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Executive Summary  

Aim and structure of the deliverable: 

This deliverable aims at presenting the challenges of, and recommendations for, communicating in 

an era of extreme wildfires.  

The starting point of this deliverable is Wildfire Risk Communication, and the need to go beyond 

focusing just on risk by expanding our communication efforts into the broader arena of Wildfire 

Communication.  

Therefore, the core of this deliverable provides specific recommendations for doing Wildfire 

Communication, by responding to the challenges of our times, and particularly, by engaging and 

communicating with communities in their local contexts. These recommendations are articulated 

around the why, who, what, how, when, and where, and are enriched by a diverse array of examples 

and further readings.   

Audience:  

This deliverable is particularly useful for those people and organisations working locally with 

communities at wildfire risk. This includes, amongst others, community facilitators, rural 

development workers, and environmental educators, who are knowledgeable on conducting a more 

inclusive, participatory, and locally situated type of communication, as this deliverable proposes.  

Moreover, we also encourage others to read this deliverable and consider other ways of 

communicating about wildfire. For instance, local and regional governments in elaborating projects 

around wildfires, further building relationships of trust with citizens, as well as supporting citizen’s 

involvement in local wildfire risk mitigation and prevention actions; communicators from other risks 

(like floods), as many of the recommendations have a cross-risk nature; the media to further tailor 

wildfire news to the needs and interests of communities, as well as portray wildfires not just as a risk 

and a disaster, but develop much richer and broader narratives around wildfires; and researchers to 

support Wildfire Communication practice with well-founded scientific knowledge. 

The main takeaway: 

There are no silver bullets nor shortcuts for transitioning from a Fire Suppression paradigm towards 

Living with Wildfires. This is unlikely to be achieved as long as we only use Wildfire Risk 

Communication, as it focuses mainly on the risk dimension, leaving out all other aspects of how 

wildfires are intrinsically interwoven in our socioenvironmental systems and thereby overlooking 

potential ways of living or coexisting with it. For this reason, we propose to expand towards a broader 

Wildfire Communication. This requires working with communities, putting their experiences, 

knowledges, and needs at the centre, and not vice versa. Therefore, this deliverable aims to provide 

inspiration and resources for such an endeavour.  
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1. Introduction – Wildfire (Risk) Communication in an era of extreme wildfires 

There are increasingly extreme wildfires* despite wildfire suppression* efforts and resources. It is 

often called the ‘wildfire paradox’, whereby the “wildfire suppression to eliminate large and damaging 

wildfires induces the inevitable occurrence of these fires” (Tedim et al., 2020). This is because many 

ecosystems need a certain amount of wildfire to thrive. By continuously putting out all wildfires as 

quickly as possible, vegetation1 builds up over time (Calkin et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2019). Then, 

when a wildfire does happen, there is so much fuel that 

the wildfire surpasses suppression capacities and 

becomes uncontrollable. Such wildfires only come to a 

halt when weather conditions change or fuel runs out. In 

recent times there have been many examples of such 

extreme wildfires: Australia (2009, 2019-20), Portugal 

(2017), Chile (2017 & 2023), the USA (2018 & 2020), 

Greece (2019), and Spain (2022). 

When such disasters happen, communities are often impacted disproportionately. Extreme wildfires 

can go hand in hand with great – and often unequal – impacts on people’s safety and well-being 

(Davies et al., 2018). This entails e.g. loss of lives, homes, or health, impacting people’s well-being and 

livelihoods. Also, it affects the global environment, e.g. by further contributing to climate change and 

damaging ecosystems (Moreira et al., 2020; Otero et al., 2018). Extreme wildfires can therefore be 

seen as a form of socioenvironmental injustice* (Pineda-Pinto et al., 2021; Tierney, 2019).  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Examples of reports and news articles on the socioenvironmental injustice dimension of extreme wildfires. Sources:  

(Headwaters Economics, 2021; NY Times, 2020; The Guardian, 2020) 

There is an urgent call for different ways to deal with, and relate to, wildfires. That is, going from 

focusing on Wildfire Suppression – which has paradoxically increased extreme wildfires – towards a 

different paradigm built upon the understanding that wildfires are part of socioenvironmental 

systems*, instead of an external element that should be eliminated. As such, different terms for such 

alternative paradigms have appeared, such as Integrated Fire Management* or Living with Wildfire* 

(Birot, 2009; Ganz & Moore, 2002; Moritz et al., 2014; Stoof & Kettridge, 2022).  

This change of paradigm influences how we understand, research, and communicate about wildfires. 

In this deliverable – as part of the first author’s2 research project – the focus is on the communication 

part.  

 
* All terms with an asterisk (*) can be found in the Glossary at the end of this document. 
1  In the context of wildfires, vegetation is often referred to as ‘fuel’ 
2 The first author is Isabeau Ottolini, Early Stage Researcher 15 from the PyroLife ITN project 

Extreme wildfires ≠ wildfires  

We refer in this deliverable to ‘extreme wildfires’, 
and not wildfires in general, as the core focus of 
risk reduction actions. Wildfires are part of many 

ecosystems (Galizia et al., 2021; Keeley et al., 
2011), and its exclusion is one of the drivers for 
the extreme wildfires seen in recent times, with 

their great socioenvironmental impacts. 
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2. Methodological  approach  

This deliverable is based on the first author’s PhD thesis, and forms part of the Work Package 3 

activities within the PyroLife Innovative Training Network. Main findings presented here come from:  

● 2020-2022: Literature review on Wildfire Risk Communication, including what similar terms are 

used in research and practice on communicating wildfire risk; the challenges it faces; and how it 

has developed over the years.  

● 2021-2022: Semi-structured interviews with wildfire communication practitioners and scientists 

across Europe, the USA, and South Africa. These interviewees provide different perspectives and 

experiences on Wildfire Risk Communication, as they come from different sectors (private, non-

profit, public), working on varying levels (from international organisations to regional levels) either 

as practitioners or in academia.  

● 2021-2023: Case study with the citizen association, Pego Viu1, in southeast Spain. Through 

interviews, focus groups and participatory observation, key insights have emerged around the 

need for a communication approach that is more locally situated, and based on the idea of 

communicating with communities, instead of to communities.  

● 2020-2023: Secondments at the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) in the USA, the 

European Forest Institute (EFI) in Germany, and the Forest Science and Technology Centre of 

Catalonia (CTFC) in Spain, which included many informal conversations with wildfire 

communication practitioners and experts; field visits to communities taking wildfire risk reduction 

actions; and discussions at multiple conferences and seminars.  

● 2021-2023: Two PyroLife workshops2 on Risk Communication, aimed at training ESRs to become 

effective communicators on risks, particularly wildfires, and the Joint workshop3 “Communicating 

the important role of sustainable forest management to prevent wildfires” by Forest Europe, EFI 

and CTFC. 

 

 
1 https://pegoviu.org/   
2 https://pyrolife.lessonsonfire.eu/events/  
3 https://foresteurope.org/event/joint-workshop-communicating-the-important-role-of-sustainable-forest-
management-to-prevent-wildfires/  

https://pegoviu.org/
https://pyrolife.lessonsonfire.eu/events/
https://foresteurope.org/event/joint-workshop-communicating-the-important-role-of-sustainable-forest-management-to-prevent-wildfires/
https://pegoviu.org/
https://pyrolife.lessonsonfire.eu/events/
https://foresteurope.org/event/joint-workshop-communicating-the-important-role-of-sustainable-forest-management-to-prevent-wildfires/
https://foresteurope.org/event/joint-workshop-communicating-the-important-role-of-sustainable-forest-management-to-prevent-wildfires/


PYROLIFE [860757] - D.17 

~ page 7 ~ 
 

3. Wildfire Risk Communication, and the need to go beyond  

In this deliverable we differentiate between ‘Wildfire Risk Communication’ and ‘Wildfire 

Communication’. Whilst much effort is put into communicating about wildfire risk, there is a much 

broader field that goes beyond this risk dimension (see Figure 2). As such, Wildfire Communication 

includes all the aspects of wildfires and our relations to it, based on the understanding that wildfires 

are an inherent part of our socioenvironmental systems, and not just a risk to manage (Ottolini, 

Forthcoming). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section, firstly we look at what is generally meant by Wildfire Risk Communication. Secondly, 

we explore the challenges it faces, particularly in the current context of increasingly extreme wildfires. 

As a way forward, we propose to go beyond just focusing on reducing and mitigating risk, into the 

broader arena of Wildfire Communication. This links with Section 4, where specific recommendations, 

examples and resources for Wildfire Communication are provided. 

  

3.1. What is Wildfire Risk Communication? 

In a nutshell, Wildfire Risk Communication concentrates on the prevention and preparedness of 

wildfire disasters, whereby generally “information is conveyed by experts and governments to lay 

citizens to educate the citizens about risk” (da Silva et al., 2019, p. 530) to thereby “reduce the damage 

caused by disasters” (Yamori, 2020, p. xxxi). 

