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UK Wildfire and Climate Change 

 

Wildfire is any uncontrolled vegetation fire that 

requires a decision, or action, to suppress it.
1
 

This POSTnote summarises management of 
wildfires in the UK, how projected climate 
changes may affect UK wildfire behaviour, and 
the environmental, economic, and health 

impacts of this. It also outlines policy options 
for increasing the UK’s resilience to wildfires.  

 
Overview  

n Wildfire is a natural and essential part of 

some ecosystems. 

n Recently, there has been a global surge of 

large wildfires and prolonged fire seasons, 

associated with a complex mix of climate 

change, changing land management 

practices and human behaviour. 

n UK climate projections indicate that weather 

conducive to wildfire will increase. 

n The 2017 UK Climate Change Risk 

Assessments and 2018 National Adaption 

Programmes identified wildfire as a cross-

sector climate change risk. 

n Responsibility for wildfire is fragmented in 

the UK, and generally focuses on 

extinguishing fires rather than prevention. 

n Better wildfire prevention in the UK could be 

achieved through landscape management. 

 

Background 
Fire is a natural and essential process in global 

ecosystems.
2–4

 Fire regimes are characterised by the 

intensity (energy output from the fire), severity (organic 

matter consumption), frequency, seasonality, and size of 

wildfires in an area.
5,6

 These regimes change through time 

according to atmospheric conditions, climate, and 

vegetation.
2
 In many areas, weather is a key factor for 

creating conditions conducive to fire.
4
 Humans have altered 

fire regimes for millennia through land clearance and 

agriculture. This has led to changes in fuels (vegetation) that 

underpin natural fires, changed ignition rates, and shifted 

the seasonality (timing) of burning.
7–10

 Recently there has 

been a loss of traditional techniques to control fire and to 

use it to manage the landscape.
11,12

 Over-suppression 

(extinguishing) of wildfires in some areas has led to fuel 

accumulation and less frequent but more intense fires.
13–16

 

In the last few decades, there has been a global surge of 

large wildfires and prolonged fire seasons, with extensive 

environmental, economic and social costs.
11,17

 In Europe, 

there has been a change in fire behaviour in terms of rate of 

spread (total perimeter
18

), and intensity.
19

 Recent wildfires in 

the UK, Portugal, Spain, the US, New Zealand, and 

Tasmania have been widely reported, and areas of peat in 

South East Asia burn for months at a time.
20

 A large majority 

of fires in the US and across many European countries are 

human-caused.
21,22

 While not on the scale of some other 

countries, large wildfires do occur in the UK, with several 

substantial wildfires reported in 2018. Fires on Saddleworth 

and Winterhill covered over 19 km
2
 of land, which may have 

had local environmental, economic, and health impacts.
23

 

Records show that 260,000 wildfires were attended by Fire 

and Rescue Services in England between 2009 and 2017.
24

 

Risks may increase as UK climate projections indicate 

changes to weather more conducive to wildfire.
25

 

Effects of Climate Change on Wildfires 

Under all emissions scenarios for climate change 

projections, global surface temperature will rise over the 21
st
 

century, with extreme precipitation events and more 

frequent and longer lasting heatwaves becoming more likely 

(POSTnote 594).
26

 The danger of forest fires around the 

Mediterranean will increase, with areas at moderate danger 

from fire being further north in Europe than today.
27

 Climate 

change is already increasing fire occurrence and area 

burned, as well as lengthening the fire season in some 

countries.
4,28,29

 Increased production of vegetation, through 

both warming and higher precipitation, will yield higher fuel 

loads, potentially enhanced by increased tree mortality due 

to rapid warming.
28,30,31

 Projected increases of extreme 

conditions, such as drought and lightning, may increase fire 
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Flammability of UK Plants 



Thursley, Surrey 

March 2012 October 2006 



Burning in itself is not an effective 
means of control of: 
Gorse. Burning is of little benefit for long 
term control. Its effect is to bring about a 
break in seed dormancy resulting in the 
appearance of young seedlings as a 
carpet to re-invade the burned area. 
Bracken. Burning is of no benefit. 
Burning of dead litter is unlikely to affect 
the buds below the surface. 

The problem of Gorse 



Problem	of	Gorse	as	fire	hazard	on	M3	near	Windlesham		

Note	extreme	flame	height	when	gorse	burns	

Gorse	



Intractable problems 
Bracken and Knotweed 

Bracken. Burning is of no benefit. Burning of dead litter is unlikely to affect 
the buds below the surface. 
 



Bracken has the potential to significantly alter tree–grass interactions in 
montane grasslands. Adie et al 2011 Plant Ecology 

Bracken should not be treated by fire. Bracken spread will be stimulated by burning 



Re-growth of fern and grass two weeks 
after Rushmoor fire, Surrey 

June 1995 
Re-growth of  heather 

March 2012 



First, an intractable weed like P. aquilinum can 
be eradicated and a vegetation more suited for 
grazing can be achieved by the continuous 
application of some treatments over many 
years. Here, success was achieved by cutting 
twice/ thrice annually, or by a single asulam 
application followed by annual spot spraying of 
all emergent fronds for 8 years. 

MILLIGAN et al 2015 Weed Research  



Japanese Knotweed – a warning 



1. Collect every little peace you cut of the plant, every stem, every leaf, all of it. 
 

2. Dig out the crown out and all the thick rhizomes as much as you can. 
 
3. Leave all the material out to dry on a waterproof surface making sure any 
material will not be washed off by rain or blown on by wind. 
 
4. You must burn all the waste on the land the weed came from, you MUST NOT 
move it onto any other land to burn, you will face large fines and in some cases a 
possible prison sentence if you’re found transporting Japanese Knotweed. 
 
5. Anything left from the fire other than ash you must burn again. A Japanese 
Knotweed crown is known to survive multiple fires. 
 
6. Return to the site monthly in the growing season for the next 5 years ready to 
treat with weed killer. 
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