Carbon Balance and
Management
This Provisional PDF corresponds to the article as it appeared upon acceptance. Fully formatted
PDF and full text (HTML) versions will be made available soon.

Estimates of CO2 from fires in the United States: implications for carbon
management
Carbon Balance and Management 2007, 2:10

doi:10.1186/1750-0680-2-10

Christine Wiedinmyer (christin@ucar.edu)
Jason C Neff (Jason.Neff@colorado.edu)

ISSN
Article type

1750-0680
Research

Submission date

13 August 2007

Acceptance date

1 November 2007

Publication date

1 November 2007

Article URL

http://www.cbmjournal.com/content/2/1/10

This peer-reviewed article was published immediately upon acceptance. It can be downloaded,
printed and distributed freely for any purposes (see copyright notice below).
Articles in Carbon Balance and Management are listed in PubMed and archived at PubMed Central.
For information about publishing your research in Carbon Balance and Management or any BioMed
Central journal, go to
http://www.cbmjournal.com/info/instructions/
For information about other BioMed Central publications go to
http://www.biomedcentral.com/

© 2007 Wiedinmyer and Neff, licensee BioMed Central Ltd.
This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Estimates of CO2 from fires in the United States:
implications for carbon management
Christine Wiedinmyer1§ and Jason C. Neff 2
1

Atmospheric Chemistry Division/The Institute for Integrative and Multidisciplinary
Earth Studies, National Center for Atmospheric Research, Boulder, CO, USA
2

Geological Sciences Department and Environmental Studies Program, University of
Colorado, Boulder, CO, USA
§

Corresponding author

Email addresses:
CW: christin@ucar.edu
JCN: Jason.C.Neff@colorado.edu

-1-

Abstract
Background

Fires emit significant amounts of CO2 to the atmosphere. These emissions, however,
are highly variable in both space and time. Additionally, CO2 emissions estimates
from fires are very uncertain. The combination of high spatial and temporal variability
and substantial uncertainty associated with fire CO2 emissions can be problematic to
efforts to develop remote sensing, monitoring, and inverse modeling techniques to
quantify carbon fluxes at the continental scale. Policy and carbon management
decisions based on atmospheric sampling/modeling techniques must account for the
impact of fire CO2 emissions; a task that may prove very difficult for the foreseeable
future. This paper addresses the variability of CO2 emissions from fires across the US,
how these emissions compare to anthropogenic emissions of CO2 and Net Primary
Productivity, and the potential implications for monitoring programs and policy
development.
Results

Average annual CO2 emissions from fires in the lower 48 (LOWER48) states from
2002-2006 are estimated to be 213 ( ± 50 std. dev.) Tg CO2 yr-1 and 80 ( ± 89 std.
dev.) Tg CO2 yr-1 in Alaska. These estimates have significant interannual and spatial
variability. Needleleaf forests in the Southeastern US and the Western US are the
dominant source regions for US fire CO2 emissions. Very high emission years
typically coincide with droughts, and climatic variability is a major driver of the high
interannual and spatial variation in fire emissions. The amount of CO2 emitted from
fires in the US is equivalent to 4-6% of anthropogenic emissions at the continental
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scale and, at the state-level, fire emissions of CO2 can, in some cases, exceed annual
emissions of CO2 from fossil fuel usage.
Conclusions
The CO2 released from fires, overall, is a small fraction of the estimated average
annual Net Primary Productivity and, unlike fossil fuel CO2 emissions, the pulsed
emissions of CO2 during fires are partially counterbalanced by uptake of CO2 by
regrowing vegetation in the decades following fire. Changes in fire severity and
frequency can, however, lead to net changes in atmospheric CO2 and the short-term
impacts of fire emissions on monitoring, modeling, and carbon management policy
are substantial.

Background
Fires cover 3-4 million km2 of the globe each year and are responsible for the release
of 2-3 Pg of carbon to the atmosphere [1] [2]. In the Western US, the wildfires that
sweep through forests during the summer months are often large, severe, and difficult
to contain. A changing climate and a century of policies that encourage fire
suppression, has increased the recent extent and frequency of Western US fires [3].
There are numerous well-documented effects of fire on atmospheric chemistry,
pollutants, and ecosystems (e.g., [4], [5], [6]). Fire emissions impact climate through
the direct emission of greenhouse gases, such as CO2 and methane [7] and via
secondary processes, for example, by altering aerosol and ozone concentrations [8].
The impacts of fire on CO2 emissions to the atmosphere can be large at both the
regional [9] and global [2] scales, but there is significant uncertainty regarding the
magnitude, timing, and variability in CO2 emissions from fires. Additionally, fires
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result in both biological and physical changes to the land surface that affects carbon
exchange in subsequent years [6] and alter surface radiative balance for several
decades [10].

At both national and international levels, there is an increasing focus on the
establishment of emission inventories and regulation of regional C emissions to the
atmosphere. In the United States, which has to date avoided federal binding
commitments to CO2 regulation, there is increasing activity at state and regional
levels to control C fluxes to the atmosphere. One component of the emerging focus
on C management is the development of international, national, and regional carbon
inventory and monitoring programs. To the degree that monitoring or inventory
programs focus solely on industrial activities, fires would have little impact on these
activities. However, atmosphere-based regional emission monitoring efforts are
strongly impacted by biosphere-atmosphere C fluxes and new monitoring and
modeling tools (e.g., [11]) are being developed to deconvolve natural and human
sources and sinks of carbon.

From the standpoint of atmospherically-based C monitoring programs, fire is
problematic because fires tend to be extremely variable in both space and time, and
because emission estimates from fires tend to be highly variable and uncertain (e.g.,
[2], [12], [13], [14]). The atmosphere integrates CO2 emissions from many sources
and so the variability and uncertainty in fire CO2 emissions has the potential to
propagate significant uncertainty through regional C monitoring programs. An
effective C management policy will require a monitoring framework that is accurate
and spatially resolved. Fires complicate the implementation of these tools because the
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CO2 emitted from fires may reduce the accuracy of terrestrial sources and sink
estimates from monitoring efforts.

