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European Parliament resolution on the forest fires in the summer of 2009 

The European Parliament, 

– having regard to Article 174 of the EC Treaty, 

– having regard to its resolution of 19 June 2008 on stepping up the Union's disaster 

response capacity (P6_TA(2008)0304), 

– having regard to the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament 

and the Council on reinforcing the Union's disaster response capacity (COM(2008)0130), 

– having regard to the report issued by the European Commission on 9 May 2006 entitled 

'For a European civil protection force: Europe aid', 

– having regard to the report issued by the European Commission's Joint Research Centre in 

2008 entitled 'Forest Fires in Europe 2008', 

– having regard to the report issued by the European Environment Agency in 2008 entitled 

'European forests — ecosystem conditions and sustainable use', 

– having regard to point 12 of the Presidency Conclusions of the Brussels European Council 

of 15 and 16 June 2006 concerning the Union's responsiveness to emergencies, crises and 

disasters, 

– having regard to its previous resolutions on natural and man-made disasters both within 

and outside the European Union, which called on the Commission and the Member States 

to work towards closer cooperation on civil protection measures in the event of natural 

disasters with a view to preventing and minimising their devastating impact, in particular 

by making additional civil protection resources available, 

– having regard to its resolution on stepping up the Union's disaster response capacity
1
, its 

resolution on this summer's natural disasters
2
  and its resolution on forest fires and floods

3
,  

– having regard to its resolution of 23 April 2009 on addressing the challenges of 

deforestation and forest degradation,  

– having regard to the Commission proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament 

and of the Council establishing the European Union Solidarity Fund (COM(2005)0108), 

and to Parliament's position at first reading of 18 May 2006
4
, 

                                                 
1 P6_TA(2008)0304. 
2 P6_TA(2007)0362.  
3 P6_TA(2006)0349. 
4
 OJ C 297 E, 7.12.2006, p. 331. 
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– having regard to the European Consensus on humanitarian aid jointly adopted by the 

Council and the representatives of the governments of the Member States meeting within 

the Council, the European Parliament and the Commission on 18 December 2007
1
, 

– having regard to the Guidelines on the use of military and civil defence assets in the event 

of disaster (Oslo Guidelines), as revised on 27 November 2006, 

– having regard to the March 2003 Guidelines on the use of military and civil defence assets 

to support United Nations humanitarian activities in complex emergencies (MCDA 

Guidelines), 

– having regard to Rule 110(2) of its Rules of Procedure, 

A. having regard to the high number of fires in southern Europe in 2009, which have caused 

death and destruction in many parts of the European continent, in particular in Greece, 

Spain, Italy, Portugal and France, affecting EU Member States, outermost regions, in 

particular the Canary Islands, applicant countries and the EU’s immediate neighbours, 

B. whereas natural and man-made disasters, such as fires, which cause significant human, 

economic, environmental and cultural harm, are on the increase, making it necessary to 

step up not only the EU-level response, but also prevention and recovery measures,  

C. whereas these fires are the result of a number of factors, including climate change, the 

inadequate definition and management of forests and a combination of natural causes and 

human negligence, but also of criminal activities, together with the inadequate 

implementation of laws prohibiting illegal building on burnt land and ensuring 

reafforestation,   

D. whereas problems with forest fires and droughts will become increasingly acute, with 

extremely dry summers growing more and more common, and whereas previous years' 

and recent experience highlights the need to step up Community civil protection 

prevention, preparedness and response capability in connection with forest fires and other 

wildfires, 

E.  whereas there are currently no guidelines on the prevention of forest fires at EU level, 

F. whereas Member States remain responsible for maintaining land use policies that do not 

create indirect incentives for human-induced forest fires in order to change land status, 

G. whereas the Commission White Paper on Adapting to climate change: Towards a 

European framework for action (COM(2009)0147) stresses that climate change will bring 

about an increasing likelihood of and severity in extreme weather events in Europe, which 

will lead to increased risks of harm to people, infrastructure and the environment, and 

notes that the EU has an important role in promoting best practice through the 

development of a common and coordinated approach, 

H. whereas stepping up the Union's capacity to deal with disasters requires an approach 

                                                 
1
 OJ C 25, 30.1.2008, p. 1. 
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encompassing disaster prevention, preparedness, response and recovery at national, 

