
 

Fire expert: It's been a year since the last
bushfire season began, but don't expect the
same this year

June 10 2020, by Kevin Tolhurst

  
 

  

This European Space Agency image shows the fires already raging on Australia’s
east coast by the end of December 2019. Credit: ESA
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Last season's bushfires directly killed 34 people and devastated more
than 8 million hectares of land along the south-eastern fringe of
Australia.

A further 445 people are estimated to have died from smoke-induced
respiratory problems.

The burned landscape may take decades to recover, if it recovers at all.

While it's become known colloquially as the Black Summer, last year's
fire season actually began in winter in parts of Queensland. The first
fires were in June.

So will the 2020 fire season kick off this month? And is last summer's
inferno what we should expect as a normal fire season? The answer to
both questions is no. Let's look at why.

Last fire season

First, let's recap what led to last year's early start to the fire season, and
why the bushfires became so intense and extensive.

The fires were so severe because they incorporated five energy sources.
The most obvious is fuel: live and dead plant material.

The other sources bushfires get their energy from include the terrain,
weather, atmospheric instability and a lack of moisture in the
environment such as in soil, timber in houses and large woody debris.

The June fires in Queensland resulted from a drought due to the lack of
rain coming from the Indian Ocean. The drought combined with
unusually hot dry winds from the north-west. By August the bushfires
were burning all along the east coast of Australia and had become large
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https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/bushfiresupport/fathers-son-newlyweds-21-lives-lost-to-nsws-deadly-bushfires/news-story/0ba931abc7ce3f1bac820429873b75c2
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/26/australias-summer-bushfire-smoke-killed-445-and-put-thousands-in-hospital-inquiry-hears
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-16/bushfire-royal-commission-begins-into-australia-black-summer/12152680
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-27/bushfire-outlook-queensland-2019/11251150
https://phys.org/tags/energy+sources/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-27/bushfire-outlook-queensland-2019/11251150
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-08-28/queensland-bushfire-season-starts-earlier-lasts-longer/11456576


 

and overwhelming.

  
 

  

Rainfall Deficiencies: 36 months (February 1 2017 to January 31 2020). Credit: 
Australian Bureau of Meteorology, CC BY

Ahead of the fire season, environmental moisture was the lowest ever
recorded in much of eastern Australia. This was due to the Indian Ocean
Dipole – the difference in sea surface temperature on either side of the
ocean—which affects rainfall in Australia. The dipole was in positive
mode, which brought drought. This meant the fire used less of its own
energy to spread.
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http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/awap/rain/index.jsp?colour=colour&time=history%2Fnat%2F2017030120200229&step=4&map=drought&period=36month&area=nat
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/iod/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/iod/
https://phys.org/tags/sea+surface+temperature/


 

Fire weather conditions in south-eastern Australia were severe from
August 2019 until March 2020. Temperatures reached record highs in
places, relative humidity was low and winds were strong due to high-
pressure systems tracking further north than normal.

High atmospheric instability, often associated with thunderstorms,
enabled large fire plumes to develop as fires grew to several thousand
hectares in size. This increased winds and dryness at ground level,
rapidly escalating the damaging power and size of the fires.

Fuel levels were high because of the drying trend associated with climate
change and a lack of low-intensity fires over the past couple of decades,
which allowed fuel levels to build up.

What's different now

Currently, at least two bushfire energy sources—fuels and drought—are
at low levels.

Fuels are low because last season's fires burnt through large tracts of
landscape and it will take five to ten years for them to redevelop. The
build-up will start with leaf litter, twigs and bark.

In forested areas, the initial flush of regrowth in understorey and
overstorey will be live and moist. Gradually, leaves will turn over and
dead litter will start to build up.

But there is little chance of areas severely burnt in 2019-20 carrying an
intense fire for at least five years.

What's also different this year to last is the moist conditions. Drought
leading up to last fire season was severe (see below).
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/dec/19/419c-australia-records-hottest-ever-day-one-day-after-previous-record
https://phys.org/tags/ground+level/
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/
https://phys.org/tags/climate+change/


 

  
 

  

Rainfall Deficiencies: 12 months (June 1 2019 to May 31 2020). Credit: 
Australian Bureau of Meteorology, CC BY

Environmental moisture was the driest on record, or in the lowest 5% of
records for much of south-east Australia.

But the current level of drought (see below) is much less pronounced.

A change in weather patterns brought good rains to eastern Australia
from late February to April.

A turning point?
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http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/awap/rain/index.jsp?colour=colour&time=history%2Fnat%2F2019050120200430&step=0&map=drought&period=12month&area=nat
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

It's too early to say conclusively how the fire season will pan out in
2020-21. But moister conditions due to a neutral Indian Ocean Dipole
and Southern Oscillation Index (which indicates the strength of any El
Niño and La Niña events), the lack of fuel, and more normal weather
patterns (known as a positive Southern Annular Mode) mean there is
little prospect of an early start to the season.

The likelihood of severe bushfires in south-east Australia later in the
year and over summer is much reduced. This doesn't mean there won't
be bushfires. But they're not likely to be as extensive and severe as last 
fire season.

The reduced bushfire risk is likely to persist for the next three to five
years.

But, in the longer term, climate change means severe fire seasons are
becoming more frequent. If we simply try to suppress these fires, we will
fail. We need a concerted effort to manage the bushfire risk. This should
involve carefully planned and implemented prescribed fires, as well as
planning and preparing for bushfires.

Last bushfire season should be a turning point for land management in
Australia. Five inquiries into the last bushfire season are under way,
including a royal commission, a Senate inquiry and inquiries in South
Australia, Victoria and New South Wales.

These inquiries must lead to change. We have a short window of
opportunity to start managing fires in the landscape more sustainably. If
we don't, in a decade's time we may see the Black Summer repeat itself.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/enso/history/ln-2010-12/SOI-what.shtml
https://phys.org/tags/weather+patterns/
https://phys.org/tags/weather+patterns/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/sam/
https://phys.org/tags/fire/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/not-normal-climate-change-bushfire-web/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/not-normal-climate-change-bushfire-web/
https://phys.org/tags/bushfire/
https://phys.org/tags/season/
https://naturaldisaster.royalcommission.gov.au/about
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Finance_and_Public_Administration/Bushfirerecovery
https://www.safecom.sa.gov.au/site/independent_review_sa_201920_bushfires.jsp
https://www.safecom.sa.gov.au/site/independent_review_sa_201920_bushfires.jsp
https://www.igem.vic.gov.au/fire-season-inquiry
https://www.nsw.gov.au/nsw-government/projects-and-initiatives/nsw-bushfire-inquiry
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/its-12-months-since-the-last-bushfire-season-began-but-dont-expect-the-same-this-year-139757
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