There has been an active and ongoing discussion about the role of biosphere C
exchange in CO2 mitigation and the Kyoto Protocol includes a limited set of
biosphere-based forestry and agricultural-management options that can be used to
partially offset fossil fuel emissions [15]. From a policy standpoint, the role of fire in
C policy development depends on the scope of any mandated emission reductions and
whether biogenic sources are incorporated into emission inventories; to date this has
not been the case for ‘natural’ emission sources such as fire, but the role of these
fluxes in future policy remains uncertain. Outside the scope of treaties or national
emission policy development, terrestrial C fluxes are also playing a role in the largely
unregulated C offset/sequestration industry through the use of terrestrial C
sequestration techniques. The large biosphere/atmosphere C fluxes have led to
extensive study of both the capacity of terrestrial ecosystems to sequester C and the
potential duration of terrestrial sinks [16], [17]. However, there is also growing
concern regarding the tendency for the leakage of stored C from terrestrial sinks [15],
as this leakage has the potential to reduce the efficiency of industrial emission
reductions.

Fire is one of the largest potential risks to loss of stored terrestrial C and is a loss
pathway that is difficult to quantify due to the high degree of spatial and temporal
variation in fire emissions. At multi-decadal time scales, wildfires have a near neutral
effect on atmospheric CO2: forest regrowth balances punctuated C losses due to
combustion, assuming that fire return intervals remain constant [18]. However, on the
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shorter time scales of legislative agreements, international accords, or in the context
of the emerging markets for carbon offsets, fires can lead to rapid, large emissions of
C and add considerable uncertainty to projections of decadal scale ecosystem carbon
budgets [6], [19].

In the Western US, fires can be widespread in a state one year and virtually absent the
next (e.g., [13]). In a study of emissions in Canada, wildfires contribute the
equivalent of 18% of emissions from the energy sector of the country with a year to
year range in emissions that varies from 2 to 75% [9]. Although fires may not
become a target for national emission regulations, the fluxes from these events, if they
are as significant as Amiro et al. [9] report, are clearly important short-term influences
on regional C emission patterns. The combination of uncertainty in emission
estimates due to the spatial heterogeneity in burns, and uncertainty regarding the
degree of combustion of aboveground biomass and soil organic matter stocks [20]
makes attribution of C fluxes associated with fire very challenging. In the context of
C monitoring, the potential of fires to match, or even exceed, industrial fluxes in some
settings and the high degree of uncertainty associated with these fluxes could make it
difficult to develop regional C monitoring techniques that would be capable of
providing sufficient source/sink information for policy development or
implementation.

Fire return intervals in forested US ecosystems vary, but range from decades in semiarid interior forests to centuries for coastal ecosystems [21]. There has been much
debate over the role of historical land management practices, such as fire suppression,
in contemporary fire and forest growth patterns and a growing discussion of how
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wildfires will respond to climate change (e.g., [3], [22], [23]). The long duration of
forest regrowth between fire events and the variability in the magnitude of C emission
during fire highlights the uncertainty of this aspect of terrestrial C cycling. In the
Kyoto protocol, the complex nature of terrestrial sources and sinks led to a relatively
narrow definition of the types of terrestrial C sequestration activities that could be
used to meet treaty objectives [24]. These sequestration activities thus far have been
largely constrained to agricultural management and reforestation projects, although
there has been a vigorous and ongoing debate about the appropriate scope of
terrestrial C sequestration activities [25]. At regional and national levels, terrestrial
sinks driven by historic land use change, such as reforestation efforts, can be sizeable
[26] and may represent an attractive target in future C mitigation negotiations.
Similarly, fire mitigation programs such as forest thinning may reduce the severity or
extent of fires, but may also have uncertain impacts on sequestered carbon (depending
on the fate of C removed from forests). From this standpoint, the potential for C
losses from fire represents a risk to C sequestration potential and a factor that needs to
be considered in discussions regarding appropriate credit for terrestrial sinks in
atmospheric C mitigation.

In this study, we evaluate the role that fire plays in carbon emissions from a number
of states throughout the US. The motivation, following Amiro et al., [9], is, in part, to
assess the degree to which fire can influence regional carbon budgets and the year to
year and state to state variability of the potential impacts. This is the first study of
which we are aware that includes the spatial and temporal resolution of fire CO2
emissions for the US, and assesses the importance of these emissions compared to
fossil fuel burning CO2 emissions. We also focus on the role that fire may play in
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longer-term ecosystem C budgets by comparing fire emissions to Net Primary
Productivity (NPP) in a range of ecosystems at a regional level. Through these
comparisons, our goal is to more clearly delineate the role that fire is playing in
regional C budgets with the hope of providing some insight into the impact that fire
may have on both C monitoring and management plans in the future.

