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Image: Wildfire at night, licensed from 123rf.com 

Key Takeaways: 

• Climate activists and the mainstream media often claim that wildfires have increased due to 
climate change. 

• Data from satellites as well as reconstructed historical terrestrial fire records both show that 
global wildfire area burned has decreased substantially during recent decades, as well as over 
the last 120 years. 

Short Summary: 

One of the more common harms attributed to climate change is that it has caused an increase in 
wildfires due to warmer temperatures and more severe drought.1 Multiple lines of data show that this 
claim is false.  

Short-term satellite data from NASA’s Earth Observatory confirms this. NASA found that the global area 
burned between 1998 and 2015 declined by 24 percent.2  

https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/90493/researchers-detect-a-global-drop-in-fires
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/90493/researchers-detect-a-global-drop-in-fires


 

Figure 1: Total acreage burned by fires each year between 2003 and 2015. Trend line in red indicates a 
steady decline. Source: “NASA detects drop in global fires,” NASA website, June 29, 2017. 

 



Figure 2: Global observations of burned areas and trends show a decline in wildfires from 1998-2015. 
Source: “NASA detects drop in global fires,” NASA website, June 29, 2017. 

Scientific data show a similar long-term reduction in wildfires. A peer reviewed study on global wildfires 
found, “The average global burned area is ~442 × 104  km2  yr−1 during 1901–2007 and our results 
suggest a notable declining rate of burned area globally.”3 

Confirming the NASA and the peer reviewed study, the European Space Agency (ESA) maintains a 
database of wildfire area burned, from Earth observing satellite data beginning in 1982. It also shows a 
steady drop in global acreage burned.4  

A third source, combining recent data with a scientific reconstruction of global historical fire records, 
demonstrates a long-term reduction in global wildfires even as the planet warmed slightly over the past 
century.5 Total area burned across the world has declined over past 117 years. Just over the past 18 years 
the area lost to wildfires has fallen by approximately 18 percent.6 This is illustrated in Figure 3: 

 

 

Figure 3: Combined reconstruction and satellite data. Blue curve, global wildfire area burned reconstruction. 
Orange curve, global wildfire area burned measured by satellites. Graph plotted by Bjorn Lomborg, Ph.D. 

To sum up, contrary to commonly made claims that climate change is causing an increase in wildfires, 
every data set one could consult shows that the acreage lost to wildfires globally has decreased 
substantially during the last century while the planet has modestly warmed. 

https://climate.esa.int/de/news-events/multi-decade-global-fire-dataset-set-support-trend-analysis/
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