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Abstract: Indonesia’s converted peatland areas have a well-established fire problem, but limited
studies have examined the frequency with which they are burning. Here, we quantify fire frequency
in Indonesia’s two largest peatland regions, Sumatra and Kalimantan, during 2001–2018. We report,
annual areas burned, total peatland area affected by fires, amount of recurrent burning and associations
with land-use and land-cover (LULC) change. We based these analyses on Moderate Resolution
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) Terra/Aqua combined burned area and three Landsat-derived
LULC maps (1990, 2007, and 2015) and explored relationships between burning and land-cover types.
Cumulative areas burned amounted nearly half of the surface areas of Sumatra and Kalimantan but
were concentrated in only ~25% of the land areas. Although peatlands cover only 13% of Sumatra
and Kalimantan, annual percentage of area burning in these areas was almost five times greater
than in non-peatlands (2.8% vs. 0.6%) from 2001 to 2018. Recurrent burning was more prominent
in Kalimantan than Sumatra. Average fire-return intervals (FRI) in peatlands of both regions were
short, 28 and 45 years for Kalimantan and Sumatra, respectively. On average, forest FRI were less
than 50 years. In non-forest areas, Kalimantan had shorter average FRI than Sumatra (13 years vs.
40 years), with ferns/low shrub areas burning most frequently. Our findings highlight the significant
influence of LULC change in altering fire regimes. If prevalent rates of burning in Indonesia’s
peatlands are not greatly reduced, peat swamp forest will disappear from Sumatra and Kalimantan
in the coming decades.
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1. Introduction

Indonesia has committed to reducing its greenhouse gases emissions by 29% (potentially up to
41% with international assistance) by 2030. Achieving those targets requires many initiatives but
controlling the fire problem is central to these efforts, since burning in Indonesia’s peatlands is currently
seen as being unlikely to diminish in the coming decades [1]. The peatland fires of 2015, which lasted
for three months, were shocking, being referred to as the worst fire event on record since 1997 [2].
The 2015 peatland fires burned more than 2.6 million hectares (Mha) of forest, peat, and other lands.
The fires contributed CO2 emissions equivalent to 5% of global fossil fuel emissions in 2015 [3], causing
economic losses of at least US $16 billion in Indonesia alone, and resulting in roughly 100,300 excess
deaths [4]. Indonesia contains approximately 3.5% of global peatlands that store at least 30 gigatons of
carbon [5–8]. Monitoring carbon fluxes from these peatlands is critical for both national and global
carbon accounting.
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Intact peatlands are wetlands that rarely burn. However, since peatlands have been drained for
uses other than natural forest, peatlands have become flammable and progressively more degraded.
Over the last two decades, fire events have become common. Several authors have investigated this
fire activity and the underlying causes from social and political perspectives [9–11], but the effects of
physical constraints on the spatial and temporal patterns of fire occurrence have been less studied [12],
including the analysis of fire frequency itself.

Fire frequency, one of the key components characterizing a fire regime, is mostly described in
publications using fire-affected area or fire density (for e.g., [13,14], fire accumulation or occurrences [15],
or annual mean frequency of fire [16]). The common landscape approach for quantifying fire frequency
is to quantify how many times fire affects a given amount of area over a defined time period, instead of
the probability of burning across the entire landscape. We investigated fire frequency in Indonesia’s
peatlands, for the 2001–2018 period, to define how burning, and specifically recurrent fire, is associated
with land-use and land-cover (LULC) types.

Understanding fire regimes is critical, not only to identify fire pattern changes in ecosystems but
also to generate related assessments of forest regeneration potential [17], fire management [18], human
impacts [19], and fire-related emissions associated with the extent and depth of peat burned. A recent
study suggests that fire frequency needs to be accounted for in fire-derived emissions calculations from
peatlands since recurrent fires have lower emission levels and different compositions than the initial
fires [20]. This finding increases uncertainty about emissions from peat fires and illustrates how critical
it is to know the fire history.

Various studies have linked recurring fire events [13,21,22] to positive feedback of increasing fire
susceptibility in degraded forests [23,24] and increasing human land-use activities [1,10]. However,
to our knowledge, studies emphasizing the spatiotemporal patterns of recurrent fires and their
relationship to the land cover change are scarce for this region. Earlier, Hoscillo et al. [25] analyzed fire
frequency in a small part of Kalimantan using time series data (1978 to 2005). Langner and Siegert [13]
also explored fire-affected areas and its relationship to the land-cover types (1997–2006) in Kalimantan.
The studies excluded estimates of the time needed to burn the entirety of a specified area, with the
consideration that some areas may not burn while others burn more than once during a cycle [26].
Even for similar vegetation types, average fire-return intervals (FRI) can vary from region to region or
over time [27].

Here, we compare the fire frequency in the two largest peatland regions in Indonesia, Sumatra
and Kalimantan. The latest version of Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS)
burned area products (MCD64A1 Collection 6) allowed us to create long-term and systematic
burning-observations from 2001 to 2018. These consistent satellite-based burned area products
have been increasingly used and validated in several ecosystems [28–31]. The collection 6 MODIS
burned area product is believed to be superior to other products (the MODIS burned area product
collection 5, both MCD64A1 and MCD45A1) because it includes more small fires.

