
As 2020 dawned, southeast Australia was ablaze. Start-
ing earlier than usual, consuming more acres of land, 

and causing worse smoke pollution than any other fire sea-
son in recorded history, many considered the wildfires as 
being ‘unprecedented’. Unprecedented yet oddly familiar. 
Fire is an endemic force in Australia, shaping its history, 
ecology and culture. Yet, firestorms during the past decade 
have increased in scale, frequency and 
level of devastation. In New South Wales 
alone, the 2019 – 2020 fire season burned 
13 million acres, killed 26 people, and 
damaged or destroyed more than 10,000 
structures.1 Tens of thousands of people 
had their electricity supply interrupted, 
many having no power during the swel-
tering hot New Year period. Fire behav-
ior has also become more intense and un-
predictable, rendering firefighting re-
sources and techniques inadequate. These 
trends apply to North America and Eu-
rope, too.

The unprecedented, yet oddly fa-
miliar feeling started to repeat itself in 
the US West in August when the first of 
many fires ignited. On 15  September 
2020, a headline in the Los Angeles 
Times read, “The Worst Fire Season 
Ever. Again.” The ‘unprecedented’ aspect 

this year is the social impact and the sheer number of in-
tense, fast moving, and large wildfires burning across Cali-
fornia, Oregon and Washington. By 7 October 2020, more 
than 8,300 wildfires had burned over 4 million acres in 
California alone, with 31 confirmed fatalities and over 
8,800 damaged and destroyed structures.2 At their peak, 
the air-quality reached hazardous levels and the sky turned 
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Key Points

 The climate crisis is revealing a positive feedback loop caused by the 
interplay between four key factors: land use, fire exclusion, tree 
dieback, and a hotter and drier climate.

 Air-quality control has prevented many hazard-reduction burns. Yet, 
smoke for a limited period, in a limited area, during a planned 
prescribed burn is preferable to the deadly smoke levels experienced 
during this year’s firestorms.

 Recent wildfires and their social impacts are the harbinger of the 
future unless emergency services, land managers and policymakers 
start to listen to, and act on, local and indigenous knowledge and 
scientific evidence centering the need for sustainable fuel reduction 
strategies and traditional fire regimes.
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an apocalyptic orange color, as a thick layer of smoke 
stretching from southern California to Canada concealed 
the sun. The sense of helpless and impending doom was 
truly staggering. In the grips of despair, the Governor of 
California, Gavin Newsom appealed to President Donald 
Trump to recognize the impacts of climate change and the 
inadequacy of resources to manage the land more sustain-
ably to prevent future firestorms. To no avail. As the cli-
mate crisis unfolds, President Trump’s Federal Govern-
ment keeps its head firmly in the sand, prioritizing 
economic profit and a finger-pointing blame-game over 
scientific evidence and environmental management needs.3

The European continent is no stranger to wildfires 
either, but recent years have seen a sharp increase in the 
frequency and intensity of wildfires (also known as ‘forest 
fires’) in southern, central and northern Europe alike. In 
fact, as recent catastrophic wildfires in Portugal (2017), 
Greece (2018), Spain (2019), and the unprecedented wild-
fires in Sweden (2014, 2018) show, many parts of Europe 
are becoming the fire-prone landscapes most people would 
tend to associate with Australia and the US West. The dev-
astation experienced in Australia and the US West this 
year is the possible fiery future that awaits Europe unless 
emergency services, land managers and policymakers start 
to listen to, and act on, local and indigenous knowledge 
and scientific evidence centering the need for sustainable 
fuel reduction strategies and traditional fire regimes to 
cope with a fiery future.

How did we reach this unchartered territory? 
The climate crisis is revealing how the intimate relation-
ship between land use, fire exclusion, tree dieback, and a 
hotter and drier climate has produced a positive feedback 

loop. As an example, take a contributor to 
the conflagrations in the US West – the 
lodgepole pine. In the Cascade Range 
linking northern California with Canada, 
logging and the exclusion of wildfires 
since the mid-19th Century have en-
abled the lodgepole to become the domi-
nant tree species instead of the once giant 
ponderosa pines. Unlike the ponderosa 
with its fire-resistant thick bark and tall 
crowns, the densely packed lodgepole 
pines burn easily, spread fire and are quick 
to reseed burned areas. The suppression 
of wildfire by land managers, and the sti-
fling of the natural alliance between 
plants and fire, has resulted in a build-up 
of flammable fuel that is contributing to 
the catastrophic wildfires currently burn-
ing in the region. Fire-ravaged slopes, in 
turn, are prone to increased debris flows, 
erosion and avalanches during subse-
quent rain- and snowfall.

