
MEDECOS Declaration on Chile wildfires

In relation to the large wildfires that affected central Chile during the summer season of 2016-2017,
we, scientists who specialize in the ecology of Mediterranean ecosystems and attended the 
International Congress of Mediterranean Ecosystems MEDECOS XIV at Seville, Spain (January 
31st to February 4th, 2017; http://www.medecos-aeet-meeting2017.es/), draw your attention to the 
following points:

1. Warm and dry climatic conditions are essential for the occurrence of wildfires. The extreme 
drought events that have affected central Chile during the last decade contribute to explaining the 
magnitude, intensity and severity of recent wildfires.

2. Fires in Chile are mostly started by human-caused ignition sources, either accidental or 
intentional. However, the disproportionate increase in the burned surface area of recent fires 
suggests that drivers of the fire spread were mainly related to extreme weather conditions and fuel 
availability.

3. Both the severity and intensity of fires aredirectly related to the amount and spatial structure of 
the fuel. Under conditions of high homogeneity and fuel continuity, the risk of fire spread increases 
dramatically.

4. There is solid evidence in the scientific literature to indicate that the establishment of continuous,
extensive, and homogeneous forest plantations significantly facilitates and increases the spread of 
wildfires across the landscape.

5. In contrast, heterogeneous landscapes combining different land uses and maintaining an 
adequate proportion of natural and productive ecosystems, have not only a greater diversity of 
species, but also determine different densities and types of fuel. This greatly diminishes the risk of 
fire spread and thus facilitates their control and extinction.

6. Under extreme climatic conditions and abundant fuel (dense vegetation), fires can exceed the 
extinguishing capacity of any fire-control agency, regardless of available resources.

7. The proximity of extensive homogeneous plantations to towns and rural villages increases the 
socio-economic impact of forest fires and endangers the population, especially, when there are no 
preventive measures to buffer these human settlements from wildfires.

8. Effective ecological restoration actions can be planned to restore affected ecosystems in Chile, 
and their biodiversity and ecosystem services. The recovery of the native forest is necessary to 
generate heterogeneous landscapes, allowing the coexistence of the forestry activity with 
population safety.

9. In order to start the process of ecological restoration, it is necessary to evaluate the potential of 
natural regeneration according to the specific characteristics of each site. Work teams could (1) 
establish measurable objectives; (2) involve affected communities; (3) define native reference 
ecosystems; and (4) consider regional conservation priorities.

10. The management of landscapes dominated by forest plantations, an important source of wealth
in Chile, could be updated to take into account climate change, fire risk, the conservation of 
biodiversity, and the provision of ecosystem services for thequality of life of the local populations.
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