
 

Humans ignite almost every wildfire that
threatens homes

September 25 2020, by Nathan Mietkiewicz, Jennifer Balch

  
 

  

An airtanker drops retardant to help stop the spread of the 2015 Eyrie Fire in the
foothills of Boise, Idaho, which was ignited by sparks from construction
equipment. Credit: Austin Catlin, BLM/Flickr

Summer and fall are wildfire season across the western U.S. In recent
years, wildfires have destroyed thousands of homes, forced hundreds of
thousands of people to evacuate and exposed tens of millions to harmful
smoke.

Wildfires are a natural disturbance for these regions, but when combined
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with climate change and housing growth in the wildland-urban interface
– zones where development has spread into wild areas—they have
become larger and more destructive.

To make matters worse, humans are responsible for starting almost all
the wildfires in developed areas that threaten U.S. homes. In a newly
published study, we show that through activities like debris burning,
equipment use and arson, people ignited 97% of home-threatening
wildfires in the wildland-urban interface between 1992 and 2015. For
comparison, when fires in undeveloped areas are also counted, humans
started 84% of all wildfires between 1992 and 2012, with lightning as
the main natural cause.

Common and costly

Wildfires in developed areas threatened one million homes across the
lower 48 states that sat within their boundaries in the years we reviewed
in our study. This figure is five times larger than previous estimates,
which did not consider the threat of small fires—those measuring less
than 1.5 square miles (4 square kilometers).
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Since 2000, wildfires have burned 10 of the largest areas since 1970. During
these years, average U.S. summertime (June- August) temperatures rose steadily.
(Fire data from NIFC, temperature data from NOAA). Credit: Nathan
Mietkiewicz, CC BY-ND

Human-started fires in these zones carry a high price tag. Over 15 years,
between 2000 and 2014, state and local governments spent US$4.1
billion fighting wildfires near homes. That's equivalent to one-third of
the national wildfire control budget, even though the wildland-urban 
interface represents only 10% of U.S. land area.

And development in these areas is increasing. Between 1990 and 2015,
32 million new homes were built in the wildland-urban interface – a
145% increase.

Climate change is adding to the problem by making much of the U.S.
West hotter and drier, and thus more prone to burn. Warming that has
already occurred is linked to a doubling of cumulative burned area
across Western U.S. forests since 1984.

As warming continues, small fires started by people either accidentally
or deliberately in the wildland-urban interface could grow into large fires
. Longer fire seasons, increased burning and having more homes to
protect pose a potentially insurmountable resource challenge.

But the fact that people start the vast majority of wildfires that threaten
homes also means it is possible to remove these wildfires from the
equation. The way to do this is by altering common human behaviors
that introduce ignitions. Key solutions may include:
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Doing more routine maintenance of infrastructure, such as 
electric power lines.
Organizing campaigns to reduce use of fireworks and other
explosives.
Limiting use of motorized equipment for yard work and banning
debris burning during hot and dry conditions.
Conducting more planned burns in high-risk areas like the
wildland-urban interface during low-fire risk times of year. This
work should target areas in these zones where ignition rates and
threats to homes are high. These areas should receive high
priority for fuel treatments or prescribed burning as preventative
measures.

Current trends suggest that people are not going to stop moving to
beautiful but flammable areas. This means that more homes will be
vulnerable to wildfires, and more people will be engaging in activities
that could start them. We think it's time for Smokey Bear to move to the
suburbs, with a new slogan: "Only you can prevent wildfires that threaten
your home.,

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