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TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED WILDFIRE
RISK MANAGEMENT IN ICELAND -
DIAGNOSTIC AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary

The risk of wildfires in Iceland is rising signifi-

cantly. This risk is linked to climate change, evolving
land use patterns, and growing vegetation. Afforesta-
tion areas, recreational zones, and areas in the vicin-
ity of vegetation are particularly vulnerable.

There is an urgent need to strengthen Iceland's
capacity across the wildfire management spec-
trum. The diagnostic review offers 10 key recommen-
dations across four priority areas (see table below).
These recommendations aim to enhance Iceland’s
integrated wildfire risk management, improve institu-
tional coordination, and build national resilience to
this emerging threat.

Wildfire Risk

Between 2006 and 2021, at least 26 wildfires occurred
on the island and burned more than 7,450 ha of land.
In some cases, burned area has been substantial; the
2006 Myrar wildfire (West Iceland) consumed over
6,700 ha of wetland, required four days to extinguish,
and forced livestock evacuations. In 2021, a wildfire in
the Heidmork conservation area near Reykjavik (criti-
cal for the capital's water supply) burned 56.5 ha of
land, prompting authorities to issue Iceland's first-
ever danger alert for wildfires. In 2023-2024, moss
fields in the Grindavik area caught fire, triggered by
volcanic activity in the Reykjanes Peninsula.

Key factors
for increasing
wildfire risk
in Iceland

global average)

Key Findings and Recommendations

While various stakeholders have initiated efforts to
address wildfire risk, these actions remain frag-
mented, lacking an agreed plan or roadmap of priori-
ties with dedicated funding.

The legal framework, though robust for many natural
hazards, has not been yet adequately adapted to ad-
dress wildfire-specific challenges. This creates gaps in
strategic planning, resource allocation, and institu-
tional mandates.

There is also a need for systematic data collection that
allows better understanding of wildfire risk and
trends. This in turn can inform prevention actions,
including better public awareness and public out-
reach, wildfire preparedness (including strengthening
of capacities) and response.

Some relevant pilot activities in prevention and pre-
paredness have been undertaken, but these need to
be conducted more strategically.

Iceland's strong emergency response system has
managed recent incidents effectively, but the country
lacks specialized wildfire management capacity, par-
ticularly in high-risk areas that have limited experi-
ence with this hazard type.

Iceland does not yet have specific guidance for re-
silient recovery and rehabilitation efforts following
major wildfires, nor systematic after-action reviews.

o Warming temperatures (0.47°C per decade since 1980, almost three times faster than the

e Changing land use patterns and afforestation efforts

e Significant reduction in sheep grazing leading to

increased fuel loads

e Declining reliability of consistent precipitation and vegetation moisture
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Key Recommendations for Wildfire Risk Management in Iceland

GOVERNANCE &
PLANNING

ANALYSIS &
COMMUNICATION

PREVENTION

IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Agree on a common vi-
sion and roadmap (ac-
tion plan); confirm lead
and contributing entities
for implementing agreed
priorities as well as funds.

MEDIUM TO LONG &
IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Update laws and regula-
tions with respect to
known gaps, identify fur-
ther key reform areas, and
establish appropriate coor-
dination mechanisms.

IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Enhance coordination
across stakeholders in
Iceland, as well as inter-
national cooperation and
exchange on wildfire anal-
ysis and prevention, pre-
paredness, and response,
including research and
training.

IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Improve wildfire risk un-
derstanding: consolidate
existing information across
institutions, conduct rapid
wildfire risk scenarios for
high-risk areas, and sys-
tematically use post-fire
analysis

MEDIUM TO LONG TERM

Deepen wildfire risk un-
derstanding: develop a
wildfire risk assessment
methodology and a full risk
assessment considering
climate change impacts;
develop a wildfire risk in-
formation system (plat-
form) to serve various enti-
ties.

MEDIUM TO LONG &
IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Improve monitoring of
wildfire risk: develop a
wildfire danger index and
enhance available data
and tools for early detec-
tion.

MEDIUM TO LONG TERM

Adapt landscape man-
agement, land use plan-
ning, and climate change
adaptation actions to re-
flect wildfire risk informa-
tion and risk management
tools; pilot and scale up a
range of activities led by
different entities, including
bottom-up approaches.

IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Develop a public aware-
ness and communica-
tions strategy and pursue
activities for target groups
with the help of different
stakeholders and tools.

PREPARATION &
RESPONSE

IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Scale up preparation and
testing of response and
recovery plans, and en-
hance self-preparedness of
society in coordination
with different stakehold-
ers.

MEDIUM TO LONG &
IMMEDIATE/SHORT TERM

Increase capacities for
preparedness and re-
sponse, including basic
and specialized training,
human resources, deci-
sion-support tools, and
equipment.
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