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Introduction

The ESPON Peer Learning Workshop on landscape transition for more resilient 
and fire-resistant landscapes in Europe focused on the ongoing rise of rural 
megafires and their impact on safety and well-being, on ecosystems, and the 
liveability of rural areas. 

It was organised under the frame of the ESPON-TNO programme in collaboration with the Directorate-General 
for Territory under the Portuguese Presidency of the EU Council. The Peer Learning Workshop focused 
especially on Portuguese territory and thus gathered several Portuguese experts, but also included ESPON-
related researchers and other informed stakeholders. These different experts and stakeholders were brought 
together to exchange insights and learn about possible integrated landscape interventions to guarantee 
resilience and sustainability in territories with vulnerabilities, especially to rural fires. A total of 134 participants 
registered for the event, of which 82 attended. The majority of the participants were Portuguese (83) followed 
by Greek (17) and Belgian (6). Among the registrants, 44 identified themselves as policymakers (29 national, 8 
regional, and 7 local), 33 researchers, 8 from the private sector and 6 from civil society. 43 did not identify with 
any of those categories and were either architects or students. The post-event survey collected 11 answers that 
were fairly satisfied (4) to very satisfied (7). The main reasons mentioned for this satisfaction rate include the 
introduction of local challenges and perceptions as well as the ensuing debate between stakeholders from 
across Europe and from different policy-making levels.

Summary
The event started with a short welcome word from the ESPON director, Mr. Wiktor Szydarowski, with a cordial 
invitation to all attendees to share their thoughts and insights to encourage inspiration. Mrs. Fernanda do 
Carmo, Director-General of the Directorate-General for Territory, followed with a brief explanation of the 
importance of this issue. As Portugal was subject to large fires that severely affected rural areas in the past few 
years, particularly in 2016, 2017, and 2018, the dimension of these phenomena and their recurrence in the 
context of climate change has called for urgent intervention and public action, a very strong awareness has 
been gained regarding the management and spatial planning in the most vulnerable territories. As a political 
response, Portugal has adopted a set of policy measures aiming to value the territory through landscape 
transition and economic development of rural areas. These policy measures were developed and are currently 
being implemented within the legal framework of the 2019 National Spatial Planning Policy Programme, 
alongside the national Landscape Transition Programme launched last year aiming at developing new resilience 
strategies and new types of economy with the use of integrated and flexible tools funded by multiple resources 
to enable active management and contribute to territorial cohesion.

The first session of the event included two presentations of ESPON projects that produced territorial evidence 
on the importance and assets of Green Infrastructures and Ecosystem services (ESPON GRETA) and the 
territorial impact of Natural Disasters (ESPON TITAN). The GRETA project was presented by Dr. Jaume Fons-
Esteve of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. The project gathered territorial evidence on the enduring 
economic, social, and environmental benefits of Green Infrastructure at the urban, peri-urban, and rural scales. 
However, Green Infrastructure can also have negative social or economic impact due to, for instance, increase 
of real estate value (eco-gentrification). In the context of wildfires, Green Infrastructure can have a very positive 
influence through the increase of soil moisture and groundwater level. The TITAN project was presented by Dr. 
Carolina Cantergiani of Tecnalia. The TITAN project investigates the territorial patterns of the economic impact 
of natural hazards, the potential risk management instruments and policies and how these should be 
implemented through cooperation between regions, cities, and local governments. While rural fires were not 
included in the project’s list of natural hazards, the insights and lessons learnt might be transposed to this issue 
to a certain degree. For instance, the collection of local and regional information informing the precise 
vulnerability of certain regions could be a basis for granting EU funds for the implementation of local actions. 
This could lead the way to proactive, prevention-oriented funding policies. Furthermore, natural hazards are not 
isolated problems and can generally trigger other hazards, causing indirect and enduring negative economic 
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effects. Such perspectives on the potential impacts of hazards needs to be integrated in policy-making 
processes.

The second session focused on Portuguese cases from two different perspectives. Firstly, Mr. Nuno Sequeira, 
member of the board of directors of the Portuguese Institute for Nature Conservation and Forests, shared his 
knowledge of the countrywide priorities in the integrated management of rural fires, mentioning the Portuguese 
forests, of which different characteristics influence the prevalence of fires (regulation of the hydrological cycle, 
type of wood, forest management and spatial distributions of tree species,…). The vast majority of the forest in 
Portugal is privately owned and 22.2% of the Portuguese territory exists in conservation areas. With regard to 
the vulnerability of these natural areas and the significant social cost of the 2016 and especially the 2017 rural 
fires, the Portuguese government has launched the National Plan for Rural Fire Management in 2020. This plan 
aims first at preparing the territory, the people and operational personnel to work the land to increase safety but 
also to use fire, in a sustainable manner, as an environmental factor. The plan focuses on prevention through 
education programmes and raising awareness among communities to change behaviours. This presentation 
was followed by Dr. Jorge Cancela, managing partner and technical director of BIODESIGN. Jorge Cancela 
focused on the general concepts of landscapes and how adopting new perceptions might lead to fundamentally 
different practices. He underlined the fact that the natural and human perceptions of landscape are actually 
indivisible and that these two “realms” are continuously interacting and could be seen as one. This interaction 
or indivisibility results in the perceived character and identity of a landscape. Thus, in order to change the 
landscape to ensure the various benefits it can deliver, not only the land cover needs to be changed but also its 
actors, perception, functions and basically, its character. In the context of rural fires, diversified and multi-
layered approaches are needed that would result in site-specific practices.

