodder); timber and fuelwood; water; and medicinal products;5  

 regulating and maintenance services: including climate and water regulation; protection 
from natural hazards (floods, erosion), water and air purification; and pollination; 

 cultural services: offering spiritual, recreational and cultural benefits, for example. 

Forests act as carbon sinks, removing carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere through 
photosynthesis6 and storing carbon in their biomass and soils. A mature tree will, over a single year, 
take up around 22 kg of CO2 and, in exchange, release oxygen. Estimates of the carbon stored in the 
world's forests differ widely, ranging from 650 billion to over one trillion tonnes of carbon. In its 
latest forest review, the FAO estimated the total carbon stock in forests at 662 billion tonnes in 2020. 
Contributing significantly to climate change mitigation, forests currently remove about a quarter of 
the CO2 human activities add to the atmosphere.  

In addition to carbon storage, forests perform other key climate-regulating functions. They play an 
important role in regulating fluxes of atmospheric moisture and rainfall patterns over land. Research 
shows that in the Rio de Plata river basin, evapotranspiration from the Amazon forest (i.e. 
evaporation from soil and plant surfaces and transpiration of water by plants) contributes more than 
70 % of rainfall. Forests also influence local and global temperatures and the flow of heat, and 
regulate water supplies. Trees can facilitate infiltration and groundwater recharge.7 

Forest fires 
Fire causes and features 
Some ecosystems depend on natural fires for their long-
term survival. Humans also use fire as a tool for land-
management purposes, notably to clear natural 
vegetation for farmland (swidden agriculture, also 
called shifting cultivation) and grazing. On a global 
scale, most fires are human-caused, whether deliberate 
or accidental. Scientific evidence indicates that over 
90 % of all ignitions are linked, directly or indirectly, to 
human activities. The causes of fire ignition are many. A 
classification scheme, used by the European forest fire 

Forest fires and wildfires 

Many terms exist to describe or label fires. They 
vary depending on the socio-cultural context, 
the nature of land and vegetation affected, and 
the legal framework used. Designations include: 
landscape fire, wildfire, wildland fire, forest fire, 
bushfire, veldfire, rural fire, or vegetation fire. In 
Europe, 'forest fires' designate unwanted fires 
burning forests and wilderness. They are also 
referred to as 'wildfires'. The FAO uses the term 
'wildfire' to describe any uncontrolled forest 
fire, grass fire, peat fire or scrub fire. 

http://www.fao.org/3/ca9825en/CA9825EN.pdf
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2020-02/ipbes_global_assessment_report_summary_for_policymakers_en.pdf
https://forest.eea.europa.eu/
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/european-forest-ecosystems
https://www.un-redd.org/forest-facts
https://www.eea.europa.eu/help/glossary/gemet-environmental-thesaurus/photosynthesis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268423754_Forest_Ecosystems_Nutrient_Cycling
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8985en/CA8985EN.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/help/glossary/eea-glossary/carbon-sink
https://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/forests-health-and-climate-change/
http://www.fao.org/forestry/communication-toolkit/76361/en/
https://www.un-redd.org/forest-facts
http://www.fao.org/3/ca9825en/CA9825EN.pdf
http://www.climateandlandusealliance.org/scientists-statement/
http://www.climateandlandusealliance.org/scientists-statement/
https://www.iufro.org/uploads/media/op32.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232533630_A_Review_of_the_Main_Driving_Factors_of_Forest_Fire_Ignition_Over_Europe
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/harmonized-classification-scheme-fire-causes-eu-adopted-european-fire-database-effis
https://www.iufro.org/uploads/media/op32.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/181116_booklet-forest-fire-hd.pdf
http://www.fao.org/forestry/49772-0e64392e1b16124967bab33b6cbd84417.pdf
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information system (EFFIS), groups fire causes into six categories:  

 natural (most commonly triggered by lightning, more rarely by volcanic activity or 
emissions of gas that self-ignite); 

 accidental (caused, for instance, by power lines, railways, works, etc.); 
 negligence (caused by humans using fire for a specific purpose, such as vegetation 

management, agricultural burning or recreation, where the fire escapes and gets out of 
control; or by people using glowing objects such as fireworks or cigarettes); 

 deliberate (including arson); 
 rekindling (re-ignition of a previous fire, due to latent heat or embers); 
 unknown (no cause found). 