We calculated the annual percentage of area burned (APAB) and average fire-return intervals (FRI,
the time required to burn an area equal to the study area) [32,33] from these datasets to compare the
fire frequency in both regions. This approach has been widely used in different ecosystems [34–38],
allowing for comparisons across types or sizes of landscape [39]. We report area burned from 2001 to
2018 in Sumatran and Kalimantan peatlands, as well as linkages between burning and subsequent
landcover changes. Our specific questions were: (1) How do fire occurrences differ between peatland
regions? (2) Which LULC types were associated with the most burning, including which one’s result
in recurring fires? (3) How does fire frequency differ between peatland regions over time?
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Sites and Peatland Maps

The study area covers 75% of Indonesian peatlands (Figure 1), roughly 7.2 million hectares (Mha)
in Sumatra and 5.7 Mha in Kalimantan [6,7]. The analyses used the peatland map published by
Wetlands International [6,7]. This map of peatlands differs from the recently updated one issued by
the Ministry of Agriculture [40] that excludes shallow peat (<0.5 m depth) areas. This exclusion is
largely responsible for the disparity in total peatland area (13 Mha vs. 11.2 Mha) and smallholder
area (3.1 Mha vs. 2.5 Mha) [41]. Both maps are widely used for official uses. However, both maps
have relatively low resolution (1:250,000), reducing certainties about accurate location and associated
estimates of peat thickness.
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Figure 1. The study site (light grey) and peatland distribution (brown color).

The Wetlands International map shows that peatlands cover most of the eastern coast of Sumatra,
with the most substantial portions in Riau and South Sumatra, while Kalimantan’s peatlands are
spread over southern and western parts of the island [5–7]. The peatlands vary in depth, with roughly
58% <2-m depth and 42% of >2 m depth on both islands. Ages of the peats differ between the islands
as well [5].

Both regions have drawn international attention due to extensive peat burning and resultant
haze impacts on neighboring countries. The two regions experience different land-management
practices, with Sumatra having more plantation areas (mainly oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) and pulp
wood (Acacia sp.)) than Kalimantan [42] but both regions suffer near-annual burning crises. Natural
peat forest areas were predominantly covered by Dipterocarp sp. and Gonysylus sp. trees in both regions
before massive forest deforestation and degradation took place (see Table 1). The sites have different
fire history time frames but, in each, land-use policies related to forest clearing have been the primary
cause of fires [43]. Indonesia has experienced high rates of forest loss and degradation with 7.54 Mha
lost from Sumatra [44] and 14.4 Mha from Kalimantan [21] since 1978. Forests being converted to
plantations have been blamed for contributing to the large area burned. It is still unclear whether fires
associated with plantation development affect landscape-level fire frequency [21].

Sub-regional differences exist. For example, Riau has experienced persistent burning with heavy
smoke that effects nearby countries and had the highest percentage of peat swamp forests converted
to oil palm plantations by 2007 [45]. In South Sumatra, on the other hand, fires have become part of
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Sonor, a traditional system of wetland rice cultivation [9]. For Central Kalimantan, the fires have been
associated with the one million hectares of drained peat-swamp forest—the so-called Mega Rice Project,
converted into rice plantations that were later abandoned [20,46–49]. A massive network of drainage
canals was built at this site, with a combined length of 4500 km, in peat with depths of up to 10 m [50].

Regardless of land-use history, all peatland sites become prone to fire when drained before the
establishment of new LULC or through careless logging techniques and plantation establishment.
Severe droughts, especially those associated with El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events,
substantially increase fire susceptibility [24] and recurrent fire events. El Niño corresponds to the
warm phase of ENSO as opposed to La Niña in the cool phase. Here, we defined the El Niño/La Niña
conditions as anomalous sea surface temperatures (SST) in the Niño 3.4 region (5◦N–5◦S, 120◦–170◦W)
that exceed 0.4 ◦C for at least 5 months. Impacts from El Niño-related reductions in rainfall increase as
anomalous SSTs rise and when the timing aligns with dry season periods, which usual begin in the
June, July, August (JJA) period. Since 2001, El Niño events have been recorded in 2002, 2004, 2006, 2009,
and 2015, with corresponding La Niña events in 2007, 2010, 2011, and 2016 [51]. Kalimantan’s peak fire
season usually occurs from September to October while Sumatra’s usually starts in June. However,
in Riau, two peak fire seasons occur, February to April and June to August.

2.2. Satellite Data and Sources

We downloaded the Terra and Aqua MODIS combined MCD64A1 burned area Collection 6
(C6) products from July 2001 to September 2018 (207 months or 17.25 years) for the fire frequency
analysis [52]. To cover the entirety of Sumatra and Kalimantan, six scenes were composited including
the tiles of h29v08, h29v09, h28v08, h28v09, h27v08, and h27v09. All pixels were selected based on
two dataset layers provided with the products: “Burn Date” and Quality Assurance (QA). Day of
burn (1–366) was extracted from the Burn Date layer. We filtered pixels so as to retain only those
with valid-data flags (QA layer) located over land in all subsequent analyses. Active Fire Data
(hotspot) MODIS Collection 6 were downloaded for the same period. The data is available at
https://firms.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/download/. This product provides hotspot the coordinates and
confidence levels. We removed all hotspots with confidence levels less than 30% from subsequent
analyses. All datasets were processed using R software.