Different terms are used when talking about Wildfire Risk Communication, as Table 1 below shows. 

All these terms evolve around wildfires, and have varying levels of focus on wildfire risk, hence 

proposing slightly different ways to accomplish risk reduction.  

Table 1. Different terms related to Wildfire Risk Communication as found in the literature. Elaborated by I. Ottolini 

Concept Authors Objective  

Awareness 

raising 

(Shrestha et al., 2021) 
Raising awareness on the economic impacts of wildfires can 

prompt landowner participation in wildfire mitigation efforts 

(Puente, 2018) 
Encourage social participation and favour the co-responsibility of 

the population 

(Vélez Muñoz, 2000) Warn about the risk of fire and thereby avoid its incorrect use 

Wildfire 

communication 

(Wilson et al., 2017) 
Encourage risk mitigation at household level, and to foster support 

from the public on the topic of fire as a disaster risk reduction tool 

(Christianson et al., 

2011) 

Cause social change 

Social marketing 
Inform the public so they can make good decisions about risk 

(Butler et al., 2007) Positively influence people's behaviours & attitudes 

Figure 2. Wildfire Risk Communication is part of the much broader field 
of Wildfire Communication. Elaborated by I. Ottolini 
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Crisis 

communication 

(Steelman & McCaffrey, 

2013) 
Minimise the inherent uncertainty of a natural hazard 

(Öhman et al., 2016) Informing people at risk during wildfire events 

Wildfire risk 

communication 

(Hano et al., 2020) 

Convincing the intended audience to adopt a recommended 

behaviour that will reduce their risk of adverse outcomes 

associated with exposure 

(Eriksen & Prior, 2013) Enable people being well-prepared for wildfire 

(Environmental 

or public) 

education 

(Ganz et al., 2007) 
Educate, motivate, and empower people to make their homes, 

neighbourhoods, and communities safer from wildfires 

(Mockrin et al., 2018) Promote residential mitigation around homes 

(Butry et al., 2010) Limiting the amount of unintentional human-caused ignitions 

Outreach 
(Toman et al., 2006) Influence public understanding & change citizens’ attitudes 

 

All in all, Wildfire Risk Communication is essential in preventing people (accidentally or deliberately, 

directly or indirectly) from igniting wildfires; keeping them safe in wildfire emergencies; and reducing 

losses of lives and property (Ballart et al., 2016; Höppner et al., 2012).  

In the next section, we will see the challenges of Wildfire Risk Communication, specifically in the 

context of increasingly extreme and negatively impacting wildfires.  

 

3.2. Challenges of Wildfire Risk Communication 

Wildfire Risk Communication is largely informed by the currently dominant paradigm of Wildfire 

Suppression, influencing who communicates to whom, what is communicated how, and when and 

where this communication occurs. This is because dominant paradigms tend to shape communication 

practices (Allen, 2017). As such, wildfires are seen as a risk to be managed, in order to prevent disaster. 

This can be observed, for instance, through wildfire risk-awareness campaigns (see Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3. Examples of Wildfire Risk Communication posters from the USA, UK, Spain, Netherlands, and Australia, during 2020  

Many of these communication efforts tend to be top-down, whereby experts use mass campaigns to 

unidirectionally convey generic messages on the ‘do’s and don'ts’ to non-experts. This happens mainly 

during the fire season, by calling to the nonexperts’ sense of individual responsibility and framing 

wildfires as ‘natural’ disasters. See Table 2, column A, for a summary of this from the literature.  
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Whilst many resources are put into communicating about wildfire risk (such as the campaigns above), 

seemingly many citizens continue to be unaware of their wildfire risk, and/or are not taking (enough) 

action to sufficiently reduce such risk. This is clearly expressed both in the literature (e.g. Christianson 

et al., 2011; Velez et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2017) and by experts interviewed for the first author’s 

research. That is, Wildfire Risk Communication is not achieving its goal of reducing people’s wildfire 

risk. This is especially worrying, as citizens’ exposure to wildfires has further increased in recent 

decades, e.g., with the growing Wildland Urban Interface (WUI). In addition, the potential for wildfire 

disaster is increasing due to new wildfire behaviours and changing wildfire regimes (i.e. happening 

more frequently and in increasingly more places across the globe (UNEP, 2022)). 

This combination of increased wildfire risk and unaware/unprepared communities prompts scientists 

and practitioners to explore a myriad of improvements for Wildfire Risk Communication. Examples 

are: fostering two-way communication or dialogue (Eriksen & Prior, 2013; Kuhlicke & Steinführer, 

2010; Velez et al., 2017); considering local contexts (Christianson et al., 2011; Mccaffrey, 2015; 

Paveglio et al., 2009) and complementing expert knowledge on wildfire risk reduction with local 

knowledge and input from residents (Höppner et al., 2012; Paveglio et al., 2009). See Table 2, column 

B, for an overview of this from the literature. 

Table 2. Literature review overview on the evolving field of Risk Communication. Elaborated by I. Ottolini 

 A. Traditional Risk Communication B. Improvements to Risk Communication 

WHO 

communicates 

to who? 

 

From official sources: experts (like fire 

and risk management agencies) and 

scientists (Paton & Buergelt, 2012; Plana 

& Font, 2015; Toman et al., 2006; Wilson 

et al., 2017) to the general public 

(Gijselaar, 2020) 

Also involve residents (FAO, 2013; Paveglio et 

al., 2009) – recognising they are 

heterogeneous groups (Gijselaar, 2020; Toman 

et al., 2006) –  to foster mutual learning (Plana 

& Font, 2015) 

WHAT is 

communicated? 

 

Generic messages (Gijselaar, 2020; 

Wilson et al., 2017) based on specialized 

expert knowledge on wildfire Risk 

reduction (Plana & Font, 2015), with 

often negative tone (FAO, 2013) 

Complement expert knowledge on wildfire Risk 

reduction with specialized local knowledge and 

input from residents (Höppner et al., 2012; 

Paveglio et al., 2009) and adapt messages to 

the target audiences (Plana & Font, 2015) 

HOW to 

communicate? 

 

Unidirectional, top-down approach, 

(FAO, 2013; Toman et al., 2006), through 

channels like brochures, pamphlets, 

mass media campaigns, lectures, 

websites, social marketing (Gijselaar, 

2020; Johnston & Lane, 2020; Kuhlicke & 

Steinführer, 2010; Paton & Buergelt, 

2012; Toman et al., 2006)  

Two-way communication (Velez et al., 2017) or 

dialogue (Christianson et al., 2011; Kuhlicke & 

Steinführer, 2010), that is interactive 

(Mccaffrey, 2015; Remenick, 2017; Toman et 

al., 2006; Wilson et al., 2017) 

More interactive channels include social 

media, stakeholder and community 

engagement (Johnston & Lane, 2020; Plana & 

Font, 2015), visitors centres, guided field trips 

(Toman et al., 2006), face-to-face discussion 

(Höppner et al., 2012), as well as art and 

museums (Morales & Camarena, 2010) 

 

WHEN to 

communicate? 

Prior to and during an event (Plana & 

Font, 2015), during the period when risk 

is high (Gijselaar, 2020) 

Longer timeframes (Gijselaar, 2020), 

combining a focus on the risk cycle and day-to-

day issues (Höppner et al., 2012) 
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The abovementioned developments are important for communicating more effectively to the 

publics1 on how to prevent and prepare for wildfires. However, it continues to be largely based on 

seeing wildfires only as a risk, and citizens as unknowledgeable/unwilling to reduce their wildfire risk, 

therefore requiring persuasive messaging from experts to change their behaviours. This limited view 

of wildfires has a series of implications, the most important of which are described here:   

● In Wildfire Risk Communication disasters are generally framed as events in a specific moment of 

time, rather than the “consequence of long-term political, economical and environmental 

processes” (Tierney, 2019). Not considering these more long-term dynamics presents a missed 

opportunity for learning and engaging with the – often invisibilized – complexities of wildfires and 

socioenvironmental vulnerability (Coates, 2019; González-Hidalgo et al., 2014). Strongly related is 

the enduring frame of wildfires as ‘natural disasters’, leading to focusing “almost exclusively on 

how to prevent [wildfires] without recognizing the factors that create and intensify the social and 

environmental injustices” (Enríquez-Loya & Léon, 2020)  

● At the same time, Wildfire Risk Communication often includes overly simplified messages, leading 

to the generalisation that all fires have dramatic consequences and should therefore be avoided 

- further feeding into a Fire Suppression mentality. Examples of historically famous campaigns 

portraying wildfires only as disastrous events are Smokey Bear in the USA, and Todos contra el 

fuego (‘all against the fire’) in Spain (see Figure 4 below). Instead, it is key to differentiate between 

the different kinds of wildfires and their impacts – both positive and negative – on ecosystems 

and societies (Kaufmann et al., 2005; Tozer, 2013). 

