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Case Study Report: Ireland 2015, Killarney fire investigation 

‘Adding value with a European Forest Risk Facility’ 

 

 

 
 
 

1) Brief description of the event/incident description 
 

During the period of 8-10 April 2015, a large fire in Killarney National Park NP, Kerry, Ireland affected 
over 1 500 ha of land in the National Park. It was assumed that the fire started outside the NP. The 
terrain was difficult, steep and with limited access for fire suppression. The fire burned heather, 
grassland and woodlands in the park with varying intensities. The impact of the fire to the heather 
and especially to the woodlands can be described as severe.  
 
The fuel conditions were unusually dry after nearly two weeks of dry warm weather. The wind was a 
South-South-East in general, but shifted during the course of the fire due to terrain. 
 
The burned area is exceeding 1 500 ha, it is the largest fire reported in the history of the NP. The NP 
is aware of the traditional land management with fire and not opposing it, but cannot tolerate 
deliberate and careless burning affecting the woodlands of the NP to such extent. 
 

 

2) Approach taken 
 

 

The Kerry Fire and Rescue Service was leading the suppression operations; the Forest Service was 

supporting the Incident Command and fire crews from Fire Service, National Park and contractors 

worked on the fire lines. Due to difficult terrain it was mainly direct attack with hand tools as far as 

possible. On 9 April, an Irish Defence Forces helicopter assisted with aerial fire fighting. 

The fact that stakeholders like Forest Service, NP and Fire Service have cooperated and trained on 

wildfire issues prior to the incident certainly helped with mutual cooperation and support a number 

of the Senior Fire Officers and Forest Service personnel had previously received wildland fire training 

and prescribed fire training in Spain. However, the extent of the incident stretched resources to the 

limit. It has to be noted, that during the incident, the fire service was also dealing with other 

wildland incidents elsewhere ni the county, in addition to other types of incidents, including road 

traffic accidents. Fire Service Crews had to work in structural fire equipment, which put an additional 

burden on health and safety. 

Recovery measures are not yet taken as assessment of damage to habitats and woodlands is still 

ongoing. 

Purpose: Case study reports are a tool to investigate and document how a European Forest Risk Facility 

can add value to current actions using concrete examples based on real events/incidents 
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The observations and experiences with such a large incident confirm the taken approach in Ireland: 

Cooperation of all stakeholders, capacity building for the safe use of controlled fire, exchange , 

cooperation and support across borders. 

The fire also showed that the vast extent of continuous fuel cover in this difficult terrain will (under 

dry conditions) stretch resources to their limit, and effectively prevent fire service to respond to 

other incidents during vegetation fires in the hills. While there is a good understanding of 

technologies for fuel management on landscape level, assessment of strategic management points 

and improved fire management capacity and skill are still required, and development of protocols 

and procedures for applying these in Irish upland conditions are needed. 

To better understand the fire event and to define cause and origin as well as spread pattern, the 

Forest Service and National Park Service contacted the European Forest Risk Facility (read: FRISK GO 

project) with the request for a team of specialists to investigate the Killarney fire. 

3) Added value 
 

The FRISK GO project at EFICENT in Freiburg Germany acted as if a Forest Risk Facility already existed 

and formed a team of internationally accredited wildland fire investigators, facilitated the teams 

logistics and could cover all transport costs. The NP provided accommodation and 4x4 transports. 

The team of specialists was formed and confirmed within 24 hours of the request and travelled to 

Killarney by 6-10 May 2015. 

A full fire investigation was conducted with the purpose to determine the origin and cause of the 
fire, and responsible party.  
There are four basic directions the results of the investigation can take:  

 Administrative action to recover costs for suppression, and/or property loss.  

 Court proceedings under civil law to recover costs for suppression, and/or property loss.  

 Court proceedings for criminal violations of Federal, State, or local laws or regulations.  

 To assist in policy development, implementation of fire prevention programs, and pre-
suppression planning.  

 
The investigation could prove first assumptions and theories of origin area invalid and found the 
actual area of origin, revealed the fire spread and with the recorded fire spread indicators could 
confirm witness statements and actual ground observations of the fire crews. 
 
The detailed findings of the investigation will be collected in a separate investigation report which 
will be delivered to Killarney National Park Service and the Forest Service of Ireland. 
 
The facilitation of the FRISK GO project delivered the requested support and skill and opened the 
European Fire Investigation network to the Irish partners. Further cooperation on topics like large 
scale fuel management and training were agreed, as well as cooperation on Invasive plants and 
wildlife management in forests. 
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Personnel Involved 

Mr. Pat Dawson, Regional Manager, National Parks and Wildlife Service, Ireland 

Mr Frank McMahon, District Conservation Officer, NPWS, Ireland. 

Mr. Tim Burkitt, Conservation Officer, NPWS, Ireland. 

Detective Sergeant John Kelly, Garda Siochana (Police Service), Ireland 

Sergeant John Ryan, Garda Siochana, Ireland 

Mr. Winend Sitsen, Senior Forensic Investigator, Dutch Police Service, Netherlands 

Mr. Hendryk Zeevalkink, Senior Fire Investigator, Fire Service, the Netherlands  

Mr. Alex Held, Fire Investigator, European Forest Institute, Germany 

Ms. Lucie Vitkova, European Forest Institute, Germany 

Mr. Vincent Hussey, Acting Chief Fire Officer, Kerry Fire and Rescue Service, IRL 

Mr. Michael Flynn, Assistant Chief Fire Officer,  Kerry Fire and Rescue Service, IRL 

Mr. Ciaran Nugent, Fire Management Officer, Forest Service, Ireland 

 

First Pictures and Video collection (draft): https://youtu.be/N2DqmocAIgw 

  

 

https://youtu.be/N2DqmocAIgw
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