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Introduction 
 
The wildfires of summer 2007 in Greece have now gone on record as the most catastrophic of the 
last decades in Europe. The total burnt area exceeds 250,000 hectares, 30,132 of which are 
located within the boundaries of protected areas of the Natura 2000 network. Moreover, for the first 
time the toll does not include only forests and agricultural lands, but also entire villages and 
infrastructure. The most tragic element however is the huge toll on human life, since the fires left 
behind 67 dead and thousands of homeless. 
 
This report maps the extent of the damage caused by the wildfires in the Peloponnese, with 
particular emphasis on the ecological impacts on Natura 2000 protected areas, particular species of 
fauna, forest habitats and the natural environment and landscape in general. The assessment 
covers a gap in the overall mapping of the situation, since up until now the emphasis has justifiably 
been given to the evaluation and mitigation of the human, social and economic dimensions of this 
tragedy.  
 
It is the aim and hope of WWF Greece to contribute to every effort for integrated restoration of the 
ecological values of the burnt ecosystems, as well as to effectively address the root causes that 
either instigate or fan the flames of wildfires.  
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General assessment  
 

The overall assessment of the ecological damage caused by the wildfires in the Peloponnese is the 
result of a common effort of WWF Greece and the Aristotelian University of Thessaloniki. This 
report is the synthesis of the results of a series of field visits of WWF Greece’s scientific team to the 
burnt areas and the processing of a high-resolution (32 m.) satellite image donated by the British 
DMC International Imaging Ltd - Remote Sensing Data Solutions (delivered by satellite NigeriaSat-
1).  
 
The processing of the satellite image, whose results are presented in pictures 1-4 below, concluded 
that the following land types were affected by the wildfires:  
  

Land type Area (hectares) % of total burnt area  

Forests and natural lands  975,180 55.0% 
Artificial areas (settlements, streets, 

courts, etc)  16,432 0.9% 
Agricultural lands  781,043 41.1% 
TOTAL  1,772,654 100.,0% 
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Picture 1: Satellite image of the Peloponnese. The burnt areas are depicted in grey, and the forests 
in red.  
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Picture 2: Satellite image of the Peloponnese. The Natura 2000 sites are depicted in green.   
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Picture 3: The boundaries of the burnt areas (in yellow) – projection on an older LANDSAT-type 
image of the area. 
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Picture 4: The boundaries of the burnt areas (in yellow) – projection on a land use map.  
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Damages caused to sites of special conservation interest  

Kaiafa forest and lake (Site of Community Importance: GR2330005) 
 
The forest and lake at Kaiafa of Ilia Prefecture constituted a site of particular conservation 
importance, since it hosted a unique combination of three different ecosystems in excellent 
conservation status: the rare coastal dunes, a healthy forest of Aleppo and Umbrella Pines and 
other broadleaves, together with the lake vegetation. Equally important was the reptilian fauna of 
the area, mainly characterized by three rare turtle species: the Stripe-necked Terrapin (Mauremys 
caspica), Hermann’s Tortoise (Testudo hermanni) and the Loggerhead Sea Turtle (Caretta caretta).  
 
Initial damage assessment 
The fire burnt the entire zone surrounding the lake, the pine forest below it, as well as the upper 
sand dune vegetation of the beach. The entire aquatic vegetation was burnt, however the first signs 
of natural regeneration of certain species were already evident during the visit of the field team 
(mainly reeds of the genus Typha). The supra-aquatic and wet meadow vegetation is expected to 
overcome the damage.  
 
The main part of the pine forest was fortunately saved. It is certain that the herpetofauna of the area 
has been particularly hit. The impact on the hyopment.  
 
Approximately 758 hectares were burnt within the protected area (i.e. 22.5% of its total).  
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Picture 5: Map of the Natura 2000 site of Zacharo forest, Lake Kaiafa, Strofylia and Kakovatos 
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Picture 6: Burnt areas in the Natura 2000 site of Zacharo forest, Lake Kaiafa, Strofylia and 
Kakovatos.   
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Olympia (Site of Community Importance: GR2330004) 
 
The area surrounding ancient Olympia constitutes a characteristic sample of Mediterranean 
vegetation. It offers habitat to many reptilian species, many of which are endemic to the 
Peloponnese, as well as to the Balkan endemic mammal Microtus thomasi.  
 
Initial damage assessment 
A significant part to the east of the site was burnt. The affected vegetation was primarily forest 
habitat types that can regenerate naturally, provided that the development pressures are effectively 
controlled.  
 