Results and discussion
CO2 emissions from fires

Daily CO2 emissions from fires in North America were estimated for 2002 through
2006 using the methods described by Wiedinmyer et. al. [13]. Annually, the average
CO2 emitted from fires in the lower 48 (LOWER48) states from 2002-2006 is
estimated to be 213 ( ± 50 std. dev.) Tg CO2 yr-1 and 80 ( ± 89 std. dev.) Tg CO2 yr-1
in Alaska. There is substantial variation in the overall magnitude of annual emissions
from states in the US, ranging from the average of 80 Tg of CO2 in Alaska to < 0.01
Tg CO2 in Rhode Island and Vermont. Emissions from the Northeastern and
Midwestern US states tend to be very small; the annual emissions from the US are
dominated by the Western and Southeastern US states. For many Western and
Southeastern US States, there are large annual fire emissions of CO2 averaging ~10
Tg CO2 (with an average coefficient of variance of more than 50%). The
Northeastern states have the least amount of emissions per area: Vermont, Rhode
Island, Maine, and New Hampshire all have an average annual fire emission of <1
metric ton CO2 km-2. The Southeastern and Western states have the largest amount of
CO2 from fires: Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Washington all have an
average annual fire emission > 75 metric ton CO2 km-2.
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The interannual variability in the annual emission estimates is substantial. In the
LOWER48, the annual emissions from year to year vary as much as a factor of 1.8,
and in Alaska, the annual CO2 estimates vary by over an order of magnitude. Overall,
the interannual variance of fire emissions in the Southeastern US is lower than in the
Western US. This interannual variability could arise from several causes, including
changes in meteorology and climate (e.g., drought) and land management practices
that deal with agricultural and prescribed burning.

Fires occur within the US for a number of reasons, including wildfires started from
both natural and anthropogenic causes, prescribed burning, and burning for
agricultural purposes. An analysis of the fire emission estimates presented here
shows that the majority of the emissions from fires in the US are from needleleaf
forests. For 2006, needleleaf forests are estimated to emit 78% of the CO2 emissions
from continental US fires. This suggests that, although important, natural and
prescribed burning in grasslands and burning in croplands for agricultural purposes
does not contribute significantly to the overall annual US CO2 fire emissions
inventory. CO2 emissions from grasslands account for 5% of the 2006 estimated fire
emissions inventory, and emissions from croplands contribute <3%. In both the
Western and the Southeastern US, 86% of the estimated 2006 CO2 emissions come
from needleleaf forests.

The amount of area burned for management practices (prescribed burns) varies by
region. In the Southeastern US, the majority of acreage burned is via prescribed
burns. According to the National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC; [27]) less than one
third of the reported area burned in 2006 in the Southeastern states was due to
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wildfires; two thirds of the area burned was the result of prescribed burns. In
Alabama, 94% of the 2006 reported burn area was attributed to prescribed burns.
Since prescribed burns in the Southeastern US tend to occur between November and
April [28] and the majority of emissions in this region come from needleleaf forests,
we assume that much of the emissions through the spring and fall months (discussed
below) can be primarily attributed to prescribed burns in forested areas.

In the Western US, fire-related CO2 emissions are dominantly related to wildfire
activity. A report for the Western Regional Air Partnership [29] estimates that 57% of
the acreage burned in 2002 in the Western US States was due to wildfires, 23% for
agricultural purposes, and the remainder for land management practices. Although the
percentage of agricultural burned area was significant, the amount of biomass burned,
and therefore the emissions, were relatively small in the overall inventory.

Seasonal variation in fire CO2 emissions

There is strong seasonal variation in fire CO2 emissions, with regional differences in
the peak emissions across the US. Generally, the monthly emissions of CO2 from
fires in the LOWER48 have two peaks: a small peak during the spring months (March
and April) and a larger peak during the summer months (Figure 1). These two peaks
are driven by the timing of fires in two distinct portions of the US, with spring fire
emissions dominated by fires in the Southeastern and Central US, and summer fire
emissions driven by emissions for the Western US (Figure 2).

Large, periodic fires can cause massive fluxes of CO2 to the atmosphere. Figure 3
shows monthly CO2 release from fires from six states including Alaska, four western
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US states, and Mississippi. These results illustrate the extreme variability in
emissions associated with large fire events, such as the Columbia Complex fire in
Washington in August 2006, or the Biscuit fire in Oregon in July of 2002, during
which more than 15 Tg of CO2 was released from each of these states.

In 2002, the Biscuit fire burned in Oregon from mid-July to September. The
emissions from this fire were exceptionally large and drove the peaks in CO2
emissions for July and August 2002 for Oregon (Figure 3). Estimates using the
methods described here (see Methods Section below) predict 4.9 Tg C (from CO2)
and 5.3 Tg C (from CO2 and CO) from the Biscuit fire (in Oregon only). Law et al.
[30] used a simple method, based on the reported burn area and an assumed carbon
loading, to estimate 4.1 Tg C from the same fire. The sizeable difference in emission
estimates emphasizes the large uncertainty associated with estimating C emissions
from fires. Estimates of fire emissions of CO2 depend on a wide range of factors,
including the severity and type of burns, as well as the spatial heterogeneity of
vegetation and fire intensity [2], [6]. Combined, these factors make it exceptionally
difficult to accurately measure C emissions from field-based techniques, regardless of
methods used. Unfortunately, remote sensing-based methods also result in highly
uncertain C flux estimates for fire, and there is currently no clear method available to
reduce these uncertainties [19]. Given these complexities, the flux estimates for the
Biscuit fire made by this study and the Law et. al. [30] study are probably about as
similar as can be expected. Law et. al. [30] applied a reported burn area, while the
method employed in this study applied a burn area based on remote sensing
observations. Both methods used different fuel loading estimates and emission
factors. The impact of inherent uncertainty in emission estimates is that the high
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degree of variability (e.g., >25% of the flux) in fire emission estimates is not likely to
be reduced soon and has implications for both our understanding of fires in the global
carbon cycle and our ability to monitor and assess the causes of biosphere-atmosphere
fluxes at a regional scale.
Fires and regional CO2 emissions

A striking implication of very large wildfires is that a severe fire season lasting only
one or two months can release as much carbon as the annual emissions from the entire
transportation or energy sector of an individual state. While the long-term
atmospheric implications of wildfire and fossil-fuel C release can be strikingly
different, the pulsed emission releases from wildfire events can match or even exceed
monthly or annual industrial emissions on a regional basis. To examine the role of
wildfire in the context of industrial emissions, we compare national and state level
emissions of CO2 from fossil fuel combustion to our estimated fire emissions of CO2.

