
 
 

 

 

Fast facts on forest fires in Mongolia 
14.2 million ha Boreal forest area 

<13 percent Area of the boreal forests burnt by fires1 

ca. 4.7 percent Annual forest budget spent on fire control measures2 

Cause of forest fires About 95 percent of fires are started by people, intentionally or unintentionally. 

Two key points Forest fires can be harmful or beneficial; fire management should have multiple 
objectives, as not all forest fires need to be controlled/suppressed 

Enhance the value of forests to local people by increasing their rights to forest 
products to turn them into stakeholders with a real stake in the forest 

 

In any forest type, forest fires present a challenge for forest protection and management, because 
they have the potential to be at once harmful and beneficial. They can threaten property and 
people, and destroy vast amounts of timber and non-timber resources, causing high economic 
damage and the potential for subsequent soil erosion and landslides. However, forest fires are also a 
component of natural ecosystems, especially boreal forests. They are important for nutrient recycling 
and maintaining the forest health and biodiversity.  

Not all forest fires should (or can) be controlled. Around the globe, many forest agencies work to 
harness the force of natural fire to take advantage of its ecological benefits while at the same time 
limiting its potential damage and costs. This makes fire management and control strategies, including 
prescribed burning to reduce excessive fuel loads, vital components of forest management, in general, 
and the proposed REDD+ National Program, in particular. 

In recent decades, attitudes to 
fire changed markedly. For 
much of the 20th century, 
putting out fires (known as fire 
suppression or control) was the 
goal. Often costly to achieve, it 
was generally successful, 
though to the detriment of 
ecological values. By the 1970s, 
recognition of the ecological 
benefits of fires had grown 
(Box 1). Forest managers also 
realized that suppression was 
not always necessary or 
desirable. Today, fire manage-

                                                     
1 FRDC, 2017: Forest Resource of Mongolia. Forest Research and Development Center. Ministry of Environment, 

Green Development and Tourism, Ulaanbaatar. 
2 UN-REDD Programme, 2018. Assessment of Financing Mechanisms and Options for Mongolia’s REDD + Action 
Plan. Ulaanbaatar, Ministry of Environment and Tourism, Mongolia (Link). 

FIRE MANAGEMENT IN MONGOLIA:  

A CHANGING CLIMATE 

Box 1: Managing a natural process  
in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem 

For the first 100 years of the park's existence, managers believed fires 
had to be extinguished to preserve park resources. Today, the National 
Park Service aims to restore fire's role as a natural process, as scientific 
research had revealed: 

 fires have occurred in Yellowstone for as long as there has been 
vegetation to burn; 

 fire plays a role in creating the vegetation patterns of the 
landscape; 

 fire is a part of the ecosystem park managers want to preserve; and 

 suppressing fires alters the natural landscape and diminishes 
diversity. 

Source: https://www.nps.gov/yell/learn/management/firemanagement.htm 
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ment includes a range of levels of fire suppression, from complete extinguishment to little or no 
intervention at all. For example, almost 50 percent of the area burned in Canada is the result of fires 
that are not acted upon due to their remote location, low values-at-risk, and efforts to accommodate 
the natural role of fire in these ecosystems. 

Climate change has turned forest fires into an even hotter issue 

The Yale School of Forestry & Environmental Studies recently warned that “boreal forests are expected 
to be especially sensitive and vulnerable to climate change because those ecosystems are naturally 
sensitive to warming, because of the nature of their soils (peat and permafrost are prevalent) and the 
likelihood of increased incidence and extent of fire”.3 It then points out that there is evidence that 
climate change is already affecting fire frequency and severity. In 2012, a large fire in remote areas of 
Siberia burned more than 30 million hectares, which is twice the size the Mongolia’s boreal forest. 
Alaska had its second-largest fire season on record in 2015, with 768 fires burning more than 2 million 
hectares. But the third-largest and the fourth-largest were in 1957 and 1939 (Table 1), respectively, 
which paints a very different picture. Also, based on data in Canada’s National Forestry Database, 
forest fires have burned an average 2.5 million hectares per year since 1990. No increase has been 
described. 

Table 1: Largest fire seasons on record in Alaska4 

Year Fires Area affected in ha 

2004 701 2,666,939 

2015 766 2,082,062 

1957 391 2,043,528 

1939 200 2,023,431 

2005 624 1,881,628 

1940 130 1,821,088 

1969 685 1,712,559 

1941 138 1,479,037 

1990 750 1,290,576 

2009 516 1,187,596 

 

The discussion on whether climate change has 
affected forest fires remains heated. Some 
researchers attest that globally the area 
burned appears to have overall declined over 
past decades, and that increasing evidence 
points to less fire in the global forest landscape 
today than centuries ago.5 Others are ringing 
alarm bells and point out that the area burned 
has doubled. They forecast a 50 percent 
increase in fires in the boreal forests by the end 
of the century. Dire warnings are that soon 
increased fire frequencies will mean that fire 
management agencies cannot maintain their 
current levels of effectiveness.6 But while we 
do not know, what the exact impact of climate 
change on forest fires will be in Mongolia, we 
should probably work towards a more 
sustainable coexistence with fire. 

