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In this Factsheet, we consider some common 
statements about bushfires and climate change caused 
by carbon and other greenhouse gas pollution. Our fact 
checks are drawn from the latest Australian and 
international research, which is referenced throughout. 

Bushfire risk is rising. 

  
+ Extreme fire weather has increased, and the fire 

season has lengthened, across large parts of Australia 
since the 1970s.1 

+ The annual cumulative Forest Fire Danger Index (FFDI), 
which represents the occurrence and severity of daily 
fire weather across the year, increased with statistical 
significance at 16 of 38 climate reference sites across 
Australia from 1973 to 2010, with non-statistically 
significant increases at the other sites.2  

+ There was a rapid increase in the annual cumulative 
FFDI at many locations around the country in the late 
1990s and early 2000s.3  

+ By 2050, compared with the climate of 1980 to 1999, 
the number of extreme fire-weather days is projected to 
grow in southern and eastern Australia; by 10 to 50 
per cent for a low greenhouse gas emissions scenario 
(assumes strengthening global action to limit climate 
change, in line with the 2015 Paris Agreement) and by 
100 to 300 per cent for high emissions (assumes 
greater climate change due to higher levels of carbon 
pollution or a climate system more sensitive to 
greenhouse gases).4  

+ NSW - The impacts of climate change include: the 
frequency of occurrence of days of very high to extreme 
fire-risk may increase by 3 to 50 per cent by 2050 in all 
regions and the fire season is likely to be extended in 
most regions.5 

+ Victoria - Instead of a ‘catastrophic’ blaze every 30 
years or so, on average, it could face the prospect of a 
‘Black Saturday’ level event every two or three years.6 
With low global emissions, these events are projected 
to occur every 16 years. 

+ Tasmania – Under a high global warming scenario, the 
total number of days per year categorised as ‘Very High 
Fire Danger’ is projected to increase by at least 120 per 
cent. This is about a 10 per cent per decade increase to 

2100 characterised by: a steady increase in fire danger, 
especially in spring; a lengthening of the fire season; 
and more days at the high fire danger ratings.7 

+ South Australia - In Adelaide, the annual cumulative 
FFDI is likely to increase by between 2 and 8 per cent 
for 2020 and 3 to 25 per cent for 2050.8 

+ Western Australia - The number of days per year with 
severe fire danger weather is projected to nearly double 
in south-west Western Australia by 2090 under higher 
global warming scenarios.9 

Climate change isn’t influencing 
bushfires.  

 
+ The average temperature of the continent has risen 

by almost 1°C since Federation, while rainfall in the 
south has fallen. The mix of warmer and drier weather is 
raising the risk of severe, extreme and catastrophic fire 
weather conditions in south-eastern Australia.  

+ Australian average surface air temperature has 
increased by 0.9°C since 1910, and increasing 
greenhouse gases have contributed to this rise.10 

+ Extreme fire weather days have increased … from 
1973… due to warmer and drier conditions.11  

+ There is high confidence that projected warming and 
drying in southern and eastern Australia will lead to 
fuels that are drier and more ready-to-burn, with 
increases in the average FFDI and a greater number of 
days with severe fire danger.12 

+ The fire season is spreading further into spring and 
autumn.13 Record-breaking spring temperatures in 
2015, strongly influenced by climate change, 
contributed to an early start to the 2015-2016 bushfire 
season in Australia.14 

+ The increasing length of the fire season will reduce the 
window of opportunity for hazard reduction at the time 
when the need for hazard reduction becomes greater.15 

+ Fire authorities added two new danger ratings in 
response to the Victorian ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires of 
7 February 2009, – Extreme (above an FDI of 75) and 
Catastrophic/ Code Red (above 100).16 Extreme fire 
weather days have become more frequent over time.17 
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Fuel is always the main factor in 
fire risk.  

 
+ Fuel load and human activity are clearly important 

factors in the risk of fire. However, weather conditions 
including drought, high winds and extreme 
temperatures are often a major influence on the 
number, size, and intensity of bushfires in southern 
Australia.18 

 

Recent hot weather is within 
normal bounds.  

 
+ 2013 was Australia’s hottest year on record, with 

many places smashing local records.19 2015 was the 5th 
hottest with eight out of the ten hottest years occurring 
since 2002.20 And, globally, 2015 was the hottest year 
on record. 21 

+ Climatologists from the University of Melbourne 
came to the clear conclusion (less than 90 per cent 
certain) that climate change caused by human activity 
had a substantial influence (fivefold increase in risk) on 
the record extreme summer temperatures over Australia 
in 2012-13. They concluded that natural climate 
variation alone was unlikely to explain the record 
summer temperatures which followed prolonged La 
Niña-neutral conditions which are ordinarily correlated 
with cooler summers.22   

+ More extreme events have been recorded over the 
latter half of the 20th century, coinciding with changes 
to climate over that time. Higher maximum and 
minimum temperatures, more hot days and fewer cold 
days, and more intense rainfall events have all been 
observed and are expected to increase with future 
climate change.23 
 

Australia’s climate is changing.  

 
+ Australia is becoming hotter. The continent’s average 

temperature is now nearly 1°C higher than it was in 
1910.24 2013 was Australia’s hottest year on record.25  

+ The duration, frequency and intensity of heatwaves 
have increased across many parts of Australia, based 
on daily temperature records since 1950.26 

+ Over the past 15 years, the frequency of very warm 
months has increased five-fold and the frequency of 
very cool months has declined by around a third, 
compared to 1951–1980.27 

+ Since 2001, the number of extreme heat records in 
Australia has outnumbered extreme cool records by 
almost 3 to 1 for daytime maximum temperatures, and 
almost 5 to 1 for night-time minimum temperatures.28 

+ Australian land and sea surface temperatures have 
now warmed about 1°C, with the majority of the 
warming occurring since 1950.29 Warming surface 
temperature has been apparent in all seasons and all 
states and territories since 1950.30 

+ Cool season rainfall in the south of the country, 
particularly in the south-west and the south-east has 
fallen significantly since the early 1970s (south-west) 
and 1990s (south-east). Southern drying trends 
throughout the 20th century were characterised by a  
10 to 20 per cent reduction in cool season (April to 
September) rainfall across the south of the continent.31 
 

The costs of bushfires and other 
weather-related disasters are 
mounting.  

 
+ From 1966, the total insured loss from bushfires 

alone is equivalent to $5.6 billion in today’s money, the 
Insurance Council of Australia suggests. This translates 
to an average annual loss of approximately $160 million 
over the period.32 

+ The cost to the community of Victoria’s ‘Black 
Saturday’ bushfires in February 2009 was estimated to 
be more than $4 billion by the subsequent Royal 
Commission. This figure does not include health and 
social costs, flow-on costs to business or 
environmental costs.33 

+ The economic cost of fire to Australia was estimated a 
decade ago to be 1.15 per cent of GDP.34 

+ The total economic cost of natural disasters in 
Australia, including bushfires, was estimated to have 
exceeded $6 billion in 2012. These costs are expected 
to double by 2030 and to rise to an average of $23 
billion per year by 2050, even without any consideration 
of the potential impact of climate change.35 

+ The mental and social tolls of bushfires impose 
substantial additional costs on communities, aside 
from the physical injury from heat, flames and smoke. 
The cost in the treatment and lost productivity 
associated with mental disorders is already estimated 
at nearly $8 billion annually. Mental health problems 
also tend to coalesce with economic and social ones, 
meaning that the overall toll is likely to be larger still. 36  
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