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Climate change is poised to deliver more
Black Saturdays in decades to come

February 7 2019, by Scott Hamilton
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Very high +2-13 +10-30 +20-100
Extreme +5-25 +15-65 +100-300

Projected increases in the number of days with very high or extreme fire weather
for selected years. This study was based on scenarios producing 0.4°C, 1.0°C and
2.9°C temperature rises, which will respectively be reached by the years
indicated, without emissions reduction. Credit: Lucas et al. 2007, Author
provided

Ten years ago, on February 7, 2009, the Black Saturday bushfires killed
173 people. More than 2,000 houses were destroyed in Victoria,
including at Kilmore, Kinglake, Vectis (Horsham), Narbethong,
Marysville, Strathewan, Beechworth, Labertouche (Bunyip), Coleraine,
Weerite, Redesdale, Harkaway, Upper Ferntree Gully, Maiden Gully,
Bendigo, Eaglehawk, Lynbrook, St Andrews, Flowerdale, Narre Warren,
Callignee, and my home town of Churchill, where my mother and father
still lived. Their home wasn't burned, but many of their neighbours were
badly affected by the worst bushfire day in Australia's history.

A week before, my uncle and aunt had to seek refuge at Mum and Dad's
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place when a fire ember landed in their front yard during the Boolarra
bushfires. Mum has since passed and Dad still lives in Churchill.

The climate is changing due to human induced greenhouse gas emissions
, and this means more bushfire danger days in what is already one of the
most fire-prone countries in the world. Unfortunately, we have not done
enough to curb climate change and the situation is getting worse.

Climate change means more days of extreme heat, longer heatwaves and
more frequent droughts. Droughts now occur further south than in the
past and have been increasing in Australia's southeast, including
Tasmania. The records continue to tumble, and the evidence of
dangerous climate change continues to mount.

Back in 2008, John Brumby was Premier of Victoria and Kevin Rudd
was Prime Minister. I was working on climate change for the Victorian
government, developing projections for increased risk of bushfires. A
2005 study had already predicted an increase in fire weather risk
throughout most of southeastern Australia over the coming decades, with
"very high" and "extreme" fire danger ratings likely to increase in
frequency by 4-25% by 2020 and 15-70% by 2050.

There has been more research in this area, although certainly not enough,
given the huge stakes. A 2007 report for the Climate Institute of
Australia predicted increases in annual average fire danger of up to 30%
by 2050, and a potential trebling in the number of days per year where
the uppermost values of the index are exceeded. The largest changes are
predicted for the arid and semi-arid interior of New South Wales and
northern Victoria.

The 2008 Garnaut Climate Change Review also warned that fire seasons
will begin earlier, end slightly later, and generally be more intense. "This
effect increases over time but should be directly observable by 2020," it
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said.

In 2015, a further study by CSIRO and the Bureau of Meteorology
concluded that: "Projections of warming and drying in southern and
eastern Australia will lead to increases in [forest fire danger index] and a
greater number of days with severe fire danger. In a business as usual
scenario (worst case, driest scenario), severe fire days increase by up to

160-190% by 2090."

By combining all of this research, I created the graph below.

Bushfire Danger Days: south-east Australia

20

15

10

2020 2050 2090

B Lowestimate [ High estimate

Projected annual number of days of very high or extreme bushfire danger.
Credit: CSIRO/BoM/Bushfire CRC
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This shows that while there is some uncertainty as to the extent of
increase in the number of bushfire danger days in southeastern Australia,
the situation is undoubtedly getting worse, and it's time for action.

In 2017, the independent Climate Council published a report on
Victoria's growing bushfire threat, which made several stark findings
and recommendations:

1. Climate change is increasing the risk of bushfires in Victoria and
lengthening fire seasons.

2. Victoria is the state most affected by bushfires, and is on the
front line of increasing bushfire risk.

3. The economic cost of bushfires in Victoria is an estimated
A$180 million a year, and this is predicted to more than double
by 2050.

4. Bushfires will continue to adversely affect human and
environmental health.

5. In the future, Victoria is very likely to experience an increased
number of days with extreme fire danger. Communities and
emergency services across Victoria must be prepared.

6. Reducing greenhouse emissions is vital for protecting
Australians.

Risk to water supplies

Our grandfathers and grandmothers had the wisdom to build amazing
water infrastructure, protected by the "closed catchments" that give
Melbourne and Victoria some of the best water in the world. Bushfires
are a major risk to these water supplies — particularly in the catchments
of major dams such as the Thomson.

A bushfire followed by a downpour that washes ash into the dam could
potentially force the closure of the trillion-litre capacity Thomson
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reservoir, making it unusable for months. Firefighters have been battling
exactly this kind of blaze at Mount Baw Baw in recent days and at the
time of writing the situation has improved.

Major bushfires often occur in time of severe drought. Black Saturday
itself happened towards the end of the 15-year Millennium Drought,
when Victoria's water supplies were already strained. I remember vividly
the then chief executive of the Melbourne Water Corporation urging the
government to deal with any fire in the Thomson Dam catchment
immediately, given the threat to Melbourne's water.

Fortunately, amid the devastation of Black Saturday we avoided major
disruption to our water supplies. But this risk poses a huge challenge to
both firefighters and policy-makers. The rule is that protection of human
life is ranked above assets and infrastructure, and rightly so. But when
there is a clear and present danger of towns and cities going without
water, it's also true that safeguarding water means saving human lives in
the ensuing days.

Any way you look at it, these are hard questions. On our current
trajectory, we are heading for terrible trade-offs.

In 2050 my daughter Astrid and my son Atticus — Mum and Dad's
grandchildren — will be 45 and 43, respectively. I hope it is not too late
for our leaders in Canberra, Davos and throughout the world to wake up
and take urgent action to limit global warming 1.5°C. That would mean
that the most fearful predictions of our bushfire future never come to
pass.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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