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Fighting Forest Fires: EU support neither sufficiently well-managed nor costeffective, say EU auditors
A report published today by the European Court of Auditors (ECA) reveals that EU funding for preventing
forest fires and restoring forests damaged by natural disasters and fire was not sufficiently wellmanaged. The European Commission and the Member States cannot demonstrate that the intended
results of the funding were achieved in a cost-effective way, say the EU auditors.
“It is important that EU funding goes to only those measures that can bring clear and visible benefits to the EU and its
citizens,” commented Nikolaos Milionis, the ECA Member responsible. “The Commission and the Member States
were unable to adequately assess the impact of the preventive actions as their effectiveness had not been measured.
We have issued recommendations on how to improve the situation in the current 2014-2020 funding period.”
The EU auditors found that preventive actions, which accounted for more than 80 % of the €1.5 billion funding
available for the period 2007-2013, were not adequately targeted. They noted that, while support from the
European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) for restoring forestry potential and introducing
preventive actions – known as “Measure 226” – targeted forests at a medium to high risk of fire, there was no
common EU definition or criteria to identify these forests. Selection procedures in the Member States were deficient
in various respects, lacking explicit selection criteria or an effective evaluation of proposed actions, or neglecting
some areas of risk.
Even though many of the actions reviewed – firebreaks, thinning and clearing – generally contributed to the
objectives of the support, the auditors found cases which were not related to natural disasters or fire but pursued
other economic or environmental objectives. They also found actions which were inappropriate in terms of the
funding objectives, while the eligibility of some of the funded operations could not be verified due to a lack of
documentation.
The environmental objectives were given insufficient priority during the selection of actions and were sometimes
overlooked at the implementation stage. The auditors also found cases of forest roads, used for the economic
exploitation of the forest, where the particular benefit for fire prevention was not apparent. The high density of the
roads constructed could also have negative environmental effects.
Cost-effectiveness was not adequately ensured. The auditors found cases in which the ceiling for public support had
been frequently modified without justification, the standard costs for similar actions were significantly higher in one
region than in another, or manual work had been prioritised over automation, resulting in higher costs.
The purpose of this press release is to give the main messages of the special report adopted by the European Court of Auditors.
The full report is available at www.eca.europa.eu
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Notes to editors
In the EU the total area of forests and other wooded land accounts for approximately 180 million hectares, which
constitutes roughly 42,4 % of the total EU land area and exceeds that used for agriculture. Forests serve economic,
social and environmental purposes and their socioeconomic importance is high: wood production and processing
contributes to rural development and provides millions of jobs, often in medium and small rural enterprises.
In the last 30 years, fires burned down an average of 480 000 hectares of forest in the EU every year. Over 95 % of
these fires were caused by humans, either deliberately or through negligence. About 85 % of the total area
destroyed by forest fires is located in the Mediterranean region and Portugal. Recent forest fires resulted in large
burnt areas in Portugal in 2003 and 2005, in Spain in 2006, and in Greece in 2007. Seriously affected forests face a
major challenge to recover their pre-fire condition, in particular with regard to biodiversity.
This Special Report (24/2014) entitled “Is EU support for preventing and restoring damage to forests caused by fire
and natural disasters well managed?” examines whether the EAFRD support (Measure 226) for restoring forestry
potential and introducing preventive actions has been well managed, and whether the Commission and the Member
States can demonstrate that the support has achieved its intended objectives in a cost-effective way.
The audit covered both the Commission and five Member States – Austria, France (Aquitaine), Italy (Basilicata),
Slovakia and Spain (Andalusia) – accounting for more than 85 % of the total spending under Measure 226. Most of
the support (80 %) was for preventive actions, mainly against fire.
Management of rural development support for restoring forestry potential and introducing preventive actions is
shared between the Commission and the Member States. Member States develop rural development programmes
at national or regional level, and implement these once they have been approved by the Commission.
The EU auditors recommend, inter alia, that Member States:
•
•
•

enhance the environmental protective impact of the support by prioritising the most environmentally
valuable forests, such as Natura 2000 forest areas;
ensure that only actions linked to natural disasters or fire are supported;
report back on the reductions achieved in the damage caused by fires and/or natural disasters as a result of
the actions funded.

They also recommend, inter alia, that the Commission:
•
•
•

set out common criteria for forest areas to be classified as being at low, medium or high fire risk;
verify that the Member States have established an appropriate control system;
improve its monitoring to ensure that Member States spend the funding appropriately.

ECA special reports are published throughout the year, presenting the findings of selected audits of specific EU
budgetary areas or management topics.
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