 
 
67 hectares within the protected area were burnt, which amounts to 21.3 % of its total area.  
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Picture 7: Map of Olympia 
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Picture 8: Burnt lands in the protected area of Olympia  
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Foloi plateau  (Site of Community Importance: GR2330002) 
 
The principal and ecologically most significant characteristic of the plateau of Foloi is the extensive 
oak forest of Quercus frainetto. The total area of the forest is 3,917 hectares and constitutes one of 
the few high oak forests of Europe in lowland areas. Its natural regeneration is currently very 
limited.  
 
 
Initial damage assessment 
Areas with evergreen broadleaves have been burnt, including pine forests in the western and 
southwestern fringes up to the level of the plateau, as delineated by the road. Almost 100 oka trees 
have also been burnt, in the fringes of the forest. Therefore, the fire has not seriously undermined 
the ecological significance of the area. Unfortunately though, no measures have been taken to 
regulate and control the existing intense pressures, caused by unplanned productive activities such 
as logging, expansion of agricultural lands from the nearby villages and uncontrolled touristic 
development.  
 
2,994 hectares were burnt, amounting to 30.7% of the total protected area. 
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Picture 9: Map of the Foloi plateau 
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Picture 10: Burnt lands in the protected area of the Foloi plateau 
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Mount Taygetos (Site of Community Importance: GR2550006) 
 
Mount Taygetos (2,407 m.), together with Mount Parnonas, are the oldest areas of the 
Peloponnese, in geological terms. The forest ecosystems of the mountain are dominated by the 
Greek endemic Greek Fir (Abies cephalonica) and excellent clusters of Black Pine (pinus nigra). 
This ecosystem is a true botanical paradise, hosting more than 160 endemics, 32 of which have 
been recorded as local endemics. Taygetos ranks first in invertebrate endemism  in Southern 
Greece, whereas its habitats also host a rich fauna of vertebrates, including many raptor species of 
birds and a few groups of Golden Jackals (Canis aureus).  
 
Initial damage assessment 
According to the local Forest Directorate, the total burnt area in Taygetos is 11,300 hectares. These 
include 9,300hectares of forested lands, 4,500 hectares of Black Pine and Greek Fir forests and 
3,800 hectares of sparse fir and pine outside the management zone. The largest part of the south-
western side of the mountain was unfortunately totally burnt for the third time within the past fifteen 
years. The majority of the burnt areas visited by WWF Greece’s field team were composed of Black 
Pine individuals of various ages that had been planted during previous reforestation operations. The 
damage caused to the area along the ridge of  the mountain is irreparable. It is estimated that the 
fauna will recover, despite the repeated wildfires that have burnt important habitats in previous 
years.  
 
8,654 hectares were burnt within the boundaries of the protected area, which amounts to 
16.3% of its total area.  
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Picture 11: Map of Taygetos 
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Picture 12: Burnt areas on Taygetos 
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Mount Parnonas (Site of Community Importance: GR2520006) 
Mount Parnonas (1,935 m.), just like Mount Taygetos, hosts extensive forests of Greek Fir and 
Black Pine. However, its rarest forest habitat type is the clusters of Syrian Juniper (Juniperus 
drupacea), which does not occur anywhere else in Europe. Moreover, extensive areas of the 
mountain are covered by chestnut trees in excellent condition. Mount Parnonas also offers habitat 
to more than 100 endemics species of flora, 12 of which have been recorded as local endemics. Its 
great variety of habitats has resulted in a high level of vertebrate biodiversity. The most important 
species of fauna of Parnonas invlude the Golden Jackal (Canis aureus), many threatened bat 
species and many species of raptor birds.  
 
Initial damage assessment 
A significant part of the southern fringes of Mount Parnonas, from Chrysafa village to Polydroso and 
the zone that includes the surrounding villages, has been totally burnt. The damage is great, since it 
concerns the total destruction of an extensive and very healthy forest of Greek Fir and Black Pine, 
as well as other thickets of deciduous and evergreen-broadleaves. The clusters of Syrian Juniper 
remained outside of the fire range and were not affected by the flames. It is expected that the 
Golden Jackal population, which uses the eastern fringes of the mountain and the wider area of 
Astros as habitat, has not been affected.  
 
