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Key changes occurring

- More extreme fires

- Fire seasons longer, fire regime shifting north

- 2022: fires across Europe southeast, west, north

- Fires breaking out in the ‘wrong’ countries

- High population density, low awareness, preparedness

- Communication often one-way and narrow 

perspectives



Lessons from Dutch water management? with thanks to Jasper de 

Vries

Fire can learn from water, but also regarding communication?
- Government framing of floods: we’ve got you covered, you’re safe with us

- Very little focus on what to do in case of floods: insurance, evacuation

- Dutch people look at government to reduce risks, more than in European South

- Flood risk reduction mostly government action

- Dikes, mounds – landscape engineering

- Fire risk reduction requires individual change too

- Ignitions, fuel management

Lambrechts et al 2023
Fire Ecology



For good communication, knowledge of drivers is 

essential
Floods ✅ Wildfires ✅❌

- Awareness: ‘we do not have fires’ – fire is something in warm countries, in summer

- Fire cause: unknown, fire cause investigation very sparse

- Fire danger: poorly understood, FWI does not work – forecasting challenging

- Fire behavior: urban fire service lacking good understanding of fire behavior, 

management

- Fire impact: home ignition zone not managed

- Governance: no policy

- Extreme fires: drivers, processes, forecasting

Effect: decisions taken during events instead of in advance, based on assumptions, causing 

tensions



Tensions

- Government – residents: Deurnese Peel crisis 

communication, evacuation notice by printed letter, 

no contact point. Fear, anger, distrust

- Fire service – land management: communicate high 

fire danger or not? Fear for fire setters. Interestingly 

forest service used to do significant propaganda but 

now afraid to do so. 

- Fire service – biodiversity: request to mow 

roadsides during very high fire danger. 

One-way communication

In the heat of the moment

Without consideration of context, history, existing 

dynamics



What is needed for change?

- Tried 15 years via the media, from

- We have fires

- We are not prepared

- To: do we need a disaster before action is taken?

- Internally

- To stakeholders

- To the media – but left out and framed ‘fires getting out of 

hand in Mediterranean, but we got it all under control’

- To: prominent teaser after Dutch evening news (scary)

- Helped push for urgency, indirectly via fire service

- Successful lobby – now high on the political agenda



More proactive developments

- Dutch National Crisis Plan: Scenario development, how, 

what, when to communicate during high fire danger, 

simultaneous fires, exceedance of fire suppression 

capacity

- Noord Brabant risk communication: how to communicate 

wildfire risk? 

- Risk awareness: serious game with residents, policy 

makers

International lessons to incorporate while we take this on in 

emerging fire regions - trust, together, not unidirectional --

work by PyroLife PhD candidate Isabeau Ottolini

Loulou Gontscharoff, Julissa Galarza

Hester Veltman



Wildfire communication insights:

responding to current challenges

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

These insights are further detailed in 
this upcoming PyroLife Report

Interested in a copy? Feel free to 
write me: iottolini@uoc.edu

mailto:iottolini@uoc.edu


Wildfire communication insights:

responding to current challenges

It's easy to fall into the trap of communicating:

– The expert deciding what citizens need to know and do

– In top-down, unidirectional ways

– With simplified, risk-focused messages

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)
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Experts deciding what citizens need to 

know & do

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

From To

Citizens & experts deciding together

• Communities = active agents of change
• Identify the community's needs, 

interests, knowledge as starting point.Avoid this ->

Communities = passive receptors of 
information, to be nudged towards 
‘desirable behaviors’



Experts deciding what citizens need to 

know & do

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

From To

Citizens & experts deciding together

Recommendations:
• Really listen, build trust, foster open & respectful dialogue...
• Mentality change, from 'experts always know best' -> 'what can 

we learn from interacting with citizens, and how can we – as 
experts with our expert knowledge – best support them?'

• Communities = active agents of change
• Identify the community's needs, 

interests, knowledge as starting point.Avoid this ->

Communities = passive receptors of 
information, to be nudged towards 
‘desirable behaviors’



• Foster multidirectional communication between expert & communities
• Support and facilitate (in)formal networks & social interactions

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

Top-down, unidirectional communication

From To

Multidirectional communication



• Foster multidirectional communication between expert & communities
• Support and facilitate (in)formal networks & social interactions

Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

This also great for:
• Sharing emotions and validating wildfire experiences
• Mitigating wildfire conflicts & tensions
• Identify what the communities need from you as expert
• Etc...

Top-down, unidirectional communication

From To

Multidirectional communication



Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

Simplified, risk-focused messages

From To

Acknowledge wildfires as multifaceted, 

complex processes

Reminder: Wildfires are the 
visible manifestation of the slow 
disaster resulting from long-term 
socio-environmental processes 
(fuel build-up, climate change, 

WUI growth, colonialism, 
neoliberalism, etc)



Ottolini et al (forthcoming)

Simplified, risk-focused messages

From To

Acknowledge wildfires as multifaceted, 

complex processes

• Dare to dive into complexity, uncertainty and 
ambiguity around wildfires

• Acknowledge wildfires are the ‘top of the iceberg’ 
= many underlying issues to address -> identify 
together with communities

• Get creative! (co)create stories, poems, drawings, 
videos, photos, objects, etc

Reminder: Wildfires are the 
visible manifestation of the slow 
disaster resulting from long-term 
socio-environmental processes 
(fuel build-up, climate change, 

WUI growth, colonialism, 
neoliberalism, etc)



Need to train people differently 
Cannot expect students to know without teaching them

- Engaging with stakeholders, society

- Connecting regions, disciplines, sectors, 

people

PyroLife Innovative Training Network (2019-

2024)

- Training new generation of integrated fire 

management experts – towards living with 

fire

- Incl. risk communication, writing 

policy/management briefs

Stoof & Kettridge 2022 
Earth’s Future



Benefit: motivation, higher order processing, 

‘unforgettable experience’/learning

Match students, 
stakeholders

Challenge

Output: creative
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Take home message

- Fire is changing, requires individual action, more than in floods

- Need to understand fire for good communication – emerging fire regions

- Netherlands: communication challenges, putting fire on political agenda

• Wildfire Communication: Citizens and experts collaborating side by side, through multidirectional 
communication and acknowledging wildfires as multifaceted, complex processes. 

– The benefits of this holistic, human-centered approach goes way beyond merely wildfires

• Implications for training/education

Well-trained researchers entering the 
job market in a few months!

PyroLife@wur.nl Cathelijne.Stoof@wur.nl iottolini@uoc.edu

Training and education needs to guide future 
integrated fire management. 
Today 18.15-19.45h D. Luís Room



21
De Koning, 1949


