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CLIMATE ALLIANCE 
Taking local action on the global climate crisis 

Another year of fire – Amazonia is 
burning 
It's burning. In Siberia, on the west coast of North America, around the 
Mediterranean, in Amazonia – forests are burning across the globe. The fires are 
stoked by unprecedented heat waves: almost 50°C in western Canada and the 
Mediterranean, over 30°C in Siberia. The climate crisis is becoming a fire crisis – 
and perpetuating itself. 

The current situation in Amazonia 

As of 3 August 2021, 267 major fires were burning over 1,000 km2 in Amazonia, 
three quarters of them in Brazil.1 On 6 August 2021, the Brazilian space agency 
INPE2 revealed that some 8,700 km2 of rainforest had already been deforested in 
2021. The Amazon research institute in Brazil reported on 20 August that 10,476 
km2 of rainforest had been destroyed between August 2020 and July 2021, 
significantly more than in the same period last year3. This makes Brazilian 
President Jair Bolsonaro first three years in office the three years with the highest 
levels of deforestation since 2008. Deforestation, degradation and fires reinforce 
one another: residual wood on cleared and degraded areas burns like tinder and 
the soils dry out faster since the closed forest cover that previously retained 
moisture and protected soils from both direct sunlight and wind is patchy or 
completely gone. 

Nature study: From the sink to the source 

On 14 July 2021, Luciana Gatti, a researcher at INPE, concluded in a widely 
acclaimed study published in Nature4 that Southeast Amazonia had mutated from 
a sink to a source of greenhouse gases. With a small plane, she and her team 
repeatedly flew over the same measuring points in the southeast, southwest, 
northeast and northwest of the Brazilian Amazon at various altitudes over a period 
of nine years. This allowed them to measure the levels of carbon dioxide and 
carbon monoxide in the air columns above these points. Their conclusion: 
Amazonia has changed from a sink to a source of greenhouse gases because of 
fires. Without the fires, Amazonia would have remained a carbon sink. 

Further studies: From rainforest to savannah? 

Gatti's study confirms earlier warnings by scientists about the interplay between 
the climate crisis and deforestation: In 2019, the renowned researchers Lovejoy 
and Nobre predicted that in 10 to 15 years the southern Amazon will become a 
savannah.5 In January 2020, P.M. Brando et.al spoke of the "gathering firestorm in 

http://www.climatealliance.org/


  
 
 

 
CLIMATE ALLIANCE 
Taking local action on the global climate crisis 

 
2 

the southern Amazon". Their findings suggest that projected climatic changes will 
lead to a doubling of the area burned by forest fires, affecting up to 16% of the 
region's forests by 2050.6 

IPCC: Fire weather conditions are increasing 

In its latest report of 9 August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) warned urgently against a further increase in "fire weather" in 
Amazonia7: temperatures are expected to rise by 0.2-0.3°C per decade, dry spells 
are already longer and will increase in length and geographical extent, and the 
likelihood of extreme droughts will double. Precipitation is decreasing, as is soil 
moisture. Unusually wet and dry periods will increase and river flows will fluctuate 
more drastically. While the west of Amazonia will remain humid, the number of hot 
and dry "fire weather situations" will increase, especially in the east and south. The 
IPCC writes that "the combination of deforestation, drought and increased fires 
may push the rainforest ecosystem past a tipping point where there is rapid 
degradation of the land surface, a sharp reduction in the hydrological cycle of 
evaporation and precipitation, greater precipitation runoff and a further shift 
towards a drier climate."8   
 
The vicious circle of fire thus closes: fires increase emissions which further drive 
the climate crisis and these, in turn, cause rising temperatures, more drought – and 
thus more fires. 

COICA: A humanitarian emergency 

It is important, though, not to focus on carbon cycles and their climate relevance 
alone. The drama has many facets: people die in fires, are injured or lose their 
livelihoods, animals die painful deaths, plants wither or burst into flames. Biomass, 
biodiversity, emissions and human rights – everything is connected. In August 
2019, COICA, the umbrella organisation of indigenous organisations in the Amazon 
basin and Climate Alliance’s long-time partner, published an "Open Letter from 
Indigenous Peoples on the Ecological and Humanitarian Emergency" in view of the 
forest fires in Brazil and Bolivia.9 COICA sees its warnings confirmed by the IPCC 
report. 

Climate Alliance: For the protection of indigenous territories 

There is another way. In protected regions and especially in indigenous territories, 
the rainforest is doing best. This has been shown by a number of recent studies, 
which have already been discussed in an earlier Climate Alliance article.10 And by 
avoiding new clearings, the overall emissions from fires can be reduced and the 
spread of fires to protected areas and indigenous lands can be prevented. Trade 
agreements such as the Mercosur agreement, however, lead to further 
deforestation. Climate Alliance and its members thus denounce such agreements, 
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in support of the protection of indigenous territories and the rights of their 
inhabitants. 
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