Annually, for the continental US (not including Washington D.C.), the average CO2
emissions from all fossil fuel burning (FFB) sources from 2000 – 2003 were 5738 Tg
CO2 [31]. Annual average CO2 emissions for 2002 – 2006 from fires in the
continental US was 293 Tg CO2, corresponding to the equivalent of 5.1% of the
annual FFB emissions from 2000-2003 (and 5.4% of the average from 1990-2003).
Depending on the year, emissions from fires for the entire Continental US were
equivalent to as little as 4% of the FFB emissions, and as much as 6%. However, this
is for the entire U.S; on a state-level, the importance of fire emissions of CO2 relative
to FFB emissions is much different. There are eight states (Alaska, Idaho, Oregon,
Montana, Washington, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Arizona) where the annuallyaveraged (2002-2006) fire emissions are equal to more than 10% of the state-level
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FFB CO2 emissions, and eleven other states whose fire emissions equal more than 5%
of the state-level CO2 emissions (Figure 4, Additional Table 1). In the case of Alaska,
annually-averaged fire emissions of CO2 (2002-2006) are consistently greater than the
annually averaged (2000-2003) emissions from FFB (Figure 4). For the states located
in the Western and Southeastern US, average annual fire emissions of CO2 range from
the equivalent of 2-4% of FFB emissions in North Carolina, Colorado, and Wyoming,
to 89% of emissions in Idaho. (It should be noted, however, that Idaho does not have
any coal-fire power plants, which emit large amounts of CO2). For the Western US
States, fire CO2 emissions on average are equivalent to 11 ± 4% of annual FFB CO2
emissions, and for the Southeastern US fire CO2 emissions are equivalent to 6 ± 2%
of annual FFB CO2 emissions.

The relative importance of CO2 emissions from fires to regional C emissions varies
seasonally and annually. For example, during particularly intense fire years, such as
2006 in Idaho, the emissions of CO2 from fires in Idaho were 1.6 times higher than all
of the annually-averaged (2000-2003) FFB emissions from that state, and nearly
double the mean annual fire CO2 emissions for the state for 2002-2006. Similarly, in
2006, Montana and Washington experienced CO2 emissions from fires during the year
that were equivalent to ~ 47 and 42% of the total annual state-level FFB CO2
emissions, respectively. In addition to significant interannual variation, regional fires
are typically active for just a few months of the year. The monthly emissions of CO2
from fires for 2002 through 2006 for six selected states are shown in Figure 3. Alaska,
Montana, Washington, and Oregon all show large summer peaks in wildfire CO2
emissions that are of the same magnitude or greater than the CO2 from FFB sources
during those months.
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In California, the annual FFB emissions inventory of CO2 is the largest in the country
behind Texas (362 Tg CO2 yr-1 averaged from 1990-2003). Even so, the annual
averaged emissions of CO2 from fires are significant (24 Tg CO2 yr-1; equivalent to
6% of the FFB emission estimates). Although the ratio of annual state-level CO2
emissions from fires to FFB sources is fairly low, and California does not have
significant coal-fire power plant CO2 emissions, this ratio is also subject to substantial
variation. By the end of October 2003, wildfires burned more than 750,000 acres,
producing the equivalent of 49% of the monthly CO2 emitted by FFB sources for
state. This occurred in more than one year that we investigated. The major wildfires
in September 2006, including the Day Fire in Southern California, produced an
estimated 16 Tg CO2 for that month, equivalent to approximately 50% of estimated
total monthly FFB emissions for the entire state. Thus, even in highly industrialized
regions of the country with significant FFB CO2 emissions, fires can contribute
significant amounts of CO2 to the atmosphere. These fires not only impact regional
CO2 fluxes, but can also impact visibility and air quality. Phuleria et. al. [5] shows
how the emissions from the October 2003 Californian fires increased air pollutant
concentrations, most notably particulate matter with diameters less than 10 µm
(PM10), throughout the Los Angeles Basin.

Multi-decadal implications of fire C release

Fires represent a potentially large short-term release of carbon that is largely offset
over longer time scales (decades) by the uptake of atmospheric carbon associated with
forest regrowth. From this standpoint, fires and fossil fuel emissions have entirely
different effects on atmospheric CO2 levels with the expectation that in the absence of

- 14 -

changes in frequency or intensity, fire emissions would be balanced over a period of
several decades by forest regrowth and C assimilation. To evaluate the magnitude of
C released from fire in the context of annual plant C sequestration, we compared
emission estimates from fire to annual estimates of Net Primary Productivity (NPP;
gC m-2 year-1) derived from MODIS satellite observations ([31], [32], [33], [34], [35])
for 2000 through 2005. Annually-averaged NPP (2000-2005) by state is estimated
from these base datasets (Additional File Table 1). For the LOWER48, the annuallyaveraged NPP was estimated as 9369 Tg CO2 yr-1. On an annual basis, fires result in
a release of the equivalent of 4% of the annual NPP flux in both the Western and the
Southeastern US. However, this is highly variable. For example, average annual fire
emissions of CO2 range from 0.7-1.4% of estimated NPP in North Carolina, Colorado,
and Wyoming, to more than 6% for Arizona, Idaho, and Louisiana. For the Western
US, fires on average represent 3.8 ± 1.5% of annual average NPP, similar to the
results for the Southeastern US, where CO2 from fires is 3.6 ± 1.1% of annual average
NPP.

