Environment Alert Bulletin

Wildland Fires,

a double impact on the planet

_Wildland fires annually burn an area half the size of Australia and generate

nearly 40% of total anthropogenic carbon dioxyde (CO,) Their impact in
terms of deforestation, climate change and loss of biodiversity is significant.
The year 2003 was one of the worst in history in terms of loss of human life
and damage to the environment and infrastructure. Although fires are a
natural part of many ecosystems, 90% are caused by human activities.

Current situation

2003 was a record year for wildfires. In early January,
severe fires killed four people, displaced 2,500 others
and burnt 260,000 hectares (ha) around Canberra
(Australia) during the worst drought in a century. In July
and August, the extremely hot and dry conditions in
Europe, along with numerous acts of arson, led to many
fires in France, Spain and Portugal, where fires swept
through 5.6% of the national forest area, killed 20 people
and caused losses of approximately 1 billion euros.
California (USA) suffered the worst wildfire season ever,
with 22 persons killed, 300,000 ha and 3,600 homes
burned. Russia also broke a historical record with 22.6
million ha burnt. However, these headline events are
only the tip of the iceberg. In Africa every year, burnt
areas cover up to 30% of some countries.

The Global Burnt-Area 2000 Initiative. (GBA2000),
launched by the European  Commission's—Joint
Research Centre, monitored burnt areas around the
world in 2000. It showed that more than 380 million ha
(a surface equal to the size of India and Afghanistan
combined) burnt world-wide, including 43 million ha of
closed forests - ten times the size of Switzerland.

Of the total anthropogenic emissions of carbon
monoxide, carbon dioxide and methane, biomass
burning contributes up to 50%, 40% and 16%
respectively. The consequences for climate, soil erosion
and biodiversity loss are significant. Although some
fires are a natural component of the ecosystem (such as
in the savannah biome), 90% of forest fires are caused
by human activities: slash-and-burn agriculture,

deforestation, accidents or
arson.  This document

D\ reviews the different
wildfire situations across
the Earth's biomes..

A

Global burnt area in 2000 )

in relation to land cover

The red spots represent the
cumulative burnt areas for the year
; 2000 as compiled by the Global Burnt
ﬂ»’; Area Initiative. Africa can clearly be
2 distinguished as the most fire-prone
continent for that year.

Type of vegetation  Area (ha)
Forest (closed canopy) 43 095 900
Forest (open canopy) 97 993 700
Forested shrubland 95 705 300
Shrub and grassland 74 444 500
Cultivated land 75485 500

\__ Total burnt area 386 724 900 Y
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Data Sources: The Global Land Cover Map for the Year 2000, 2003 GLC2000 Database, European Commision Joint Research Centre. http:/www.gvm.jrc.it/glc2000 - "Global Burnt Area Initiative 2000, mapping areas burnt
globally during the year 2000": J-M. Grégoire , K. Tansey, |. Marengo, D. Stroppiana, and S. Fritz, 2002, Publication of the European Commission, Technical Note 1.01.117, Joint Research Centre, Ispra, ltaly, January 2002,
\g. 40. - http://www.grid.unep.ch/fires
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