While wildfires are most often initiated by human action, fire behaviour (i.e. the way the fire burns, 
including the speed at which it spreads, the heat it releases, and the amount of vegetation it 
consumes) depends on three major factors:  

 weather conditions (e.g. humidity, temperature and wind);  
 fuels, more specifically fuel load (type and amount of vegetation available to burn), 

distribution and condition (in particular moisture content, which is highly dependent 
on weather conditions); 

 and topography (e.g. terrain features, slope). 

Fire regimes (i.e. patterns of occurrence, size and severity), which vary around the globe, are affected 
by changing climates, human activities (ignition, but also suppression – see box) and land cover.8 
Climate change is expected to increase fire risk.9 Fire frequencies under 2050 conditions could 
increase by about 27 % globally, compared with 2000 levels, with changes in future fire meteorology 
playing the most prominent role in enhancing global wildfires, followed by land cover changes, 
lightning activities and land use.10 In Europe, more severe fire weather and, as a result, significant 
expansion of the fire-prone area and longer fire seasons are projected in most regions, in particular 
for high emissions scenarios. A 2014 study estimated for instance a potential increase in burned 
areas in Europe of about 200 % by 2090, assuming there is no adaptation. The increase in fire danger 
is expected to be particularly strong in western-central Europe, although southern Europe remains 
the region with the highest absolute fire danger. 

Human impacts on fire risks 

While being the main cause of fire ignition, humans also have an impact on fires by extinguishing them, 
reducing spread and managing fuels. Action can target fire propagation (through prescribed burning or 
use/removal of biomass); ignition (with education and awareness-raising campaigns); fuel continuity (e.g. 
use of firebreaks); and fuel flammability. Measures can also seek to improve vegetation resilience. A number 
of short- and long-term prevention practices can help to manage fire risk in forests; these range from 
silvopastoralism to the rewetting of drained peat soil. 

Forests and fire 
Millions of hectares of forests and other types of vegetation burn every year. A 2015 study showed 
that most countries with significant areas of forest reported at least some burned area, and that over 
the period from 2003 to 2012, an average of about 67 million ha (or 1.7 % of forest land) was burned 
yearly. The largest average area burned was in South America (35 million ha per year), followed by 
Africa (17 million) and Oceania (7 million). According to FAO data, around 98 million ha of forest 
were affected by fires in 2015. These occurred mainly in the tropics, with over two-thirds of the total 
forest area burned located in South America and Africa. 

Fire activity in the Amazon, Central America, and south-east Asia is almost exclusively associated 
with deforestation and shifting cultivation. Research shows that the expansion of agriculture and 
deforestation has made the humid tropics more vulnerable to drought-driven fires.11 In Amazonian 

https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/managing-natural-resources/fire-management/fire-science/fire-behaviour
https://wad.jrc.ec.europa.eu/fire
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/forest-fire-danger-3/assessment
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265389701_Forest_fires_and_adaptation_options_in_Europe
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/european-wildfire-danger-and-vulnerability-under-changing-climate-towards-integrating-risk
http://www.fireparadox.org/index.php
https://ec.europa.eu/eip/agriculture/sites/agri-eip/files/fg24_08_minipaper_forest_fires.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)651982
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112715003369
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forests,12 logging and forest fragmentation sharply elevate fire incidence by increasing fuel loads, 
desiccation and forest flammability. Forests that have experienced low-intensity surface fire are 
vulnerable to much more severe subsequent fires. Scientists believe that negative synergies 
between deforestation, climate change and widespread use of fire indicate a tipping point for the 
Amazon system to shift to non-forest (i.e. drier, savannah-like) ecosystems in eastern, southern and 
central Amazonia at 20-25 % deforestation. Total deforestation is already reaching 20 % of the 
forested area. Experts have noted a sharp increase in wildfires in tropical forests since 1980s, when 
fire started being used increasingly in large-scale deforestation, driven by the globalisation of the 
commercial trade for wood, palm oil, meat, and crops (see box). In Brazil, higher occurrence of fires 
in the Amazon and Cerrado ecosystems is due in part to drought but also to economic factors such 
as the price of commodities on the international market. In Indonesia,13 the use of fire for clearing 
land is notably incentivised by profit and high market demand for palm oil. 