4,506 hectares of Mount Parnonas have been burnt, which amounts to 8.1% of the total 
protected area. 
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Picture 13: Map of Mount Parnonas 
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Picture 14: Burnt area of Mount Parnonas 
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Mounts Barbas and Klokos, Selinountas Gorge (Site of Community Importance 
GR2320005) 
 

The area is semi-mountainous and mountainous, with rocky elevations. As a result of its intense 
relief, it forms a great variety of habitats, although its vegetation is primarily forest, dominated by 
Greek Fir and Aleppo Pine. Vineyards and olive groves, mainly deserted agricultural fields, also 
exist in the area, together with pseudo-alpine lands on the peaks of both mountains. The area hosts 
important habitats for many species of raptor birds. It is worth noting that until 10 years ago, 
Selinountas Gorge hosted the last colony of the Vulture G yps fulvus) in the Peloponnese, whereas 
it continues to form important habitats for the Alpine Newt (Triturus alpestris), the Otter (Lutra lutra), 
the Short-toed Eagle (Circaetus gallicus), as well as many rare and threatened species of flora. The 
majority of these natural habitats have been subject to significant human interventions and 
alterations, which have rendered the extensive damage caused by the wildfires even greater.  
 
Initial damage assessment 
A large part of the protected area, including the eastern slopes of Mount Barbas, the entire 
Selinountas Gorge, the largest part of Mount Klokos, as well as Mount Rouskio have been totally 
burnt. The damage is great and concerns forests of Aleppo Pine, the Greek Fir forest which was 
limited to the northern and north-western peaks of Klokos, as well as maquis and phryganic 
prairies, which were exclusively used for grazing. The aquatic vegetation at Selinountas was also 
destroyed.  
 
3,048 hectares, which amount to 50.4% of the total protected area were burnt.  
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Picture 15: Map of the protected area of Barbas, Klokos and Selinoutas Gorge  
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Picture 16: Burnt areas at Mounts Barbas, Klokos and Selinountas Gorge  
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Vouraikos Gorge (Site of Community Importance: GR 2320003) 
 
The gorge of Vouraikos is located between Mount Helmos and the eastern slopes of Mount 
Panahaiko and is fed by many torrents springing on the surrounding slopes. Its ecological 
significance depends on the great variety of fauna and flora species (including many endemics) 
hosted on the abrupt limestone and conglomerate slopes. Its fauna biodiversity is equally 
significant, comprising of a number of rare and protected species, such as the Golden Eagle, the 
Wildcat, various reptilian and bat species. The lower altitudes are dominated by aquatic forests and 
evergreen-broadleaf bushy areas. Also, oak forests extend to the northern parts.   
 
Initial damage assessment 
The part that has been burnt is located to the northern end, where the gorge is wide. It includes 
olive groves and other cultivations, which have not suffered extensive damage. The vegetation on 
both sides of the gorge has been burnt. The total damage is not considered extensive.  
 
636 hectares were burnt, which amount to 29.2% of the total protected area.  
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Picture 17: Map of the Vouraikos Gorge 
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Picture 18: Burnt areas in the Vouraikos Gorge  
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Damage to other natural areas 
 
Apart from the damages recorded to the above mentioned protected areas, equally significant was 
the impact on the wider natural environment, due to the destruction of extensive unified lands of 
natural cover. It is estimated that 97,518 hectares of natural vegetation cover were totally 
burnt, of which 76,854 hectares fall outside of the Natura 2000 protected area network. These 
lands were mainly covered by Aleppo pine forests, low phryganic and maquis vegetation and 
grasslands. 

The regeneration of these areas does not raise any grave concerns, provided of course that they 
will be adequately protected against any ecologically incompatible land use changes, since this type 
of Mediterranean vegetation has developed adaptation and rapid reconstruction mechanisms. For 
most of these areas it is estimated that no artificial reforestation interventions will be required, with 
the exception of sites that have been hit by repeated wildfires in recent years and the forests of 
Greek Fir and Black Pine which are difficult to regenerate naturally. The large area covered by 
these burnt lands needs to be seriously taken under consideration, particularly as regards the un-
burnt vegetation “islets”, as well as the zones covered with natural vegetation surrounding them. 
these zones will constitute the source of recolonisation of the fire-afflicted areas with flora and fauna 
species that have sought refuge in them. Hence, particular measures will need to be taken for their 
management, with particular focus on grazing. Another issue of great concern is the need for strict 
regulation of hunting, in order for the new refuges of the affected fauna to be preserved.  
 
Serious problems are expected to affect the quality of life of the inhabitants of these areas. The 
damage to the landscape is enormous, whereas it is estimated that the destruction of the natural 
vegetation cover will be followed by a deregulation of the soil and water balance and, ultimately, by 
floods. The impact on the local economy, particularly on primary production (agriculture and animal 
husbandry), as well as tourism is expected to be considerable. The preservation and regeneration 
of the unique mosaic of forest, agricultural and pasture lands will necessarily need to be treated as 
a priority not only for economic and social, but primarily for ecological reasons, since this alternation 
of low input man-made open areas and cultivated lands with natural forest habitats creates 
excellent conditions for levels of biodiversity. 

