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Australian Bushfires Signal New Climate Dangers 
Andrew Beattie, Christine Turnbull, and Paul R. Ehrlich 

 
The recent bushfires in Western Australia were much more than “bush” fires as they 

raged through mature crops of wheat, barley, canola and oats, and pastures where 
many thousands of sheep grazed. The fires claimed four lives and the livelihoods of 
many farmers as the estimated financial losses of crops and farm animals reached 

A$60m - a figure expected to rise steeply as the full extent of the damage emerged. 
One report showed a loss of 15,000 sheep and many cattle .1 The fires swept 
eastwards and in South Australia additional fires caused more deaths of people and 

farm animals and burned through vast areas of mature crops and grazing lands.2  
 
In many parts of Australia, “grass fires” consume sheep and cattle forage and, very 

often, the animals themselves. The term “grass” frequently includes crops but such 
losses tend to feature more in the agricultural literature than the public media. 
Further, grass fires usually travel very rapidly across open spaces linking burned and 

unburned forested areas and farm buildings in patterns that make firefighting 
extremely difficult. Thus, these most recent fires remind us that as global warming 
results in more frequent and intense heat waves –and consequent wild fires– their 
direct impact on food security becomes an increasingly important issue.  Food is 

going up in flames. 
 
The threat has been recognized by the Australian government and Australian 

farmers are prepared for fire in many ways with well thought out recovery 
guidelines.3 Even cool fires may deprive the farmer of stock forage until the 
vegetation recovers, while very intense fires may destroy both the plants and the 

seed bank and recovery may require considerable expense and resources.  The 
Australian government funded Grains Research Development Corporation has 
published guidelines on protecting mature field crops from wildfire damage .4 
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The situation in Australia shows that even though governments and farmers are 
acutely aware of the possibility of crop and stock losses to wildfires, on the day when 

threatening conditions coalesce, little can be done except for the people to get out. 
The government has an additional category for these conditions: “catastrophic”.  
 

Incidents elsewhere in the world show how fires that directly consume food, also 
destroy food production infrastructure. For example, fires in Washington State, 
destroyed millions of dollars of food processing plants.5 Another concern is the haze 
generated by wildfires, especially persistent ones such as those in Indonesia. In a 

recent article we see the following statement: “Though the persistent haze and 
overcast skies aren't expected to do significant damage to crops, some, particularly 
corn, could be affected, farmers and agronomists say”.6 Although we cannot find 

data that quantify reductions in crop yields attributable to long lasting haze and 
smoke, it seems likely, possibly through affecting photosynthetic rates. Some 
tropical fires have devastating direct effects on the food supply, for example, in the 

state of Roraima, Brazil, 80% of the bean, rice and corn crops were lost to wildfires in 
1998.7 Unhappily, the true costs of tropical wildfires on food are largely unknown. 
 

Other growing impacts of climate disruption on food supplies are well-known, from 
increasingly severe heat waves and droughts and floods to slowing of yield gains in 
staple crops8 and reduction of nutrient quality as the climate warms.9  We merely 

point to another little-noted potential barrier to giving humanity a food secure 
future, one that should be considered and planned for in the multidimensional 
revolution that likely will be required to avoid catastrophe.10 
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