The large conversion of terrestrial biomass to CO2 during a fire is largely balanced
over longer time scales by the uptake of C in regrowing forest. In North American
Boreal ecosystems, there commonly is a period of several years to a decade during
which C is lost from ecosystems, followed by several decades to a century of C
uptake in regrowing forests [6], [36]. However, fire regimes and intensity are
changing for at least some portions of the US [3], [21], and following European
settlement of the Western US, the fire frequency in some forests was reduced [37]
leading to an accumulation of C in terrestrial systems. The relatively large fraction of
NPP that is currently lost to fire in a number of Western US ecosystems represents, in
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part, the return of some of this historically accumulated C to the atmosphere, and sets
the stage for future C uptake in these forested ecosystems. The historic and future
impact of fire emissions on atmospheric CO2 also depends on the frequency and
intensity of fires in the 21st century. A shortening of fire return intervals, increases in
area burned, and/or increases in fire severity can lead to net emissions of CO2, even
on a multi-decadal times scale [6], [10], [38]. With changing climate and projected
increases in burned area in the US [39], [40], there is a significant potential for
additional net release of C from the forests of the United States due to changing fire
dynamics in the coming decades.

Conclusions
Fires represent a large and highly variable component of the US carbon budget. This
study illustrates the high degree of spatial variability in fire CO2 emissions with
exceptionally large fluxes of CO2 due to wildfire in the Western US and large
emissions from controlled burns and forest management activities in the Southeastern
US. In some Western US states, such as Alaska and Idaho, the annual emission of
CO2 from wildfire in some years equals or exceeds the emissions from fossil fuel
combustion. Even in states with large FFB CO2 sources, such as California, fires can
be a significant annual and highly significant seasonal component to the regional C
budget.

The long-term impacts of CO2 emissions from fire are considerably different than
from fossil fuel burning emissions because fire emissions are at least partially
balanced over decades by forest regrowth and terrestrial C sequestration. Changing
climate and fire regimes, however may lead to fire emissions that increasingly diverge
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from historical means. Over shorter time periods fires, with their inherently uncertain
emission estimates, represent a major hurdle to the establishment of accurate C source
and sink accounting based on atmospheric CO2 observations. While isotopic and
tracer techniques could certainly aid in the reduction of uncertainty in regional C
inverse modeling, fires represent a level of complexity in terrestrial C dynamics that
deserve increased attention.

Methods
Fire emission estimates

A simple modeling approach, described by Wiedinmyer et. al. [13], was used to
calculate the daily fire emissions of carbon dioxide (ECO2) in North America from
2002 through 2006. ECO2 was calculated as:
ECO2 = A(x,t) * B(x,t) * EFCO2

(1)

where A(x,t) is the area burned at location x and time t, B(x,t) is the biomass burned
at location x and time t, and EFCO2 is an emission factor, or the mass of CO2 that is
emitted per mass of biomass burned.

With this method, fire location and timing is determined with the MODIS Active Fire
product. The MODIS instruments aboard the NASA Terra and Aqua satellites each
provide approximately twice-daily passes over North America. These daily fire
detections were processed by the US Forest Service Remote Sensing Applications
Center for 2002 through 2006 using the MODIS Active Fire data developed by the
UMD Rapid Response team [41].
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The fuel loading at each fire was determined using a combination of satellite products.
The Global Land Cover 2000 (GLC2000) dataset is used to characterize the
ecosystem type for each identified fire. The GLC2000 identifies 29 different land
cover classes in North and Central America at a 1 km2 resolution [42]. For each land
cover class, a total fuel loading has been assigned using a combination of values
found in the literature [13]. The fraction of woody and herbaceous fuels associated
with each class was determined using information from the Fuels Characterization
Classification System (FCCS; [43], [44]). The fraction of forest, herbaceous cover,
and bare ground at each fire was determined using the Vegetation Continuous Fields
(VCF) MODIS product, scaled to 1 km2 [45], [46]. The amount of biomass burned
was assumed to be a function of forest cover (where > 60% tree cover is considered
forest, 40-60% tree cover is considered Woodlands, and <40% tree cover is
considered Grasslands), following the methods applied by Ito and Penner [47].

For the results shown here, each detected fire was treated as an individual fire. Based
on the nominal resolution of the MODIS instruments, the total possible area burned
for each fire pixel was assumed to be 1 km2. For each fire detection, the 1 km2 was
scaled to the amount of bare cover assigned at that spot by the VCF product. For
example, if the bare cover was 20% at a fire point, the area burned was estimated to
be 0.8 km2. Using this methodology, daily fire emissions of CO2 were estimated for
2002 through 2006. Only emissions from the US are presented in this paper.

Fire emission estimate uncertainty

The emissions of CO2 from fires are highly uncertain due to the combined errors and
uncertainties in the model framework and inputs. Uncertainties in the fire emission
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estimates may arise from the satellite detections of the fires, the assumptions made in
the fuel loading and amount of fuel burned, the estimated area burned, and the
assigned emission factors. The Active Fire satellite product produces daily fire
detections. This product is not screened for missing data, and does not flag those areas
obstructed by clouds. The timing of the satellite detections and the inability to detect
fire through clouds can lead to missed detections and an underestimation of fire
detections [41], [48]. The area burned assigned to each pixel (1 km2) is considered an
upper estimate. The fuel loadings associated with each general land cover
classification are taken from few studies, and in reality are highly variable.