Some areas burning in 2001 may be missing since only the Terra MODIS satellite was operating
at the time. MODIS orbital gaps near the equator mean that availability of full daily coverage of
Earth surfaces does not exist, specifically in the tropics, but this should not significantly impact the
burned area products since they will detect land-cover changes on subsequent passes. Given the
unavailability of specific burned area products for Terra and Aqua, we were unable to directly compare
the area burned contributions of the Terra and Aqua data in the combined product. However, we did
verify that none of the pixels were classified as “unmapped” for the 2001 product, indicating no gaps
due to insufficient data. Since 2001 was a non-El Niño year, when fewer areas typically burn, minor
reductions in detections of area burned in that year are unlikely to significantly affect our analysis.
The information provided with the burned area product states that there are no known problems
observed by starting from July 2001. Given these factors, we believe that extending our time-series
datasets is accurate and a valued contribution. These products have not been well validated in many
Indonesian biomes and may not accurately record all burned areas in this region. However, since
our scope of analysis was regional in scale, covered several years (2001–2018), and used a consistent
MODIS product over that time period, analyses should accurately reflect regional trends, and may
be conservative.

2.3. Land-Use and Land-Cover Maps

Peatland LULC maps were provided by the Centre for Remote Imaging, Sensing and Processing
(CRISP) [42] for 1990, 2007, and 2015. The map products used Landsat and SPOT 4 (Satellite Pour
l’Observation de la Terre, 30 m and 20 m resolution, respectively) for classification of LULC (see the

https://firms.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/download/
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maps in the Appendix B, Figures A1–A3). Manual classification was used with a final accuracy
of 89%. The most problematic classifications involved separation of taller shrubs and secondary
forest or confusion between open undeveloped land and newly established smallholder areas or
industrial plantations.

Since the maps were produced at different times, slight classification differences exist between the
2007 map and the other two map years. For comparison purposes between years, the three 2007 LULC
map categories (slightly, moderate, and highly degraded peat swamp forest) were combined into a
single generic degraded peat swamp forest class. We divided the map into four groups for the fire
frequency analysis: forests (including pristine and degraded forests), native-vegetated areas (low/tall
shrubs, secondary forest), agricultural areas (smallholder and plantation areas), and other LULC types
(water, seasonal water, built-up area, cleared/burned area, and mangrove).

Table 1 describes the LULC group and types.

Table 1. Description of land-use and land-cover (LULC) types in this study.

LULC Groups LULC Types Description

Forest

Pristine peat swamp forest (PSF) PSF with no clear signs of human intervention. Dominant tree species include Dipterocarp
sp., Gonysylus sp. and Dyera sp.

Degraded PSF
PSF with clear evidence of disturbance (e.g., logging), typically in the form of logging
tracks and canals and/or opened canopy. In addition to PSF species, tall shrubs, such as
Melaleuca leucadendron are also prevalent.

Native-vegetated areas

Tall shrub/secondary forest Shrubland or secondary forest with an average height above 2 m. Dominant species
include Melaleuca leucadendron and Macaranga sp.

Ferns/low shrub Ferns and grass or shrubland with average height less than 2 m. Dominant species include
Stenochlaena palustris, Blechnum indicum, Pandanus helicopus, and Melastoma malabathricum.

Agricultural areas

Smallholder area
Mosaic of housing, agricultural fields, plantations, gardens, fallow shrubland, etc. Note
that the name of the class refers to the patchy landscape patterns, typical in smallholder
dominated areas but the actual land tenure of the areas is unknown.

Industrial plantations Large-scale industrial plantations assumed to have been already planted with the
plantation species. Mainly oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) and pulp wood (Acacia sp.).

Other LULC types

Water Permanent water bodies. This class also includes fish and crab farming ponds.

Seasonal water Areas that are inundated part of the year. Typically, either extremely degraded areas or
flood zones of rivers. This class also includes smallholder mining sites.

Built-up area Towns, industrial areas, etc.

Cleared/burned area Open area with no vegetation, including recently burned areas.

Mangrove Areas determined to be mangrove forest in the satellite image interpretation although
located within peatland areas of maps used in this study.

Source: [53].

2.4. Fire Occurrences, Annual Burned Area, Fire Frequency, and Related Land-Use and Land-Cover Change

Fires accumulated (times burning) and annual burned area were calculated from the MODIS
burned area product C6. Only a single fire occurrence per year/pixel was counted. Multi-year fire
accumulations at a location of greater than 2 were categorized as recurrent burning. In addition to total
annual burned area, burned surface areas were classified as either being extensive (fire accumulation
≤2) or recurrent (>2) in nature.

For the analysis, we divided fire events into two time periods to match the available LULC maps,
2001–2007 (period-I) and 2008–2018 (period-II). We used the 2007 LULC map for period-I and 2015
LULC map for period-II to relate LULC change and fire frequency. We divided the map into four
groups: forests (including pristine and degraded forests), native-vegetated areas (low/tall shrubs,
secondary forest), agricultural areas (smallholder and plantation areas), and other LULC types (water,
seasonal water, built-up area, cleared/burned area, and mangrove).