EU consumption as a driver of global deforestation 

Soy, beef and palm oil are responsible for about 80 % of tropical deforestation worldwide. The European 
Union is responsible for 7 to 10 % of global consumption of crops and livestock products that are associated 
with deforestation in their countries of origin. It is also among the major importers of commodities linked 
to deforestation, including palm oil (17 % of global demand), soy (15 %), rubber (25 %), beef (41 %), maize 
(30 %), cocoa (80 %) and coffee (60 %). It is estimated that deforestation emissions represent a sixth of the 
carbon footprint of the average EU diet. 

In Europe, 65 000 fires occur each year, burning some 500 000 ha of forest and vegetation. According 
to the latest EFFIS annual report on forest fires, over 400 000 ha of Europe's natural land was burnt 
in 2019. Spain, Portugal and Poland recorded more fires than any other EU country. An unusually 
high number of nature protection areas were affected by wildfires. Nearly half of the areas 
consumed by fires were within the Natura 2000 network, with Romania suffering the greatest 
damage. In terms of burnt area, however, fires in Europe were less devastating than those occurring 
in 2017 and 2018. In those years, unprecedented forest fires in several European countries coincided 
with record droughts and heatwaves. 

Between 5 and 20 million hectares of boreal forest burn annually. Lightning-ignited fires occurring 
in remote locations account for over 90 % of the area burned. North American boreal forests are 
characterised by relatively infrequent, high intensity crown fires while low to moderate intensity 
surface fires of moderate frequency are typical of northern Asian boreal forests.14 Fires are an 
important element of boreal forest ecosystems, with effects on soil and forest productivity. Natural 
fire cycles range from 50 to 300 years (the return interval was estimated at around 53 years for 
Russia, and 180 years for Canada). The boreal zone, however, is experiencing larger and more 
frequent fires. Research shows, for instance, that both the number of forest fires and the size of the 
burned area increased during recent decades in Siberian forests. Another study points to an increase 
in the frequency of large and very large wildfires in Canada. The burned area across Canada has 
doubled since the 1970s, and another doubling or more is projected to occur by the end of this 
century as a result of climate change. NASA observations indicate that the longer and sometimes 
more dramatic fire seasons recently experienced in the Arctic and Boreal, from Alaska, Canada, 
Greenland and Scandinavia to Russia, are due to a warming global climate. Boreal forest fires 
themselves could potentially accelerate global warming. Boreal forests store 30 to 40 % of the 
world's terrestrial carbon, most of which in their soils. Scientists have found that increasingly 
frequent and severe forest fires could release deeply buried 'legacy carbon' (i.e. organic-soil carbon 
that escaped burning in previous fires), turning boreal forests from carbon sinks to carbon sources.15 
Boreal forest fires currently account for 9 % of annual carbon emissions from global fire activity (and 
15 % of emissions of methane, the second most important greenhouse gas after CO2). 

