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Subject: Petition No 0562/2019 by H.R.G. (German) on forest fires in the EU

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner is of the view that there has been insufficient preparation in the Member States 
in the event of forest fires. It is likely that there will be an increase in the number of destructive 
fires as a result of global warming. He makes specific proposals for a rapid reaction force, 
technical equipment and the training of professionals, which would also cover other natural 
disasters in the EU.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 5 November 2019. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 28 September 2020

The Commission’s observations 

In the wake of the devastating forest fires in 2017 in Europe with serious economic, 
environmental and social consequences, the Commission responded by tabling a proposal in 
November 2017 amending Decision No 1313/2013/EU1 on the Union Civil Protection 
Mechanism (‘Union Mechanism’). In an expedient manner, the proposal entered into force in 
March 2019 as Decision (EU) 2019/4202.

The amended Decision aims at strengthening the Union Mechanism by developing a reserve of 

1 Decision No 1313/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on a Union 
Civil Protection Mechanism Text with EEA relevance, OJ L 347, 20.12.2013, p. 924–947.
2 Decision (EU) 2019/420 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 March 2019 amending Decision 
No 1313/2013/EU on a Union Civil Protection Mechanism, OJ L 77I , 20.3.2019, p. 1–15.
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civil protection capacities (‘rescEU’). RescEU is conceived as a ‘safety net’ to be used when 
national capacities are overwhelmed. The initial focus is on aerial firefighting capacities. 
Therefore, while working on developing new additional rescEU forest firefighting capacities 
co-financed by the EU up to 90%, the Commission has set up a transitional phase to ensure a 
rapid implementation of rescEU. National firefighting airplanes and helicopters, which may not 
have been in use during the summer season, are put at the disposal of the EU in exchange for a 
financial contribution of the stand-by costs of these capacities. In 2019, the first rescEU fleet 
consisted of 15 aircraft3 , which allowed to respond successfully to a request for assistance from 
Greece on 13 August 2019.

Conclusion

The Commission immediately responded to the tragedies in Portugal and Greece caused by 
forest fires by tabling a proposal bolstering the Union Mechanism. Given the urgency, the 
legislation was adopted swiftly.

The amended legislation will substantially strengthen EU disaster response capability, 
including in relation to forest fires. In fact, the latter was the primary focus in terms of 
immediate implementation of the amended legislation. Accordingly, the initial result was a 
successful response operation for tackling forest fires in Greece during the summer of 2019. 

It should be noted, however, that civil protection remains the primary responsibility of Member 
States. Article 196 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) lays out 
that the Union has a supporting competence in the field of civil protection. 

Further, criminal liability with regard to environmental crime is regulated at EU-level by the 
Environmental Crime Directive4, which was transposed into national laws as a minimum 
standard. Man-made forest fires are currently not covered by the Directive. 

Accordingly, the Union represented by the Commission has no competence of adopting specific 
measures concerning perpetrators of forest fires.  However, the Environmental Crime Directive 
is being evaluated and – depending on the outcome of the evaluation – could be reviewed in 
due time.

3 One Dash (France), eight Canadair (two from Italy, two from Spain, two from Greece and two from Croatia), 
and six helicopters (Sweden).
4 Directive 2008/99/EC of the European Parliament and the Council on the protection of the environment through 
criminal law.