Wiedinmyer et. al. [13] were unable to assign a quantitative assessment of uncertainty
on the emission estimates using the described modeling technique. However, they
predict that the uncertainties can be over a factor of two. When compared to other
estimates of CO2 emissions from fires, these estimates are within this uncertainty. For
the Conterminous US, the Global Fire Emissions Database, version 2 (GFEDv2, [2])
predict emissions of CO2 that are approximately two to five times lower than those
estimates here. Other models used to predict emissions from fires are much closer to
the values predicted here. A more comprehensive intercomparison of emission
estimates of CO from fire emissions models for the US is described by Al-Saadi et. al.
[12]. In general, the emissions from the methodology used here are higher than those
predicted by the GFEDv2, but lower than those predicted by a NOAA product [12].
To consider the uncertainty associated with the emission estimates, we assign a factor
of at least 2 to the estimates.
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The validation of fire emission estimates is difficult, since the emissions from fire to
fire are highly variable, and direct flux measurements from fires are extremely
difficult. Inverse modeling of fire emissions using in situ measurements or satellite
observations provides a means to constrain fire emission estimates: however, these
methods can not provide a direct quantification of emissions from fires. The
uncertainty in the fire emission estimates, along with the variability in the spatial and
temporal allocation of these emissions, adds further complications for efforts to
constrain C fluxes with monitoring and modeling techniques. Future work is needed
not only to better quantify emissions from fires, but to better constrain the
uncertainties associated with the estimates.

Net Primary Productivity

The Net Primary Productivity (NPP) is defined as the rate at which biomass grows in
an ecosystem. It is often used as a measure of carbon uptake by vegetation, or carbon
stored in vegetation. For this study, the annual NPP values determined from the
MODIS Satellite instruments were used [31], [32], [33], [34], [35]. This product
provided annual NPP values (gC m-2 year-1) with a spatial resolution of 1 km2 for the
continuous US Annual NPP values (TgCO2 yr-1) for each of the 6 years (2000-2005)
were averaged for each state in the continuous US.

Fossil fuel burning emissions of CO2

To evaluate the importance of biomass burning emissions relative to those from fossil
fuel burning, the US Department of Energy report of annual CO2 emissions from
fossil fuel combustion for the country [31] is used. The annual total CO2 emissions
by state from 1990 to 2003, was published in April 2007 [50]. This inventory does
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not include all industrial sources, but is the most complete inventory of which we are
aware.

Competing interests
The author(s) declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors' contributions
CW performed the fire emission estimates and processed the DOE FFB emissions and
the NPP data. CW and JN both analyzed the results and contributed equally to the
manuscript. Both authors have read and approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank Jana Milford, Peter Thornton, and five anonymous
reviewers for their useful comments on the manuscript. The authors also thank
Maosheng Zhao for assistance with the NPP data, Brad Quayle for providing the
MODIS fire counts, and David Schimel for helpful discussions. The National Center
for Atmospheric Research is sponsored in part by the National Science Foundation.

References
[1] Giglio, L., van der Werf, G. R., Randerson, J. T., Collatz, G. J., and Kasibhatla, P.
Global estimation of burned area using MODIS active fire observations.
Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics 2006, 6: 957-974.
[2] van der Werf, G. R., Randerson, J. T., Giglio, L., Collatz, G. J., Kasibhatla, P. S.,
and Arellano, A. F. Interannual variability in global biomass burning emissions
from 1997 to 2004. Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics 2006, 6: 3423-3441.
[3] Westerling, A. L., Hidalgo, H. G., Cayan, D. R., and Swetnam, T. W. Warming
and earlier spring increase western US forest wildfire activity. Science 2006, 313:

- 21 -

940-943.
[4] Wotawa, G. and M. Trainer. The influence of Canadian forest fires on pollutant
concentrations in the United States. Science 2000, 288(5464): 324-328.
[5] Phuleria, H. C., P. M. Fine, Y. Zhu, and C. Sioutas: Air quality impacts of the
October 2003 Southern California wildfires. J. Geophys. Res. 2005, 110: D07S20,
doi:10.1029/2004JD004626.
[6] Harden, J. W., Trumbore, S. E., Stocks, B. J., Hirsch, A., Gower, S. T., O'Neill, K.
P., and Kasischke, E. S. The role of fire in the boreal carbon budget. Global
Change Biology 2000, 6: 174-184.
[7] Simpson, I. J., F. S. Rowland, S. Meinardi, and D. R. Blake. Influence of biomass
burning during recent fluctuations in the slow growth of global tropospheric
methane. Geophys. Res. Lett. 2006, 33, L22808, doi:10.1029/2006GL027330.
[8] Naik, V., D. L. Mauzerall, L. W. Horowitz, M. D. Schwarzkopf, V. Ramaswamy,
and M. Oppenheimer. On the sensitivity of radiative forcing from biomass
burning aerosols and ozone to emission location, Geophys. Res. Lett. 2007, 34,
L03818, doi:10.1029/2006GL028149.
[9] Amiro, B. D., Todd, J. B., Wotton, B. M., Logan, K. A., Flannigan, M. D., Stocks,
B. J., Mason, J. A., Martell, D. L., and Hirsch, K. G. Direct carbon emissions from
Canadian forest fires, 1959-1999. Canadian Journal of Forest Research-Revue
Canadienne De Recherche Forestiere 2001, 31: 512-525.
[10] Randerson, J. T., Liu, H., Flanner, M. G., Chambers, S. D., Jin, Y., Hess, P. G.,
Pfister, G., Mack, M. C., Treseder, K. K., Welp, L. R., Chapin, F. S., Harden, J. W.,
Goulden, M. L., Lyons, E., Neff, J. C., Schuur, E. A. G., and Zender, C. S. The
impact of boreal forest fire on climate warming. Science 2006, 314: 1130-1132.
[11] Carbon Tracker, [http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/carbontracker/].
[12] Al-Saadi, J. A. A. Soja, B. Pierce, C. Kittaka, L. Emmons, S. Kondragunta, X.
Zhang, C. Wiedinmyer, T. Schaack, and J. Szykman: Global Near-Real-Time
Estimates of Biomass Burning Emissions using Satellite Active Fire Detections,
presented at 16th International Emission Inventory Conference, Raleigh, NC, May 14
– 17, 2007 [available online at http://www.epa.gov/ttn/chief/conference/ei16/].
[13] Wiedinmyer, C. , B. Quayle, C. Geron, A. Belote, D. McKenzie, X. Zhang, S.
O'Neill, and K.K. Wynne. Estimating emissions from fires in North America for
Air Quality Modeling. Atmospheric Environment 2006, 40: 3419-3432.
[14] Jain, A.K. Global estimation of CO emissions using three sets of satellite data
for burned area. Atmospheric Environment 2007, 41: 6931-6940.
[15] Kennett, S. A. National policies for biosphere greenhouse gas management:
Issues and opportunities. Environmental Management 2002, 30: 595-608.