         
Figure 4. Left: Smokey Bear campaign. Right: 'All against the fire' campaign.   

 
1 We use the term ‘publics’ (and not ‘public’), to acknowledge that society is inherently heterogeneous, and 
thus communicating about wildfires should address this diversity. 

WHERE to 

communicate? 

General settings (FAO, 2013), unrelated 

to the message (Toman et al., 2006) 

Taking into account local contexts 

(Christianson et al., 2011; Mccaffrey, 2015; 

Paveglio et al., 2009) 

WHY to 

communicate? 

Raise awareness and inform people to 

increase preparedness and prevent 

wildfires (Gijselaar, 2020; Höppner et al., 

2012) 

Stimulate proactive citizen actions to reduce 

their risk (Christianson et al., 2011; Wilson et 

al., 2017) decrease potential for conflict (Paton 

& Buergelt, 2012) as well as influencing 

citizens’ attitudes (Toman et al., 2006) – like in 

public support for using fire as a management 

tool (Wilson et al., 2017) – through 

engagement (FAO, 2013; Plana & Font, 2015) 

https://smokeybear.com/en/smokeys-history?decade=1940
https://osbodigital.es/2018/11/26/campana-de-sensibilizacion-todos-contra-el-fuego/
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• Moreover, Wildfire Risk Communication insufficiently recognises and addresses the underlying 

processes of extreme wildfires, thereby sustaining the present status quo and further 

contributing to their occurrence (Davies et al., 2018; Kim & Dutta, 2009; Tedim et al., 2018; Winter, 

2022). Such processes include, for instance, the artificial human vs nature framing of wildfires as 

‘natural disaster events’ (Enríquez-Loya & Léon, 2020; Lloro-Bidart & Finewood, 2018); increasing 

social inequalities (Collins, 2008) shaped by the intersection of multiple attributes like gender, 

class and ethnicity (Walker et al., 2020), and exacerbated by capitalism (Tierney, 2019). In 

addition, Risk Communication generally overlooks the publics’ existing “interpretations, practices, 

and communicative strategies” (Kim & Dutta, 2009, p. 146) as well as their knowledges, 

experiences, and needs, thereby potentially further increasing people’s vulnerability towards 

disasters (Coates, 2019). 

● Lastly, even though many Wildfire Risk Communication initiatives exist, there is a continued lack 

of empirical evaluation and validation, as authors like Balog-Way et al. (2020), Höppner et al. 

(2012) and Macintyre et al. (2019) point out. This makes it hard to know if - and to what extent - 

these communicative efforts actually have (the desired) effect, as well as what should be changed. 

For instance, how effective is it really in educating people on the role of fires in the ecosystems, 

the importance of Integrated Fire Management, and the fact that humans need to cope with a 

certain residual risk that cannot be prevented? Without proper evaluation, this is hard to know.  

Table 3 below summarises the abovementioned characteristics of Wildfire Risk Communication and 

its implications on communities at risk. 

Table 3. A summary of Wildfire Risk Communication characteristics and its implications. Elaborated by I. Ottolini 

Wildfire Risk Communication characteristics Implications on communities at risk 

● Top-down, expert-driven, unidirectional 

● Generic & simple messages (e.g. that all wildfires 

are bad and must be prevented)  

● Mass campaigns mostly during fire season 

● Particular framings: 

o Disasters as specific events at a certain time 

o Wildfires as ‘natural’ disasters 

o Predominant focus on individual 

responsibility 

● Insufficiently recognizing & addressing 

underlying and long-term (political, economic, 

and environmental) processes of extreme 

wildfires  

● Not embedded within local contexts nor long-

term, collective vision 

● Excludes voices, knowledge & expertise of ‘non-

experts’ 

Overall: increased vulnerability to wildfires  

Further readings: (Coates, 2019; Enríquez-Loya & 

Léon, 2020; FAO, 2013; Wilson et al., 2017) 

Further reading: (Christianson et al., 2011; Davies et 

al., 2018; McCaffrey, 2015; Paveglio et al., 2009) 

 

3.3. Going beyond risk: Wildfire Communication 

As seen above, there are several implications to doing Wildfire Risk Communication, many of them 

evolving around an overly focus on risk, particularly by being embedded within a Fire Suppression 

paradigm. Therefore, we here propose to go beyond the risk dimension, and step into the broader 

arena of Wildfire Communication. This includes all the aspects of wildfires, and is based on the 

understanding that wildfires are intrinsically part of our societies and ecosystems.  
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As such, Wildfire Communication does not consider wildfires only a risk to manage, but instead 

endeavours to find ways to live or coexist with fire (Ottolini, Forthcoming). In this sense, Wildfire 

Communication is an essential piece for Integrated Fire Management2. 

Examples of Wildfire Communication are the processes of creating and sharing of stories, knowledges, 

and experiences around wildfires. This can happen in all sorts of ways, like through storytelling, media 

coverage, or through community-based initiatives3, and for diverse reasons, from sharing knowledges 

on the traditional uses of fire; to pondering over human-nature relationships; creating a sense of 

belonging; or extricating reflections on desirable (wildfire) futures in a changing world.  

Wildfire Risk Communication will always be needed, as it is unlikely (nor desirable) that the world will 

ever be without wildfires, and people certainly do need to take wildfire risk reduction actions. 

However, what we propose is to expand towards a broader Wildfire Communication. Through this, 

we hope to create space for communicating about wildfires in a way that is more up to the challenges 

of our times, and particularly, by engaging and communicating with communities, putting at the 

centre their lived experiences, stories, and needs, as well as being fully embedded within local 

contexts. In the next section a series of recommendations, examples and resources are given on how 

to precisely do that.  

 

 
2 It is beyond the scope of this report to mention all of the purposeful human-generated fires for a diversity of 
socio-cultural and land management goals (i.e. cultural burns, prescribed burns, agricultural burns, etc), but 
these are certainly key dimensions touched upon through Integrated Fire Management. 
3 Particularly, in the first author’s PhD dissertation more on Community-based Wildfire Communication can be 

found. 
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4. Recommendations for Wildfire Communication 

There are many great handbooks and guides on communicating about wildfires, and particularly 

wildfire risk (a selection can be found in Annex 1). This section provides recommendations that are 

specifically geared towards moving away from top-down, expert-driven, communication practices, 

towards a Wildfire Communication that is more inclusive, participatory, and locally embedded. As 

detailed in the Methodology section, these results derive from a combination of literature review, 

interviews with wildfire communication experts and practitioners, and a case study with a community-

based initiative as part of ERS15’s research.  

In this sense, the recommendations are especially relevant for those people and organisations working 

locally with communities at risk of experiencing extreme wildfires, which often entail considerable 

negative impacts on society and/or ecosystems. At the same time, many of these recommendations 

can also be useful for communicating with1 communities about wildfires in general. By taking a step 

beyond purely Wildfire Risk Communication, space is created e.g., for shared meaning-making and 

community action; inspiring critical reflections around living with wildfires; and engaging with 

underlying tensions revolving around wildfires and their management.  

This section is organised around the broad dimensions of why, who, what, how, where, and when to 

communicate about wildfires. At times the recommendations go accompanied by quotes2 from 

interviewees, to illustrate their reflections and experiences around Wildfire Communication. At the 

end of each section is also a thematic table with references to further readings. 

 
1 Note: we talk about “communicating with communities”, not “communicating to communities”. One of the 

basic principles behind the communicative approach presented in this deliverable is to make communication 
more inclusive, horizontal, and engaging.  
2 These quotes detail the country of the interviewee, as well as their professional role, to provide context from 
which such reflections have emerged 
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4.1. Why do wildfire communication 

Traditionally, Wildfire Risk Communication aims at informing the public about wildfire prevention 

and preparedness actions, and changing their behaviours and perceptions so that they carry out 

necessary risk reduction actions (Christianson et al., 2011; Okada et al., 2020; da Silva et al., 2019).  

However, Wildfire Communication can be done for many reasons that go beyond this risk focus. Some 

reasons that might be worth considering are the following:  

• Strengthen community-action and engagement by identifying and prioritising communities’ 

needs, interests, and knowledges. In this, processes of empowerment and social learning* are key, 

as it “further builds community capacity and 

improves planning for future events, 

contributing to a community’s resilience and 

fostering adaptation” (Jakes & Sturtevant, 

2013). An example is the EduFire Toolkit 

project10, whereby – based on a Project Based 

Learning methodology – high school students engage with their communities and develop 

activities to respond to the real and local challenges of climate change and wildfires. 

● Create opportunities for conversations that dive into the complexity, uncertainty & ambiguity 

of wildfires. Wildfires are far from simple and straightforward and show ever more unpredictable 

behaviour. Nonetheless, oftentimes Wildfire Risk Communication campaigns use fairly simple 

slogans and convey basic messages. This might be valuable as a very first step for people who are 

totally unaware of wildfire risk. However, it can also lead to people not understanding more 

complex matters (like the ecological role of 

wildfire and the cultural uses of fire), or even 

directly opposing management actions (like 

prescribed burns). Hence, it is important to 

create spaces that allow for dialogues 

addressing the complex, uncertain and 

ambiguous nature of wildfires.  

