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According to Professor Johann Goldammer, the lack of forest fire training and
the bad coordination among the firefighting sectors are the main causes of the
catastrophic forest fires in Thasos Island. Prof. Johann Goldammer visited
Greece after an official invitation received from the School of Forestry and
Natural Environment of Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, in order to discuss
and exchange opinions regarding forest fire management issues. During his stay
in our country, Prof. Goldammer met and discussed the issue with University
Professors and officers from the Ministry of Agriculture.

Prof. Goldammer was at Thasos Island during the fire and he reported to our
newspaper:

“Everyone in Thasos was waiting for the firefighting aircrafts. The 95% of the ground
forces did nothing to extinguish the fires. The responsible fire officers were enough
experienced, but all the ground forces, e.g., 1000 persons from military forces, arrived
in the island without carrying any special equipment. The necessary fire extinguishing
equipment was in limited quantity. Furthermore, the coordination among the
firefighting organizations was not efficient and successful. The most important issue
was the existence of well-trained firefighting personnel”.

What do you recommend regarding the forest fire problem in Greece?

“According to my opinion the government should fund the organization of the forest
fire operations. Fuel treatments, (e.g., stand thinning) will prevent the fire spread
among the tree crowns, higher forest road density will allow the firefighting vehicles
to approach the forest areas resulted in decreasing initial attack time. The heavy
understory (shrubs) of Mediterranean forest facilitate the easily transmission of
surface fires to dangerous crown fires. There are three ways of forest fuel removal: a)
using mechanical removal, b) using prescribed burning and c) using controlled
grazing.”

What about fuelbreaks?

“I do not think that the fuelbreaks alone can solve the issue. Soil erosion and intense
post fire floods events are caused by them. Furthermore, fire embers are transported in
a distance of 200-300 meters. Shrubs and dry grasses are the primary carriers of fires.
If forest fuels will be treated properly and the forest firefighting personnel is well
trained, then most of the forest fires in Greece can be effectively controlled and
suppressed. There are some basic principles in forest fire management issues:

1. Well-trained forest firefighting personnel should join the Forest Service.

2. Forest Service is the only responsible for forest fire suppression operations.



3. Forest Service personnel should be fully aware regarding the forest areas and
conditions.

4. All the basic fire suppression equipment should be available for the ground
initial time attack.

Which is the fire situation in Germany?

In Germany, a large forest fire occurs every 10 years. The last large fire occurred in
1975 and burned 8600 ha. For the Germans that fire event was large.. But consider
that only in Thasos Island a total of 11.000 ha of forest vegetation was burned.
Without having any specific fire suppression plan in Germany, we achieved to
improve the fire communication tools, we obtained new firefighting aircrafts and we
built new fire towers into the forests. Also, in the Mediterranean countries the public
forest lands are the first to be attacked by arsonists aiming at the destruction of the
natural vegetation through fire and, subsequently, the encroachment and conversion of
the burned areas to urban settlements or agricultural areas. This is not the case for
Germany.

Professor Johann Goldammer was born in Marburg, Germany 36 years ago. He
served for five years in the Navy as a Lieutenant. He holds a degree in Forest Science
and he accomplished his postgraduate studies in USA. Currently, he is a lecturer at
Freiburg University and participates in a fire ecology specialists group of UN and
EU. He is married and he has visited Greece other two times in the past. In 1970
visited Parnassos Mountain and in 1982 visited Crete Island.