- 22 -

[16] Cannell, M. G. R. Carbon sequestration and biomass energy offset:
theoretical, potential and achievable capacities globally, in Europe and the UK.
Biomass & Bioenergy 2003, 24: 97-116.
[17] Yamasaki, A. An overview of CO2 mitigation options for global warming Emphasizing CO2 sequestration options. Journal of Chemical Engineering of
Japan 2003, 36: 361-375.
[18] Kurz, W. A., and Apps, M. J. Contribution of Northern Forests to the Global
C Cycle - Canada as a Case-Study. Water Air and Soil Pollution 1993, 70: 163-176.
[19] French, N. H. F., Goovaerts, P., and Kasischke, E. S. Uncertainty in estimating
carbon emissions from boreal forest fires. Journal of Geophysical ResearchAtmospheres 2004, 109(D14): Art. No. D14S08.
[20] Neff, J. C., Harden, J. W., and Gleixner, G. Fire effects on soil organic matter
content, composition, and nutrients in boreal interior Alaska. Canadian Journal
of Forest Research-Revue Canadienne De Recherche Forestiere 2005, 35: 21782187.
[21] Noss, R. F., Franklin, J. F., Baker, W. L., Schoennagel, T., and Moyle, P. B.
Managing fire-prone forests in the western United States. Frontiers in Ecology
and the Environment 2006, 4: 481-487.
[22] Bodin P, Wiman BLB: The usefulness of stability concepts in forest
management when coping with increasing climate uncertainties. Forest Ecology
and Management 2000, 242(2-3): 541-52.
[23] Girod, C.M., G.C. Hurtt, S. Frolking, J.D. Aber, A.W. King. The tension
between fire risk and carbon storage: evaluating US carbon and fire
management strategies through ecosystem models. Earth Interactions 2007, 11:33.
[24] Subak, S. Agricultural soil carbon accumulation in North America:
considerations for climate policy. Global Environmental Change-Human and Policy
Dimensions 2000, 10: 185-195.
[25] Martin, P. H., Nabuurs, G. J., Aubinet, M., Karjalainen, T., Vine, E. L., Kinsman,
J., and Heath, L. S. Carbon sinks in temperate forests. Annual Review of Energy
and the Environment 2001, 26: 435-465.
[26] Pacala, S. W., Hurtt, G. C., Baker, D., Peylin, P., Houghton, R. A., Birdsey, R.
A., Heath, L., Sundquist, E. T., Stallard, R. F., Ciais, P., Moorcroft, P., Caspersen, J.
P., Shevliakova, E., Moore, B., Kohlmaier, G., Holland, E., Gloor, M., Harmon, M.
E., Fan, S. M., Sarmiento, J. L., Goodale, C. L., Schimel, D., and Field, C. B.
Consistent land- and atmosphere-based US carbon sink estimates. Science 2001,
292: 2316-2320.
[27] National Interagency Fire Center,
[http://www.nifc.gov/nicc/predictive/intelligence/intelligence.htm].

- 23 -

[28] Haines, T.K., R.L. Busby, D.A. Cleaves. Prescribed burning in the South:
trends, purpose, and barriers. Southern Journal of Applied Forestry 2001 25:149–
153.
[29] Western Regional Air Partnership (WRAP). 2002 Fire Emission Inventory for
the WRAP Region – Phase II, Project No. 178-6, July 22, 2005,
[http://www.wrapair.org/forums/fejf/tasks/FEJFtask7PhaseII.html].
[30] Law, B.E., D. Turner, J. Campbell, O. J. Sun, S. Van Tuyl, W. D. Ritts and W. B.
Cohen: Disturbance and climate effects on carbon stocks and fluxes across
Western Oregon USA, Global Change Biology 2004, 10: 1429–1444.
[31] U.S. Department of Energy, [http://www.eia.doe.gov/environment.html].
[32] Running S.W., R.R. Nemani, F.A. Heinsch, M. Zhao, M. Reeves and H.
Hashimoto: A continuous satellite-derived measure of global terrestrial primary
productivity: Future science and applications. Bioscience 2004, 56(6): 547-560.
[33] Zhao, M., F. A. Heinsch, R. R. Nemani, and S. W. Running: Improvements of
the MODIS terrestrial gross and net primary production global dataset, Remote
Sensing of Environment 2005, 95: 164-176.
[34] Zhao, M., S. W. Running, and R. R. Nemani: Sensitivity of Moderate
Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) terrestrial primary production
to the accuracy of meteorological reanalyses. Journal of Geophysical Research,
2006, 111, G01002, doi:10.1029/2004JG000004.
[35] Heinsch, F.A., M. Zhao, S.W. Running, et al: Evaluation of remote sensing
based terrestrial productivity from MODIS using regional tower eddy flux
network observations. IEEE Transactions on Geoscience and Remote Sensing 2006,
44(7): 1908-1925.
[36] Hicke, J. A., Asner, G. P., Kasischke, E. S., French, N. H. F., Randerson, J. T.,
Collatz, G. J., Stocks, B. J., Tucker, C. J., Los, S. O., and Field, C. B. Postfire
response of North American boreal forest net primary productivity analyzed
with satellite observations. Global Change Biology 2003, 9: 1145-1157.
[37] Savage, M., and Swetnam, T. W. Early 19th-Century Fire Decline Following
Sheep Pasturing in a Navajo Ponderosa Pine Forest. Ecology 1990, 71: 23742378.
[38] Kashian, D.M., W.H. Romme, D.B. Tinker, et al. Carbon storage on
landscapes with stand-replacing fires. Bioscience 2006, 56 (7): 598-606.
[39] Neilson, R.P. and R.J. Drapek. Potentially complex biosphere responses to
transient global warming. Global Change Biology 1998, 4 (5): 505-521.
[40] Dale, V.H., L.A. Joyce, S. McNulty, et al. Climate change and forest
disturbances. Bioscience 2001, 51 (9): 723-734.

