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Self  Introduction
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Forest officer in Korea Forest Service since April 1995 till Jan. 2025 

5 experiences in wildfire management (3 times in field 

operations, 2 times in policy development and management) 

• First position in KFS as an instructor on forest fire

• Organizer of the 6th Intl WildFire Conference held in PyeongChang, RoK,  2015

• Director of  Forest Fire Div., Head of  the Eastern Forest Service

• DG in charge of  the Fire Aviation Headquarters 



Introduction

• Welcome delegates from Türkiye’s General Directorate 

of Forestry (OGM), Minstry of Finance and the World 

Bank.

• Today’s session introduces Korea’s wildfire 

management experiences.

• I hope this occasion will help share Türkiye’s wildfire 

context and, through mutual exchange, contribute to 

improving fire management systems in both countries.
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Korea’s Forest and Fire Context

• Forest cover: 63% of national land; majority 
coniferous plantations.

• Rapid reforestation since 1970s (15× increase 
in biomass).

• Challenge: Aging forests and accumulated fuel 
loads.

• Climate change intensifies spring wildfire risks.
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“But the question is — what are we doing about it?”



Major Wildfire Trends

• 2022 East coast wildfire(Uljin–Samcheok), 2023 
Central-West wildfire(Hongseong), 2025 South-
Eastern mega-fire(Yeongnam).

• Causes: High winds, low humidity, heavy fuel 
accumulation.

• Pattern: Shorter ignition-to-spread times, faster 

escalation.E
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Korea’s Fire Response System
• Central command: KFS Fire Situation Center (since 2000s).

• Aviation assets: 49 helicopters (operated by KFS), with additional 

capacity through interagency coordination.

• Ground assets: around 10,000 firefighting personnel, 29 high-

capacity suppression vehicles(3,500 liters of onboard water 

storage), etc. 

• Ongoing efforts to improve mountain access roads and strengthen 

local early-response systems.

• Integration of AI-based risk forecasting and satellite monitoring.
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Guiding Focus

the
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Yeongnam Mega Wildfire

March 2025: 100,000+ ha burned, 80 casualties, 
$716 million USD damage.
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Wildfire Response System proposed by S. Korea

Information sharing among relevant 

agencies

Central Wildfire Situation Room

AI-based precision firefighting strategy 

and evacuation system

Wildfire spread prediction

Medium-altitude UAVs
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Current National Strategies           
(from KFS 2025 Policy)

• Strengthen prevention: safety buffer zones, 
forest roads.

• Modernize technology: heat-sensing drones, 
early warning AI.

• Expand response: joint air–ground training, 
night operations.

• Post-fire recovery: climate-resilient 
reforestation principles.

10



Managing the Wildland–Urban 
Interface (WUI) Risk(1/2)

• Around 70% of recent fires occurred within 3 
km of WUI zones.

• KFS building national WUI risk map using AI 
and satellite observation (2025 rollout).

• Fire-Safe Buffer Zone Project and ‘Green 
Village Without Burning’ program expanded to 
150 towns.
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Managing the Wildland–Urban 
Interface (WUI) Risk(2/2)

• Future plan: integrate KFS–MOIS(Ministry of 
the Interior and Safety) evacuation planning and 
urban boundary zoning with Minstry of Land, 
Infrastructure and Transportation.

• Enhanced public alert and evacuation route 
mapping to minimize human casualties.

“Protecting lives begins with readiness in the 
WUI.”
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Integrating Climate Factors into 
Wildfire Management

• Seasonal risk maps updated with temperature, drought 
index, and wind data.

• Fire Danger Forecast System integrates climate 
modeling (KMA, Normalized Difference Vegetation Index).

• Post-fire restoration uses climate-resilient species 
selection.

• A severe drought-linked fire in the Yeongnam region led 
us to reinforce adaptive wildfire management.

“Climate is not an excuse, but a design input for policy.”
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Strategic Assets for Fire Management

• Early detection using high-performance UAVs
– AI-based surveillance and real-time fire alerts.

• Aerial suppression using fixed-wing and 
retardants
– Large-scale, day-and-night operations for rapid 

containment.

• Fuel-load reduction through active forest 
management
– Thinning, forest road expansion, and biomass 

utilization.
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“From detection to suppression — and ultimately prevention.”



Fuel-Load Management: Key to 
Prevention

• Forests full of overmature stands; annual 
growth > harvest 5:1 ratio.

• Excess biomass acts as wildfire fuel.

• Policy goal: Reduce fuel density via thinning 
and utilization.

• Promote biomass industry, circular forestry 
economy.
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“Yet turning policy into practice remains a major challenge.”



Institutional and Field Challenges

• Strong central coordination, but limited local 
autonomy.

• Need: more flexible on-site command and 
integration of data to action.

• Any similar challenges seen in Türkiye?.
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Practical Barriers to Managing Forests

• Social and Environmental Opposition: “Forest 
maintenance” and “thinning” are sometimes 
misunderstood as deforestation.

• Infrastructure Limitations: Insufficient forest 
roads, Aging forestry workforce

• Policy–Reality Gap: Forests have reached the 
rotation age, but sustainable harvest and 
regeneration are delayed.

• Any similar challenges seen in Türkiye?.
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International Cooperation and 
Learning

• June 2025: Visit to Ankara—impressed by 
OGM’s advanced operations and situation 
room.

• Both nations share similar wildfire 
environments.

• Collaboration through AFoCO, World Bank, 
and scientific exchange will be mutually 
beneficial.
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Closing

• Wildfires are growing beyond national boundaries.
• Korea seeks to move from reactive suppression to 

proactive prevention.
• Your insights during this training week will help 

strengthen our approach.
• Let’s continue this dialogue through exchange of 

information and training opportunities, etc. 

Korea Forest Fire Society | www.kffs.or.kr | Ki-Yeon Ko
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kokiyeon@hotmail.com


