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Executive Summary 

Natural disturbances are considerably affecting 
forests and the forest sector 

Observations across Europe show that forest disturbance 
regimes have intensified in the last decades as has forest and 
societal vulnerability to such events. Policy and science have 
recognized the need for action towards mainstreaming forest 
disturbance risks as an integral part of sustainable forest 
management. 
 
European forests have always been exposed to disturbances 
which can be of an abiotic or biotic nature. They are part of 
natural development cycles of forests thus playing key roles in 
forest ecosystem dynamics and are usually overcome by the 
resilience of these ecosystems. When being of more 
‘catastrophic’ nature affecting whole landscapes and habitats, 
e.g. by severe windstorms, wildfires but also biotic damage, they 
can disrupt targeted forest management goals including the 
provision of ecosystem services. They can have profound 
consequences on wood production and timber markets and may 
jeopardize the economic base of forest owners. 
 
Further forest managers will increasingly need to deal with the 
effects of a changing climate that they have so far not been 
exposed to. These effects may include possible amplification of 
fire risk and storm intensities and more distinct drought periods 
as well as an increase of flood damages and pest and disease 
outbreaks. 
 
The effects of disturbance events are often recorded only 
partially and compiled by different institutions and 
administrations in the affected countries. This may lead to the 
challenge of accumulating accurate estimates of the overall 
damage caused by the various damaging agents for prioritizing 
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actions. Pan-European exchange of experiences, lessons learned 
and good practice guidance of forest risk management are also 
often lacking or may not be accessible or tailored to the needs of 
different actors. 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1. Examples of some major disturbance events since 19901. Windstorms are a major 
damaging hazard in Europe’s forests, causing more than 50% of all catastrophic damages by 
volume to European forests with an average of two destructive storms a year. Fires account 
for about 16% of annually recorded damage in terms of volume. 

                                                                 
1 Sources: (1) Gardiner. B. Schuck, A., Schelhaas, M.J., Orazio, C., Blennow, C., Nicoll, B. 

(ed.), 2013. Living with storm damage to forests. What Science Can Tell Us. No.3. European 

Forest Institute. 129p; (2) FOREST EUROPE, UNECE and FAO, 2011. State of Europe’s 

Forests 2011. Status and Trends in Sustainable Forest Management in Europe; (4) Birot, Y., 

(Ed.), 2009. Living with wildfires: what science can tell us – a contribution to the science-

policy dialogue. EFI Discussion Paper 15. 82 p.; (7) FRISK-GO case study report Slovenia. 

http://www.friskgo.org; Photos: (3) Ola Nilsson; (5) Bombers Generalitat Catalunya; (6) 

NASA satellite images; (8) REUTERS/Srdjan Zivulovic. 

 

http://www.friskgo.org/uploads/Case%20studies/Case_Study_Report_slovenia.pdf
http://www.friskgo.org/uploads/Case%20studies/Case_Study_Report_slovenia.pdf
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 Forest disturbance regimes have intensified during the last 
decades. So has the forest and societal vulnerability to such events. 
Policy and science have recognized the need to act towards 
mainstreaming forest disturbance risks as an integral part of 
sustainable forest management. 

Policy is giving increasing attention to forest 
disturbances 

Over the past decades, international, pan-European and EU 
policy has increasingly addressed the intensification of forest 
disturbance regimes and related risks, in particular by linking 
these to the contexts of climate and land-use change in Europe. 
 
At the pan-European level, the Oslo Ministerial Decision, 
adopted at the FOREST EUROPE Ministerial Conference in 
2011

2
 gives a clear reference to address climate-driven risks 

including events such as storms, floods, fire, drought, pests and 
diseases. This is further emphasized in the current draft 
ministerial document Protection of forests in a changing 
environment to be prepared for the 7

th
 FOREST EUROPE 

Ministerial Conference Madrid 2015
3
. The new EU Forest 

Strategy
4
, adopted in 2013, makes explicit reference to the need 

for protecting forests and biodiversity from significant effects of 
storms and fires, increasingly scarce water resources and pests. 
Risks to forests emerging from natural disturbances and their 
corresponding consequences are not solely determined by 
forest-specific policy. Other important international policy 
references are the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, the Convention on Biological Diversity. 
Relevant policy references at the EU level are the 2020 

                                                                 
2
http://www.foresteurope.org/filestore/foresteurope/Conferences/Oslo_2011/FORESTEURO

PE_MinisterialConference_Oslo2011_EuropeanForests2020_AdoptedatMinConf14-

16June2011.pdf;  
3 

http://www.foresteurope.org/sites/default/files/DraftMeet_7MC_1_2015_3_DraftMinsiterial

Document_3_Protection_0.pdf 
4 COM(2013) 659 final 
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Biodiversity Strategy, the Framework on Civil Protection and 
the Regulatory Framework for Plant Health. 