Causes and extent of forest fires in Mongolia 

Overall, statistics and our knowledge of various aspects of forest fires are significantly weaker in 
Mongolia than in other boreal forest countries. Regardless, there appears to be a consensus that about 
95 percent of fires are caused by human activities; set intentionally or unintentionally. The situation 
is similar in the United States of America, where as many as 90 percent of forest fires are caused by 
humans; they are mainly the result from campfires left unattended, the burning of debris, negligently 
discarded cigarettes, and intentional acts of arson.7 In Canada, lightning causes about 50 percent of 

                                                     
3 https://globalforestatlas.yale.edu/climate-change/climate-change-boreal-forests 
4 http://forestry.alaska.gov/Assets/pdfs/firestats/2017%20Fire%20Statistics.pdf 
5 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4874420/ 
6 http://www.uoguelph.ca/~mrtlab/mrtlab/Publications_files/Flannigan%20et%20al.%202008%20%28GCB%29.pdf 
7 https://www.nps.gov/articles/wildfire-causes-and-evaluations.htm 

http://nfdp.ccfm.org/en/index.php


 
 

all fires but accounts for about 85 percent of the annual area burned8, which puts the importance of 
other causes somewhat in perspective. Statistics for 2017 from Alaska indicates that lightning caused 
42.5 percent of all fires, but was responsible for 99 percent of the area burnt.9 While comparisons 
with North America should be treated with care, in Mongolia large fires spreading south from the 
Russian Taiga also contribute to degradation of our northern most forests. 

In 2017, 206 forest and steppe fires occurred in 13 soums of Mongolia’s 64 aimags. That translates into 
82,164.8 hectares of forest fires and 354,817.7 hectares of steppe fires, i.e. a total area of 436,982.5 
hectares burnt. According to the Forest Research and Development Center (FRDC), the total area burnt 
is 1.7 million hectares or 13 percent of Mongolia’s total forest area.10 Burned areas account for about 88 
percent of the degraded forest and are more susceptible to insect pests and higher grazing pressure. 
They may ultimately become deforested, a process that has been described as steppezation (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Failure to manage grazing pressure after fires can lead to steppezation 

Current fire management in Mongolia 

According to its Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC), Mongolia proposes to reduce 
the forest fire affected area by 30 percent to conserve ecosystems and increase carbon sinks. To reach 
this target will require some modifications in fire management and the consideration of key issues. 
But let’s look first at the current situation of fire management in the country. 

Currently11, the National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA), coupled with the Ministry of 
Environment and Tourism, is leading the fire prevention and suppression efforts in Mongolia. Under 
the Forest Law of 2015, NEMA is responsible for: 1) providing training for NEMA fire fighters; 
2) dispatching fire fighters to fires; 3) providing suppression efforts and tactics for fighting fires; and 
assessing damages caused by forest fires. In 2018, there were 56 fire suppression units located across 

                                                     
8 http://cwfis.cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/ha/nfdb 
9 http://forestry.alaska.gov/Assets/pdfs/firestats/2017%20Fire%20Statistics.pdf 
10 FRDC, 2017: Forest Resource of Mongolia. Forest Research and Development Center. Ministry of Environment, 
Green Development and Tourism, Ulaanbaatar. 
11 The following text is largely based on trip report prepared by staff of the U.S. Forest Service 
(http://reddplus.mn/eng/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Rapid-Assessment-of-Forest-Fires-in-Mongolia.pdf) 
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the forest and steppe lands. In many cases, the limited presence in relation to the size of Mongolia 
does not allow for a sufficiently prompt response to fire outbreaks. Therefore, the Fire Safety Law of 
2015 allows local citizens to voluntarily fight fires. Funds for these volunteers to obtain equipment 
and tools come from the state budget, and local governors are responsible for their training. These 
volunteers are often the first to detect fires, and they are regularly carrying out the initial attack. If 
the volunteers are not able to contain or control a fire, NEMA is contacted and the nearest Fire 
Suppression Unit is dispatched to assist.  

NEMA has also developed 151 Forest User Groups (FUG) to assist with fire prevention efforts across 
Mongolia. These FUGs are made up of local volunteers who patrol and promote fire prevention tactics 
in return for rights to hunt and collect non-timber forest products. Although the impact of FUG 
involvement has not been assessed in detail, it appears that fire occurrences have been declining. 

The Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) is responsible for fire prevention and control 
including: 1) planning and implementing the forest and steppe fire prevention program; 2) in 
cooperation with NEMA, providing funding and training local citizens and FUGs; 3) planning and 
implementing strategies for access and use restrictions in Special Protected Areas; 4) disseminating 
information on weather conditions and fire occurrences; and 5) coordinating with neighboring 
countries on aspects of preventing and controlling cross-border forest and steppe fires. MET oversees 
and maintains treaties with the Governments of China and Russia to agree on policies and methods 
for assisting in cross-border fire control.12   

The Environmental Crime Investigation Division of Crime Investigation Department of the General 
Police Office functions under a newly established legal framework for investigating human-caused 
fires. This reformed code sets penalties for criminal infractions based upon damages associated with 
the incident.   

The National Agency of Meteorology and Environmental Monitoring of MET is providing a daily 
“dryness index” to support fire suppression and prevention.  

Finally, FRDC is responsible for assisting with fire prevention. It covers raising public awareness of fire 
danger levels and strategies for preventing fire, along with research of modern tools, equipment and 
technologies. In addition, FRDC conducts capacity assessments and recommends follow-up.  

Based on the rapid assessment of fire control and prevention strategies and insights from local 
specialists, strengths and weaknesses in the current fire management system where identified and a 
long list of recommendations prepared. In the following, we only focus on the major changes that 
should help in reducing the incidence of fires and tackling them and list ten recommended actions. 

Moving forward 

For the preparation of the REDD+ National Program, we should keep the following key considerations 
in mind: 

1. Modern fire management recognizes that forest fires play a critical ecological role in the 
landscape. Preventing and suppressing fires alters the natural forest landscape and diminishes 
biodiversity. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change addresses this 
matter in the Cancun Safeguard (e), which requires that all REDD+ actions “are consistent with 
the conservation of natural forests and biological diversity…”. This means that forest fires 
should be managed keeping multiple objectives in mind. They include protection to people and 
property and climate change mitigation, but also enhancing natural fire benefits such as 
maintaining a healthy and biodiverse ecosystem. 

                                                     
12 Apparently, the effectiveness of the treatise has not been assessed. 



 
 

2. We need to shift our current focus on conservation and protection to sustainable forest 
management (SFM). A managed forest reduces fire risks. This does not mean that protected 
forests should also be intensively 
managed, but that in strategic areas 
actions such as prescribed burning 
can be applied to enhance 
ecological conditions and eliminate 
excessive fuel build-up (Figure 2). 

3. A healthy forest also requires that 
we provide tangible and attractive 
forest rights to our FUGs. After all, 
most FUG members are herders 
and as long as they do not benefit 
directly from forest management, 
they will remain stakeholders 
without a stake and view 
particularly degraded forests as 
future rangelands. NEMA and MET 
have taken the first steps, but they 
could go further. 

Keeping the above in mind, more effective fire control would benefit from the following ten actions: 

1. Enhance coordination and communication among the different government agencies by 
intensifying activities of the National Coordination Committee on Forest and Steppe Fire 
Protection (NCCFSFP), tasked with identifying a concerted vision and mission, goals and 
objectives, needs and priorities for funding and efforts to realize the vision 

2. Prepare detailed maps of priority areas for fire suppression (e.g. settlements, herders seasonal 
pastures, water sources, roads, powerlines, recreational facilities, high-value biodiversity 
areas, high-value timber stands)  

3. Implement awareness-raising campaigns on the importance of Mongolia’s forests and the 
potential damage of fires to bring about behavioural change and reduce the number of forest 
fires caused by people 

4. Develop community-based fire management plans and develop fire-fighting capacity 

5. Develop an early warning and fire detection system including aerial patrolling for forest and 
steppe fires 

6. Review the potential impacts of increasing penalties for starting fires13 

7. Intensify the treaties with the Governments of China and Russia and strengthen commitment 
to cooperate in fire management. 

8. Reduce fire risks and improve forest health through the removal of dead standing trees and 
the implementation of thinnings to reduce fire risk especially in areas close to infrastructure. 

9. Reduce fuel loads (also through prescribed burning) particularly around or along areas 
frequented by people (e.g. roads and recreational facilities), construct permanent fire breaks 
and improve road infrastructure 

10. Develop a fire research program on long-term impacts of forest fire management and fire 
behavior 

                                                     
13 However, experience indicates that it is rather rare for successful convictions to be obtained against people 
for starting fires in developed countries. 

Figure 2: Observing fire behavior during prescribed burns 
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