
 

Study shows number of people in US exposed
to wildfires over past 20 years has doubled
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A team of civil engineers, climate scientists and bioresource engineers
affiliated with several institutions in the U.S. and Canada has found that
the number of people in the U.S. exposed to wildfires has doubled over

1/3



 

the past 20 years. In their research, published in the journal Nature
Sustainability, the group studied the boundaries between wildfires in the
lower 48 states in the U.S. and compared them with a population
analysis. A Research Briefing outlining the work has also been published
in the same journal issue.

Over the past several decades, the number of forest fires around the
world has increased, as have their intensity and size. This change has
been attributed to climate change, which dries brush, grasslands and
forests, making them more likely to burn. One area that has experienced
some of the worst such fires is the North American West, and California
in particular.

In this new effort, the researchers wanted to know if this increase in
fires means more exposure to fires by people living in the U.S. To find
out, they obtained data on more than 15,000 wildfires in the lower 48 
states since the year 2000. They looked at maps showing where the fires
occurred and compared them to populations of people living in these
areas. They were able to make estimates of the number of people
exposed to such fires.

They found that approximately 21.8 million people living in the lower 48
states lived within three miles of a large wildfire over the past two
decades—with 600,000 of them living within such fire zones. This
proximity, the researchers note, would have meant evacuation and loss
of homes or places that residents have grown used to visiting.

As part of their analysis, the researchers also found that the number of
people exposed to wildfires in the U.S. has been growing steadily over
the past 20 years, a trend that appears to likely to continue. They also
found that three-fourths of the increase is not attributable to an increase
in population or new encroachment on primitive land; instead, it's due to
the fact that wildfires have been increasingly encroaching on preexisting
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communities.

  More information: Arash Modaresi Rad et al, Human and
infrastructure exposure to large wildfires in the United States, Nature
Sustainability (2023). DOI: 10.1038/s41893-023-01163-z 

Increase in exposure of humans and infrastructure to large wildfires in
the United States, Nature Sustainability (2023). DOI:
10.1038/s41893-023-01164-y
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