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How can community-based wildfire initiatives contribute to, and transform, 

Wildfire Communication practices and knowledge?
Core question



• Literature review on wildfire (risk) communication 

• Interviews with wildfire communication practitioners & scientists 

• In-depth case study with a citizen association in Spain 

How can community-based wildfire initiatives contribute to, and transform, 

Wildfire Communication practices and knowledge?
Core question

Methodology
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Wildfire Risk Communication

Some examples →



Wildfire Risk Communication

• Aim: change citizen’s behaviour for risk 

prevention & preparedness

• Approach: technocratic 

“specialized knowledge delivered by experts 

to the public” to “nudge exposed populations” 

• Citizens: isolated, unknowledgeable 

individuals at wildfire risk

Literature: Paveglio et al., 2009, Coates, 2019, Ottolini (forthcoming)



… But times are changing: 

increasing extreme wildfires, CC, exposed WUI…
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Limitations (I)

• Top-down, expert-driven, unidirectional

• Generic & simple messages on RISK

Source: https://agroambient.gva.es/va/web/prevencion-de-incendios/informacion-y-comunicacion

Literature: Christianson, McGee & Jardine (2011); 
Coates (2019); González-Hidalgo, Otero & Kallis
(2014), Kim & Dutta (2009), Silva et al, (2019)



Limitations (II)

• Problematic framings:

• Disasters = events

• Wildfires = natural disasters

• Individual responsibility

Literature: Coates (2019); Enríquez-Loya & Léon 
(2020); Lloro-Bidart & Finewood (2018) Photo: I. Ottolini



Literature: Coates (2019); Enríquez-Loya & Léon (2020); 
González-Hidalgo et al.(2014), Ottolini (forthcoming) Photo: I. Ottolini

Consequences:

• Insufficient recognising & addressing underlying and long-term 

processes leading up to wildfires 

• Overlooks other wildfire dimensions beyond risk

• Not embedded within local contexts 

• Excludes voices, knowledge & expertise of ‘non-experts’



In response: emergence of community-based initiatives
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Literature: Coates (2019); Enríquez-Loya & Léon (2020); 
González-Hidalgo et al.(2014), Ottolini (forthcoming) 

Consequences:

• Insufficient recognising & addressing underlying and long-term 

processes leading up to wildfires 

• Overlooks other wildfire dimensions beyond risk

• Not embedded within local contexts 

• Excludes voices, knowledge & expertise of ‘non-experts’



e.g:
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In response: emergence of community-based initiatives

Consequences:

• Insufficient recognising & addressing underlying and long-term 

processes leading up to wildfires 

• Overlooks other wildfire dimensions beyond risk

• Not embedded within local contexts 

• Excludes voices, knowledge & expertise of ‘non-experts’



Case study background 

• Location: Pego, Southeast Spain



• A fire landscape: many recurrent wildfires

Source: Visor cartogràfic de la Generalitat

Case study background 



• 2015 Vall d’Ebo wildfire: catalyst for creating the citizen initiative

Photo: Pego Viu

Case study background 



• Activities: land stewardship, advocacy, education…linked to wildfires and beyond (e.g. local 

traditional knowledge, sustainability…)
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Case study background 



2015

2022

Source: CEAM, I.Ottolini

• 2022 wildfire. Big socioenvironmental impact… but also a catalyst for:

• Further consolidation of Pego Viu as a community-based initiative

• New / increased collaborations, projects & activities (+ volunteers, knowledges, expertise…) 

Case study background 



Case study background – communication during and after the 2022 wildfire

2022 Vall d’Ebo Wildfire

• Emergency communication 
(where’s the fire, evacuations, 
offering/ asking help...)

• ‘Reflective’ communication 
(why 2 big wildfires in 7 years? root 
causes wildfire, how to prevent 
future disasters…)

13 August … 27 August



2022 Vall d’Ebo Wildfire

• Emergency communication 
(where’s the fire, evacuations, 
offering/ asking help...)

• ‘Reflective’ communication 
(why 2 big wildfires in 7 years? root 
causes wildfire, how to prevent 
future disasters…)

Case study background – communication during and after the 2022 wildfire

13 August … 27 August Post wildfire

Citizen meetings

Visits from universities, 
experts…

Aplec del Territori

Create networks 
& collabs

Reflect and brainstorm: 
Now what?

Create networks 
& foster local 
governance 

Improve 
communication

Consolidation Comms 
team Pego Viu
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What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?
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Wildfire Risk
Communication

Wildfire
Communication

Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?



Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

… or even beyond 
wildfires

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?



‘we’ve had 2 extreme 
wildfires in 7 years!’

Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

Deliberating on the root 
causes of wildfires

… or even beyond 
wildfires

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?
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Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

Deliberating on the root 
causes of wildfires

Citizens as part 
of (in)formal 

social networks

… or even beyond 
wildfires

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?
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Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

Deliberating on the root 
causes of wildfires

Citizens as part 
of (in)formal 

social networks

… or even beyond 
wildfires

Enables social 
learning

Local knowledges, 
expertise & needs as 

starting point

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?



Source: https://socdepoble.net/

Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

Deliberating on the root 
causes of wildfires

Citizens as part 
of (in)formal 

social networks

… or even beyond 
wildfires

Enables social 
learning

Local knowledges, 
expertise & needs as 

starting point

Processes of shared & 
negotiated meaning-making, 

collaborations…

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?



Going beyond 
wildfire RISK

Deliberating on the root 
causes of wildfires

Citizens as part 
of (in)formal 

social networks

… or even beyond 
wildfires

Enables social 
learning

Deciding together: 
What future do we want? 

How can we achieve it?

Source: https://www.fvmp.es/iii-jornadas-de-radio-al-carrer-a-pego

Local knowledges, 
expertise & needs as 

starting point

Processes of shared & 
negotiated meaning-making, 

collaborations…

What can we learn from these 

community-based wildfire 

initiatives on communicating 

about wildfires?



Conclusions

Going beyond Wildfire Risk Communication implies considering:

o Wildfires are not just risks to manage, but inherently part of our socioenvironmental systems: a 

much broader communicative field! 

o Communities are not unknowledgeable, isolated individuals, but part of social networks, where 

social learning takes place - through a diversity of knowledges and experiences
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Going beyond Wildfire Risk Communication implies considering:

o Wildfires are not just risks to manage, but inherently part of our socioenvironmental systems: a 

much broader communicative field! 

o Communities are not unknowledgeable, isolated individuals, but part of social networks, where 

social learning takes place - through a diversity of knowledges and experiences

Community-based wildfire initiatives are:

o A specific way of co-creating more situated ways of Living with Wildfires 

o Center local peoples’ experiences, knowledges, interests and needs

o Goes beyond wildfire (risk), to work on the self-identified root causes of disaster

How can we (scientists, communicators, fire practitioners, policy-makers) support and engage with 

Community-based wildfire initiatives?

Conclusions



Thank you! 

Questions or comments? 

iottolini@uoc.edu
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