Fire frequency was calculated from the annual percentage of area burned (APAB, Equation (1)).
Average fire-return intervals (FRI), time to burn the entire area, was then calculated (Equation (2)),
respective to each LULC type. We removed areas not covered in vegetation and grouped the LULC
types into forest and non-forest. Our land cover-related calculations referenced the baseline map of
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1990, when most of the region was still forested and forest degradation and conversion amounts were
minimal, to assess subsequent fire-LULC change associations.

APABi = (Annual burning rate)i/(Total peatland areas)i × 100% (1)

FRIi = (Total peatland areas)i/(Annual burning rate)i (2)

where APAB is percentage of annual burn areas (%) over total peatland (ha) of a specific LULC types (i)
while FRI is annual fire-return intervals (year) of a specific land-cover type (i) defined as the inverse
of APAB.

3. Results

3.1. Fire Occurrences, Total Area Burned, and Area Affected by Burning among Regions

The MODIS burned area product (C6) shows areas burned one or more times in both peatlands
and non-peatlands over the eighteen-year study period (Figure 2). At least 7.9% and 9.4% of the
Sumatran and Kalimantan lands were affected by fires, respectively (Table 2), with the most area
affected by burning found in Riau province, Southern Sumatra, and Central Kalimantan (see subsets
Figures 2 and 3). The average annual area burned decreased by 37% and 48% between the first
(2001–2007) and second time (2008–2018) periods for Sumatra and Kalimantan, respectively. Although
peatlands only cover roughly 13% of Sumatra and Kalimantan, burning affected these areas at rates
five times higher than non-peatlands (2.8% vs. 0.6%).
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Figure 2. Spatial distribution of all burned areas of Sumatra and Kalimantan (including both the
peatlands and non-peatlands). The map shows how frequently an area was affected by burning from
2001 to 2007 (represented by the reddish color) and from 2008 to 2018 (bluish color) regardless of the
LULC types (see the maps in the Appendix B, Figures A1–A3). Some areas burned once, twice or more
for each period. The subsets are the three areas most prone to experiencing high-frequency burning:
Riau, South Sumatra, and Central Kalimantan.
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Figure 3. Spatial distribution of burned areas in peatlands of Sumatra and Kalimantan. The map shows
how frequently an area was affected by burning from 2001 to 2007 (represented by the reddish color)
and from 2008 to 2018 (bluish color) in peatlands only regardless of the land-use and land-cover types.
Some areas burned once, twice or more for each period. The subsets are the three areas most prone to
experiencing high-frequency burning: Riau, South Sumatra, and Central Kalimantan. The black circle
in the subset of Central Kalimantan shows the Mega Rice Project area [22].

From 2001 to 2018, at least a quarter of the Sumatran and Kalimantan peatland areas were affected
by fires. During the 6-year first period (2001–2007), nearly half million hectares (3.5% of the areas)
burned annually in both peatland regions. These rates decreased by 29% during the 11-year second
period (2008–2018). Inter-annual variability of area burned shows Kalimantan’s burned areas exceeded
Sumatra’s in most years (Figure 4), with exceptions occurring during many non El Niño years (2005,
2008, 2010, 2011, 2013, and 2016). The greatest areas burned occurred during the El Niño conditions
which lined up with dry seasons (2002, 2006, 2009, and 2015) except for 2014 (weak El Niño conditions)
which was actually the early stage of the 2015 El Niño event [51]. Although Sumatra’s peatland fires
are less highly correlated with El Niño events than Kalimantan, large amounts of area burned occurred
during those events in both regions.

We found that almost half of the areas burned in Sumatra and Kalimantan peatlands were
recurrent burning (more than twice in the same location, Table 2). On average, the rate of the amounts
of recurrent burning were nearly triple in Kalimantan compared to Sumatra. In the first 6-year period
alone, more than one-quarter of burning was recurrent in Kalimantan, with a recurrent fire APAB
nearly three times higher than in Sumatra. This rate disparity decreased in the second period but
was still twice as high. The recurrent fire FRI was almost the same (slightly longer) than the overall
peatland FRI for the entire peatlands from 2001 to 2018. Although there are some regional disparities,
these findings reveal that previously burned areas burn nearly as frequently as other areas.
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Table 2. Area affected by burning, total area burned, annual percentage area burned (APAB), and annual fire-return intervals (FRI) in peatlands and non-peatlands
Sumatra and Kalimantan within three periods. The areas were calculated as percentage areas burned respective to each region. The difference of areas burned and fire
frequency is presented for (1) all Sumatran and Kalimantan land, (2) peatlands only, and (3) in non-peatland only.

