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Making Fire History
Paleofire database puts fire-scar and charcoal data on-line
•  By Melanie Lenart

F or the first time in history, records of
prehistoric fires developed from tree
rings and lake-sediment cores are

freely available, even for those lacking
connections to fire historians. All it takes is
an internet connection.

The International Multiproxy Paleofire
Database (IMPD) made its debut earlier this
year on the website operated by the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA). The “multiproxy” in the name
captures the spirit of cooperation between
those who reconstruct proxy records of past
fire events from fire scars and other tree-ring
evidence, and those who develop proxy
records based on charcoal layers in the
cores of lake sediments.

The paleofire database grew out of
interactions during a weeklong workshop in
Tucson during the spring of 2002, when 65
fire ecologists and climatologists gathered to
consider how to merge the results of these
two different ways of assessing pre-historic
fire regimes. The workshop was co-
organized by Laboratory of Tree-Ring
Research Director Thomas Swetnam and
Cathy Whitlock, a University of Oregon
Professor and leader in charcoal-based fire
history studies.

“I think the workshop really brought to
everyone’s attention how much data are
available now,” Dr. Whitlock said. “We’re
hoping the various labs will be willing and
enthusiastic to contribute their data to this
international effort,” she added.

So far, 146 records based on tree rings
and 4 records based on lake sediments have
been submitted, according to database
organizer Michael Hartman of NOAA.
Hartman said he hopes to add another 25
charcoal-based records soon, once he gets
permission from the principal investigators
involved.

Although the database effort has made
remarkable progress in the year and a half
since it was first proposed, it still has a long
way to go. More than 450 tree-ring based
and at least 50 sediment-based fire records
have been cited in the North American
literature, according to a 2002 proposal put

together by the database organizers.
“Actually the biggest part of the task is to

get people to submit,” Professor Swetnam
said. “There are some barriers that I think
need to be broken down. I think 99.9% of
fire research is funded with public money.
People need to have the ethic that once they
have published they should submit their
data so they are really available to the
public.”

The effort might be assisted by a recently
developed policy of some prominent
scientific journals. Science and Nature, for
example, both now require their authors to
make their raw data publicly available,
either on the journals’ own websites or by
posting them on another site, such as the
IMPD.

Connie Woodhouse, an LTRR alumnus
who now works for NOAA’s Paleoclimatology
Program and is the principal investigator for
the database work, agreed that it’s a
challenge for researchers to find the time to
submit data.

“We’re trying to tackle that in as many
ways as we can,” Dr. Woodhouse said.

For example, NOAA recently sent
Hartman to the lab of one researcher to
assist in the organization of many fire-history
files for submission to the database. Also,
some funds will be available in April that
potentially could be used to provide
graduate student support to organize data
and metadata.

Efforts to make the database more
“usable” may receive additional NOAA
support in the future, Woodhouse indicated.

“NOAA is interested in finding ways that
climate data can be useful, and since there’s
a fire/climate relationship, this includes
information about fire and climate,” she
explained. “The intent is to try to connect
the paleodata to our modern data, and also
to make our data more useful to forest
managers and other land managers like
those at the BLM (Bureau of Land Manage-
ment).”

With the cooperation of the U.S. Forest
Service, the database organizers plan to
make the database more “manager-friendly”

in the future by allowing web-users to zoom
in and access maps of past fire occurrence
based on fire history data as well as modern
fire records.

The interactions between fire and
climate are complex, and influenced by
other factors as well, as previous research by
Dr. Swetnam and his students and colleagues
has highlighted.

Like the charcoal-layer researchers, they
have related increased fire frequency to
independent records indicating drought.
But they also found a relationship between
area burned and wetter-than-usual
conditions a couple of years before big fire
years, which they attributed to a build-up of
fuel from unsustainable lush growth. Fire
suppression in U.S. forests during the last
century also has limited the surface fires that
clear out the small trees and logs that are
considered “fuels” in firefighter parlance.

Arrows point to dated fire scars in the sampled stump of a giant
sequoia that died in the 1950s. The information helped reconstruct the
fire history of  the Giant Forest, Sequoia National Park. The scars
were created by low intensity surface fires that burned near the base of
this tree during the indicated dates.

 “We may be seeing the fuel dam
bursting,” Swetnam said. “We’ve had dry
years before in the 20th Century, but we
haven’t had fires this big. The 2002 fire
season broke all records.”

Swetnam and others are eager to have as
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