
Science Question: How are global fires changing in 
response to climate change and human activity?

Findings: Global burned area declined by ~25% in just 18 
years, with strongest declines in grasslands, savannas, and 
tropical forest frontiers.

Impact: Expansion and intensification of agriculture has led 
to the rapid loss of fire from both managed and natural 
landscapes.  Fewer fires leave a distinct fingerprint on the 
Earth system, from changes in albedo and atmospheric 
chemistry to more carbon uptake by trees and shrubs.  

Why does it matter? Less burning in savannas improves air 
quality and livelihoods, but fewer fires threatens remaining 
habitat for large mammals such as elephants and lions. 

A human-driven decline in global burned area
N. Andela (618), D. C. Morton (618), L. Giglio, Y. Chen, G. R. van der Werf, P. S. Kasibhatla, R. S. DeFries, G. J. Collatz (618e), S. Hantson, S. 
Kloster, D. Bachelet, M. Forrest, G. Lasslop, F. Li, S. Mangeon, J. R. Melton, C. Yue, J. T. Randerson (June 30th, 2017). Science 356, 1356-1362.

Globally, most burning occurs in savannas and grasslands (A).
Since 1997, satellite data show a ~25% decline in burned area (B).
Socioeconomic development may sustain lower fire activity in the 
future, despite increases in fire risk from climate change.
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