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The Arctic is a place that, for outsiders, is often perceived as an empty canvas on which
one’s own ideas and imaginations can be painted. This is not only inaccurate as it disregards
the lived reality of the people who live there, but it also can be dangerous if decisions were
to be made on matters of safety and disaster risk reduction and response without taking into
account the practical realities on the ground.

There is  not  one generally  accepted definition of  what  constitutes  the Arctic.  For  the
purposes of this paper, the term “Arctic and Sub-Arctic” is used to describe the area that is
comprised of the parts of the United States, Canada, Greenland, Norway, Sweden, Finland
and Russia that are located north of 60° N. In practice, the focus will be on the forested,
taiga and tundra areas of the continental areas because the situation in Greenland, which
had seen a wildfire in the far West in 2019,[1] and Iceland is rather different from the afore-
mentioned regions.

From the outside, the Arctic and Sub-Arctic is often perceived as a rather cold and humid
place, characterized by ice and water, lakes and marshes. The reality is, however, that many
parts  of  the  Arctic  receive  very  little  precipitation  compared  to  e.g.  central  Europe
(although  precipitation  in  the  Arctic  is  increasing  significantly[2]),  and  such  outside
perceptions view can lead to underestimating the risk of wildfires in the region, when seen
from the outside. Within the Arctic,  though, the issue of wildfires has been a topic of
increasing international concern for some time, notably at the Arctic Council. In recent
years, the risk of wildfires has grown significantly: “Wildland fires across the Northern
hemisphere have notably increased in frequency, severity and area across the Arctic over
the past several years.”[3]

Due to climate change, thunderstorms and lightning strikes that used to be rare in the
Arctic, have become more common,[4]  and vegetation changes contribute to an elevated
wildfire risk. Across the Arctic, wildfires are a growing threat.[5] A few years ago, Siberia
was especially affected by wildfires,[6] but today this is a circumpolar challenge in the Arctic
and Sub-Arctic.

Although the term wildfire might lead to the assumption that this is mainly a problem of
rural and remote regions, fighting wildfires is also a particular concern for fire departments
in  urban  areas  such  as  Anchorage,  Alaska,[7]  or  Yellowknife  in  Canada’s  Northwest
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Territories (NWT), which had to be evacuated in August 2023.[8] Many urban areas in the
boreal  Arctic  and  sub-Arctic  are  like  islands  in  an  ocean  of  trees  (similarly,  other
settlements often are experienced as islands in vast expanses of tundra, or, like at the
coasts of Greenland, occupy small spaces between the sea and the ice). At the edges of
these boreal Arctic cities, towns and settlements, urban, including residential, areas touch
forest areas. Like low-lying islands are at risk of devastating flooding during storm surges,
Arctic towns and neighbourhoods are at risk from wildfires. This requires urban firefighters
to prepare for different kinds of disasters than the fires in built-up areas that they are
usually trained to deal with.[9] Other challenges for fire departments in boreal Arctic cities
include limited infrastructures, including limited road infrastructures in residential areas.[10]

Transport infrastructure that is sufficient for everyday uses in thinly populated regions can
quickly result in dangerous bottlenecks in case large-scale evacuations become necessary.[11]

Such challenges can also be found elsewhere, and international cooperation between those
tasked disaster response and prevention could use such practical commonalities as starting
points.

In a single month, June 2019, Arctic wildfires caused the release of 50 megatons of carbon-
dioxide into the atmosphere.[12] This is about the same amount that the entire country of
Sweden emits of the course of a whole year.[13] In 2020, Russia’s Sakha Republic was the
Arctic region that was most affected by wildfires, also other parts of Russia contributed
significant greenhouse gas emissions from wildfires.[14] This problem is growing,[15] what was
not long ago seen as “extreme fire seasons”[16] and has for all practical purposes become the
new normal as “climate change and forest fires [form] a vicious circle”.[17] The 2023 wildfire
season was particularly severe in the Arctic, especially in Canada,[18] which experienced “the
worst wildfire season on record”.[19] In June 2023, smoke from wildfires in Canada caused
dangerous levels of air pollution in major population centers along the East coast of North
America, including in New York City.[20] Already by mid-October 2023, the NWT had suffered
more than 180 wildfires.[21] In Quebec, the severity of wildfires in 2023 was “50% more
intense, and seasons of this severity [are] at least seven times more likely to occur”[22] in the
future. The 2023 wildfires in Canada raise serious issues in the context of the social and
legal  dimensions  of  disaster  risk  reduction  as  they  “had  disproportionate  impacts  on
indigenous, fly-in, and other remote communities who were particularly vulnerable due to
lack  of  services  and  barriers  to  response  interventions”[23]  These  challenges  can  exist
similarly in other parts of the Arctic that are also sparsely populated and lack infrastructure.
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But the effects of Arctic wildfires are not limited to the Arctic: “The consequences of the
[2023 Canadian] wildfires reached far beyond the burned areas with displaced impacts due
to  air  pollution  threatening  health,  mobility  and  activities  of  people  across  North
America.”[24]