https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/2/eaat2340
https://www.pnas.org/content/113/39/10759
https://www.iufro.org/uploads/media/op32.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1389934117300023
https://www.thegef.org/topics/commodities
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/studies_EUaction_deforestation_palm_oil.htm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378018314365#bibl0005
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research-topic/forestry
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/forest-fires-europe-middle-east-and-north-africa-2019
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/news/forest-fires-threaten-europe-s-nature-world-suffers-worst-year-record
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/forest-fire-danger-3/assessment
https://globalforestatlas.yale.edu/boreal-forest/boreal-ecoregions-ecology/fire-boreal
https://www.iufro.org/uploads/media/op32.pdf
https://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/publications?id=35679
https://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/publications?id=34074
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/chapter/chapter-2/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304067883_Wildfires_Dynamics_in_Siberian_Larch_Forests
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329003994_Fire_regime_changes_in_Canada_over_the_last_half_century
https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/climate-change/impacts-adaptations/climate-change-impacts-forests/forest-carbon/peatland-fires-carbon-emissions/13103
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/event/146883/2020-arctic-and-boreal-extreme-weather-and-fire
https://climate.nasa.gov/news/2905/boreal-forest-fires-could-release-deep-soil-carbon/
https://escholarship.org/content/qt2pm0d581/qt2pm0d581.pdf
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Ecological impacts of forest fires 
Fires can have both negative and positive ecological impacts. As mentioned above, naturally 
occurring forest fires are part of the normal functioning of many ecosystems, where they are a key 
element in forest renewal. They help control insect and disease damage; return nutrients to the soil 
by burning dead or decaying matter; allow sunlight to reach the forest floor and enable a new 
generation of seedlings to grow. Some tree species, such as sequoias, eucalypts and pines rely on 
fire to trigger seed release and regenerate.16 Organisms are adapted to the particular natural fire 
regime they evolved under, and changes in fire patterns can cause serious damage to biodiversity 
and ecosystem conditions. Research shows for instance that increased fire frequency may cause 
long-term changes to soil carbon and nitrogen and ecosystem productivity.  

Fires can affect forest fauna both directly (death) and indirectly (stress, loss of habitat, territories, 
shelter and food), and trigger changes in vegetation type and structure. Their environmental impact, 
however, goes beyond biodiversity and ecosystem services. It also includes emissions of particles 
and gases into the atmosphere; outflow of mineral nutrients; destruction of the soil organic layer; 
and alteration of water infiltration rates in the soil, making burnt areas more prone to erosion, soil 
loss and landslides. 

Wildfires and biomass burning emit greenhouse gases (GHG) (CO2, methane and nitrous oxide); 
carbon monoxide; carbonaceous aerosols and other gases including non-methane volatile organic 
compounds. Estimates of the annual GHG emissions from forest fires vary.17 As carbon from the 
atmosphere is sequestered back into regrowing vegetation during post-fire stages of ecosystem 
recovery (which can take decades in forests), fire emissions are not generally a net CO2 source, 
except when burned forests are not allowed to regrow (fires used in the deforestation process) or 
when old carbon in peatlands is combusted (as observed in Indonesia). Wildfires in the Arctic and 
Boreal ecosystems hasten the thawing of permafrost, which may in the future contribute more to 
global warming than man-made emissions. The fall-out of dark-coloured aerosol particles from fires 
(black carbon) on ice/snow accelerates its melt, raising local temperatures and affecting the water 
cycle (whereas light-coloured particles can have a cooling effect while remaining in the 
atmosphere). Aerosols from fires can also disrupt rainfall patterns. 

In addition to their impacts on climate, fires degrade air quality. Smoke contains a mixture of air 
pollutants, including particulate matter, a major public health threat. Smoke pollution can affect not 
only firefighters and local residents, but also people living far downwind of the original source, with 
short- and long-term impacts on health.18 

EU policy tools 
The EU and forest protection 
The EU has committed to protecting the world's forests under several international agreements and 
initiatives, including UN sustainable development goal 15, the New York Declaration on Forests, the 
UN Convention on Biological Diversity (Aichi biodiversity targets 5 and 7) and the Paris Agreement 
on climate change (Article 5). A number of EU policy instruments address deforestation and forest 
degradation, directly and indirectly. EU regulatory measures in place to address imported 
deforestation currently cover illegal logging (EU Timber Regulation, part of the Forest Law 
Enforcement, Governance and Trade – FLEGT – action plan), and also biofuels and bioenergy sources 
(Renewable Energy Directive, revised in 2018).19 