One such space is in the classroom. For example, the Living With Fire Program in Nevada, USA, has 

developed a Wildfire Science Curriculum, prompting students to explore and reflect upon both 

the beneficial and harmful roles of wildfire (for more information, see here11). Another example 

by the Pau Costa Foundation in Spain is MeFiTu12, an environmental awareness project on fire 

ecology for kids in primary and secondary school.  

 

● Create spaces that allow sharing emotions and validating lived experiences. Wildfires are deeply 

impacting events in people’s lives. Often Wildfire Risk Communication is focused so much on the 

prevention and emergency phase, that the post-wildfire phase is neglected in terms of 

communication. This whilst it is a critical moment for expression, reflection, and sense-making of 

what has happened in the local community. Moreover, it can start the conversation about wildfire 

 
10 https://www.edufiretoolkit.eu/en/home-2/  
11 https://www.unr.edu/nevada-today/news/2022/fire-education-grant  
12 https://www.paucostafoundation.org/proyectos/mefitu/  

“The goal is not to scare people into compliance, it's 
to help make them aware and to empower them […] 
The first reaction is fear, and fear is rarely productive 
and rational decisions don't come out of fear […]. So 
how to empower them? By coupling their awareness 

with tools and resources that they can use” 
USA, Municipal Fire Department 

“I feel like all the messaging is starting to shift toward 

“more good fire means less bad fire!” You know, “a little 

bit of smoke now so that we don't have all of the smoke 

later”. When the reality is, we're choking on smoke from 

California homes burning, three states away. Well, try to 

say we also want you to have this extra smoke in the 

springtime, when we're doing prescribed fires” 

USA, Wildfire Community Outreach  

https://www.edufiretoolkit.eu/en/home-2/
https://www.edufiretoolkit.eu/en/home-2/
https://www.livingwithfire.com/
https://www.unr.edu/nevada-today/news/2022/fire-education-grant
https://www.paucostafoundation.org/proyectos/mefitu/
https://www.edufiretoolkit.eu/en/home-2/
https://www.unr.edu/nevada-today/news/2022/fire-education-grant
https://www.paucostafoundation.org/proyectos/mefitu/
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risk and mitigation measures with other communities that have not yet experienced wildfires. 

Examples from California, USA, are the Dixie Fire Stories Project (on the 2021 Dixie Fire)13, and the 

From the Fire book (on the 2017 Thomas Fire)14, and from Australia The Letterbox Project15 (after 

the Black Saturday bushfire of 2009) 

● Mitigate conflicts & tensions. Oftentimes, conflicting views exist on what is the problem exactly, 

what solutions exist for it, and who is responsible for the problem and/or carrying out the 

solution(s)? However, rarely are such tensions 

addressed. Wildfire Communication can contribute 

to shared meaning-making and responsibilities 

among all actors, which might help to alleviate (part 

of) the tensions. In this, inclusive and participatory 

processes are key, validating the emotions and 

views of all those involved. 

 

Table 4. Further readings – section ‘Why do wildfire communication’ 

Topics Reference 

Wildfires as a complex 

and ambiguous risks 

(Brenkert-Smith et al., 2017; Essen et al., 2022; Tedim et al., 2018) 

Dealing with uncertainty  (Corner et al., 2015; Morrow, 2009; Sword-Daniels et al., 2016) 

Social / mutual learning  (Brummel et al., 2010; Eriksen & Prior, 2011; Jakes & Sturtevant, 2013; 

Madge, 2021; Plana & Font, 2015; Rodríguez-Carreras et al., 2020) 

Empowerment (Coates, 2019; Cooper et al., 2020; Ganz & Moore, 2002)   

Conflicts (González-Hidalgo & Zografos, 2020; Paton & Buergelt, 2012; da Silva et 

al., 2019) 

* Full references and links to publications can be found in the References section at the end of this deliverable

 
13 https://www.facebook.com/dixiefirestories/  
14 https://www.fromthefirebook.com/  
15 http://www.strathewen.com.au/strathewen-story/the-mosaic-letterbox-project/  

“A human against a wildfire. It seems like an 

insurmountable foe, right? […] a lot of people 

feel this sense of powerlessness, which creates 

like conflict and otherness. […] me vs this fire, 

me vs the people who aren't doing something 

about it. And so, how do you create a sense of 

community around fire?” 

USA, Municipal Fire Department 

https://www.facebook.com/dixiefirestories/
https://www.fromthefirebook.com/
http://www.strathewen.com.au/strathewen-story/the-mosaic-letterbox-project/
https://www.facebook.com/dixiefirestories/
https://www.fromthefirebook.com/
http://www.strathewen.com.au/strathewen-story/the-mosaic-letterbox-project/
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4.2. Who communicates to whom 

There are generally three options with Wildfire Communication as to who communicates to whom: 

One-way communication, two-way communication, and horizontal communication. Our 

recommendations on the ‘who’ are:  

• Move away from one-way communication. This continues to be the predominant form of 

Wildfire Risk Communication. It is a top-down, expert-driven process, and often takes the form 

of campaigns on wildfire prevention and preparedness, 

from the public administrations to the public (see Figure 

5), with a series of important implications in the face of 

increasingly extreme wildfires, as explained in Section 3.2.  

 

 

● Foster two-way communication (between experts & communities) Two-way communication is 

increasingly becoming more common, e.g. through public engagement/ participation processes. 

The idea is not to communicate ‘to’ citizens, but ‘with’ (for more, see this Policy Brief on 

Communicating with Citizens in a Crisis16). Bidirectional communication is based on the 

acknowledgement that all those involved have valuable 

knowledges and experiences to share, and that everyone 

can learn from each other. Moreover, it allows for a 

shared and multidirectional learning between all those 

involved, building trust, and taking decisions together on 

managing the wildfire risk.  

An example of this are Service-Learning projects, like Plantando Cara al Fuego17, and Facing Fire18. 

Through these educational projects, students collaborate with relevant stakeholders (e.g. 

research organizations, local and regional administrations, environmental associations, NGOs…) 

to organize an activity that meets the needs of their community – in this case, related to wildfires.  

 

 
16 https://www.project-engage.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ENGAGE-Policy-Brief-1.pdf  
17 https://www.plantandocaraalfuego.org  
18 https://facingfire.eu/  

 
CONAF, 2022 (Chile) 

 
Western Cape Government, 2022 (South Africa) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
AGIF, 2022 (Portugal) 

“it’s not about ‘injecting’ information or 

knowledge to communities, but to share, 

cooperate and understand from the 

territory, by going there, talk with the 

people, know their problems, [and] learn”  

Spain, Communication expert 

Figure 5. Examples of Wildfire Risk campaigns from Chile, South Africa, and Portugal during 2022 

“Like those [communicators] 'I know 

what I'm talking about and all you have 

to do is listen'. Well, it doesn't work”  

Spain, Wildfire Consultant 

https://www.project-engage.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ENGAGE-Policy-Brief-1.pdf
https://www.project-engage.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ENGAGE-Policy-Brief-1.pdf
https://www.plantandocaraalfuego.org/
https://facingfire.eu/
https://www.project-engage.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ENGAGE-Policy-Brief-1.pdf
https://www.plantandocaraalfuego.org/
https://facingfire.eu/
https://www.conaf.cl/incendios-forestales/prevencion/campana-nacional-de-prevencion-de-incendios-forestales-2022-2023/
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/wildfire-season?toc_page=3
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/wildfire-season?toc_page=3
https://portugalchama.pt/comunicacao/
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● Acknowledge and support horizontal 

communication (within the community). 

Communities often have valuable knowledge on 

wildfires (for more, see Section 4.4), that is fully 

embedded within the local context (for more, 

see Section 4.5) and shared within the 

community itself without the need for external intervention or input. However, due to the rather 

informal nature of horizontal communication, and operating at such local levels, it is rarely 

researched nor supported adequately to reach its full potential. There are many examples of such 

local initiatives, such as the land stewardship association, Pego Viu, that actively involve local 

citizens in wildfire management and beyond, connecting to the local needs, interests, and 

knowledges.  

● Recognise and acknowledge the social diversity that exists between and within communities. 

Communities are not homogeneous groups, but widely diverse in their multiple and intersecting19 

dimensions of cultural (e.g. religion, language…), demographic (e.g. gender, ethnicity, age), 

geographical (e.g. rural, urban, WUI…) aspects and more. All these (and more) social identities 

intersect, leading to unique circumstances of each person in terms of discrimination and privilege 

(see Figure 6). Overlooking this can increase the vulnerability and marginalisation of certain 

groups in less privileged positions, like women, the young and elderly, people with disabilities, 

neurodivergent individuals, homeless people, and LGBTQI+ communities  (Zaidi & Fordham, 

2021); (Baker, Dinh, Foxfoot, Ortiz, & Sells, 2022). As such, using an intersectional lens when 

engaging with communities is essential. For more on this topic, see this article on positionality & 

intersectionality20. 