Damages on infrastructure and productive capacity 
 
Apart from the damages caused to the natural environment and the protected areas, equally 
immense were the impacts of the wildfires on the productive and housing infrastructures of the 
affected areas. According to the results of the processing of the satellite images, 78,043 hectares of 
agricultural land (primarily olive groves), together with 1,643 hectares of human settlements and 
other artificial land surfaces were destroyed 
 
According to the official damage assessment 1,644 buildings (table 2) of various uses were totally 
destroyed, whereas damages have been recorded in another 887. The on-site inspections also 
recorded extensive damages to the road network, as well as on the telecommunications and 
electricity infrastructure.  
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Table: Damages recorded to buildings of the fire-affected areas, according to the Ministry of 
Environment, Physical Planning and Public Works.  
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ARKADIA 185 110 6 3 157 171 

ILIA 524 238 30 12 498 233 

KORINTHIA 3 0 1 0 10 5 

LAKONIA 8 33 0 0 90 32 

MESSINIA 95 40 4 2 33 8 

TOTAL 815 421 41 17 788 449 
Source: Ministry of Environment, Physical Planning & Public Works 2007 

As regards the affected rural areas, the most extensive of all damages affected the olive groves of 
the area. It is worth noting that only in Ilia, 50% of the olive production potential was totally burnt, 
whereas extensive damages were also recorded in Kynouria. The animal husbandry potential of the 
area, which constitutes another important economic activity, has also suffered tremendous 
damages, since thousands of farm animals and the related infrastructures were burnt. 
 
Another important economic impact is expected to affect tourism, which was almost exclusively 
based on the natural environment and the human settlements as primary attractions for the 
thousands of foreign and Greek visitors. In case unplanned development of the human settlements 
and encroachment on the natural space is not effectively prevented during the reconstruction 
phase, the area is expected to experience further degradation of its touristic potential.  

Special ecological issues   

Impact on the populations of the Golden Jackal (Canis aureus) 
According to the assessment of the population status of the Golden Jackal, which was concluded in 
2004 by WWF Greece and the resulting Action Plan for the conservation of the jackal in Greece1, 
the wildfires in the Peloponnese seem to have seriously affected the remaining groups of the 
species. In some cases, their distribution areas have been particularly hit, as for example in the 
case of Taygetos. In the case of other population groups, their wider range has been destroyed and 
despite the fact that some of their habitats were not burnt, their sustenance potential is seriously 
undermined. Furthermore, due to the extensive destruction of large areas, it is estimated that the 
isolation of certain groups may be aggravated, thus making their future conservation potential 
particularly obscure. More specifically: 

                                                 
1 Giannatos G. 2004. Conservation action plan for the golden jackal Canis aureus L. in Greece, WWF 
Greece. 
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Achaia: Six Golden Jackal groups had been recorded, amounting to 18-26 adult individuals. Five of 
these groups were located in Aegialeia, to the south of Aegion. Three groups had been recorded in 
the basin of the Meganitis torrent, at the foothills of Mount Barbas and outside the boundaries of the 
Natura 2000 site. It should also be noted that the jackals had moved in this area in 1976, as a result 
of a wildfire that had destroyed their initial habitat and natural range. Even if no individuals have 
been killed, their wider distribution range has undoubtedly been affected, an impact that is further 
worsened by the serious impact on the agricultural production and animal husbandry activities of 
the area.  

Ilia: One small and isolated group, which included only two adult individuals had been recorded in 
Pineia, to the south-east of the prefecture. According to local shepherds, this group had caused 
significant damages to sheep in that area and efforts to exterminate them had taken place. The 
area has been extensively hit by the wildfires, hence the existence of this group is doubtful.  

Mount Taygetos: The burnt area on the northern fringes of the mountain, in the borders of the 
Messinia and Arkadia prefectures, had been recorded as one of the most important Golden Jackal 
habitats. The area hosted 10 groups, comprised of 29-47 individuals. This zone is not included in 
the Natura 2000 site and consists primarily of olive groves, mixed with forest thickets of pines and 
maquis vegetation.  

Arkadia: One small group of 5-7 adult individuals had been recorded at the plateau of Megalopolis, 
which was burnt. It is estimated that this group was in communication with the jackals of NE 
Messinia, an area that has also been burnt.  

