Fires in nature

Causes of wildfires

Wildfires can be ignited by natural causes or they can
involve human factors.

The vast majority of fires that threaten life and residential
areas are the result of human actions, including discarded
cigarettes and poorly controlled campfires. The most
prone areas are in the so-called ‘wildland-urban
interfaces’ — woodland that is close to large urban areas
such as Sydney and Los Angeles.

Heat transfer processes (essentially radiation, conduction
and convection) preheat vegetation ahead of the flames,
preparing them for ignition and rapid spread of the

fire (Figure 5). These processes are most effective in
preheating material that is above the fire (hot air rises!),
thereby causing advance of the fire front vertically. This

is why fires tend to advance more rapidly up a slope than @ Figure 5 Heat transfer processes
on level ground. Experiments in Australia have shown that fires on a

20-degree slope advance at up to four times the rate of fires on level

ground.
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Burning fragments of vegetation (called firebrands) can be carried
ahead of the fire front by convection currents and strong winds igniting
isolated spot fires, their very randomness presenting a significant
hazard. Gravity is also responsible for spot fires — firebrands can roll
downslope and start fires some distance from the fire front.
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