 

 

 
19 Intersectionality is an analytical framework that helps to visibilise how different dimensions of a person's social 
and political identities (e.g. ethnicity, class, gender, ability, neurodiversity, and many others) intersect and 
overlap with one another, creating layered experiences for people along the lines of oppression or privilege. 
20 https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/universaldesign/chapter/positionality-intersectionality/  

"The natural communications on the ground works 

very very effectively. The people [at those local fire 

partnership meetings], are leaders of farm groups in 

those localities, and they relay that information on 

to their own members directly. It's very effective”  

Ireland, Forest Service 

Figure 6. A visual representation of power-privilege. Source: Duckworth, 2020. https://flic.kr/p/2jWxeGG 

https://pegoviu.org/
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/universaldesign/chapter/positionality-intersectionality/
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/universaldesign/chapter/positionality-intersectionality/
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/universaldesign/chapter/positionality-intersectionality/
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● Support and facilitate (in)formal networks and 

social interactions. Information, knowledge, and 

experiences on wildfires are communicated way 

beyond official Wildfire Communication 

campaigns, making their way throughout communities through all sorts of formal and, especially, 

informal networks. Think of, for instance, hiking groups, homeowner associations, cultural 

associations, etc. Supporting and facilitating such social interactions can encourage, for instance, 

risk reduction action at the community level, as well as mitigate conflicts (both described in 

Section 4.1). As  Wilson et al. (2017) 

explains, by “build[ing] interpersonal 

relationships and social networks, [this 

can] foster shared goals and a collective 

sense of responsibility that can increase 

motivation to prepare for future fires”  

 

Table 5. Further readings - section ‘Who communicates to who’ 

Topics Reference 

Bidirectional communication 

or dialogue 

(Christianson et al., 2011; Kuhlicke & Steinführer, 2010; McCaffrey, 

2015; Remenick, 2017; Toman et al., 2006; Velez et al., 2017; 

Wilson et al., 2017) 

Horizontal, community-based 

communication 

(Frank et al., 2015; Ganz et al., 2007; Morales & Camarena, 2010; 

Morris, 2003) 

Diversity and 

intersectionality 

 (Paton & Buergelt, 2012); (Lennie & Hearn, 2003); (Zaidi & 

Fordham, 2021); (Elliott, 2022); (IAWF, 2018); (Davies et al., 2018) 

(in)formal networks and 

social interaction 

(Eriksen, 2010; Fairbrother & Tyler, 2018; Joshi et al., 2022; Wilson 

et al., 2017) (Toomey, 2023) 

* Full references and links to publications can be found in the References section at the end of this deliverable

"it was that social network of making sure that we're all 

taking care of each other and we're all accountable for 

each other, and that actually made them more resilient to 

a wildfire than a community that might be investing 

10.000’s of dollars every year on gardening, retrofits, and 

whatever else. Because the social component was there in 

one neighbourhood and just wasn't there in another” 

USA, Wildfire Social scientist 

"We have the official channels […]. But people use 

their own networks to get themselves ready a little 

bit as well. I think for fire it's been really important” 

Ireland, Forest Service 
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4.3. What to communicate 

When considering what to communicate, often the focus of Wildfire Risk Communication is on 

conveying messages to the public on how to prevent wildfires, or how to act in case there is one. 

That is, the messages are centred on wildfire risk prevention and preparedness. Going beyond such 

focus on risk, there are several other recommendations to consider on what to communicate:  

● Adapt the words and messages to people’s 

present level of understanding, interests, and 

concerns. This is often overlooked when 

developing generic Wildfire Risk Communication 

campaigns. As described in Section 4.5, it is key to 

consider local contexts and adapt the message to it. This is done through, e.g. identifying common 

starting points; giving relatable, concrete examples; connecting with values that are important to 

the community; and creating shared understandings of the issue at hand. For instance, when 

communicating with people in a country that is not so familiar with wildfires – as the Netherlands 

– about ‘living with wildfire’, it could help to first talk about ‘living with water’ (people there are 

more familiar with that).  

As an example of how words and messages can be adapted, FAC made a tip sheet21 on 

communicating with the general public. Another example – also linked to the topic of inclusivity 

in Section 4.4 – is communicating in the language and dialect(s) of the local peoples, such as is 

done through the We Are Fire Toolkit22 from northern Saskatchewan (Canada), wherein the local 

Swampy Cree dialect is weaved throughout the toolkit materials. 

 

• Adapt the words and messages to where we are in the disaster cycle at that moment in time. 

Are we communicating during the prevention and preparedness phase? Is there a wildfire 

happening right now? Or is the community recovering from a recent wildfire? In each phase, the 

communicative needs are vastly different. For instance, during a wildfire event, people need clear, 

reliable information on aspects such as where the fire is and how they can remain safe. However, 

this information is not always available, accessible and/or easy to understand. In response to this, 

are emerging examples of community-focused news sources, like The Lookout Station23 in 

California, USA – to create  visual narratives illustrating what is happening on the ground during 

wildfire events, and the Wildfire Watch24 app in Spain – where official reporting on wildfire events 

is complemented by communities’ observations on the ground to create comprehensive, timely 

and useful information for everyone. 

 

● Be aware of what (underlying) messages are conveyed. 

Depending on how wildfire (risk) messages are framed, this 

will shape the ways wildfires are seen, whether and in how far 

they are problematized, what solutions are proposed, and 

 
21 https://fireadaptednetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Fire_FAC_Language_Reccs_Online-

02.12.2018.pdf  
22 https://wearefire.ca/  
23 https://the-lookout.org/  
24 https://www.wildfirewatch.app/en  

“here in South Africa probably about 70% […] 

do not use electricity to keep them warm or for 

cooking. They use open fire. So you can't say to 

people, “OK, you are not allowed to use fire”. 

South Africa, Wildfire Non-Profit 

“I think a lot of people, myself 

included, use the phrase Living with 

Fire because it's so evocative, of this 

like, “yes, we can do it”, you know?”  

USA, Wildfire Social scientist 

https://fireadaptednetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Fire_FAC_Language_Reccs_Online-02.12.2018.pdf
https://wearefire.ca/
https://the-lookout.org/
https://www.wildfirewatch.app/en
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Fire_FAC_Language_Reccs_Online-02.12.2018.pdf
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Fire_FAC_Language_Reccs_Online-02.12.2018.pdf
https://wearefire.ca/
https://the-lookout.org/
https://www.wildfirewatch.app/en
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who is pointed out as responsible for the issue and its solutions. For instance, when wildfires are 

framed only as bad and destructive, people will find it hard to understand it has an ecological role, 

and might not accept a certain level of (prescribed / cultural) fire in the landscape. As such, it is 

important to be aware and acknowledge that no message is neutral, but instead conveys (often 

implicitly) certain values and assumptions, and to take care in framing messages in one way or 

another.  

 

● Select topics that are relevant for the community – even if they only peripherally touch on 

wildfires. Risk communication is often focused on developing specific resilience to one particular 

risk – like wildfires. But communities tend to gravitate towards creating general resilience, as 

wildfires are far from the only risk they face. Especially in times when rare and unprecedented 

disturbances, like wildfires, can happen, priority should be given to developing a more general 

resilience. In that sense, it is helpful to identify with communities which other topics are relevant 

to them, and work from there to connect to wildfire 

risk reduction actions, instead of solely focusing on 

wildfires. For instance, the local Spanish association, 

ABAI25, was founded in 1993 to prevent and mitigate 

wildfires, and nowadays has various projects linked 

to the ecosystem’s general resilience, way beyond 

the topic of wildfires.  