In responding to the experiences of the dramatic 2023 wildfire season, the NWT’s Minister
of Municipal and Community Affairs, Vince McKay, advised the residents to get insurance
and emergency kits and to make sure that they are prepared for possible wildfires.[25] The
NWT government stated that “climate change means the territory can expect more frequent
and more severe wildfires and floods, and that while they can’t make exact predictions
about wildfire and breakup seasons, they can take steps to prepare.”[26]

In the Arctic, due to limited human and material resources, preparing for such disaster risks
requires international cooperation. Despite its shortcomings, the Arctic Council continues to
be the most relevant international forum for international cooperation in the region. On
paper, the Arctic Council remains the institution most prepared to facilitate cross-border
cooperation between the Arctic states. Due to Russia’s departure from Arctic cooperation in
2022, in practice, cooperation is limited to the seven Western Arctic states, which are united
in NATO. Today, Arctic cooperation is transatlantic cooperation. Based on its earlier work,
the Arctic Council in 2023 accelerated its wildfire initiative[27] that aims at bringing different
actors together and to facilitate disaster risk reduction and disaster response efforts in the
Arctic.

There are clear human and social dimensions to Arctic wildfires.  “Wildland fires are a
critical environmental concern with far-reaching ecological, social, cultural and economic
implications.”[28] Wildfires contribute to air pollution in the Arctic.[29] This, in turn, affects
human health. Arctic wildfires are a global problem, too, because of the global health effects
from  wildfires:  “Every  year,  there  are  an  estimated  340,000  premature  deaths  from
respiratory and cardiovascular issues attributed to wildfire smoke”.[30] Wildfires also lead to
displacement and to the loss of homes.[31] Indigenous communities are particularly at risk
from wildfires because of their particular dependence on an intact natural environment:[32]

“Arctic wildfires can hit Indigenous Peoples’ lands particularly hard, destroying food and
water  sources  and  disrupting  their  livelihoods  and  culture  practices”.[33]  Indigenous
communities might also be at a higher-than-average risk of adverse effects of wildfires
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because they might be overlooked by policies that focus on population-dense areas or that
might be based on lack of information or even colonial stereotypes. This elevated risk for
marginalized groups is a problem the Arctic shares with other parts of the world.[34] The
same is true for the long-term effects as “[t]he effects of wildfires linger long after the
flames die down, hitting public health and wellbeing far into the future”.[35]

In recent years, the fact that there is no longer a fire season but that wildfires are a
permanent problem has gained mainstream attention.[36]

In the words of Canadian writer, explorer and environmental expert Ed Struzik, the Arctic is
the “part of the world [which] is going to be hit hardest from an ecological point of view.
Wildfire affects so many of the specialist species in the Arctic most notably caribou. The
more the tundra burns, the more the lichen and the forest burn, the less likely caribou will
make it over the hump [and it is thought that] there will be small, shadow herds in the
future, but nothing like the great migrations that we’re seeing now. Once lichen burns, it
takes 60, 70, 80 years before it comes back and it’s one of the primary components of [the]
diet”[37]  of  rangifer  tarandus.  Already today,  reindeer  and caribou[38]  are  threatened by
climate  change.  Wildfires  will  kill  more  iconic  Arctic  animals  by  starvation,  thereby
threatening not only polar biodiversity but also livelihoods and cultures of peoples across
the Arctic region.

