Massive Wildfires Transform Siberian Paradise (by Lake Baikal) into Disaster Area
by Andrew Freedman
Aug. 24, 2015 – Dozens of large wildfires are burning out of control around Lake Baikal in Siberia.  It is the world's largest freshwater lake by volume and the deepest lake, at more than 5,300 feet deep.  The Lake Baikal area is a popular recreational area during the summer, with campgrounds and cottages surrounding the shoreline.
Because of the composition of the soil in this part of the world, these fires are spewing unusually high amounts of carbon into the atmosphere, thereby contributing to global warming.
The region has seen drier and milder than average weather this year.  A combination of natural and manmade fires have led to a cataclysmic scene, with thick smoke seen from space and orange-tinted skies from the ground.
In July, the Lake Baikal area was one of the most unusually mild areas on Earth, according to NASA data, as well as information from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).
Fires have been burning off and on in this area since April, when farmers traditionally burn dried grass to help fertilize the soil.  However, this year, many agricultural fires in this region got out of control, killing at least 2 dozen people and destroying several villages.
The smoke even made it across the Pacific Ocean, making for red sunsets in the Pacific Northwest, which is now suffering through its own wildfire calamity.
According to the Siberian Times, there are 36 fires currently burning over 77,000 hectares, which equates to 190,271 acres [290 square miles].
If that figure is correct, this would actually be less acreage than the wildfires in Washington State.  But based on satellite imagery, there appear to be many more fires than that in Siberia right now, with a far thicket blanket of smoke as well.
Siberian fires, as well as fires in parts of Alaska, release higher amounts of CO2 and other planet-warming emissions than fires in other parts of the U.S.  This is because of the soil composition and presence of permanently frozen soil (permafrost).
The peat-rich soil around Lake Baikal is especially carbon rich.  Soot, or black carbon, from Siberian fires has been tracked to Arctic sea ice and the Greenland ice sheet.  When soot particles land on ice, they darken the surface and lower the reflectivity of the ice, thereby speeding up melting.
According to the newspaper and Instagram, pictures of orange skies were taken by Chono Erdenebayar close to Gremyachinsk, on the shore of Lake Baikal, near the community of Ulan-Ude.
The newspaper reported that Mikhail Slipenchuk, the deputy leader of the Russian Parliament's committee on natural resources and ecology, said the fires are threatening the lake, which is a UNESCO World Heritage site.  "Fires near the lake's shores actually kill the water arteries, thus damaging the water balance in the lake," Slipenchuk said, according to the Times.
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