Table 6. Further readings - section ‘What to communicate’ 

Topics Reference 

Adapt words and messages 

to local contexts 

(Christianson et al., 2011; McCaffrey, 2015; Moser, 2014; Paveglio 

et al., 2009) 

Message framing (Agrawal et al., 2022; Castelló & Montagut, 2019; Hulme, 2009; 

Morrow, 2009; Tropeano, 2020; Walker et al., 2020) 

Specific and general 

resilience  

(Carpenter et al., 2012; Hertz, 2018; Schoennagel et al., 2017) 

* Full references and links to publications can be found in the References section at the end of this deliverable

 
25 http://abaibenissa.blogspot.com/ Asociación Benissera Anti Incendios (ABAI) 

“This [wildfire] problem is an urban problem, 

it is an educational problem, it is an 

environmental problem, it is an economic 

problem, it is a social problem, and it requires 

a broader framework than strictly wildfires”  

Spain, Wildfire Consultant 

http://abaibenissa.blogspot.com/
http://abaibenissa.blogspot.com/
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4.4. How to do wildfire communication 

As to HOW to communicate about wildfires, often in Wildfire Risk Communication this is focused on 

which channels to use, like social media, posters, in-person meetings, etc. There are myriads of 

handbooks and articles on how to communicate (see Annex 1 for a selection). This deliverable does 

not intend to repeat what is said there, but instead adds some additional recommendations that can 

inform more meaningful and situated Wildfire Communication:  

● Acknowledge and integrate everyone’s knowledges 

and experiences. Predominantly western scientific 

knowledge informs risk management, including 

Wildfire Risk Communication. However, there are 

many other knowledge systems – like Indigenous 

Ways of Knowing and Traditional Knowledge – and 

many communities have valuable, locally situated 

experiences of living with fire. Exclusion of such 

knowledges and experiences is a form of epistemic injustice*, and increases people’s vulnerability 

towards wildfire risk. Aforementioned bidirectional and horizontal communication (Section 4.2) 

can help to acknowledge that everyone can make valuable contributions to mitigating and 

reducing wildfire risk. Moreover, Campbell et al. (2019) explains, solutions that “incorporate 

community-based knowledge and are culturally appropriate, [are] more likely to be embraced and 

implemented”. 

 

● Foster inclusivity so that no one is left behind. Certain groups are marginalised and excluded, be 

it due to their skin colour, religion, socioeconomic standing or otherwise, making them particularly 

vulnerable to wildfire disasters (Baker, Dinh, Foxfoot, Ortiz, & Sells, 2022). To foster inclusivity 

within wildfire communication, there are many different options. For instance, Elliott (2022) 

advocates for paying attention to the dynamics of power and position (of all actors involved, 

including communicators, researchers, public administrations, communities, etc), and prioritise 

outcomes such as “change-making strategies, empowerment, and capacity building”, as well as 

“engage with structural causes of inequality and recognition of multiple forms of knowledge” 

(Elliott, 2022, p. 4).  

For instance, young people are often overlooked and excluded from disaster management, but 

there are now increasingly more projects – like CIUDAR26 – aimed at fostering their inclusion and 

participation in disaster management. Further examples of fostering inclusivity of diverse 

communities are the National Resource Center on Advancing Emergency Preparedness for 

Culturally Diverse Communities27, this blogpost on ‘who’s missing?’28 from FAC, and these 

recommendations on adapting emergency response to the diversity of our society29 from the 

Catalan Civil Protection.  

 

 
26https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/cuidar/en/  
27https://diversitypreparedness.org/about-us/about-the-center/  
28https://fireadaptednetwork.org/whos-missing-thinking-wildfire-resilience-equity-inclusion-lens/  
29https://interior.gencat.cat/web/.content/home/030_arees_dactuacio/proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_ci
vil/plans_de_proteccio_civil_a_catalunya/documents/Guia-DINA4__rev_ling_access.pdf  

"We couldn't do anything without the 

knowledge of the community there because 

we don't know the soil. We don't know how 

the forest has developed […or] what 

consequences are there from the fires […]. 

So the knowledge the locals have, cannot be 

covered by outsiders” 

Germany, Science communicator 

https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/cuidar/en/
https://diversitypreparedness.org/about-us/about-the-center/
https://diversitypreparedness.org/about-us/about-the-center/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/whos-missing-thinking-wildfire-resilience-equity-inclusion-lens/
https://interior.gencat.cat/ca/arees_dactuacio/proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil_a_catalunya/altres-procediments-per-a-la-gestio-de-les-emergencies/guia-de-recomanacions-per-a-ladaptacio-de-la-resposta-a-les-emergencies-a-la-diversitat-de-la-nostra-societat-/
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/cuidar/en/
https://diversitypreparedness.org/about-us/about-the-center/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/whos-missing-thinking-wildfire-resilience-equity-inclusion-lens/
https://interior.gencat.cat/web/.content/home/030_arees_dactuacio/proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil_a_catalunya/documents/Guia-DINA4__rev_ling_access.pdf
https://interior.gencat.cat/web/.content/home/030_arees_dactuacio/proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil/plans_de_proteccio_civil_a_catalunya/documents/Guia-DINA4__rev_ling_access.pdf
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● Listen to people. As Wildfire Risk Communication tends to happen unidirectionally, often 

something as simple yet powerful as truly listening to communities is neglected. As Kearns (2012) 

mentions, listening actively and deeply allows us “to connect, empathize, and support rather than 

antagonize and change others’ behaviors”, as well as unearth what is not yet known and what is 

really being said. Moreover, it allows 

situating the needs, interests, and values of 

communities at the centre of Wildfire Risk 

Communication, to inform more meaningful 

and relevant wildfire risk prevention actions.  

 

● Foster community-building and collaboration (and if it can be done in a fun way, even better).  

This can be done in a myriad of different ways – to be adapted according to the local context – 

such as through inclusive, engaging, and 

multi-stakeholder processes, creating 

shared understanding and building 

mutual trust from which collaborative 

relationships and partnerships can 

emerge. The Sites of Excellence30 pilot 

project from NFPA is an example of this. 

 

● Prioritise building trust.  Many of the processes mentioned throughout this deliverable – like 

collaboration, mutual learning, and shared decision-making on wildfire risk reduction action - 

require trust between those involved. For this, honesty, transparency, credibility, open-

mindedness, and willingness to learn from others are important elements towards building trust. 

However, it is essential to remember that trust building takes time – it cannot be rushed, as Neale 

et al., (2019) explain: “in any collaboration 

‘the relationship is critical, and you just 

need to take the time to build the 

relationship’”. 

 

● Show and inspire, not just tell. Often, we think of the ‘what’ in terms of specific words or images 

to convey. But a very powerful type of messaging is by showing people and letting them do things, 

such as doing demonstrations of fuel management, like 

prescribed burning, in forest properties or around 

people’s houses.  An example of this is the 

demonstration sites of the WKR (Waldbrand Klima 

Resilienz) project31  

 

● Incorporate storytelling, art, and other creative methods. As Campbell et al. (2019) explain, these 

can help to “shift the power dynamics between professional “experts” and community members, 

and encourage local residents to share more openly what they know and what they need”.  In 

addition, it allows diving into the aforementioned complexity, uncertainty & ambiguity of wildfires 

 
30 https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Firewise/Research/FirewiseSOE.ashx  
31 https://www.waldbrand-klima-resilienz.com/demonstrationsflaechen  

“it's done in this social fun way and it's not a “here are all 

the things you're doing wrong” lecture, “fix all your 

problems”. It's this “we're all going to get together and try 

to save our neighbourhood! It's going to be awesome. It's a 

party!” and it's just a different way of spinning it, that really 

promotes togetherness, instead of this feeling of you're 

doing something in isolation or because you have to” 

USA, Wildfire Social scientist 

“Co-creation is not generated one day by gathering people 

at a table and asking for opinions. Co-creation is the result 

of a process, where trust, credibility and tools are built” 

Spain, Wildfire Governance & Communication expert 

“It takes away some of the complexity, […] 

if I can just take you to a [prescribed burn] 

demonstration, I show you in one hour: 

“here's what we're doing” and then all of a 

sudden it becomes apparent.”  

Ireland, Forest Service 

 

"We have to listen to the communities, we have to give 

the communities the power of their choice. because we 

are always “you do, you do” and this sometimes works 

and other times don't work, but probably is better now 

to hear and do what people ask” 

Portugal, Local Civil Protection 

https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Firewise/Research/FirewiseSOE.ashx
https://www.waldbrand-klima-resilienz.com/demonstrationsflaechen
https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Firewise/Research/FirewiseSOE.ashx
https://www.waldbrand-klima-resilienz.com/demonstrationsflaechen
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(Section 4.1), as well as sharing emotions and lived experiences around wildfire events. For more 

on this, see this IAWF article32. Stories can be told, for instance, through maps (see this blogpost33 

from FAC on Story Maps), or oral history projects (see the Smokey Generation project34, dedicated 

to collecting, preserving, and sharing the stories of wildfires).  