European and international levels, 

I. whereas, according to the European Forest Fires Information System, the total area of 

vegetation and woodland affected by the fires in Europe this summer was more than 

315 000 hectares, whereas the most severely affected countries are Greece, Spain (in 

particular the Canary Islands), Portugal, Italy, Croatia and Turkey, and urging the 

European Commission to act rapidly to mobilise EU resources to the affected areas, 

J. whereas there is a need for improved coordination between the Council, the Commission 

and the Member States and for the establishment of a uniform, coherent European 

framework covering not only preventive action, but the full disaster cycle up to the final 

stages of recovery, with the close involvement of Parliament, 

K. whereas today's disasters are often of a cross-border nature and  require multilateral and 

coordinated responses; having regard, at the same time, to the damaging economic and 

social consequences of natural disasters for regional economies, productive activity and 

tourism, 

L. whereas, in a world of more frequent and severe natural disasters, with the severest impact 

being felt by the poorest people, EU actors must work together to ensure effective delivery 

of humanitarian aid to victims and to reduce vulnerability, 

M. whereas the lack of common warning systems and protocols is also a major concern in 

view of the growing mobility of citizens across the EU and third countries, 

N. whereas the EU needs to acknowledge the specific nature of natural disasters occurring in 

the form of Mediterranean droughts and fires and to adapt its prevention, research, risk 

management, civil defence and solidarity tools accordingly, 

1. Expresses its solidarity with the suffering relatives of those who lost their lives, as well as 

the inhabitants of the affected areas; thanks all those – fire-fighters, soldiers, volunteers 

and local authorities – who played their part in extinguishing the fires and rescuing 

victims; 

2. Welcomes the prompt reaction of the authorities in some of the Member States concerned; 

calls for an improvement in the solidarity shown by the European Union and its Member 

States with the affected regions; expresses its thanks for the help given to their authorities 

and rescue services; 

3. Deplores the fact that in a number of cases the prevention and fire-fighting measures taken 

by national governments clearly failed to reduce the devastating impact of the fires, and 

commends the heroic individual efforts of private citizens and volunteers in helping to 

extinguish fires and save lives; 

4. Expresses its concern at the increasing number of natural disasters that, according to 

experts, can be attributed mostly to climate change, and calls on the Commission to take 

initiatives in order to achieve an ambitious international agreement at the forthcoming 

fifth Conference of Parties serving as the Meeting of the Parties to the Kyoto Protocol, to 



 

RE\790236EN.doc 5/8 PE428.648v01-00 

 EN 

be held in Copenhagen, Denmark, from 7 to 18 December 2009;  

5. Emphasises that deforestation accounts for 20% of global greenhouse gas emissions and 

that forests are one of the most valuable natural carbon sinks and provide the most 

effective means of climate change mitigation, since they have no negative, unpredictable 

side-effects;  

6. Underlines that the Commission, in its Communication 'Towards a Comprehensive 

Climate Change Agreement in Copenhagen' (COM(2009)39), states that rules governing 

forestry, land use and land-use change will play a key role in ensuring the environmental 

integrity of its overall emissions reduction targets, calls for a 50% decrease in gross 

tropical deforestation and the halting of global forest cover loss by 2030, and notes that 

investments in reduced deforestation will safeguard global biodiversity and ensure local, 

long-term sustainable development; 

7. Stresses that if the European Union wishes to continue playing a leading role in achieving 

a Comprehensive Climate Change Agreement in Copenhagen, the establishment of a 

unified European framework for forest protection, reafforestation and forestation is 

essential; 

8. Calls on the Council to modify as a matter of urgency the rules governing the European 

Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF) in line with Parliament's resolution of 18 May 2006; 

reiterates its conviction that the new EUSF regulation, which – among other measures – 

lowers the thresholds for the mobilisation of the Fund, will put the Union in a better 

position to address damage caused by disasters in a more effective, flexible and timely 

manner; strongly urges the European Council not to reject this regulation and to request 

the immediate revision of the current EUSF regulation; 

9. Calls on the Commission to mobilise, when appropriate, the current EUSF in the most 

flexible manner possible and without delay, as soon as the affected countries have 

submitted their requests for aid; considers that, in the event of a natural disaster, it is of 

paramount importance that the necessary EUSF resources be made available immediately 

for the purpose of relieving the suffering and meeting the needs of victims and their 

immediate families in the affected areas; 

