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Since 1973, forest fires have burned almost a million hectares in France. Of the 15 administrative departments 

impacted by forest fires, the five with the greatest burned area are all located in south-east France. The 2 

departments of the island of Corsica account for just over a third of all burned area while the remaining 3 

mainland departments account for just less than a third. Most forest fires are caused by arson or accidents 

and occur in the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI). Climate, WUI characteristics, and fire-fighting strategies 

have all been changing over the past decades and historical tendencies can be useful in defining future 

trajectories and research questions. We propose to present a summary of changes in the WUI and burned 

area characteristics since about 1960 for the 3 departments of mainland France with the greatest burned 

areas (Bouches-du-Rhône, Var, Alpes-Maritimes). 

The number of buildings and WUI area in the Alpes-Maritimes department increased rapidly between 1960-

1980. This initial rapid growth increased the WUI area by 69 % and the WUI fire-related risk by 35 %; these 

values slowed dramatically to about 14 % and 3 %, respectively, in the 1990-2009 interval. The slowdown is 

due partly to slower growth but especially to greater housing densities as they evolved from 

Isolated/Scattered to Dense/Very Dense housing. Forest fire frequency and burned area dropped substantially 

starting in the early 1990’s as fire-fighters were better equipped and adopted a strategy of rapid suppression. 

About 25-30 % of each administrative department was burned at least once in the past 50 years, and about 

30 % of the burned area was burned twice or more. Slopes most affected were in the 20-30° range: in the 

Alpes-Maritimes, about 18 % of these slopes were burned at least once, in the Var department, the value 

increases to about 41 %. Surprisingly, there is little difference between South and North-facing slopes despite 

drier conditions on the former. In the Alpes-Maritimes, about 17 % of South-facing and 16 % of North-facing 

slopes were burned at least once; in the Var, values are 25 % and 24 %, respectively. North-facing slopes are 

as affected as slopes oriented southward because dominant winds during big fires are from the north-west. 

Data for the Bouches-du-Rhône department are currently being treated. 