Fire exclusion has also made 
North American forests more prone to diseases that natu-
rally occurring fire regimes and colder winters once kept in 
check. The mountain pine bark beetle traditionally held an 
important role in the lifecycle of forests by attacking old or 
weakened trees, thereby speeding up the development of a 
younger forest. After a century of wildfire suppression, and 
in the felt presence of a warming climate and less snow on 
the ground, an unchecked epidemic of pine bark beetles 
are ravaging these forests. A beetle smaller than a grain of 
rice is killing giants of the forest. An overwhelming num-
ber of dead trees now stand like matches waiting to burn 
across the North American continent. Similar trends are 
predicted for many forests in Europe due to hotter and 
drier summers, and a reduced snowpack area and duration 
in winter, which lead to higher tree mortality rates, more 
fuel, more high-fire-danger weather and more intense fire 
behavior. Any dieback of trees also contributes directly to 
climate change by altering forest carbon dynamics. Tree 
mortality decreases carbon uptake and increases carbon 
emissions as the dead trees decay, upsetting the role of for-
ests in the carbon-climate balance. And so, the positive 
feedback loop continues.

Moreover, rural abandonment has caused a loss of 
local environmental knowledge and less fuel management 
as part of traditional farming practices. The problem is fur-
ther exacerbated by ‘urban migrants’ choosing to live in 
these flammable areas in search of better lifestyles and/or 
affordable housing but with no or little connection to the 
land. Apart from the obvious exposure to the threat of 
wildfires, the added source of fuel and associated head-
aches for emergency services attempting to keep these at-
risk communities safe, there are other less tangible but im-
portant consequences of this urban expansion. It has 

Australia’s New South Wales south coast in flames and charred, 31 December 2019. Image 
contains modified Copernicus Sentinel data 2019. ESA / CC BY-SA 3.0 IGO
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inhibited fuel reduction via natural and prescribed burning 
regimes, mainly due to the introduction of stricter air-qual-
ity regulations and concerns that fires will escape contain-
ment lines. 

The climate crisis is making it painfully clear that 
smoke for a limited period, in a limited area, during a pre-
scribed burn is preferable to the deadly smoke levels expe-
rienced during this year’s firestorms. Estimations attribute 
417 premature deaths to wildfire smoke in eastern Austra-
lia between October 2019 and February 2020, and early 
predictions estimate at least 1,200 excess deaths in Cali-
fornia due to wildfire smoke between August and Septem-
ber 2020.4 The marketing of air as a health-and-wellness 
amenity to people who can afford to build or buy cli-
mate-controlled homes, or power air-conditioning units 
(with generators when wildfires result in power outages), 
highlights how people marginalized for social, economic 
or systemic reasons are disproportionately impacted by the 
climate crisis.5 As a society, we have yet to learn how to live 
with, and adequately legislate against practices that con-
tribute to, chronic smoke conditions.

The writing on the wall for Europe
The total economic cost of weather and climate-related ex-
tremes exceeded 453 billion Euros between 1980 and 2017 
in the EEA member countries.6 This calculation does not 
include the intangible costs to everyday functionality, phys-
ical and mental health, and damaged cultural heritage and 
ecosystems. For EU Member States, this amounted to 83 
per cent of monetary losses for this peri-
od. Thirty per cent of all requests for assis-
tance through the EU’s Civil Protection 
Mechanism (UCPM) between 2007 and 
2019 were in response to wildfires7 – a 
trend that reflects both the extensive land 
area covered by forests in Europe (43 per 
cent / 182 million hectares) and the in-
creasing frequency and intensity of wild-
fires with climate change.

Understandably, there has been a 
public outcry in the media, as well as 
within governance circles and civil pro-
tection agencies, after particularly cata-
strophic wildfires in recent years – all of 
which have coincided with record 
droughts and heatwaves. The European 
Union responded in 2019 via its UCPM 
by establishing and co-financing a re-
serve (rescEU) of firefighting aircrafts, 
resources and experts, who are on stand-
by to assist in an emergency. In 2020, 
EUSALP – the EU Strategy for the Al-
pine Region comprising seven countries, 
including Liechtenstein and Switzerland 
– published a white paper on the state of 
knowledge, future challenges and options 

for integrated wildfire management in the Alps. It high-
lighted two main challenges: the changing socio-economic 
conditions, such as rural abandonment and intensified rec-
reational activities, and the changing environment – espe-
cially climate change. People are rightly worried, question-
ing if this is the ‘new normal’. It is. In January 2020, the 
European Environment Agency predicted more severe fire 
weather, longer fire seasons and a substantial expansion of 
the fire-prone area in most regions of Europe.