10. Whilst emphasising that the primary responsibility for preventing and extinguishing fires 

lies with the authorities of each Member State, invites the Commission to take the 

necessary action to establish an independent, permanent European reaction force to assist 

the Member States and the affected regions during extreme forest fires and other disasters, 

providing the best equipment and expertise; notes, in this connection, that the Commission 

should study ways of securing access to additional capacity that may be available from 

other sources, including private resources, to guarantee a rapid response to major 

emergencies; 

11. Recognises that this year’s experience emphasises the need to strengthen the Community's 

civil protection, prevention, preparedness and response capability with regard to forest and 

other wildfires, and urges the Commission to take an initiative to this end; supports 

activities aimed at enhancing Member States' civil protection preparedness, notably 

through exchanges of experts and best practices, exercises and preparedness projects; 
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12. Calls on the Commission to carry out more research geared to improving forest-fire 

prevention and forest-fire-fighting methods and equipment and to review planning and 

land use; urges the Member States, therefore, to take strong action to improve and 

implement their forest protection laws and to refrain from commercialisation, 

reclassification and privatisation activities, thus limiting encroachment and speculation; 

considers that all available EU know-how, including satellite systems, should be used to 

this end; 

13. Urges the Commission, once again, to submit a package of legally binding instruments 

(e.g. a framework directive) with a view to filling the gaps in existing EU legislation, 

policies and programmes as regards disaster prevention and response; 

14. Reiterates the call made to the Commission in its resolution of 18 May 2006 on natural 

disasters (fires, droughts and floods)
1
 to put forward a directive on preventing and 

managing fires, to include the regular collection of data, preparation of maps and 

identification of areas at risk, preparation of fire-risk management plans, identification by 

the Member States of the resources allocated and facilities available, coordination of the 

various authorities involved, minimum requirements for training crews, establishment of 

environmental liability and penalties; 

15. Invites the Commission to explore the scope for cooperation with the EU’s neighbours 

and other third countries in fighting disastrous fires and exchanging best practices and/or 

capabilities during the dangerous summer months, in order to be better prepared for the 

forest fire season in 2010; 

16. Considers that the increase in fires is the result of factors over and above climate change, 

and that a combination of natural causes and human activity relating to the definition of 

forest, farming or building areas can have a decisive impact in increasing the number of 

criminal fires; calls urgently, therefore, for the adoption and strict implementation by 

Member States of legislation protecting forest and other ecosystems, preventing 

commercialisation of forest land and land-use change, ensuring the full reafforestation of 

burnt areas and providing for the efficient monitoring of such legislation as an effective 

disincentive to criminal activity; calls for all available EU know-how, including satellite 

systems, to be used to this end; 

17. Points out that arsonists, especially those who gain from rebuilding or the destruction of 

forest land, can be encouraged by laws that do not strictly define or protect such land 

and/or by the inadequate application of laws that prohibit illegal building; urges the 

Member States, therefore, to ensure that all burned forest areas remain forests and are 

covered by binding reafforestation programmes, which allow no change in land use;  

18. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to work more closely together on civil 

protection measures in the event of natural disasters with a view to preventing and 

minimising their devastating impact, allocating the resources needed for immediate 

warning and coordination measures and measures to make logistical resources available; 

19. Calls for better use of existing financial and technical resources, and scientific 

                                                 
1
 OJ C 297 E, 7.12.2006, p. 375. 
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improvements in the area of the prevention of disasters and the mitigation of their 

consequences; 

20. Calls on the Commission to continue cooperating with national authorities in order to 

develop policies which minimise the environmental impact of fires; calls for a 

reafforestation policy based on respect for bio-climatic and environmental characteristics, 

using varieties that more effectively resist fire and drought and adapt better to the 

changing climate; 

21. Deeply deplores the fact that so many and such heavy losses occurred during the fires in 

certain EU countries that had been recently hit by fires of similar magnitude; regards it as 

essential, therefore, to consider immediately the adequacy of prevention and preparedness 

measures in order to ensure that the necessary lessons are learnt and so prevent and limit 

the devastating effects of similar disasters in EU Member States in the future; in this 

regard, urges the Commission to request from the Member States details of the operational 

programmes they have set up to deal with natural disasters, with a view to exchanging 

experiences and drawing conclusions on immediate measures, the coordination of 

administrative and operational bodies and the availability of the necessary human 

resources and equipment; 

