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Scientists from New York's Colombia University and the University of California, Irvine  are 

forecasting 2016 will be a bad year for fires in the southern Amazon rainforest due to a 

severe drought during this year's rainy season. Such droughts are  strongly linked to global 

climate anomalies such as the El Niño in the Pacific Ocean and similar phenomena in the 

Atlantic. In South America, these anomalies weaken the rain bearing trade winds and shift 

rain belts north. But beyond these periodic droughts, scientists are finding that the length 

of the dry season there is increasing by about a week per decade, especially in the 

southwestern Amazon. This is most likely due to human-caused global warming, which 

inhibits rainfall and increases fire risk. 

Many are concerned that widespread forest fires could damage the forest's capacity to act 

as the "lungs of the planet" by absorbing and storing carbon and keeping it out of the 

atmosphere. When the forest burns, it actually releases vast quantities of carbon into the 

atmosphere - exacerbating climate change by increasing global warming. Increased global 

warming will result in longer dry seasons, more frequent droughts, and even more fires. If 

something is not done, scientists warn that the feedbacks of this vicious circle could reach a 

tipping point resulting in a massive die-back of the Amazon forest, with dire consequences 

for Bolivia and beyond. 

Climate change is often seen to be a global problem historically caused by industrial 

processes of developed countries, and Bolivia isn't at fault for that. Mitigation of climate 

change is equally framed at the global scale, and largely the responsibility of others to 

reduce the amount of carbon they emit into the planet's atmosphere. But we should be 

mindful of the fact that the Amazon rainforest plays a vital role in the climate system not 

only globally, but also at regional and local scales, and fires in the Amazon have not only 

long distance, but also regional and local impacts. 

The last Amazon basin drought happened only 6 years ago  

One only has to think back to what happened during the last Amazon basin drought in 2010 
when huge smoke plumes choked the skies over Bolivia and dramatically increased 
respiratory illnesses, especially among children. Excessive smoke also suppresses rainfall 
resulting in even drier conditions nationwide. And this year the southern Amazon is far drier 
than it has been since 2002! 

http://iridl.ldeo.columbia.edu/maproom/Fire/Regional/Amazonia/SST_Fire_Forecast.html?T=Jul-Sep%202016#tabs-3
http://www.ess.uci.edu/~amazonfirerisk/ForecastWeb/SAMFSS2016_sp.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/07/12/the-ultimate-forest-fire-whatll-happen-when-the-amazon-burns/
http://www.globalfiredata.org/updates.html
http://www.globalfiredata.org/updates.html
http://iri.columbia.edu/news/heightened-fire-activity-predicted-for-amazon-in-2016/
http://iri.columbia.edu/news/heightened-fire-activity-predicted-for-amazon-in-2016/
https://www.jsg.utexas.edu/news/2013/10/risk-of-amazon-rainforest-dieback-is-higher-than-ipcc-projects/
https://www.jsg.utexas.edu/news/2013/10/risk-of-amazon-rainforest-dieback-is-higher-than-ipcc-projects/
https://news.mongabay.com/2016/07/study-drought-impedes-tree-growth-shuts-down-amazon-carbon-sink/?n3wsletter
https://news.mongabay.com/2016/07/study-drought-impedes-tree-growth-shuts-down-amazon-carbon-sink/?n3wsletter
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/pt/228631468015874565/pdf/580370PUB0Asse10Box353792B01PUBLIC1.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/pt/228631468015874565/pdf/580370PUB0Asse10Box353792B01PUBLIC1.pdf
http://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/2016/el-ni-o-could-drive-intense-season-for-amazon-fires/
http://www.nasa.gov/feature/goddard/2016/el-ni-o-could-drive-intense-season-for-amazon-fires/


 
An analysis of data from the Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) satellite mission shows greater 

soil water deficits in 2016 than in previous drought years with high Amazon fire activity. Credits: Yang Chen, 

University of California, Irvine 

 

 



While we often think of the Amazon rainforest as the "lungs of the planet" others liken it to 
the "Heart of Mother Earth" due to its vital role in pumping water from the Atlantic into the 
center of South America and beyond. If it were not for the natural aqueduct made up of 
centuries old Amazonian trees, Bolivia would surely be mostly desert. 

 

Periodic droughts in the Amazon are nothing new, but large forest fires in the rainforest 
were unheard of until fairly recently. These fires are directly linked to widespread 
settlement and human-induced changes to the landscape. Undisturbed pristine rainforests 
are naturally fire resistant because the continuous forest canopy blocks sunlight and keeps 
the forest below cool and moist. 
 

When parts of the forest are 
chopped down by people, it leaves 
the remaining forest more 
vulnerable to fire because the sun 
penetrates along the edges leaving 
it hotter and drier. Indeed, 
research shows that forests that 
have been thinned or fragmented 
by humans experience worse fires 
compared with undisturbed natural 
forest.  

 

The danger of such intense fires is 
that the functioning and structure 
of the Amazon forest may be 
damaged beyond the natural 
capacity of regeneration or 

recovery. Indeed, when such droughts end, researchers have found that the landscape 
changes to support not only less dense forests but also more flammable grasses. The more 
forest is lost, the hotter and drier the regional climate becomes, making the forest more 
flammable, and thus feeding further into the vicious circle of forest die-back. 
 

Bolivians are not responsible for the historical causes of global climate change. However 

they can play an important role in maintaining a stable climate locally and regionally. They 

can protect and preserve their remaining forests by taking steps to prevent people from 

starting fires, if not to help mitigate climate change globally, then at least to protect the 

source of water these forests provide for cities, farming, mining, power generation, and 

long term economic development and stability. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/antonio_donato_nobre_the_magic_of_the_amazon_a_river_that_flows_invisibly_all_around_us?language=en#t-738934
https://www.ted.com/talks/antonio_donato_nobre_the_magic_of_the_amazon_a_river_that_flows_invisibly_all_around_us?language=en#t-738934
http://www.cambioclimatico-bolivia.org/archivos/20151020131322_0.pdf
http://www.cambioclimatico-bolivia.org/archivos/20151020131322_0.pdf
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/AmazonFire/
http://www.pnas.org/content/111/17/6347.full

