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Catastrophic Canadian Wildfire Is a Sign of Destruction to Come

Less snow and warmer spring mean more acres burned

Mark Fischetti on May 6, 2016

[image: image1.jpg]



FORT MCMURRAY, AB - MAY 05, 2016: Drivers wait for clearance to take firefighting supplies into town on May 05, 2016 outside of Fort McMurray, Alberta. Wildfires, which are still burning out of control, have forced the evacuation of more than 80,000 residents from the town. Credit: Scott Olson/Getty Images 

The intense wildfire that has forced thousands of people to evacuate Fort McMurray and surrounding areas in Alberta arrived early in the wildfire season, fueled by hot, windy weather. Scientists say big fires will ignite sooner and sooner in the year in the western U.S. and Canada as the snow pack continues to dwindle during warmer winters or dries out sooner during warmer springs, leaving terrain parched for more weeks of the year. In the American West a 1-degree Celsius rise in average temperature could increase the annual acreage burned by up to 600 percent in certain regions. See the map below for details.
Sources: University of Washington; U.S. Forest Service
Graphic by Bryan Christie 

This map was first posted online May 17, 2011. --------------------( 
[image: image2.png]Global Warmin,
Scorch the Western U.S.

“If climate change drives temperature up a
degree or two,” goes the common dismissal,
“how bad could that be?”

Here’s an example: Higher temperatures
draw moisture out of live and dead trees and
brush, making them more flammable. The heat
also can alter precipitation, as well as shift
spring thaw ear lier, lengthening the fire
season. A one degree Celsius climb in average
global temperature could cause the median
area burned annually by wildfires in parts of
the American West to increase up to sixfold. “A
one-degree rise could occur well before 2050,”
notes Jeremy Littell, a climate and fire
researcher at the University of Washington,
who created the projections with the U.S.
Forest Service and other institutions.

Scientists in Canada have reached similar
conclusions about their western region. The
U.S. prediction applies to area burned during
median fire years; extreme fire years would
consume still more area. Unfortunately, as
temperature goes up, Littell predicts, “what
were historically big fire years may become
more frequent.”
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