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Fires in the Amazon rainforest moved up the 
political and environmental agenda this summer, 
even causing diplomatic tensions at the Biarritz G7 

Summit in August. But Amazonian fires are nothing 
new. Are they really worse than in previous years and 
do they deserve labels like ‘crisis’ and ‘catastrophe’?  

Fire starters
June to November is ‘fire season’ in Amazonia, when it 
is dry and fires get out of control. Santarém in Pará State 
has over 300 mm of monthly rainfall between February 
and May but less than 100 mm between July and 
November. Agriculture is the major cause of fire: cattle-
ranching and soy-bean farming are both expanding, 
and burning is the easiest way to clear land. The quality 
of grazing on former forest land is so poor that cattle 
ranchers need to continually burn forest to create new 
grazing ranges. 

A bad year? 
Satellite observation data from NASA (Figure 1) show 
that 2019 did start badly. The number of fires by late 

Amazonia 
up in smoke
Were this summer’s fires really a catastrophe?  
Cameron Dunn investigates

August, about 100,000, was higher than recent years 
but perhaps not as extreme as media reports suggest. 
Brazil’s National Institute for Space Research (INPE) 
reported that the up to the end of August the number of 
fires was around 80% higher than for the same period 
in 2018, but similar to the number in 2016. Longer-
term data suggest the years between 2002 and 2007 
were much worse for Amazonian fires and 2019 could 
be quite average in the context of the last two decades. 
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Figure 1 Annual number of fires  
in Amazonia since 2012
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Deforestation context 
This year’s fires, destructive and worrying as they 
are, need to be set in the wider picture of Amazonian 
deforestation. Figure 2 shows that:
• In the last decade deforestation rates have been 

much lower than in the past.
• Since 2006 rates have been less than half of rates in 

the worst years of the last three decades.
• The most recent data show a slight increase in 

deforestation compared to the period 2011–15.
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Figure 2 Amazonia annual deforestation,  
1988–2018

Amazonian fires are not natural, almost all are 
caused by humans. However, natural variations such 
as the El Niño Southern Oscillation and the Atlantic 
Multi-decadal Oscillation can influence the severity, 
length and timing of the dry season. In 2005 and 2010 
drier conditions increased the risk of out-of-control 
fires. 

It’s worth noting that although satellite monitoring 
data have improved over the decade, satellites cannot 
easily detect fires burning below the forest canopy, so 
there is some data uncertainty. 

Activities
1 Does the global community have a right to 

demand that Brazil act to prevent fires in 
Amazonia, or does Brazil’s sovereignty mean 
Amazonia is an issue for that country alone? 

2 Use the websites below to keep a watch on the 
fire situation as the end of the season unfolds. 

3 Should we be more concerned about 
deforestation for palm oil in Indonesia, or for 
mining in the Congo Basin, than we are about 
the Amazon? 

Further research

Updated satellite data on fires:  
https://tinyurl.com/yyqp3563

Mongabay for useful data on Amazonia, its fires 
and other forests: https://tinyurl.com/yxejqbeh

Why all the hype? 
Why have this year’s fires caused such a media fuss? 
There is a range of political, social and technical reasons 
why this might be:
• A worse situation than 2018, and a noticeable 

increase in fires in mid-August.
• Other environmental issues moving up the news 

agenda, such as ocean plastics, and the campaigns 
of activists like Greta Thunberg. 

• The fact that European leaders such as President 
Macron dislike the new president of Brazil, Jair 
Bolsonaro, who is seen by some as right-wing, 
populist and anti-environment. 

• Greater environmental awareness in Brazil, so fires 
are now more widely reported.

• Monitoring data are better and more readily 
available.
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