22. Urges the Commission to further reinforce the existing experience-exchange programme 

on the implementation of new technologies for the control and follow-up of the risks and 

effects of forest fires, and to prepare a European authorisation procedure for qualified 

technical personnel in order to improve their training; 

23. Considers that, in order to ensure that the vital step of integrating prevention and disaster 

risk reduction into the Structural and Cohesion Fund programmes can be taken, existing 

guidelines should be strengthened and new guidelines should be developed; calls, in 

particular, for conditionality to govern the contribution from Community financial 

instruments and repayment of Community aid in the event of improper use, such as non-

implementation of reafforestation plans and/or non-fulfilment of other compulsory 

conditions; calls, furthermore, for prevention awareness-raising, adaptation of forest 

ecosystems to climate change - particularly those severely exposed to the effects of 

climate change - and education measures to be financed under Community programmes; 

24. Urges the Member States, and particularly those most affected by natural disasters, to 

make optimal use of the financing opportunities provided under the Structural Funds and 

other Community funds in the current programming period 2007-2013 and to integrate, 

where appropriate, prevention activities and projects into the relevant Operational 

Programmes as priority actions; 

25. Believes that the procedures for mobilising the Solidarity Fund need to be reviewed in 

order to speed up aid payments; considers, in particular, that to that end a system of 

advance payments based on initial estimates of direct damage could be developed, 

whereby further payments depend on the final calculations of total direct damage and 

evidence of prevention measures taken as a result of the disaster; 

26. Calls on the European Union and its Member States to make society aware of the value of 

our forests and their resources and the benefits of conserving them, in so doing promoting 



 

PE428.648v01-00 8/8 RE\790236EN.doc 

EN 

the involvement of civil society through organised volunteering or other methods, such as 

associations for the defence and protection of forests and natural spaces; 

27. Emphasises the urgent need to strengthen the Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC), 

providing it with the human and material resources necessary to enable it actively to 

support the operations launched by the Member States under the Community Civil 

Protection Mechanism; 

28. Calls on the Member States to strengthen penal sanctions for criminal acts that damage the 

environment and, in particular, for those causing forest fires, and to enhance coordination 

not only within the fire-fighting services, but also within all the institutions that deal with 

the causes and consequences of fires and with identifying and dealing with those 

responsible; stresses that prompt and effective investigations to determine responsibilities, 

followed by appropriate disciplinary action, would discourage negligent and deliberate 

behaviour; 

29. Calls for the specific nature of natural disasters occurring in the Mediterranean, such as 

drought and forest fires, to be acknowledged at Community level, given the fires' 

extensive impact beyond the affected areas throughout Europe, and for Community 

prevention, research, risk management, civil defence and solidarity tools to be adapted 

accordingly, so as to improve the response to this type of disaster in each Member State; 

30. Underlines that, quite apart from their severe environmental and economic repercussions, 

the current frequency of fires in southern Europe - almost 95% of the total area burnt in 

the EU is located in the Mediterranean region - is directly linked to the worsening impact 

of climate change in those areas (erosion and soil loss, desertification, increase of 

greenhouse gas emissions, including CO2; stresses that the severe exposure of the forest 

ecosystems of those regions to climate change should be fully taken into account;  

31. Calls, therefore, for an integrated EU strategy on the preservation of southern European 

forest ecosystems which will guarantee sufficient financing of prevention measures, 

measures to reverse extensive economic and environmental damage and measures to 

ensure the full restoration of ecosystems, as well as funding for the adaptation of southern 

European forest ecosystems to climate change and the mitigation of its impact; 

32. Urges that due recognition be given to the need for more Community funding for 

prevention measures; 

33. Considers that volunteer civil protection action should be promoted and supported without 

delay, through basic training activities and equipment which might harness advanced 

technologies, since this is one of the major resources available to the Member States when 

dealing with states of emergency arising from natural disasters; 

34. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission and the 

governments, national and regional authorities and parliaments of the EU Member States 

and applicant countries concerned. 

 