The way forward
Progressive policy and knowledge sharing initiatives are al-
ready happening in response to the increasing frequency 
and intensity of wildfires in Europe. At an international 
level, the EU has strengthened the UCPM’s capacities for 
disaster cooperation, mitigating and response across geo-
graphical borders and policy domains. The creation of the 
Agency for Integrated Rural Fire Management (AGIF) in 
Portugal is an example of a national directive. Non-profit 
initiatives with a global-reach are also developing, like the 
Pau Costa Foundation in Spain connecting a network of 
experts and civil society to share knowledge, improve risk 
awareness and influence the prevention of wildfires 
through fire ecology, such as reducing the fuel load by re-
instating traditional farming approaches like grazing by 
ruminants.

Yet, surprisingly little research has examined the so-
cietal challenges of the climate crisis in the context of wild-
fires in Europe. Here, Europe can learn from hard-won 
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policy and management lessons highlighted by research in 
Australia and North America. It is well known that local 
environmental knowledge, risk perceptions and communi-
cation, land usage, urban planning, and preparedness be-
havior can aid the capacity of individuals, society and civil 
protection agencies to mitigate and respond to the wildfire 
threat, and to recover when disaster strikes. Lessons range 
from the time-tested value of traditional indigenous land 
management and local farming practices that include sus-
tainable fuel management and burning regimes, retrofit-
ting homes and upholding fire-resilient building codes, 
crafting gardens as firebreaks, warning systems and com-
munity engagement initiatives made more efficient by an 
awareness of gendered risk engagement, understanding 
motivations that underpin civilian ingress/egress in fire 
zones, and the role of insurance in both aiding and inhib-
iting short and long-term recovery, to the consequences of 
systemic social injustices and climate change denial in gov-
ernment funding initiatives.

For example, reinstating alternative local fuel man-
agement and prescribed burning practices are important 
land management tools in the gigantic effort required to 
reestablish and maintain healthy ecosystems. However, it 
necessitates careful planning and integration of local, in-
digenous and scientific knowledge in order to avoid knee-
jerk reactions that, in hindsight, prove problematic, such as 
the target of burning five per cent of public land annually 
introduced after Australia’s catastrophic Black Saturday 
bushfires in 2009.8 The recently announced “National Pre-
scribed Fire Act of 2020” in the USA would do well to 
heed such lessons. There is a certain irony to the recogni-
tion of prescribed burning for the valuable tool it is, at a 
time when the window for prescribed burning is getting 
smaller due to longer fire seasons. Longer fire seasons that 
overlap across hemispheres also places added strain on fire-
fighting resources traditionally shared between North 
America and Australia during times of need. 

The silver lining of the climate crisis is the growing 
recognition of indigenous fire knowledge and their 
time-tested land stewardship practices.9 The recommenda-
tions handed down by the NSW Bushfire Inquiry in July 
2020 included the involvement of indigenous people and 
the value of their eco-cultural fire practices in managing 
our fiery future. Similar initiatives are underway in the US 
West.10 

What does this teach us about coexisting with fire 
– whether in Australia, North America or Europe? How 
we manage the land and where we live matter. Local and 
indigenous environmental knowledge that understands the 
diverse, interconnecting aspects of a landscape are crucial 
to sustainable land stewardship. Knowing the difference 
between good and bad fire regimes is important. Endemic 
vegetation species in fire-prone landscapes often have a 
symbiotic relationship with fire. Homes built in fire-prone 
landscapes is another source of fuel unless construction 
follows fire-resilient building codes. Vegetation – trees in 
particular, play a vital role in the carbon-climate balance. 
Recent wildfires and their social impacts are the harbinger 
of the future unless emergency services, land managers and 
policymakers start to listen to, and act on, local and indig-
enous knowledge and scientific evidence centering the 
need for sustainable fuel reduction strategies and tradi-
tional fire regimes to adapt to a fiery future.
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