Action takes place at different levels 

There are well designed and effective mechanisms in place in 
civil protection for responding to large-scale cross-border 
disasters, in the EU, Europe and internationally. They generally 
do not address management operations and procedures for risk 
mitigation and recovery after disturbance events in forests. 
Operational level preparedness and response at national, 
regional and local levels can be well organized for particular 
disturbances as is the case for fire and emergency services 
responding to wildfires e.g. in the Mediterranean region. Some 
countries have developed national risk management platforms 
or risk information portals. Such services, platforms or 
specialized organizations are rarely focused on forest related 
disturbances alone and therefore may lack forest management 
and forest crisis management expertise as well as links to 
relevant specialists.  
 
In forestry and adjacent fields there are numerous organizations 
that address forest disturbances. They include research, forest 
management and monitoring institutions with their own 
extensive know-how and experience operating at regional, 
national or EU/European levels. Often they are not well 
interconnected with or aware of one another. They may also be 
focused on a particular risk, topic or monitoring activity. This 
lack of cooperation may result in a rather limited overall 
assessment of specific events. Therefore enhanced coordination 
and exchange would increase the effectiveness and efficiency in 
preparedness and response as well as recovery, mitigation and 
analysis of forest disturbances and their related risks. The 
challenge to be faced is stimulating regular, formal as well as 
informal exchange between these institutions in order to 
enhance the understanding and potential application of each 
other’s expertise, knowledge and technologies. 
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Knowledge produced in disturbance related research may often 
stay local, dispersed or may be short-lived, and thereby difficult 
to access due to political, institutional, language and 
technological (e.g. format, distribution channels) barriers. At a 
project level, it remains challenging to build a comprehensive 
overview on relevant completed and ongoing research. Due to 
the nature of projects having limited durations, established 
networks and their know-how may again disperse once they end 
and an implementation of outputs may not materialize. 
 

 Even though there is extensive knowledge and expertise available 
to address natural disturbances at European, national and local 
levels, it often stays dispersed or is short-lived, and thereby difficult 
to access and apply due to political, institutional, language and 
technological barriers. 

Motivation for proposing a European Forest Risk 
Facility 

Forests are an integral part of Europe’s environment, economic 
activity and socio-cultural identity. Natural disturbances play key 
roles in forest ecosystem dynamics and are accepted if they do 
not severely affect societies and the economy. Therefore it is 
highly relevant to understand to what extent multi-functional 
forests can be transformed to become more resilient to forest 
related risks. Enhancing the resilience and adaptive capacity of 
European forest landscapes by promoting intelligent handling of 
natural disturbance related risks as an integral part of 
sustainable management should be seen as a guiding principle.  
 
Numerous scientific studies have repeatedly called for more 
transfer of scientific knowledge into practice, as well as an 
increased cooperation and coordination of forest risk and 
disturbance management. Research knowledge is also required 
as input to policy development, implementation and reviewing 
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policy effectiveness. Similarly important is the interaction with 
and between operational risk and practical forest management. 
In order to ensure effective interaction between research, 
policy and practice around forest risks at European, national 
and local levels it is essential to base collaboration on mutual 
understanding and trust while allowing for a continuous and 
open exchange on corresponding needs. 
 
A scoping project, supported by the German Federal Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food (BMEL), took on the investigation into 
whether there is a need for action and if so how the forest risk 
community could be supported most efficiently and effectively. 
The option of having a ‘platform’ or ‘facility’ was discussed 
amongst a broad risk community including science, policy, 
operational management and practitioners. It was expressed 
that a so-called ‘European Forest Risk Facility’ would need to 
ensure adding value to existing initiatives on forest disturbance 
risks and avoiding any duplication of work or structures. 
Information was collected in a consultation process by 
organizing disturbance specific workshops, conducting online 
surveys and targeted visits, organizing field excursions, 
consulting directly with experts and presenting the concept for a 
European Forest Risk Facility at relevant fora. 
 

 Effective interaction and cooperation between research, policy and 
practice is crucial for addressing forest disturbance risks. Such 
collaboration needs to be based on mutual understanding and trust 
while allowing for a continuous and open exchange on 
corresponding needs and expertise. 

