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Abstract: Forest fire emissions have a great impact on local air quality and the global climate.
However, the current and detailed regional forest fire emissions inventories remain poorly studied.
Here we used Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) data to estimate monthly
emissions from forest fires at a spatial resolution of 500 m × 500 m in southwest China from 2013 to
2017. The spatial and seasonal variations of forest fire emissions were then analyzed at the provincial
level. The results showed that the annual average emissions of CO2, CO, CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM,
black carbon, organic carbon, and non-methane volatile organic compounds from forest fires were
1423.19 × 103, 91.66 × 103, 4517.08, 881.07, 1545.04, 1268.28, 9838.91, 685.55, 7949.48, and 12,724.04 Mg,
respectively. The forest fire emissions characteristics were consistent with the characteristics of forest
fires, which show great spatial and temporal diversity. Higher pollutant emissions were concentrated
in Yunnan and Tibet, with peak emissions occurring in spring and winter. Our work provides a better
understanding of the spatiotemporal representation of regional forest fire emissions and basic data
for forest fire management departments and related research on pollution and emissions controls.
This method will also provide guidance for other areas to develop high-resolution regional forest fire
emissions inventories.
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1. Introduction

In terms of types of biomass burning, forest fires are the primary contributor to non-agricultural
fire emissions in China [1,2]. Forest fires produce a large amount of trace gases and particulate matter
worldwide, which worsen local and regional air quality and the global climate [3,4]. Future climate
warming will increase the occurrence of forest fires, aggravating regional air quality and climate [5].
Therefore, forest fire emissions will account for a larger proportion of pollutant emissions.

Since the seminal work on biomass burning emissions [6,7], numerous research studies on the
estimation of biomass emissions at different spatial and temporal resolutions have been carried out.
Streets et al. [8] used a wide variety of sources to develop an inventory of biomass burning in Asia.
In their estimations, activity data were obtained from official statistics. However, the national and
provincial statistical data have inaccurate and unreliable for a variety of reasons [4,9] and provide less
information on burned area. In recent years, with the wide application of satellite remote sensing
technology, studies have developed an understanding of the spatial and temporal distributions of fire
emissions using satellite data and Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) products
on emissions estimation. For example, the Global Fire Emission Database (GFED) [10,11] and the Fire
INventory from NCAR(FINN) [12] showed that MODIS products exhibit an optimum performance in
retrieving burned area, thus providing useful information.
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Although they are an important type of biomass burning, forest fire emissions have been commonly
analyzed only as a part of overall biomass burning emissions, and detailed analysis of the spatial and
temporal changes of the forest fire emissions has been neglected [1,13–15]. Tian et al. [16,17] noted that
forest fires are influenced by many factors and have more complex characteristics than other biomass
types. Huang et al. [18] indicated that compared with forest fires, agricultural field burnings have
small sizes and temporal impermanency. Few studies have aimed to differentiate the type of biomass
burning and most typically focus on just emissions from forest fires. It is unreasonable to calculate
forest fire emissions as a part of the total fire emissions because of their highly complex nature. For
example, to simplify the calculations, a fixed biomass density or emission factor value has been applied
for all forest types in many studies [13,19]. Above-ground biomass density values in different regions
are quite different [2,20]. Therefore, it is necessary to use local biomass density to estimate regional
forest fire emissions. Moreover, large uncertainties in the form of varied emission factor values can
be found for different forest fuels in forest fire emissions estimation [20,21]. Therefore, the accurate
estimation and detailed analysis of forest fire emissions still need to be improved.

Streets et al. [8] found that forest fire emissions were the primary source of biomass emissions
in Asia, and that China had the highest biomass burning emissions in Asia. Some research has
addressed forest fire emissions in China, but most of these studies have only estimated and analyzed
the carbon emissions from forest fires [22,23]. Moreover, there is a lack of current and detailed regional
forest fire emissions inventories. In China, forest fires mainly occur in the northeast and southwest
regions [16]. To date, there have been few studies that could quantify detailed forest fire emissions
inventories and provide analysis on spatio-temporal variation of pollutants emitted in southwest China.
Wang et al. [24] estimated forest fire emissions in southwest China from 1959 to 1992 using statistical
data. However, there are great interannual variations in forest fire emissions. Therefore, an inventory
reflecting recent forest fire emissions is needed for regional forest fire management departments and
research related to pollution and emission controls.

