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a b s t r a c t

Every year approximately half a million hectares of land are burned by wildfires in southern Europe,
causing large ecological and socio-economic impacts. Climate and land use changes in the last decades
have increased fire risk and danger. In this paper we review the available scientific knowledge on the
relationships between landscape and wildfires in the Mediterranean region, with a focus on its
application for defining landscape management guidelines and policies that could be adopted in order
to promote landscapes with lower fire hazard. The main findings are that (1) socio-economic drivers
have favoured land cover changes contributing to increasing fire hazard in the last decades, (2) large
wildfires are becoming more frequent, (3) increased fire frequency is promoting homogeneous land-
scapes covered by fire-prone shrublands; (4) landscape planning to reduce fuel loads may be successful
only if fire weather conditions are not extreme. The challenges to address these problems and the
policy and landscape management responses that should be adopted are discussed, along with major
knowledge gaps.
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1. Introduction

Every year about 45000 forest fires occur in southern Europe,
burning approximately 0.5 million hectares of forests and other
rural lands (Camia et al., 2008). Despite the resources invested in
fire prevention and suppression, the number of fires in recent

decades has continued to increase remarkably (JRC, 2005). There is
growing concern about the ecological and socio-economic impacts
of wildfires, particularly under a climate change context that
implies an increase in the frequency and severity of wildfires in
European countries in the future (e.g. Arianoutsou, 2007; Mouillot
et al., 2002; Pausas, 2004; Piñol et al., 1998).

At landscape level, ignition and spread of wildfires result from
a complex interaction among ignition sources, weather, topography
and land cover (e.g. Mermoz et al., 2005; Rothermel, 1983). From
a management perspective, land cover (related to vegetation
structure and fuel loads) is the only landscape variable influencing
fire behaviour that can be manipulated. Wildfires start from a local
epicentre (ignition point) and spread across landscapes as a func-
tion of the abundance and arrangement of disturbance-susceptible
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