Percentage of Area Burned and Surface Affected Fires
Sumatra Kalimantan Kalimantan and Sumatra

2001–2007 2008–2018 2001–2018 2001–2007 2008–2018 2001–2018 2001–2007 2008–2018 2001–2018

Surface area affected fires (%)
• Both the peatlands and non-peatlands 4.8 4.8 7.9 6.5 5.4 9.4 5.7 5.1 8.7
• Peatlands only 13.4 15.9 23.6 19.3 20.8 28.6 16.0 18.1 25.8

1. All burned areas including both the peatlands and non-peatlands
Accumulated area burned (%) 6.1 6.3 12.4 9.0 7.7 16.6 7.6 7.0 14.6
APAB (%) 0.9 0.6 0.7 1.4 0.7 1.0 1.2 0.7 0.8
FRI (years) 107 170 139 72 140 104 85 153 118

2.All burned areas in the peatlands only
Accumulated area burned (%) 16.9 21.4 38.3 29.5 32.7 62.3 22.5 26.4 49.0
• Burned once 10.4 11.8 14.7 12.1 13.0 13.5 11.2 12.4 14.1
• Burned twice 4.9 6.0 10.9 9.6 9.5 12.8 7.0 7.6 11.7
• Burned more than twice * 1.6 3.6 12.7 7.8 10.2 36.0 4.3 6.5 23.1
APAB (%) 2.6 2.0 2.2 4.5 3.0 3.6 3.5 2.5 2.8
FRI (years) 38 50 45 22 33 28 29 41 35
APAB in recurring * fires only (%) 1.4 1.5 1.9 4.0 2.9 3.3 3.0 2.3 2.7
FRI in recurring * fires only (years) 70 65 52 25 35 30 34 44 37

3. All burned areas in the non-peatlands only
Accumulated area burned (%) 4.1 3.7 7.8 6.5 4.6 11.1 5.4 4.2 9.6
APAB (%) 0.6 0.3 0.5 1.0 0.4 0.6 0.8 0.4 0.6
FRI (years) 157 294 221 100 233 155 120 257 180

Total area of peatlands and non-peatlands: Sumatra: 47.6 Mha, Kalimantan: 53.6 Mha; Total peatlands area: Sumatra: 7.2 Mha, Kalimantan: 5.8 Mha. Note: * recurring events between the
time periods make the sum of areas burned only once smaller and the areas burned more than twice larger than simple addition of values from the two time periods.
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evident. High rates of daily accumulation hotspots and longer seasonal persistence occur during El-
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burned exceeded those in Sumatra except for the La Niña years of 2010 and 2016, suggesting higher 

Figure 4. (a) Daily accumulated Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) active fire in
Sumatran and Kalimantan peatlands from July 2001 to June 2018 (confidence level >30%). Background
color shows the El-Niño (orange) and La Niña (cyan) events; (b) annual accumulated active fire and
inter-annual burned area variability. A single annual peak burning period is evident in nearly every
year during the dry season, between July–October, in Kalimantan. In Sumatra, with peatlands spanning
the Equator and some regions having two dry seasons, the patterns are less evident. High rates of
daily accumulation hotspots and longer seasonal persistence occur during El-Niño years (2002, 2006,
2009, and 2015) and other periods of prolonged drought. Kalimantan’s areas burned exceeded those in
Sumatra except for the La Niña years of 2010 and 2016, suggesting higher sensitivity of Kalimantan to
dry El Niño and wet La Niña conditions. Although less highly correlated in Sumatra, high amounts
of area burned (above the annual average, showing by dotted lines) occurred during strong El Niño
events in both regions.
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3.2. Fire-Related Land-Use and Land-Cover Change in Peatlands

Between 2001 and 2018, burning predominantly occurred in areas that had been forested in 1990,
but these areas are now experiencing different land management practices in peatlands of Sumatra
and Kalimantan (Figure 5). At least 70.5% and 63.8% of all fires occurred in peat swamp forests
(pristine or degraded) of Sumatra and Kalimantan, respectively. Based on the LULC as of 2007,
subsequent burning of standing forests was more prevalent in Sumatra (13.7%) than Kalimantan (6.9%).
By 2015, 64% of these burned forests were converted to agriculture in Sumatra, while only 41% of
such areas became agriculture in Kalimantan. Remaining burned forest areas transitioned to other
native-vegetation (mostly shrubs). The disparity in plantation area located in peatlands between the
regions has diminished in recent years from a 10-fold difference in 2007 to only a three-fold difference
by 2015 (see Table A1 in Appendix A). At least 29% and 39% of the total plantation areas in Sumatra and
Kalimantan established by 2015, respectively, were associated with burning (Table A2, Appendix A).
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Figure 5. Proportion of all area burned (a) and areas with recurrent burning (>2 fires) (b) within three
burning periods (2001–2007, 2008–2018, and 2001–2018) as related to associated LULC for maps dating
to 1990, 2007, and 2015 (a); While the majority of burning from 2001 to 2018 has occurred in areas
that were forest in 1990, almost none of those areas are forests today, with progressively more being
converted to either agriculture or non-forest vegetation. Aggregated LULC classes: forest (both pristine
and degraded peat swamp forest); native-vegetated (ferns/low shrubs, tall shrubs/secondary forest);
agricultural areas (smallholder and industrial plantations areas); other LULC types.

Based on the LULC map of 1990, the highest burning rate from 2001 to 2007 of non-forests occurred
in ferns/low shrub for both regions (Figure 6 and Table A3 in Appendix A), with a higher annual
burned rate in Kalimantan (32,902 ha/year) than Sumatra (29,575 ha/year). Burning rates in Kalimantan
exceeded those in Sumatra for all LULC types other than industrial plantations, explaining the more
rapid fire-return intervals in this region. In the early time period (2001–2007) burning was minimal in
plantation areas with no detected fires Kalimantan and only a few burning in Sumatra (4.3 ha/year).
However, plantation burning rates increased in both regions during 2008–2018, most drastically in
Sumatra (14,143 ha/year). Despite the increase, established plantations had the lowest average annual
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burning rate among all vegetated areas. The areas burned detected as burn scars, or bare land were
excluded from this calculation, accounting for 16% of the total area burned in Kalimantan. Those areas
were subsequently converted to either agricultural or non-vegetated areas, as shown on the 2015 LULC
map (Figure 5b).