Developing an outline of main features for a 
European Forest Risk Facility 

A European Forest Risk Facility would represent a networking 
platform and act as an unbiased and neutral player for 
facilitating cooperation and exchange between existing 
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communities that address or are affected by disturbances and 
risks to European forests. It thus needs a defined 
complementary role and an added value for the risk community: 
 

 A European Forest Risk Facility represents a networking 
platform giving emphasis towards integrating 
disturbances into management in order to make forests 
and forest landscapes more resilient. 

 A European Forest Risk Facility supports identifying 
needs and capacities amongst different domains, 
actors and stakeholders while stimulating cross-
boundary exchange of knowledge and expertise on 
forest risks. 

 A European Forest Risk Facility takes the role of an 
honest broker, stimulating collaboration at the 
interface between science, policy and operational 
management (science – policy – practice interaction). 

 A European Forest Risk Facility mobilizes specialists 
and expert networks to provide the needed guidance 
and capacities where required or requested. 

 A European Forest Risk Facility contributes to gathering 
and organizing comprehensive and up-to-date 
information related to damage and threats to forests, 
identifies gaps and communicates those to all relevant 
actors. 

 A European Forest Risk Facility stimulates and supports 
the collection of lessons learned and good practice 
guidance as an essential input to stimulate further 
research, monitoring and management activities 
towards improved and adapted mitigation and provide 
for their communication. 

 
The availability of a permanent structure constitutes a basic 
requirement for providing continuity, organizational memory 
and for enabling trust-building with and amongst actors. 
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 A European Forest Risk Facility facilitates cooperation and 
exchange as an unbiased and neutral platform between existing 
communities that address or are affected by disturbances and risks 
to European forests. 

Operational approach for a European Forest Risk 
Facility 

The establishment of a European Forest Risk Facility is proposed 
in two phases. 
 

Establishment phase 

The establishment phase will start to develop and deliver actions 
(and corresponding products and services) that can be 
implemented with high confidence and low risk. The forest risk 
and related communities need to be made aware of a facility’s 
role and added value in a process of building trust towards 
cooperation. The start-up of a European Forest Risk Facility 
would not be helped by too many or too challenging tasks, as it 
could jeopardize the delivery of its intended products, services 
and outputs. Products and services that are delivered 
successfully create trust, credibility and strengthen the initiative. 
The time frame for implementing the establishment phase is 
estimated at five years. 
 

Development phase 

Trust and credibility is imperative for initiating the second phase 
of a European Forest Risk Facility, the development phase. It will 
address more challenging tasks and corresponding products and 
services. The organizational procedures should develop from the 
understanding that there is a need to balance the management 
of a European Forest Risk Facility between a formal institutional 
set-up which ensures credibility in the wider risk community 
(natural disasters, security, finance, information technology, 
human resources, energy, health), actively engages science, and 
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provides support to (forest) policy making while inviting more 
informal forest risk communities to engage actively in its work. 
 

 A European Forest Risk Facility will develop and deliver actions of 
high confidence and low risk during an establishment phase, while 
more challenging actions are addressed in a development phase. 

 
Operational levels 

A European Forest Risk Facility will need to act at different 
operational levels with cohesive but locally adapted objectives 
and target audiences. That would require a slim and flexibly 
operating European Forest Risk Facility secretariat (FRISK 
secretariat) at pan-European level. Such a secretariat would be 
supported by regional nodes (FRISK regional) accompanied 
where relevant and supported by localized functions to ensure 
presence, rooting and credibility with the respective 
communities at regional and local levels. Based on an extended 
consultation process it was determined that there is no pre-fixed 
model preferred for regional nodes. Regional nodes should be 
allowed to develop and adapt to trans-national, national, sub-
national and local needs.  
 

 A European Forest Risk Facility will need to strike a balance 
between a formal institutional set-up to ensure credibility in the 
wider risk and the scientific community and support (forest) policy 
making. It should also allow for more informal forest risk actors to 
engage actively in its work. 

Products and services for a European Forest Risk 
Facility 

The project identified a stakeholder demand for more than fifty 
products and services. They are grouped into five main thematic 
categories: information, networking, vision/communication, 
management, and intervention support. 
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The products and services envisaged for both the establishment 
and development phase can be thematically grouped and 
associated to the organizational levels between a pan-European 
‘FRISK Secretariat’ and the ‘FRISK Regional’ initiatives. The 
development and description of products and services is 
regarded as a rolling work-in-progress and under constant 
evolution, while allowing for core set of activities ensuring 
visibility and contributing to its reputation. The thematic 
categories for products and services allow for simplified 
orientation. There is to some extent intended overlap and the 
availability of complementary activities at different geographic 
levels that support delivery of a facility in an ideal and integrated 
manner. 
 