Other great examples of using art and creativity, is fire journaling – there are several great artists 

sharing tricks and tips on how to do this, like Marley Peifer35 and John Muir Laws36 – and colouring 

sheets, like these Wildland Fire Coloring Sheets37 created as an educational activity for kids in 

lockdown during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic  

Table 7. Further readings - section ‘How to do wildfire communication’ 

Topics Reference 

Traditional, indigenous, and 

local knowledges 

(Abreu, 2022; Ganz & Moore, 2002; Mason et al., 2012; Tengö et 

al., 2014) 

The power of listening (Kearns, 2012; Mason et al., 2012; Moser, 2019)  

Demonstration sites  (McGee, 2011; Silva et al., 2010; Steelman & Kunkel, 2004; 

Toman et al., 2006) 

Building trust (Fernandez-Gimenez et al., 2008; Neale et al., 2019; Steelman et 

al., 2015; Yamamoto, 2012) 

Community-building, 

collaboration, and engagement 

(FAO, 2013; Hamilton et al., 2020; Hannah et al., 2017; McGee, 

2011; Paveglio et al., 2009; Williams et al., 2009) 

Inclusion and diversity  (Elliott, 2022) (Lennie & Hearn, 2003) (Baker, Dinh, Foxfoot, Ortiz, 

& Sells, 2022) (IAWF, 2018); (Davies et al., 2018) 

On storytelling (Boulianne et al., 2018; Campbell et al., 2019; Hannah, 2015; 

Snow et al., 2021) (Ottolini & Hannah, 2023) 

On wildfire journaling  (Morrill, 2023; Ottolini, 2021) 

* Full references and links to publications can be found in the References section at the end of this deliverable 

 

 

 

 
32 https://www.iawfonline.org/article/fire-stories-a-case-for-community-based-communication/  
33 https://fireadaptednetwork.org/fire-adaptation-in-southern-appalachia/  
34 http://thesmokeygeneration.com/  
35 https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQmEfhMZXgCjIoSGi1mtH8-E0OPXyrXKS Video playlist from 
Marley Peifer on Nature Journaling Fire 
36 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMvYANxBNKw Video from John Muir Laws on Wildfire Journaling 
37 http://thesmokeygeneration.com/coloring-sheets/?fbclid=IwAR3TgAOcuYlJH9MgjmP2k1KEhWmMAz5-
2jKpEn4vYeu-E3pxUbhJRSTNyrw  

https://www.iawfonline.org/article/fire-stories-a-case-for-community-based-communication/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/fire-adaptation-in-southern-appalachia/
http://thesmokeygeneration.com/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQmEfhMZXgCjIoSGi1mtH8-E0OPXyrXKS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMvYANxBNKw
http://thesmokeygeneration.com/coloring-sheets/?fbclid=IwAR3TgAOcuYlJH9MgjmP2k1KEhWmMAz5-2jKpEn4vYeu-E3pxUbhJRSTNyrw
https://www.iawfonline.org/article/fire-stories-a-case-for-community-based-communication/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/fire-adaptation-in-southern-appalachia/
http://thesmokeygeneration.com/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQmEfhMZXgCjIoSGi1mtH8-E0OPXyrXKS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GMvYANxBNKw
http://thesmokeygeneration.com/coloring-sheets/?fbclid=IwAR3TgAOcuYlJH9MgjmP2k1KEhWmMAz5-2jKpEn4vYeu-E3pxUbhJRSTNyrw
http://thesmokeygeneration.com/coloring-sheets/?fbclid=IwAR3TgAOcuYlJH9MgjmP2k1KEhWmMAz5-2jKpEn4vYeu-E3pxUbhJRSTNyrw
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4.5. When and where to communicate 

Lastly, is the question of when and where to 

communicate about wildfires and risk reduction 

actions. Wildfire Communication can occur before, 

during or after a wildfire (i.e. the preparedness and 

prevention, emergency, and recovery phases). But 

there are further considerations:  

● Use the window of opportunity after a wildfire. During and shortly after a wildfire event is when 

the wildfire topic often becomes more of a priority in people’s lives. As such, this is the moment 

in the risk cycle when communities tend to be most interested in learning about how to prevent 

future wildfires. This can be both the community that has experienced the wildfire up close, but 

also nearby communities. However, it is essential to be sensitive in communicating, as wildfires 

also cause emotional impact and trauma, and contributing to additional distress must be avoided 

at all costs. The FAC has a useful blogpost38 on communicating after a wildfire, and this podcast39 

from the Living with Fire Program talks about trauma-informed communication about wildfires. 

 

● Engage in more continuous communication 

over time. Recognizing that Wildfire 

Communication is an ongoing process – and not 

a one-time event – allows us to dive much 

deeper into the wildfire topic, open up conversations about its complexities, ambiguities, and 

uncertainties, as well as identify and work together with the community on what dimensions of 

wildfire risk are relevant for them. Moreover, conversations can start around wildfire risk, but can 

open up many other avenues of communication about values and needs in the community, 

wherein wildfires are just one part of the bigger picture.  

Also, more continuous interaction with 

communities over time, allows people to join at 

their own pace. This is important, as some folks 

will be early adopters, but others might need 

more time to understand the need for wildfire 

prevention measures and how to incorporate this 

practically into their lives.     

 

● Combine wildfire events and activities with some other 

events already being organised. That way, it is more likely 

to reach more people. Moreover, it gets people together 

from different groups and networks in the community. This 

allows for further building of social networks, and hence 

more opportunities for social learning, mutual support, and 

collaborative activities around wildfires and beyond. 

 
38 https://fireadaptednetwork.org/talking-about-lighting-fire-near-recently-burned-communities-

communications-at-the-southern-blue-ridge-trex/  
39 https://www.livingwithfire.com/podcast/episode-11-trauma-informed-communication-about-wildfire/  

“So you find that after a big fire, people are quite 

motivated to go and do something. And then it's 

amazing how quickly it recedes into history, and 

then you’re sort of back to the status quo” 

South Africa, Wildfire Non-Profit 

“When you go to the coffee shop, people are talking 

about fire [and] that’s a lot more valuable, to have 

those kinds of conversations, than to just […] 

broadly broadcast messages that are really simple” 

USA, Wildfire Community Outreach  

“I still think the best way is the 

community meetings - whether it's 

like I said, that pool party they throw 

every year to bring in the kids, so if 

you bring in the kids, the parents 

have to come, that kind of thing” 

USA, Wildfire Liaison officer 

“Let’s not be so immediate-focused, let’s not plan 

things to happen when it suits ME, because 

technically it has to happen now […]. Through 

participation, you start processes, and these may 

need time. We start working with those who are 

most motivated, the leaders [and] if things make 

sense, in time more people will join” 

Spain, Wildfire Governance & Communication 

expert 

https://fireadaptednetwork.org/talking-about-lighting-fire-near-recently-burned-communities-communications-at-the-southern-blue-ridge-trex/
●%09https:/www.livingwithfire.com/podcast/episode-11-trauma-informed-communication-about-wildfire/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/talking-about-lighting-fire-near-recently-burned-communities-communications-at-the-southern-blue-ridge-trex/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/talking-about-lighting-fire-near-recently-burned-communities-communications-at-the-southern-blue-ridge-trex/
https://www.livingwithfire.com/podcast/episode-11-trauma-informed-communication-about-wildfire/
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• Go outdoors and foster place-based pedagogy. Oftentimes, 

Wildfire Communication happens in formal, indoor settings (like 

meeting rooms or classrooms) that are disconnected from the 

places where wildfires actually happen and pose a risk to humans. 

Therefore, going outside, walking around, using all senses to 

observe the landscape (before or after a wildfire), observing risk 

factors and discussing jointly on how to reduce risk, is strongly 

recommended.  

Towers (2018) calls this ‘a place-based pedagogy to risk’, and it is key, amongst others, for people 

to develop deeper ways of knowing and understanding wildfire and risk in situ, enhance people’s 

fire awareness in the place they live /work, and develop a stronger sense of place. This can be 

further enhanced by combining it with creative approaches such as wildfire journaling, to 

stimulate sensory and full-bodied awareness. Pyrosketchology40 is a great resource on wildfire 

journaling before, during and after wildfires. 

 

• Embed Wildfire Communication in local contexts. As seen in section 3.2, Wildfire Risk 

Communication is often limited to only conveying generic messages about the do’s and don’ts of 

wildfire prevention and preparedness. Now, each context is different, with different problems, 

needs, knowledges, experiences, and so forth. As such, wildfire relation actions, such as risk 

reduction, will be most successful when they are locally embedded, informed by the context in 

situ. This includes, for instance, “clearly defining desired outcomes, identifying the information 

desired by citizens, and choosing communicators carefully” (Johnson, 1987). An example of this 

are a diversity of community-led wildfire initiatives, such as the ACIF41, local volunteer firefighting 

groups in Southeast Spain that carry out all sorts of educational activities around wildfires and the 

broader socioenvironmental system. 