Remote Sens. 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 24 

 

converted to either agriculture or non-forest vegetation. Aggregated LULC classes: forest (both 
pristine and degraded peat swamp forest); native-vegetated (ferns/low shrubs, tall shrubs/secondary 
forest); agricultural areas (smallholder and industrial plantations areas); other LULC types. 

Based on the LULC map of 1990, the highest burning rate from 2001 to 2007 of non-forests 
occurred in ferns/low shrub for both regions (Figure 6 and Table A3 in Appendix A), with a higher 
annual burned rate in Kalimantan (32,902 ha/year) than Sumatra (29,575 ha/year). Burning rates in 
Kalimantan exceeded those in Sumatra for all LULC types other than industrial plantations, 
explaining the more rapid fire-return intervals in this region. In the early time period (2001–2007) 
burning was minimal in plantation areas with no detected fires Kalimantan and only a few burning 
in Sumatra (4.3 ha/year). However, plantation burning rates increased in both regions during 2008–
2018, most drastically in Sumatra (14,143 ha/year). Despite the increase, established plantations had 
the lowest average annual burning rate among all vegetated areas. The areas burned detected as burn 
scars, or bare land were excluded from this calculation, accounting for 16% of the total area burned 
in Kalimantan. Those areas were subsequently converted to either agricultural or non-vegetated 
areas, as shown on the 2015 LULC map (Figure 5b). 

 
Figure 6. Annual burning rate in Sumatra and Kalimantan within two burning periods (2001–2007 
and 2008–2018) in non-forest (native-vegetated and agricultural areas). 

LULC types other than native-vegetation or agricultural for both Sumatra and Kalimantan 
accounted for only 8% of total area burned during 2001–2018, on average (Figure 5b). Kalimantan 
had more prominent amounts of area burned in seasonal water locations than Sumatra (see Figure 
7), usually located along rivers traversing peat swamp. Areas burned more than twice (2001–2018) 
predominantly occurred in either pristine or degraded peat swamp forest (extant in 1990) in both 
regions, accounting for 61% and 57% in Sumatra and Kalimantan, respectively (Figure 5b). Native-
vegetation of various types still constituted the majority of LULC in Kalimantan as of 2015 (Figure 
5a). 

Figure 6. Annual burning rate in Sumatra and Kalimantan within two burning periods (2001–2007 and
2008–2018) in non-forest (native-vegetated and agricultural areas).

LULC types other than native-vegetation or agricultural for both Sumatra and Kalimantan
accounted for only 8% of total area burned during 2001–2018, on average (Figure 5b). Kalimantan had
more prominent amounts of area burned in seasonal water locations than Sumatra (see Figure 7), usually
located along rivers traversing peat swamp. Areas burned more than twice (2001–2018) predominantly
occurred in either pristine or degraded peat swamp forest (extant in 1990) in both regions, accounting
for 61% and 57% in Sumatra and Kalimantan, respectively (Figure 5b). Native-vegetation of various
types still constituted the majority of LULC in Kalimantan as of 2015 (Figure 5a).

3.3. Fire Frequency Analysis in Peatland and Their Associated Land-Use and Land-Cover Types

Overall, the FRI from 2001 to 2018 is short in both regions with shorter lengths in Kalimantan than
Sumatra (28 vs. 45 years, Table 2). Shorter FRIs predominated during the first period of 2001–2007 but
have lengthened somewhat in both regions during the second period, from 38 to 50 years in Sumatra
and from 22 to 33 years in Kalimantan. This cycle equates to Sumatra’s and Kalimantan’s peatlands
experiencing an average of 2.3% and 3.8% annual burning for the entire 2001–2018 period, respectively.

When associated with specific LULC types, both Kalimantan peatland forests and non-forest
have the shortest FRIs (35 and 13 years, respectively). This indicates rapidly increasing amounts of
deforestation/degradation in Kalimantan caused by burning. However, both Sumatra and Kalimantan
have considerably short forest FRIs, less than 50 years on average (Figure 8). In forests, only 55 years
and 47 years are required to burn areas equivalent to the entire pristine peat swamp forests of Sumatra
and Kalimantan, respectively, while degraded PSF have even shorter FRIs, 34 and 25 years for Sumatra
and Kalimantan, respectively. Annual fire-return intervals for non-forests are longer in Sumatra
(40 years) than in Kalimantan (13 years).
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Figure 7. Examples of various LULC types, burning situation, and regrowth after burning in the study
regions. Burned areas in forest (a) and young plantation (b) (Photos were taken during survey in Riau
by LAPAN in 2013 and 2014); (c) and (d) are seasonal water sites, with grass/ferns that flood during the
rainy season; Peatland regrowth in areas with frequent burning (e) and in forest (f). Photos were taken
during our survey in Central Kalimantan in August 2018.
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Figure 8. Annual fire-return intervals (FRI) in peatlands of Sumatra and Kalimantan based on the
annual percentage of areas burned in 2001–2007, 2008–2018, and 2001–2018. The shortest forest FRI
appeared in Kalimantan peatlands for both forest and non-forest.