Impact on endemics  
The Peloponnese is an area of particularly high levels of endemism, particularly as regards the flora 
of its high mountains. Taygetos is the top hotspot of endemism in southern Greece2, whereas both 
Taygetos and Parnonas offer the southernmost distribution range for many European species. It 
should also be mentioned that the distribution range of four out of the five lizard endemics of the 
Peloponnese includes areas that were burnt.  

As regards the flora endemics, no serious impacts or extinctions are expected, since most rare 
endemics are located in high altitudes with alpine and chasmophytic vegetation, which has not been 
affected by the wildfires.  

The impacts on the fauna endemics are difficult to assess, before any special investigation takes 
place in specific sites. However, no immediate extinctions are expected, since most of the fauna 
endemics also exist in other parts of the Peloponnese which have not been burnt.  

Impacts on common species  
During the next years to come, the burnt forested lands will be covered with a rich vegetation, 
mainly composed of annual bulb plants, including many orchids, thus creating extensive habitats of 
open types. The short-term emergence of this type of vegetation is significant not only for the 
biodiversity, but also for other functions of the ecosystem, such as soil retention. Gradually, bushy 
vegetation is expected to emerge, which will in turn be replaced by forest species, provided that this 
process is not hindered. In areas covered with maquis vegetation, regeneration is expected to be 
faster. 

The fauna species that do not possess effective escape mechanisms are expected to undergo the 
most serious impact and even become extinct from particular areas. The impacts on the fauna 
become even worse, since the majority of the animal species depend on the type and density of the 

                                                 
2 Sphenthourakis S. and Legakis A.. 2001. Hotspots of endemic terrestrial invertebrates in southern Greece. 
Biodiversity and Conservation 10: 1387–1417. 
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vegetation for food and shelter. Hence, even a temporary loss of vegetation may cause irreparable 
damage on the populations of particular fauna species. the biotic communities are expected to 
reach their pre-fire quality and quantity character in approximately five decades.  

The most significant role in the preservation of the fauna will depend on the recolonisation of the 
burnt areas, either from the un-burnt islets, or from neighbouring areas. As regards the tortoises, 
the functional extinction of certain species after wildfires has been reported in previous years. This 
was the case with the Greek endemic of Testudo marginata from Gytheio, following an extensive 
wildfire back in the early 90’s3. Often times however, it is not easy to distinguish between the 
immediate impact of the wildfires or the changes in land uses that ensued from the fires.  

In conclusion, although in the short term the impacts of the wildfires may be significant, in the long 
term the preservation of the fauna and flora will depend on the good conservation status of the 
neighbouring un-burnt areas and the prevention of any adverse land use changes.  

River basins  
The burnt areas fall within three river basin districts of the Peloponnese (Western, Southern and 
Eastern) and the river basins of Alfeios, Nedas, Ladon and Pineios of Ilia. These three water 
districts are inter-connected at the aquifer level.  

The impacts of the wildfires concern changes in the hydrologic and geomorphologic characteristics 
of the river basins, particularly as regards the increased water and sediment flow. The changes in 
the hydrology concern the reduced water filtering potential from the soil, the increase of surface run-
off (up to 30%), changes in evapotranspiration and phenomena related to the reduced vegetation 
cover. The vegetation acts as a first barrier that reduces the rush of the water, whereas it also 
absorbs part of the water. Water is also absorbed by the root system of the plants, which also 
assists in the percolation of the rain, since it canalizes the soil. These impacts become even grater 
as the destruction of the vegetation cover is more extensive, which is the case in the Selinountas 
Gorge.  

Floods are expected in most of the affected areas, particularly in small river basins.  

Further changes are expected in the quality of the affected river basins, due to the increase in 
dissolved materials, as a result of erosion and the burning of the organic content of the soil. 
However, one should not overlook the fact that pollution and any changes in the quality of the 
waters are immediately related to the existing human activities. For example, the basin of Pineios of 
Ilia has been designated as a zone sensitive to pollution caused by nitrates, as a result of 
unsustainable agricultural activities and urban sewage.   

Soil 
In the absence of vegetation cover, the water percolation potential is lost, while at the same time 
soil erosion takes place. Moreover, organic substances of the soil are destroyed, which makes the 
soil hydrophobic, thus letting the water flow on its surface. This situation results in splintering of the 
soil and washing it away. This in turn may result in soil loss, which reduces the regeneration 
potential of these ecosystems.  

                                                 
3  Hailey A. and R.E. WIllemsen, 2003. Changes in the status of tortoise populations in Greece 1984–2001. 
Biodiversity and Conservation 12: 991–1011. 
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