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Sentinel-2 satellite image of Nassuttooq peninsula fire, 
8 August 2017. Credit: ESA/Pierre Markuse.

Wildfires in West 
Greenland

• West Greenland is warming rapidly, bringing new 
environmental and societal challenges including increased 
wildfire risk.

h

• Since 2008, satellite observa�ons show that there have been 
over 20 significant wildfires in the region.

h

• Local observa�ons report a notable shi� in wildfire ac�vity 
since around 2016, coincident with the onset of a series of 
unprecedentedly dry summers. This period included the two 
largest fires in the region, in 2017 and 2019.

h

• Fires have a serious impact on local communi�es through the 
reduc�on in air quality, the challenges of figh�ng fires in 
remote loca�ons, and the disrup�on to tradi�onal users of the 
landscape and tourist ac�vity.

The Arc�c region is at the frontline of climate change and is warming 
on average four �mes faster than the rest of the planet, bringing new 
and increased environmental and societal challenges. One of the big 
impacts is the emergent risk of large landscape ‘wild’ fires burning 
vegeta�on. Climate modelling research has long projected an 
‘invasion’ of wildfires to the Arc�c, but recent summers have seen 
unprecedented burning across the boreal and tundra regions, 
sugges�ng that the shi� in ‘fire weather’ has arrived sooner than 
expected.
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Location of wildfires in West Greenland 
between 2008 and 2020.

Satellite observa�ons show that there have been over 20 significant 
tundra fires in western Greenland since 2008. Fires from 2016 to 
2021 occurred during unprecedentedly dry summers. The largest of 
the fires occurred on the Nassu�ooq peninsula in 2017 and covered 
an area of nearly 24 km2, burning for over two weeks.

In most cases the fires burned in the tundra landscape on and below 
the surface. The subsurface fires burned in the highly organic peat, 
producing a thick smoke, and can spread underground. The trigger 
of the fires is not always known, but likely includes campfires, trash 
burning and tradi�onal fire prac�ces that got out of control; 
discarded cigare�es and glass bo�les in the landscape; and natural 
lightning sources.
 
Whilst these fires are not of a comparable size to the huge areas 
burned elsewhere in the Arc�c, they s�ll present a significant 
challenge for communi�es. O�en, the fires are not spo�ed un�l 
they have already taken hold and started to spread. There is 
typically minimal cell phone coverage so raising the alarm can take 
several hours. It can then take just as long for the fire service to 
reach the fires. Even when in place, there are o�en difficul�es with 
accessing water to fight the fires, especially in areas of steep and 
rocky terrain and when lake levels are low due to extended dry 
weather.

Subsurface fires require specialist firefigh�ng equipment, which not 
all fire services had as standard. Smoke from extended fires causes 
disrup�on and health risks for nearby communi�es and can impact 
tourism ac�vi�es, including the requirement for emergency 
interven�ons.

Why is this important for Greenland?

Kangerluarsuk Tulleq fire near Sisimiut on 16 July 2019. 
Photo by Nanna Stahre.
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Rainfall is becoming more unpredictable in the region, which has a 
large impact on wildfire risk. The succession of dry summers has 
been followed by extremely wet summers in 2022 and 2023. 
Wildfire risk has been much reduced as a result. It is clear that future 
periods of extended warm and dry condi�ons will once again 
increase the risk of fires as the tundra dries out and denser 
vegeta�on becomes more common.

It is therefore of great importance to ensure that people using and 
travelling in the landscape are aware of heightened fire risk during 
periods of dry weather and are reminded of fire-safety measures, 
which are already embedded in tradi�onal prac�ces and should be 
demonstrated by all responsible tourists. The future fire risk in 
western Greenland will remain unpredictable, but it is clear that 
large fires can and will occur under the right condi�ons.

A large fire took place in July and August 2019 at Kangerluarsuk 
Tulleq, ~20 km from Sisimiut. The fire was ini�ated in a tradi�onal 
fish smoking oven and spread into the surrounding dry tundra at the 
head of the �ord. The local fire service from Sisimiut thought they 
had ex�nguished the fire a�er a couple of days, but it spread 
underground and con�nued to burn for several weeks before finally 
being brought under control.

Figh�ng fires over many weeks in any scenario is extremely 
challenging and physically tes�ng. The fire service operated in 
three-day shi�s before being forced to recruit local community 
members due to levels of exhaus�on. The heavy smoke affected 
Sisimiut during the fire and forced tourists hiking the Arc�c Circle 
Trail to be diverted and evacuated. The fire was finally ex�nguished 
with the help of a specialist team from Denmark, who employed 
harpoons to pump water into the ground.

It was easy to make 
fires back then, the 
ground was so dry. You 
could hear it when you 
walked on it, it sounded 
crunchy. It didn’t need 
that much of a spark to 
start a fire. 

Local Sisimiut resident.
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Case study: 2019 fire near Sisimiut

The future

Kangerluarsuk Tulleq fire near Sisimiut on 16 July 
2019. Photo by Nanna Stahre.


