When Forest Fires Become Disaster-

Examining the Evolving Governance of Forest Fires in India

Kapil Yadav

King’s College London and Leverhulme Centre for Wildfires

INTRODUCTION

Globally, forest fires have remained a focus area in national forest legislation and
policies for nearly a century. Recently, with the emergence of megafire events and

climate change, forest fires have been

increasingly

included

in disaster risk

management policies. What are the implications of recognizing forest fires as
disasters? This study examines the evolving governance of forest fires in India as
they gain recognition under disaster management policy. In particular, it focuses on
forest fires in the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand, a state prone to frequent forest
fires that experienced large wildfire events in 2016, which influenced the disaster
recognition of forest fires at the national level.

OBJECTIVE

To analyze how policy recognition of forest fires as disaster influences forest fire

management in India

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

« How has the policy focus on forest fires in India transformed in response to their
recent recognition under disaster management?

« What are the consequences of classifying fires as disaster for forest fire

management?

- How do different stakeholders perceive the causes of forest fires and propose

solutions to address them?
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POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF DISASTER

 The decision to declare a problem as a disaster has material and ideological
consequences. Claims of technocratic expertise can be used to maintain power
(Remes and Horowitz, 2021).

« The traditional distinction between man-made and natural disasters is difficult
to sustain under the conditions of the Anthropocene. Disasters are more than
human and more than natural (McGowran and Donovan, 2021).

« (Causes of disaster matter in shaping solutions. Disasters are defined according
to the solutions at hand (Quarantelli, 1998).

« Disaster is both an event and process. It is important to examine the conditions
that lead to them (Pelling, 1999).

Data Collection

METHODS

« Thirty semi-structured interviews with government officials, ecologists, remote
sensing scientists, and news reporters conducted at the national and state

level.

« Document analysis of government policies, schemes, action plans and reports
on fires at national level and for Uttarakhand state.

Data Analysis

Thematic Analysis of interviews and documents

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Are forest fires a new

phenomenon in

Uttarakhand? Have they
changed, and if so,

how?

Are forest fires a
‘disaster’ in
Uttarakhand?

How does fire

management change

under disaster
management?

What are the causes of
forest fires? How do
they shape the solutions

for forest fires?

Yes, forest fires have
increased. The remote
sensing data shows
this increase.

But we all agree that
forest fires are
disasters? The situation
looks quite grim to me.

-

The recognition of fires as a disaster is a
welcome step because now they will be a
mainstream problem and not a routine,
seasonal issue. Addressing forest fires
requires all of us to work together. We
need inter-agency coordination across

governance levels.

[ Our fires are not natural. They are started by humans. ‘r

o stop them, we need to make people aware. We
need to engage local communities. We need to have

"me planted so many pine trees in the 1970s and
pine forests. These are managed pine forests. Our

with a higher composition of miscellaneous tree
species to a uniform pine forest. In the name of

got reduced, and ground orchids destroyed.
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1980s. The pine forest we are seeing are not natural

forest management practices have converted forests

plantations and trees, we destroyed grasslands, took

Also, more fire hotspots don't

But that increase can be due to
higher resolution of remote sensing.
necessarily mean more forest fires.

Hmm ... that's a
fair point. Before
remote sensing,

there was under-

reporting of fires

limited. When newspapers report that 100
hectares of forest was burnt down, it is not true.
Fire just sweeps through.

Maybe not. Most of these fires are fast-movin
surface fires and their impact on vegetation is

Hmm ... Our fires are
not like the ones in
USA and Australia.

They do not burn for
months or lead to
evacuation. Not a

disaster then?
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| saw big fires in
1995, 1998, 2003 ...
but there was less

media coverage and
no social media.

Not a disaster when you
consider loss of life and
property. But they do
have a lot of negative
effects like pollution and
carbon emissions.

If there is a big fire which the forest
department cannot handle by itself then
they can request for manpower and
resources from other departments. Forest
fire management will get more funding and

additional resources.

We will be further mproving our remote
sensing detection and forecasting system.
Technology will play a big role.

Sounds awesome.
Thanks to disaster
management, forest
fires will become a
thing of the past.
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Don't be naive.
Disaster recognition
is about gaining
additional resources
while distributing
responsibility.

| In Uttarakhand, the fire is of pine. Pine is a
fire-adapted species. It loves fire.
| Pine benefits from frequent fires by
eliminating competition and dominates the ‘
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Can we say pine is a cause of fire?

Humans do

No. | told you fires are caused iz
by humans in India.

Pine doesn't carry a lighter.
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Fires have always been
around. They are not new.
There is not adequate data to
show that fires have increased
drastically.

We are forgetting that disasters are

not only about human life and property
but also about environmental loss
and damage. Forest fires will

become more extreme in the future
under climate change. Recognizing

them as disaster is a good step to
\that end. 4

Recognition of the long history
of forest fires in Uttarakhand.
Lack of consensus regarding the
increase in the frequency and
area of forest fires.

Different views on whether forest
fires are disasters are based on
differing interpretations of ‘what is
a disaster?’.

The adverse consequences of forest
fires are seen as not alarming but
can become more severe in the
future.

LATER THAT DAY

We are taking an approach that is very
response-oriented focusing on detection and
suppression. California has all the resources

and technology but their problem is only
getting worse. What are we doing about risk
reduction of forest fires?
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We don't do enough preventive fire management. If ‘
controlled burning and firelines are done as per
mandate, then the extent of fires would be way less.

‘ Due to lack of maintenace of firelines, trees have
come up there and they are unrecognisable from

The emergence of a
comprehensive emergency
approach for fire management.
Additional resources.

Sustains response-centric
approach involving fire
detection and suppression.

Those who define
disasters also declare
what they intend to do.

Why are we focusing
on ignitions alone to
explain fire?

If there is no fuel,
there is no fire.
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You define according
to the solution at hand.
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The causes of forest fires are
explained by anthropogenic
ignition.

There is a lack of focus on the
flammability of vegetation and
fuel continuity.

The role of the history of forest
management practices and the
lack of preventive fire
management practices have
been overlooked.

The solutions proposed focus
mainly on fire suppression and
marginally emphasize the need
for better fuel management.

CONCLUSION

The recognition of forest fires under India’s National Disaster Management Policy has brought a renewed focus on forest fire prevention and management. Forest fire
management involves coordination between different government agencies across levels of governance. However, the current approach upholds the conceptualisation of
forest fires as anthropogenic by identifying human ignition as the cause of fires. In doing so, it overlooks the role of fuel and vegetation in the start and spread of fires.
Consequently, the proposed solutions remain response-centric, focusing on fire detection and suppression. Although fire suppression is an important aspect of fire
management, its success is limited, and continuous suppression can lead to a higher fuel build-up. Furthermore, suppression frames all fires as bad and fails to consider
the ecological and livelihood roles of fires. We argue that recognising forest fires as a disaster can contribute to their effective management and mitigation, but this would
require an anticipatory approach to forest fire risk reduction. There needs to be sustained focus on fuel reduction or modification measures. We concur with Gill (2005)
that the problem of forest fires has multiple partial solutions, and all partial solutions must be considered to minimise risk. There is no policy panacea for forest fires.
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