4. Discussion

We found that burning was much more prevalent in peatlands than non-peatlands in both regions.
Overall, Kalimantan and Sumatran peatlands both experienced extensive amounts and high rates
of burning, but experienced different temporal and spatial patterns of fire. Kalimantan had both
higher rates of annual burning and significantly higher percentages of recurrent fire events in the same
locations than Sumatra. This suggests that extensive burning, such as was reported in 1982–1983 [54],
has been increasingly replaced by recurrent fires, as reported by Hoscillo [25] for the Mega Rice Project
areas of Central Kalimantan (see Figure 3). Our analysis indicated that these areas continue to be
subjected to recurring fire events. Both regions experience more fire during the intense droughts
associated with El Niño periods, but Kalimantan’s responses are more extreme increasing during El
Niño droughts and decreasing during La Niña conditions.

Most areas burned were forested in 1990 but have been converted to a majority of either
degraded native vegetation (Kalimantan) or agricultural lands (Sumatra). This indicates that, although
development follows upon intentional burning, these areas partially suppress landscape-level fire
spread, potentially explaining the modest reductions in overall annual area burned between the first
and second periods. Lower burning rates in the plantation areas of both Sumatra and Kalimantan may
be indicating that, although burning initiated agricultural conversion, different management practices
may be helping to suppress fires once crops are established. This could support the recent findings [55]
that few fires originated from within plantations. Recurrent burning in Kalimantan, on the other hand,
has been concentrated within non-managed shrublands, such as found in the drained peatlands of the
now discontinued Mega Rice Project.
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With a moist microclimate, low-flammability soils [56] and waterlogged conditions, fire in natural
peat swamp forests should be exceedingly rare. However, drained peatlands and degraded forest
canopies allow the peat to dry and change both the above-ground biomass and the peat itself into more
flammable fuels. The shorter FRIs of Kalimantan’s forests indicate a greater threat from fire than in
Sumatra, but both are experiencing relatively high levels of burning compared to natural conditions.
This supports the contention that continued losses of degraded primary forest from 2002 to 2012 might
be fire-related [57]. Burned forest area transitions to non-forest conditions indicate the critical role of
fires in fostering LULC conversions.

Unlike burning in many other regions where natural causes, such as lightning, predominate,
human-mediated activities drive altered fire regimes in Indonesian peatlands. However, the probability
of burning is still strongly modulated by precipitation anomalies [58]. Repeated fires, that are
increasingly prevalent in Kalimantan, impede natural forest succession, particularly when trees are
replaced by shrubs and other vegetation. Vegetation that spreads widely by seed, such as the woody
species Combretocarpus rotundatus [59], or ferns (Stenochlaena palustris and Blechnum indicum) act as
invasive species that were not typically found in peat swamp forests, deflecting succession away
from forest species (see Figure 7). The increasing prevalence of these degraded lands could lead to
broader expansion of shrubs into degraded forests, even in the absence of additional fires. Natural
reforestation may prove impossible unless more natural hydrological conditions and can be restored
and fire prevalence greatly reduced.

Accurate burned area maps are critical for understanding LULC change and monitoring of
land management efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from Indonesia’s peatlands. Although
the MODIS Burned Area product, MCDA164 has been validated globally, few of the validation
sites were specifically located in Indonesian peatlands and it is likely burned areas are substantially
under-reported. In assessing the limited sites visited earlier in 2013, 2014, and 2018 (some of them can
be seen in Figure 7) it was evident that there were many fires that the MODIS burned area product failed
to detect (manuscript in preparation). This is evident from the 2015 fire season, when fires resulted in
huge greenhouse gas [47] and particulate emissions [60], exceeding those of previous years [3], but the
MODIS burned area was less than the previous year. It is likely that the MODIS burned area product
failed to detect many areas burned in 2015 due to obstruction by thick smoke from many fires.

To date, unfortunately, a long-term archive of official national burned area maps does not exist.
Official national burned area maps have been provided since 2015 by the Ministry of Environment and
Forestry Republic of Indonesia (http://geoportal.menlhk.go.id/arcgis/home/). For earlier years, total
annual areas burned are only available as rough estimations [61], since field assessments are costly and
many sites are inaccessible.

Remote sensing is the only practicable avenue for extensive burned area mapping in the peatlands.
However, the capabilities of the optical-sensor satellites used for burned area mapping (e.g., [62,63])
are limited by high amounts of cloud coverage, frequently small burn sizes, and thick smoke during
the worst fire years. Consequently, systematic and consistent information has not been available.
However, leveraging of the archive of National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) Earth
observations and upcoming free multi-resolution data (e.g., Landsat, Sentinel-2, Sentinel-1) provide
promising opportunities for addressing burned area mapping challenges. Several efforts to develop
systematic information have been proposed using Landsat (e.g., [64,65]), Sentinel-2 (e.g., [66,67]) and
Sentinel-1 [68]—an active sensor that is capable of penetrating the clouds that frequently impede LULC
mapping in the tropics. The combined use of active and passive sensors may increase both spatial
completeness and thematic detail [69] of coverage, allowing for more detailed characterization of fire
impacts on both the vegetation and the underlying peat to complement burned area mapping efforts.