- 24 -

[41] Giglio, L., J. Descloitres, C.O. Justice, Y.J. Kaufman. An Enhanced Contextual
Fire Detection Algorithm for MODIS. Remote Sensing of Environment 2003, 87(23): 273-282.
[42] Latifovic, R., Z. Zhu, J. Cihlar, J. Beaubien, R. Fraser: The Land Cover Map
for North America in the Year 2000. GLC2000 database, European Commission
Joint Research Centre, 2003. [http://www.gvm.jrc.it/glc2000].
[43] Fuels Characterization Classification System (FCCS),
[http://www.fs.fed.us/pnw/fera/fccs/].
[44] Ottmar, R.D.; Sandberg, D.V.; Prichard, S.J.; Riccardi, C.L: An Overview of the
Fuel Characteristic Classification System – Quantifying, Classifying, and
Creating Fuelbeds for Resource Planning. Canadian Journal of Forest Research
2007, In press.
[45] Hansen, M., R. DeFries, J.R. Townshend, M. Carroll, C. Dimiceli, and R.
Sohlberg Vegetation Continuous Fields MOD44B, 2001 Percent Tree Cover,
Collection 3, University of Maryland, College Park, Maryland, 2003.
[46] Hansen, M., R.S. DeFries, J.R.G. Townshend, M. Carroll, C. Dimiceli, and R.A.
Sohlberg. Global Percent Tree Cover at a Spatial Resolution of 500 Meters: First
Results of the MODIS Vegetation Continuous Fields Algorithm. Earth
Interactions 2003, 7(10): 1-15.
[47] Ito, A., Penner, J. E. Global estimates of biomass burning emissions based on
satellite imagery for the year 2000. J. Geophys. Res. 2004, 109, D14S05,
doi:10.1029/2003JD004423.
[48] NASA/University of Maryland. MODIS Hotspot / Active Fire Detections. Data
set. MODIS Rapid Response Project, NASA/GSFC [producer], University of
Maryland, Fire Information for Resource Management System [distributors]. 2002,
Available on-line [http://maps.geog.umd.edu]
[50] US Department of Energy,
[http://www.eia.doe.gov/oiaf/1605/ggrpt/excel/tbl_statetotal.xls].

- 25 -

Figures
Figure 1 - Annual emissions of CO2 from fires

Monthly emissions of CO2 from fires for the LOWER48, averaged for 2002-2006.
The error bars represent the standard deviation of the monthly emissions for the 5
years.
Figure 2 – Monthly CO2 emissions by region

Annually-averaged CO2 emissions (2002-2006) from fires for five US regions.
(Western US = AZ, CA, CO, ID, MT, NM, NV, OR, UT, WA, WY; Southeastern US
= AL, FL, GA, LA, MS, NC, SC, TN; Mid-Atlantic & New England = CT, DE, MA,
MD, ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VA, VT, WV; Midwestern US = IL, IN, KY, MI, OH,
WI; Central US = AR, IA, KS, MN, MO, NB, ND, OK, SD, TX)

Figure 3 - Monthly state CO2 emissions

Monthly emissions of CO2 from fires and from anthropogenic sources for selected
states.
Figure 4 - Annual CO2 emissions by state

Annually-averaged anthropogenic emissions (2000-2003) of CO2 and annuallyaveraged CO2 emissions (2002-2006) from fires for states where average fire
emissions greater than 5% of the states’ anthropogenic emissions. The error bars
associated with the fire emission estimates represent the standard deviation of the
monthly emissions for 2002-2006.
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Tables
Table 1 - Annual CO2 emissions from fires (Tg CO2 yr-1)

The annual estimated CO2 emissions from fires(Tg yr-1) for the LOWER48 and for
Alaska.
Year
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006

LOWER48
193
244
157
191
283

Alaska
28
18
201
150
3

Table 2 - Annual CO2 emissions from fires for different US regions

The annually averaged (2002-2006) CO2 emissions (Tg yr-1), standard deviation, and
the coefficient of variation for 5 regions of the LOWER48.
Tg CO2 yr
Regions
Western US
Southeastern US
Central US
Mid-Atlantic & New England
Midwest
Where

-1

Ave. Annual
Emissions

Standard
Deviation

Coefficient of
Variation

105
65
37
3
3

42
20
10
1
1

40
31
26
20
17

Western US = NM, CO, WY, MT, ID, UT, NV, AZ, CA, OR, WA
SE US = LA, MS, AL, FL, GA, SC, NC, TN
Central US = TX, OK, MO, KS, NB, SD, ND, IA, AR, MN
Mid-Atlantic & New England = ME, VT, NH, RI, CT, MA, NY, PA,. NJ, DE, MD, WV, VA
MidWest = WI, IN, IL, OH, KY, MI

Additional files
Additional file 1
File format: DOC
Title: Emissions of CO2 from FFB and NPP for each state.
Description: The monthly and annual averaged CO2 emissions from each state are
provided. Additionally, the FFB emissions and the annual estimated NPP are also
given for each state.
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