Examples of products and services for the establishment phase 
are the facilitation of exchange of experts, job shadowing, cross 
disturbance scoping workshops, training programmes, building 
an innovative gateway for identifying specialists, targeted 
analysis of specific risks, establishing a reference library of case 
studies, good practice examples and tools. A clear need for 
these products and services was identified during the project. 

Governance and funding 

An independent and neutral status is seen as solid foundation 
for a European Forest Risk Facility and its secretariat. This may 
be achieved either by negotiating recognition as an international 
organization based on a multilateral convention or by 
embedding it with an already existing international body. 
 
A governance structure should then comprise models for the 
facility itself as well as for its technical and strategic governing 
bodies, European and regional advisory groups. Funding models 
for a European Forest Risk Facility may vary based on the 
preferences of different donor profiles. 
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Administrative set-up 

An operational FRISK secretariat could be hosted by an already 
established, international host organization, or it could be 
established as its own new private or governmental entity and 
financially supported by one or multiple funding models. Any 
operational budget of a European Forest Risk Facility would 
ideally be administered and managed by the secretariat. 
Exceptions may be regional nodes that are financially supported 
directly from national/regional and local sources, by institutions 
or through other funding streams. Budget is allocated to the 
FRISK secretariat, regional nodes and organizations/specialists 
providing required expertise according to the annual operational 
plan and the tasks as defined by the European Forest Risk 
Facility Advisory Group. Collaborating partners, who propose 
activities that are in line with the work plan of the facility, 
should be in a position to apply for complementary support (in 
terms of funding and/or in terms of strategic support) from the 
FRISK secretariat. Third parties that are willing to finance 
specific/selected institutions for particular activities or second 
personnel in support of, or complementary to, the vision of a 
European Forest Risk Facility, are entitled to do so in accordance 
with the annual work plans.  
 

Funding models 

The main models along which lines a European Forest Risk 
Facility could be financially supported include: i) a multi-donor 
trust fund model, ii) a host country model, iii) or a project-
based funding model. A facility could in practice operate based 
on a mix of funding models. Core operations of the FRISK 
secretariat including administrative tasks and activities to be 
provided on a permanent basis could rely on a host country 
funding model, while implementation of work plan tasks are 
financed through a multi-donor trust complemented by project-
based funding. Also in-kind contributions are highly relevant and 
need to be thoroughly explored. This can materialize e.g. by 
partnering organizations dispatching specialists to contribute to 
specific tasks, either at their home organization, or detached to 
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the secretariat or a regional node. Secondments to the FRISK 
secretariat or active regional nodes would best be seen as 
additional-to-core-tasks, by contributing directly to specific 
project activities. Based on an extended consultation process 
with the forest and risk communities a draft resource/finance 
allocation plan was elaborated for an establishment phase of a 
European Forest Risk Facility. 
 

Advisory Group 

The management of a European Forest Risk Facility should 
follow operational guidelines and annual work plans, which are 
endorsed by a European Forest Risk Facility Advisory Group. 
Such an Advisory Group would consist of, for example, a 
representative of the host organization (if applicable), active 
donors and key institutional partners and experts. An optimal 
size of the group should allow the key areas of expertise to be 
covered, whilst remaining manageable, flexible and dynamic. 
Additional experts may be invited on a need basis to provide 
sound support on specific issues. In case there is a need to 
establish advisory bodies at regional or national levels (for 
supporting regional nodes) this will need to be done in close 
agreement with the Advisory Group. The creation of the 
European Forest Risk Facility governance structure should be as 
complementary as possible to existing ones and seek exchange. 
 

 An operational European Forest Risk Facility will be framed by the 
type of funding model(s), individual donor’s needs and by the 
guidance provided by its advisory group. 

 

Expression of interest and support 

Many organizations and administrations took part in exploratory 
exercises and pilot actions during the scoping project. That 
allowed elaborating, testing and consolidating an operational 
framework for a future European Forest Risk Facility. In 
recognition of its potential and added value, a considerable 
number of these participants expressed their interest by 
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providing letters of support. Such letters were received from 
research organizations, regional and national 
administrations/ministries as well as institutions engaged in 
forest risk operations and forest management. Building on this 
positive feedback a next step will be to secure resources in order 
to initiate the establishment phase together with all interested 
and supporting partners. 

 



The ambition of the project ‘Towards a European Forest Risk 
Facility’ is to determine the need for establishing an unbiased and 
neutral platform that facilitates cooperation and exchange 
between existing communities that address or are affected by 
disturbances and risks to European forests.  
 
This publication presents the executive summary of the  project 
strategy and business plan. 


