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CLIMATE CHANGE AFFECTING SEVERITY OF FIRE SEASONS

Maria Alejandra Cardona/Los AngelesTimes-TNS
A firefighter grabs the hose to fight a brush fire off Ortega Highway near Lake Elsinore, California, on Aug. 10.

By Seth Borenstein
AP Science Writer

As temperatures rise
in the U.S. West, so do the
flames.

The years with the most
acres burned by wildfires
have some of the hottest
temperatures, an Associated
Press analysis of fire and
weather data found. As hu-
man-caused climate change
has warmed the world over
the past 35 years, the land
consumed by flames has
more than doubled.

Experts say the way
global warming worsens
wildfires comes down to
the basic dynamics of fire.
Fires need ignition, oxygen
and fuel. And what'’s really
changed is fuel — the trees,
brush and other plants that
go up in flames.

“Hotter, drier weather
means our fuels are drier, so
it’s easier for fires to start
and spread and burn more
intensely,” said University of
Alberta fire scientist Mike
Flannigan.

It's simple, he said: “The
warmer it is, the more fire
we see.”

Federal fire and weather
data show higher air tem-
peratures are turbocharging
fire season.

The five hottest Aprils to
Septembers out West pro-
duced years that on average
burned more than 13,500
square miles, according to
data at the National Inter-
agency Fire Center and the
National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration .

That’s triple the average
for the five coldest Aprils to
Septembers.

The Western summer so
far is more than 3 degrees
Fahrenheit warmer than
the 20th century average.
California in July logged its
hottest month in 124 years
of record-keeping.
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“You kind of keep saying,
‘How can they get much
worse?” But they do.”

— Mike Sugaski, Colorado
hotshot firefighter

The five years with the
most acres burned since
1983 averaged 63.4 degrees
from April to September.
That’s 1.2 degrees warmer
than average and 2.4 de-
grees hotter than the years
with the least acres burned,
AP’s data analysis shows.

In California, the five
years with the most acres
burned (not including this
year) average 2.1 degrees
warmer than the five years
with the least acres burned.

A degree or two may seem
like not much, but it is cru-
cial for fuel. The hotter it is,
the more water evaporates
from plants. When fuel dries
faster, fires spread more and
burn more intensely, experts
said.

For every 1.8 degrees
Fahrenheit that the air
warms, it needs 15 percent
more rain to make up for the
drying of the fuel, Flannigan
said.

Fuel moisture levels in
California and Oregon are
flirting with record dry lev-
els, NOAA western regional
climate center director Tim
Brown said.

And low humidity is
“the key driver of wildfire
spread,” according to Univer-
sity of Colorado fire scientist
Jennifer Balch who says the
Western U.S. soon will start
to see wildfires of 1 million
acres.

Veteran Colorado hotshot
firefighter Mike Sugaski
used to consider 10,000-acre
fires big, now he fights ones
10 times that or more.

“You kind of keep saying,
‘How can they get much
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worse? But they do,” Sug-
aski said.

The number of U.S. wild-
fires hasn’t changed much
over the last few decades,
but the area consumed has
soared.

“The year 2000 seemed
to be some kind of turning
point,” said Randy Eardley,
the fire center’s chief spokes-
man.

From 1983 to 1999, the
United States didn’t reach
10,000 square miles burned
annually. Since then, 10
years have had more than
10,000 square miles burned,
including 2017, 2015 and
2006 when more than
15,000 square miles burned.

Some people who reject
mainstream climate science
point to statistics that seem
to show far more acres
burned in the 1930s and
1940s. But Eardley said
statistics before 1983 are not
reliable because fires “may
be double-counted, triple-
counted or more.”

Nationally, more than
8,900 square miles have
burned this year, about
28 percent more than the
10-year average as of mid-
August. California is having
one of its worst years.

Scientists generally avoid
blaming global warming for
specific extreme events with-
out extensive analysis, but
scientists have done those
extensive examinations on
wildfire.