5. Conclusions

Nearly two decades of fire occurrences on the two biggest islands of Indonesia, Sumatra and
Kalimantan, were synthesized from MODIS burned area products. We found Sumatra and Kalimantan

http://geoportal.menlhk.go.id/arcgis/home/
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experienced extensive fires with substantial amounts of recurring fire events. The initial LULC
was predominantly forest, but most of these areas have been converted to other LULC types which
experience different land management practices and rates of burning. Degraded shrublands have the
most frequent rate of annual burning on both Sumatra and Kalimantan, precluding regeneration of
native forests. Plantation areas are more established in Sumatra, but Kalimantan is experiencing rapid
land conversion to plantations.

Our findings highlight the significant influence of LULC change in altering fire regimes in
Indonesia. If the current rate of burning that is prevalent in Indonesia’s peatlands is not greatly reduced,
within less than half of century, peat swamp forest will likely disappear from Sumatra and Kalimantan.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Total areas of Sumatran and Kalimantan peatland for land-cover maps dating to 1990, 2007,
and 2015 (area in 1000 hectares).

Land Cover Types
Sumatra Kalimantan

1990 2007 2015 1990 2007 2015

Forest
Pristine peat swamp forest (PSF) 3844.2 285.0 436.0 2861.9 99.2 426.0
Degraded PSF 1468.3 2045.3 956.5 1823.7 2760.9 2010.0

Non-forest (native-vegetated)
Tall shrub/secondary forest 343.1 480.4 468.5 259.6 712.5 1032.6
Ferns/low shrub 474.1 742.2 330.3 236.5 915.2 443.9
Smallholder area 904.3 1880.1 2392.5 302.3 601.7 680.9
Industrial plantations 25.5 1506.7 2405.5 0.1 155.5 809.6

Other land cover
Cleared/burned area 103.9 185.0 137.9 101.4 295.6 128.4
Seasonal water 31.6 44.2 38.5 169.8 212.6 220.5
Built-up area 0.5 4.9 7.7 1.2 2.6 3.8
Mangrove 29.4 28.3 29.0 22.5 21.5 20.8
Water 5.3 28.2 27.9 2.2 4.0 4.8

Table A2. Accumulated area burned from 2001 to 2018 in Sumatra and Kalimantan peatlands as related
to its associated land cover (LC) for maps dating to 1990, 2007, and 2015 (area in 1000 hectares).

Land-Cover Types
Sumatra Kalimantan

1990 2007 2015 1990 2007 2015

Forest
Pristine peat swamp forest (PSF) 1197.0 5.8 2.7 1053.4 0.8 7.2
Degraded PSF 744.6 370.9 37.7 1248.7 247.7 116.4

Non-forest (native-vegetated)
Tall shrub/secondary forest 190.1 281.9 403.5 311.7 489.5 1101.8
Ferns/low shrub 415.4 938.7 377.8 401.1 1401.7 691.4
Smallholder area 138.9 542.4 883.6 372.2 752.2 824.7
Industrial plantations 0.0 404.3 889.8 0.0 81.9 656.7

Other land cover
Cleared/burned area 40.4 176.9 127.8 112.5 546.8 115.1
Seasonal water 25.0 28.5 26.0 109.5 88.2 93.9
Built-up area 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.6
Mangrove 2.5 2.5 2.6 1.0 1.0 1.0
Water 0.2 2.4 2.5 0.3 0.6 1.6



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 5 16 of 23

Table A3. Area burned in Sumatra and Kalimantan within two periods (2001–2007 and 2008–2018) and their related land cover types for maps dating to 1990 and 2007
(area in 1000 hectares; burning rate in 1000 hectares/year).

Land Cover (LC) Types

Burning from 2001 to 2007 Dating to the 1990 LC Map Burning from 2008 to 2018 Dating to the 2007 LC Map

Sumatra Kalimantan Sumatra Kalimantan

Area Burning Rate Area Burning Rate Area Burning Rate Area Burning Rate

Forest
Pristine peat swamp forest (PSF) 483.0 74.3 494.6 76.1 4.9 0.5 0.6 0.1
Degraded PSF 353.4 54.4 537.5 82.7 331.3 30.8 184.2 17.1

Non-forest (native-vegetated)
Tall shrub/secondary forest 84.4 13.0 160.6 24.7 182.4 17.0 253.6 23.6
Ferns/low shrub 192.2 29.6 213.9 32.9 488.0 45.4 708.7 65.9
Smallholder area 70.1 10.8 188.6 29.0 270.8 25.2 385.8 35.9
Industrial plantations 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 152.0 14.1 22.2 2.1

Other land cover
Cleared/burned area 22.9 3.5 64.2 9.9 88.2 8.2 295.6 27.5
Seasonal water 9.6 0.0 52.0 8.0 17.0 1.6 47.0 4.4
Built-up area 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Mangrove 0.8 0.1 0.5 0.1 1.7 0.2 0.5 0.0
Water 0.1 0.0 0.1 2.2 1.1 0.1 0.0 0.1
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