In July 2019, the Commission presented a communication proposing ways to step up EU action to 
protect the world's forests – in particular primary forests – and restore forests in a sustainable and 
responsible way. In its communication on the European Green Deal, the Commission indicated that, 
building on this, it would 'take measures, both regulatory and otherwise, to promote imported 
products and value chains that do not involve deforestation and forest degradation'. A legislative 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/natural-disasters/wildfires/
https://wad.jrc.ec.europa.eu/fire
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/integration/research/newsalert/pdf/fire_frequency_drives_decadal_changes_in_soil_carbon_nitrogen_515na4_en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-05.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/forest-fires-in-southern-europe-destroy-much-more-than-trees
https://escholarship.org/content/qt2pm0d581/qt2pm0d581.pdf
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/49/12419
https://climate.nasa.gov/news/2912/satellite-data-record-shows-climate-changes-impact-on-fires/
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/news/thawing-permafrost-may-fuel-global-warming-exceeding-paris-climate-targets-sooner-expected
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378017300134
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/659279/EPRS_ATA(2020)659279_EN.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/topics/forests
https://forestdeclaration.org/about
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/timber_regulation.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/599278/EPRS_BRI(2017)599278_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0352
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1576150542719&uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
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proposal aimed at minimising the risk of deforestation and forest degradation associated with 
products placed on the EU market is planned for the second quarter of 2021. 

While forest protection forms an inherent part of EU environmental action, the EU does not have a 
common policy for forests, which fall within Member State competence. The EU forest strategy 
provides a framework to coordinate and ensure coherence in forest-related policies. The Green Deal 
is to include the adoption of a new EU forest strategy, aimed at effective afforestation, and forest 
preservation and restoration in Europe, which will notably seek to enhance prevention of disaster 
risk events and of damage, and secure forest resilience to the incidence and extent of fires. Building 
on the EU biodiversity strategy for 2030, the non-legislative initiative is expected to be presented in 
the first quarter of 2021. A new EU climate adaptation strategy is also expected in early 2021. 

Forest fire prevention and management 
At EU level, the main source of funding available for 
forests is the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD), which can provide support for 
forest fire prevention and restoration actions. Cohesion 
policy also finances investments in climate change 
adaptation and risk prevention and management, 
covering various types of risks, including forest fire 
prevention. In parallel, the EU funds research to 
improve forest fire risk management. 

When national response capacities to fight forest fires 
are overwhelmed, the Union civil protection 
mechanism (UCPM – see box) can be activated, and 
coordinates assistance. It was upgraded in March 2019 
to establish a dedicated reserve of response capacities 
at EU level, the 'rescEU reserve', which includes 
firefighting planes and helicopters. The mechanism was 
activated five times in 2019 for forest fire emergencies 
in Greece, Israel, Lebanon, Bolivia and Guatemala. 

Parliament's demands 
Parliament has called repeatedly for action against deforestation and forest degradation, including 
in its resolutions on the European Green Deal, COP15 of the Convention on Biological Diversity and 
the EU's role in protecting the world's forests. In October 2020, on the basis of Article 225 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, it adopted a resolution calling on the Commission 
to propose a legal framework to halt and reverse EU-driven global deforestation, based on 
mandatory requirements for due diligence, reporting, disclosure and third-party involvement for 
companies placing forest and ecosystem-risk commodities and derived products on the EU market. 
Penalties should be imposed in cases of non-compliance with these duties. Parliament also asked 
for better and regular assessment of the impact of existing trade and investment agreements on 
deforestation, forest and ecosystem degradation; and called for the inclusion of more ambitious 
binding and enforceable provisions on forest and ecosystem protection in the trade and sustainable 
development chapters of all free trade and investment agreements.20 
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IPCC special report on Climate Change and Land, Chapter 2, Land–climate interactions. 

The Union civil protection mechanism 

The UCPM relies on a voluntary system of mutual 
assistance and on pre-committed capacity offered 
by 34 countries – EU Member States, plus six other 
participating states (Iceland, Norway, Serbia, 
North Macedonia, Montenegro and Turkey), as 
well as the United Kingdom during the transition 
period. Aid can take the form of in-kind assistance, 
deployment of specially equipped teams, or 
assessment and coordination by experts sent to 
the field. Any country in the world, as well as the 
UN and its agencies or a relevant international 
organisation, can call on the UCPM for help. 
Between 2007 and 2019, 30 % of all requests for 
assistance through the mechanism concerned 
forest fires. 
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