John Abatzgolou of the
University of Idaho looked
at forest fires and dry condi-
tions in the Western United
States from 1979 to 2015
and compared that to com-
puter simulations of what
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would be expected with

no human-caused climate
change. He concluded that
global warming had a role in
an extra 16,200 square miles
of forests burning since
1984.

A study of the 2015
Alagka fire season — the
second biggest on record
— did a similar simulation
analysis, concluding that
climate change from the
burning of coal, oil and gas
increased the risk of the fire
season being that severe by
34 to 60 percent.

One 2015 study said glob-
ally fire seasons are about
18.7 percent longer since
1979. Another study that
year says climate change is
increasing extreme wildfire
risk in California where
wildfires already are year-
round.

Also, drought and bark
beetles have killed 129 mil-
lion trees in California since
2016, creating more fuel.

Contrary to fire scientists,
Interior Secretary Ryan
Zinke this week told Breit-
bart radio that “what’s driv-
ing” increased wildfires is an
increase in fuel. He said the
government has “been held
hostage by environmental
terrorist groups” that oppose
clearing dead trees that
they say provide wildlife
habitat. Zinke, however, has
acknowledged that climate
change was a factor in wors-
ening wildfires.

SEATTLE (AP) —

Poor air quality will be common

across parts of the Pacific Northwest this week as
winds push smoke from surrounding wildfires into the
region, forecasters and regulators said.

Air quality alerts are in effect for much of Wash-

ington state through
Wednesday, accord-
ing to the National
Weather Service.

Smoky, hazy condi-
tions are making a
return to the Puget
Sound region because
of wildfires in British
Columbia and the
Cascade Mountains,
according to the
Puget Sound Clean
Air Agency. Smoke
could worsen into
unhealthy levels by
Monday, the agency
said.

An air quality alert
is also in place across
eastern Washington
and north Idaho.
Smoke from fires in
British Columbia
drifting into Wash-
ington and Idaho
will cause unhealthy
air levels through
Tuesday, the weather
service said.

On Sunday
afternoon, several

Baker’s air in
‘unhealthy’
category early
Monday

The air quality index
in Baker City worsened
into the “unhealthy”
category early Mon-
day before improving
slightly later in the
morning to the “un-
healthy for sensitive
groups” category.

Conditions were
much worse in the
Pendleton area, where
dense wildfire smoke
pushed the air quality
into the “hazardous”
category.

Pendleton’s water
park was closed due to
the poor air quality.

Hourly updates are
available at https:/oraqi.
deq.state.or.us/home/
map

monitors in north-central Washington state showed air
quality at hazardous levels.

Two women’s college soccer matches scheduled at
Gonzaga University in Spokane and Eastern Wash-
ington University in Cheney were canceled Sunday
because of the poor air quality, university officials said.

Air pollution can be a particular concern to sensitive
groups such as the elderly, children and those with
respiratory conditions. But high levels of pollution can

affect everyone.

Environmental regulators also issued a pollution
advisory for southwest Washington, Portland and
much of the Willamette Valley. The air quality level is
expected to reach into unhealthy for sensitive groups.

Lodge evacuated

HOOD RIVER (AP) — Fire officials say a blaze that
began near a home in Hood River spread to surrounding
timber and brush and forced the overnight evacuation
of dozens of people staying at a lodge overlooking the

Columbia River Gorge.

The Hood River Sheriff’s Office says the fire was
reported late Saturday near a residence.

Crews helped about 120 people staying at the Westcliff
Lodge evacuate the area. A first responder was treated
for a leg injury but no one else was injured.

The Oregon Department of Forestry said Sunday
that the fire is burning in a rugged area of cliffs making
access difficult. The agency says helicopters will help drop

waters in those steep areas.

The fire has burned about five acres northwest of Hood
River between Interstate 84 and the Columbia River.
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