Indigenous peoples have long been seen as a concern for the Arctic Council.[39] Importantly,
indigenous representative organizations are key actors within the Arctic Council system.
The Arctic Council’s founding document, the 1996 Ottawa Declaration, and the subsequent
practice  of  the  Arctic  Council  give  indigenous  peoples  an  elevated  (bis  still  relatively
limited)  role  in  the making of  international  law.[40]  This  makes the Arctic  Council  also
particularly  qualified  to  take  into  account  indigenous  rights  in  any  attempt  to  reduce
disaster risks. Given the rapid increase in wildfires in the Arctic, the perspectives of local
communities in the region are particularly relevant.

But Arctic wildfires are not only a regional problem. Climate change increases the risks of
wildfires:[41]  “Climate change causes and accelerates Arctic wildfires in several ways as
rising temperatures create drier conditions and increase the number of lightning strikes –
leading to a future with more and larger fires that are both more intense and stretch over a
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prolonged fire season. In turn, this creates a dangerous feedback loop as black carbon and
other emissions are released into the atmosphere. For people living in the Arctic, fires can
quickly become a threat to life and property, alter available food sources and degrade the
air quality with damaging effects on their health”.[42]

While in the northern hemisphere, many wildfires are the result of human action, including
arson and negligence,[43] climate change is making wildfires more likely, Climate change
means an increase in the likelihood of lightning,[44] it slows the jet stream,[45] causes longer
heatwaves,[46] makes soil drier,[47] increases the risks of pests, such as bark beetles, and
diseases that are harmful for trees.[48] As a consequence, trees are more likely to die due to
these effects of climate change.[49] This leads to more dead wood, which in turn increases the
risk of more wildfires.[50] There is a vicious circle connecting wildfires and climate change.[51]

That the Arctic is particularly affected by climate change is well-documented – for example
“the Canadian Arctic is about 10 degrees (Celsius) warmer than average”.[52] The increasing
likelihood of wildfires are one effect of human-made climate change on the region.

“As the increasing effects of climate change and land-use change make wildfires more
frequent  and  intense,  it  is  estimated  that  we  could  witness  a  global  increase  in  the
occurrence of extreme fires of up to 14 per cent by 2030, 30 per cent by 2050 and 50 per
cent by the end of this century.”[53] A significant part of this growth will hit the Arctic.
According to the Director of the United Nations Forum on Forests Secretariat with the
United Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, Juliette Biao Koudenoukpo,
“Climate change, unsustainable land use and deforestation are among the key drivers of
wildfires.  Climate change exacerbates wildfire risk through increased drought,  high air
temperatures, low relative humidity, dry lightning and strong winds.”[54]

While climate change is not the only factor that drives wildfires, climate change in the
Arctic means that the areas in the Arctic that is suitable for plant (e.g. shrub) growth is
growing.[55]  Shrubs have a local isolating effect, resulting in a warmer soil.[56]  Similarly,
climate  change  in  the  Sub-Arctic  also  means  a  change  in  vegetation  which  can  have
different effects on the likelihood and spread of wildfires.

Often,  climate change means more wildfire.  But wildfires can also mean more climate
change: wildfires contribute to the expansion of shrubs in the Arctic.[57] Even on this simple
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level,  even when not  taking into  account  the dangers  posed by  the large amounts  of
methane that were trapped in the rapidly melting permafrost and other issues and that are
released due to the warming, we can see a dangerous feedback loop. Climate change makes
wildfires  in  the  Arctic  more  likely.  Wildfires  accelerate  the  loss  of  permafrost  in  the
Arctic,[58] and in this way contribute to the release of methane into the atmosphere, which
further accelerates climate change. This is repeated all over the Arctic. Arctic wildfires are
made more likely by climate change and Arctic wildfires contribute to climate change.[59]

Since the late 1970s, the Arctic has been heating up four times faster than the global
average.[60] The effects of climate change on the Arctic and Sub-Arctic are manifold but one
of the most dramatic ways in which climate change affects the people who live in the
circumpolar north are wildfires. 2023 has been a particularly dramatic year in this regard.
While the international community is taking note, it remains to be seen if future disasters
can be prevented effectively. The Arctic Council’s efforts are notable, but they also need to
translate into practical results that contribute to protecting local residents in the region,
including marginalized groups and people living in rural areas.
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