South Korea’s deadliest wildfires fuelled by climate change make blazes twice as likely

[image: ]
In March 2024, South Korea experienced its deadliest wildfires in history, devastating vast swaths of the country’s south-east, killing 31 people, and destroying significant historic sites, including a temple of around a thousand years old. The fires, which raged through dried-out pine forests and hilly terrains, were intensified by a combination of ultra-dry, warm, and windy conditions following a period of below-average rainfall. Local officials noted the difficulty in controlling the blazes using conventional firefighting methods due to these extreme weather factors coinciding with South Korea’s hottest recorded year.
A study conducted by World Weather Attribution (WWA), a scientific network specialising in analysing the impact of global warming on extreme weather, concluded that human-induced climate change made such fire-favouring conditions twice as likely and about 15 per cent more intense. Dr Clair Barnes, a researcher at the Centre for Environmental Policy at Imperial College London, emphasised that these unprecedented conditions exposed “the limits of even well-developed suppression systems,” underscoring the growing challenge facing traditional firefighting approaches. The WWA report advised shifting the focus toward proactive risk reduction as fires increasingly exceed control capabilities.
South Korea’s dense forest cover, with over 62 per cent of the country blanketed by forests—particularly along the eastern coast and mountainous areas—plays a significant role in wildfire dynamics. About 11 per cent of these forested regions directly border human settlements, areas shown to be particularly vulnerable to ignition, accounting for nearly 30 per cent of wildfires recorded between 2016 and 2022. The study found strong evidence linking human-driven climate change to increased fire weather conditions, as measured by the Hot-Dry-Windy Index, and elevated maximum temperatures. However, it did not find a clear connection between climate change and rainfall levels during the period around the blazes.
The fires also highlighted South Korea’s demographic challenges, notably in rural regions that are both sparsely populated and home to a large elderly population. The majority of those who lost their lives were senior citizens, raising concerns about the difficulties survivors may face in rebuilding their communities. In the aftermath of the March fires, South Korea has continued to contend with additional wildfire incidents. April saw helicopter deployments to tackle fires within the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), the buffer separating South and North Korea, while more recent fires on Mount Hamji in Daegu city resulted in over 2,000 evacuations.
South Korea’s reliance on imported coal for approximately one-third of its electricity generation—one of the key fossil fuels contributing to global emissions—adds context to its energy and environmental challenges, as reported by the International Energy Agency.
The WWA uses attribution science to compare today’s climate conditions, influenced by about 1.3 degrees Celsius of warming since pre-industrial times, against simulated conditions from before the industrial era. This methodology provides rapid scientific assessments on the role of climate change in extreme weather events globally.
The Straits Times is reporting on the event and the scientific findings surrounding the influence of climate change on the wildfires.
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