We’ve all heard of news ‘spreading like wildfire’, but what about the natural event that spreads most like wildfire; wildfire itself!

Wildfires, forest fires and grassland fires seem to be in the news every year, luckily not too frequently in this country. Are there more of these fires now then there used to be? Is the changing climate, a succession of hot summers, even global warming to blame?

Major fires see to be on the increase. 95 percent of all damage is thought to be caused by only 3 percent of the fires.

There seem to be characteristic ecological and meteorological conditions that make wildfires more likely.

A fuel is the first requirement, vegetation, grassland, crops. Because, of course, wildfire is merely the release to the atmosphere of the solar energy stored by the plants as they grow.

Also important are very dry conditions; low rainfall and low humidity. Finally strong winds appear to intensify fire and drive it more quickly across the countryside by blowing hot embers ahead of the advancing wall of fire.
But where in the world are they most common? And why do we here in Britain suffer so infrequently?

Tropical rainforests have a massive supply of fuel, but high rainfall and humidity make true wildfires infrequent. 

Temperate Deciduous forest such as our own are generally too humid even in summer.

Semi-arid and Mediterranean regions are where wildfires occur and take hold most easily.

In summer when rainfall is extremely low the vegetation, Maquis in Europe, Chaparral in the USA, becomes a tinder box ready to explode into flame at the slightest spark.
Forest fires have always occurred. It has been estimated that vegetation experiences a ‘natural’ forest fire every 70-80 years on average. And with over 100,000 lightning strikes on earth somewhere every day it easy to see how these fires may start.

Human activity, however, increases the chances of a fire. 9 out of every 10 fires threatening humans and human activities are now thought to have a human cause!

Playing with matches, carelessly discarded cigarettes, camp fires and, unfortunately, even arson, are all typical causes.
An unfortunate coincidence, of course, is that the Mediterranean regions are where many of us like to take our holidays and summer is when we like to take them!

July 2007 saw the Turkish resort of Bodrum on the Aegean Sea threatened by forest fires. Holiday makers had to be evacuated and over 1000 acres were burnt.

In October of the same year celebrities living in Malibu, Mel Gibson, Sting and Britney included, were frightened by fires in Southern California following a record summer heat wave. Luckily ‘Arnie’ was on hand to make it all better! 
There is a positive side to all this. Some trees have adapted to fire, some even thrive on fire. It may aid seed germination, reduce parasites and even regenerate the vegetation.

Most forests, like the Phoenix, eventually rise out the ashes of their own demise.

