WWEF - Finding solutions to wildfires Page 1 of 3

Finding solutions to
wildfires
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Sigiswil, Switzerland — A recent fire
experts meeting in Sigiswil,
Switzerland, concluded amongst
other things that not all forest fires
are bad, and that in some areas,
fires are needed in the natural
regeneration process.
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Fire scientists from six continents

gathered from 16-18 May to assess Wildfires are one of the biggest threats to
the ecological consequences of fire forests today.

on a global scale and recommend

priorities for action. The workshop

was organized by the Global Fire Related links

Partnership, a coalition of WWF,

IUCN and The Nature Conservancy. News: Global fire partnership
established

The effects of large destructive IUCN-The World Conservation

wildfires have made headlines in Union

many countries in recent years. In The Nature Conservancy

addition to causing enormous WWE's global Forests for Life

human suffering, including loss of Programme

lives, wildfires in many parts of the
world can also have significant and long-term negative
environmental consequences.

Nevertheless, one important finding from the workshop was
that fire is also a beneficial and necessary process in
approximately half of the Earth’s ecoregions slated for
immediate conservation action. The challenge for
conservationists is to promote ecologically appropriate fires
in these “fire-maintained” areas, while preventing wildfires in
areas containing “fire-sensitive” ecosystems and in both
cases accommodating the needs of people who live in and
around these regions.

At regional scales, conservation agencies concerned with
fire will also need to deal with the effects of global climate
change, which is projected to cause longer, more severe fire
seasons in some parts of the world. Because the majority of
damaging wildfires are caused by humans, research and
strategies to change human behavior are needed to
complement studies on fire behavior.

Another promising strategy could be to work with country
governments to develop legislation that allows for
ecologically beneficial fire while addressing the root causes
of damaging wildfires. In many parts of the world, sites that
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have been harmed by fires need to be restored, especially
in regions where invasive plants are likely ta gain a foothold
and further alter natural fire regimes.

Search the web

WWEF, The Nature Conservancy, and IUCN are compiling
the results of a global fire assessment that was conducted
at the meeting. The partnership plans to present its findings
this November at the IUCN-The World Conservation
Congress in Bangkok. In response to expert
recommendations, and to take advantage of the groups’
different strengths, the three organizations are also looking
at ways to expand their partnership to include field projects
in Mesoamerica and Amazonia.

Notes

* According to the European Forest Fires Information
System (EFFIS), last year's summer heat wave in Europe
saw over 25,000 fires in Portugal, Spain, Italy, France,
Austria, Finland, Denmark, and Ireland. The total area of
forest burnt was 647,069 hectares — four times the size of
Greater London. More than half this area, 390,146 hectares,
was in Portugal, making last year the worst forest fire
season the country had faced in the last 23 years.

* EFFIS is a pan-European approach developed jointly by
the Joint Research Centre (JRC) and the EU DG
Environment, which aims to evaluate long-term and short-
term forest fire risks, as well as forest fire damage. EFFIS
uses special indices to decide risk, including the fire
potential index, which takes into account the regional
differences as well as dynamic variables such as the
vegetation's relative greenness, hydric stress and
meteorological conditions.

* In addition to the ecological cost, wildfires also cause
serious economic impacts and human suffering through loss
of lives and property as well as health problems. Portugal
estimated the financial cost of last year's fires exceeded €1
billion. Following the 1997-98 forest fires in Indonesia, the
losses to tourism earnings, transport, and production in
Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore were estimated at
billions of dollars. The resultant haze also affected the
health of millions, some as far away as Thailand.

* In most cases, human activities are to blame for damaging
wildfires. For instance, 80 per cent of the 1997-98 fires in
Indonesia were due to forest clearance for plantations such
as oil palm. In other countries, including the US, Canada,
and Australia, where fire is a natural and necessary process
to sustain healthy ecosystems, decades of overzealous fire
suppression have resulted in unnaturally high fuel levels.
These fuels are now supporting unnaturally large and
intense fires that threaten ecosystems, property, watershed
values, and firefighter safety.

* The Global Fire Partnership is calling on governments and
international organizations to address the root causes of
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addition to preventing unwanted fires, it is expected that the
r.lolollllelblll ewmtdlbu work {0 ensure that ecologically
apnropriate fires are allowed to burn, thereby preventing
;ngturally intense fires later on. Much can be
accomplished through better policies and involving local
communities in land and fire management. In Namibia, a
project giving local people responsibility for forest protection
succeeded in reducing damaging fire incidents by 30 per

cent over three years.
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