Table 8. Further readings - section ‘When and where to communicate’ 

Topics Reference 

Window of opportunity (Höppner et al., 2010; Koebele et al., 2015; McGee, 2011) 

Communicating over longer 

timeframes 

(Balog-Way et al., 2020; Gijselaar, 2020; Höppner et al., 2012; 

Steelman et al., 2015) 

Outdoors and place-based 

pedagogy  

(Krauß & Bremer, 2020; Morrill, 2021, 2023; Ottolini, 2021; 

Towers, 2018; Velez et al., 2017) (Towers, 2018) 

Embed in local contexts (Christianson et al., 2011; Huntington et al., 2006; Johnson, 1987; 

Moser, 2014; Paveglio et al., 2009; Paveglio et al., 2015)  

* Full references and links to publications can be found in the References section at the end of this deliverable 

 
40 https://www.pyrosketchology.com/  
41 https://www.facebook.com/FEDERACIONACIF Federación de Agrupaciones Contra Incendios Forestales 

“We try to get people out of 

the classroom, to show what 

we're talking about on the 

ground [...] The truth is that 

it worked very well. People 

loved it […]  it is better to 

take them outdoors” 

Spain, Wildfire Consultant 

https://www.pyrosketchology.com/
https://www.facebook.com/FEDERACIONACIF
https://www.pyrosketchology.com/
https://www.facebook.com/FEDERACIONACIF
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Conclusions   
There are increasingly extreme wildfires despite fire suppression efforts, entailing disaster and 

socioenvironmental injustices. In response to this worrying situation, wildfire practitioners and 

scientists call for different ways to deal with, and relate to, wildfires. This implies moving away from 

Wildfire Suppression – which has paradoxically increased extreme wildfires – towards considering 

wildfires are part of our socioenvironmental systems: Living with Wildfires.  

As such, practice and theory on communicating about wildfires must accompany and support this 

paradigm shift. However, Wildfire Risk Communication continues to be largely embedded within 

the Fire Suppression Paradigm, informing particular ways of communicating about wildfires. That is, 

by focusing mainly on the risk dimension of wildfires, and communicating in a manner that is generally 

top-down, expert-driven, and generic messaging. Especially in the face of extreme wildfires that are 

increasingly impacting communities and ecosystems, such communication appears to be limited in 

preventing and mitigating disasters.  

As such, it is key to go beyond focusing only on wildfire risk, to instead understand that wildfires are 

part of our socioenvironmental systems, and the result of long-term, complex processes. This requires 

communicating about wildfires (and risk) in ways that are more inclusive, locally situated, and 

participatory. And this implies working with communities.  

Whilst technical knowledge about fire is important (and has strongly informed Wildfire Risk 

Communication practices), working with communities requires first and foremost people trained in 

working with people. These professionals play a key role in putting at the centre the communities’ 

experiences, knowledges, and needs. To help in such an endeavour,  this deliverable has presented a 

series of recommendations for Wildfire Communication, articulated around the why, who, what, how, 

when, and where. In addition, this deliverable includes lists of further readings on core topics (at the 

end of each recommendations sub-section) and further resources on communicating about wildfires 

and risk (Annex 1).  
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Annex 1. Extra resources on communicating about wildfires & risk 
 

Policy Brief - Communicating with Citizens in a Crisis. By ENGAGE, 2020 

Steps are shared on developing a new communication ecosystem- one that is inclusive, take 

the diversity of citizen needs into account, and recognizes their invaluable contributions to 

disaster management. 

A Reporter's Guide to Wildland Fire. By Timothy Ingalsbee, 2009 

This guide is intended to help journalists improve the accuracy, quality, and value of their 

stories on wildfire events and fire management 

The Uncertainty Handbook: A practical guide for climate change communicators. By Climate 

Outreach and University of Bristol, 2019 

The Uncertainty Handbook provides scenarios and suggestions to help improve how to talk 

about climate change and handle scientific uncertainty, with 12 practical and easy-to apply 

principles for smarter communication (also applicable for other contexts, like wildfires) 

Risk Communication and Social Vulnerability: Guidance for Practitioners. By the Natural Hazards 

Center, 2020 

The guide highlights how general risk communication principles can be thoughtfully applied 

to groups that are often marginalized, overlooked, or difficult to reach. It incorporates 

practice-oriented tips and examples. Moreover, the worksheet booklet breaks each of the 

core principles down into three steps with questions and considerations to guide users in 

applying the principles to their own work.  

Language to Use with the General Public. by FAC-net, 2017 

A guide by the Fire Adapted Communities Learning Network (FAC-net) on Knowing Your 

Audience and Choosing Your Words Wisely. A further guide is: Nine Tips for Talking about 

Fire and FAC-net  

Getting to the Heart of Science Communication - A Guide to Effective Engagement. By Faith 

Kearns, 2021 

Kearns walks readers through the evolution of science communication, reflecting on the role 

of diversity, equity, and inclusion in science, and offering key tools for communicators: 

listening, working with conflict, and understanding trauma, loss, and healing. 

Efficient fire risk communication for resilient societies. by EFIRECOMM, 2015-2016 

A series of guidelines on efficient fire risk communication, for different groups:  community 

and municipalities; children, young people, and their teachers; and journalists and media 

Comunicar sobre incendios forestales (cómo el periodismo puede mitigar los impactos de la crisis 

climática). By Greenpeace, 2020 (in Spanish) 

This guide presents a series of recommendations to ensure adequate media coverage of 

forest fires and thus, not only to inform correctly, but also to raise public awareness of fires 

as a social and environmental problem 

https://www.project-engage.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ENGAGE-Policy-Brief-1.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e2c7d5a807d5d13389c0db6/t/5ea0b87637136b7a9591fb52/1587591292299/RptrsGuide2007_web.pdf
https://www.culturehive.co.uk/resources/the-uncertainty-handbook-a-practical-guide-for-climate-change-communicators/
https://hazards.colorado.edu/news/research-projects/risk-communication-and-social-vulnerability
https://hazards.colorado.edu/uploads/documents/principles-of-risk-communication-worksheet-booklet-final-may-2021.pdf
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Fire_FAC_Language_Reccs_Online-02.12.2018.pdf
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/nine-tips-for-talking-about-fire-and-fac/
https://fireadaptednetwork.org/nine-tips-for-talking-about-fire-and-fac/
https://islandpress.org/books/getting-heart-science-communication
https://efirecom.ctfc.cat/?page_id=17
https://es.greenpeace.org/es/sala-de-prensa/documentos/comunicar-sobre-incendios-forestales-como-el-periodismo-puede-mitigar-los-impactos-de-la-crisis-climatica/
https://es.greenpeace.org/es/sala-de-prensa/documentos/comunicar-sobre-incendios-forestales-como-el-periodismo-puede-mitigar-los-impactos-de-la-crisis-climatica/
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Annex 2. Glossary 
 

● Epistemic injustice: the systematic marginalisation of “alternate knowledge holders and systems 

[thereby] perpetuating inequity and cognitive injustice” (Timler & Sandy, 2020, p. 4). 

● Extreme wildfire: “a wildfire event that has a high potential for disaster through the 

socioenvironmental impacts it entails, and should thus be the focus of disaster risk reduction 

efforts, including communication. Therefore, it is not just any kind of wildfire, as many do not 

reach the scale and severity of extreme wildfires”  (Ottolini, Forthcoming).  

● Fire Suppression paradigm: a wildfire management approach “which seeks to minimize burned 

area in the short-term, treats fire as delivering only negative impacts, and tends to react to public 

opinion with ever-greater investment in firefighting capacity” (Moreira et al., 2020).  

● Integrated Fire Management: this is a proactive wildfire management approach, to 

“accommodate the complex spatial-temporal, ecological, and social context of wildfire [in 

ecosystems]. This requires integrating fire and rangeland science, social values, and fire 

management technologies in the strategic selection of land management activities to produce 

long-term ecosystem benefits” (Wollstein et al., 2022).  

● Living with Wildfire:  “this implies allowing fire to once again form part of the socioenvironmental 

landscapes, accepting that zero wildfires are neither feasible nor desirable, and through context-

specific and place-based approaches reducing wildfire’s potential for disaster, while also 

increasing the many benefits stemming from the fire’s presence” (Ottolini, Forthcoming). 

● Social learning: this is a process through which individuals and communities acquire, use, and 

share diverse knowledges, skills, know-hows and experiences – for instance on (wild)fire – through 

social interactions, dialogue, and collaboration.   

• Socioenvironmental injustice: the “unequal and unfair distribution of environmental bads, lack of 

recognition of social-ecological actors and networks, hindered participation in political, planning, 

and decision-making processes, and obstruction of the capabilities (flourishing and existence) of 

unrecognised, and devalued people and nature” (Pineda-Pinto et al., 2021). 

• Socioenvironmental systems: this comprises the complex and dynamic interactions between 

social and environmental factors. As such, wildfires are not considered merely as natural 

phenomena, but are deeply entwined with social systems, and therefore influenced by a wide 

range of social, economic, cultural, historical and political factors. 

● Wildfire communication: any communication endeavour on wildfires, going beyond the mere risk 

dimension of wildfires, to instead include all its aspects. This is underpinned by the understanding 

that wildfire is part of our socioenvironmental systems (Ottolini, Forthcoming). 

• Wildfire Risk Communication: a communicative endeavour that concentrates on the prevention 

and preparedness of wildfire disasters, whereby generally “information is conveyed by experts 

and governments to lay citizens to educate the citizens about risk” (da Silva et al., 2019) to thereby 

“reduce the damage caused by disasters”(Yamori, 2020). 
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