The third session included a panel discussion between three reflectors about landscape management in 
Monchique-Silves in the Algarve region. The first reflector was Carlos Rio de Carvalho, specialist in the 
management of natural resources and managing partner of ERENA. He focused first on the implementation of 
the Landscape Transition Programme in the Monchique and Silves areas. The programme first developed an 
economic and social understanding of landscapes in the context of rural fires. It centralises around the potential 
of the landscape on rural fire management. The programme more specifically explored increasing the tourism 
potential in inland Portugal though a change of the landscape identity in an effort to make it more resilient. This 
concretely leads to the restoration of rural systems and the reactivation of the use of agricultural terraces. Mrs. 
Rosa Palma is the president of the Silves Municipality and was the second reflector. From a local perspective, 
she underscored the great challenge that rural fires represent due to the large extent of vulnerable areas. The 
landscapes in these areas are influenced both by very traditional but also dynamic processes, which make it 
particularly difficult to implement and replicate the measures in an integrated way over the whole region. The 
local strategy addresses the attitudes of local stakeholders and the population by enhancing civil protection, 
conservation, and preventive measures. A special focus is put on more populated areas and territories with a 
high cultural significance. Rui Miguel da Silva André, president of the Monchique Municipality, was the third 
reflector. Monchique has gone through lots of changes in the last 40 years. An important part of the population 
emigrated leaving more forests to develop. He presented the importance of seeing fires as an opportunity for 
change. In this sense, the landscape could be changed in order to develop business opportunities. Eco-
agriculture could be developed with local distribution networks. This activity could enhance the return of people 
with activities in balance with the existing forests.

Three main questions rose from the attendees following the reflections. The first question related to the overall 
strategy of increasing the tourism potential in inland Portugal. As tourists tend to be less careful in terms of rural 
fires, this might not be a relevant strategy for decreasing the risk of rural fires. From Rui Miguel da Silva André’s 
perspective, this could be resolved through a better information campaign. The recent efforts were relatively 
successful as the last fires were either caused by criminal activity or due to infrastructure problems (energy 
lines).

The second discussion point mentioned the link between the rural management strategy and the triple P 
strategy for Flood Risk Management (Prevention, Protection, Preparedness). As the triple P focuses on multi-
actor collaboration, is this also applied for rural fire management? The three reflectors agreed that a government’s 
financial input is mandatory at the very first step to start the process. This financial input is essential for changing 
the landscape, instigating the subsequent economic change, and implementing preservation and preventive 
measures. Such changes take time to be implemented, at least 20 years. Furthermore, this time is also needed 
to change mentalities and allow such collaboration. Hence, multi-actor collaboration does not seem feasible at 
this time.
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With regard to local recommendations to cope with climate change, landscape transition is generally beneficial 
to increasing resilience. Locals are playing their role little by little by balancing their activities based on their 
impact on the environment, which calls for the government to do the same. Sharing good practices is also 
important. Climate change and ecosystem services should be integrated in landscape management, for which 
forests are key for water management.

Dr. Christine Bouisset, Université de Pau et des Pays de l’Adour, made a comparison with the challenges in the 
south of France, where large areas in Gascogne and the Mediterranean are becoming very vulnerable. Overall 
the increase in risks is due to the multiplication of interactions between urban and natural areas in addition to 
climate change. Fortunately for now, the risk is relatively controlled but at a huge public cost. The measures 
focus primarily on quick reaction team and awareness raising programmes. From a French perspective, the 
main challenges are mitigating and adapting to climate change, controlling urban changes, and, finally, the local 
lack of economic assets and knowledge. Concretely, there is too much reliance on fire risk management. In 
France, there is a need for more awareness and knowledge concerning the problem. Support should be given 
in rural areas for the implementation of good practices, which can be translated to landscape transition. In terms 
of good lessons, the Basque region has been very successful in coping with rural fires where local knowledge 
and landscape solidarity are well developed amongst local actors.
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