In this work, we used the MODIS data to develop updated emissions inventories for CO2, CO,
CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM, black carbon (BC), organic carbon (OC), and non-methane volatile organic
compounds (NMVOCs) from forest fires at a spatial resolution of 500 m × 500 m from 2013 to 2017 in
southwest China. Based on this, we calculated cumulative emissions and annual emissions during the
study period in this region. Circumstantial monthly emissions data and provincial annual emissions
data for southwest China are listed in the Supplementary Material. We further examined the spatial
and temporal variation of pollutant emissions from forest fires in different seasons and provinces based
on the emission inventories. The distribution of forest fire emissions in southwest China was explored
in more detail by combining the characteristics of forest fires. The results of this study are compared to
previous reports, and the uncertainties are discussed.

2. Methods

2.1. Emission Calculation

Southwest China refers specifically to Yunnan province, Guizhou province, Tibet (Xizang province),
Sichuan province, and Chongqing province in this work, which includes one of the three largest forest
areas in China. Forest fire emissions from each province in southwest China were estimated using the
bottom-up method developed by Seiler and Crutzen et al. [7]:

Em,i =
∑

j

BAm, j × BDm, j × BE j × EFi, j (1)

where Em,i denotes the emissions of species i in m province, BAm,j is the burned area (ha) in m province
for the j forest cover type, BDm,j is the aboveground biomass density (Mg/ha) in m province for the j
forest cover type, BEj is the burning efficiency for the j forest cover type, EFi,j is the emission factor of
species i for the j forest cover type (g kg−1).
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2.2. Forest Cover

Vegetation classification is one of the most important sources of information for forest fire
emissions calculation, as different forest types have different values of biomass density and emission
factors [11,15]. In this study, a forest cover map was obtained from the Collection 6 MODIS land
cover product (MCD12Q1 v006), which had a 500 m × 500 m spatial resolution and yearly temporal
resolution. The data were obtained from the NASA Land Process Distributed Active Archive Center,
USA (https://lpdaac.usgs.gov). The 14-class University of Maryland classification (UMD) was used for
the forest cover classification legends. Qiu et al. [13] used the vegetation map of the People’s Republic
of China that was published in 2007 to estimate the open biomass burning emissions in China, although
it ignores interannual dynamics in land cover properties. We obtained the forest cover type maps from
MCD12Q1 for each year from 2013 to 2017 for emission estimation. Figure 1 shows the forest cover
maps for southwest China in 2013.
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2.3. Burned Area

To establish the emission inventories with a high resolution, we derived burned area maps
using the Collection 6 MODIS Burned Area product data (MCD64A1 v006). MCD64A1 uses surface
reflectance, daily active fire, and land cover products to map the burned areas at a 500 m × 500 m
spatial resolution and monthly temporal resolution [25,26]. We extracted the overlapping grids from
burned area maps and forest cover maps to create monthly forest burned area maps. From these, we
obtained the monthly burned area maps of different forest types. We added up the burned area grids
of the same forest types and calculated the value of the burned area in the same forest types based on
the number of grids. Figure 2 shows the whole year of forest fire burned area grids in southwest China
in 2013.

https://lpdaac.usgs.gov
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2.4. Biomass Density and Burning Efficiency

The values of aboveground biomass density were based on research on province-specific
aboveground biomass density in China for various forest types [20,21], as shown in Table 1, which
came from direct field measurements and reflected spatial variations in forest type.

Table 1. Aboveground biomass density assigned at the provincial level in China.

Description Yunnan Guizhou Tibet Sichuan Chongqing

Unit: Mg/ha

Needle-leaved forest 57.6 22.1 139.9 80.9 80.9
Broad-leaved forest 145.1 114.1 64.9 99 99

Mixed forest 101.35 68.1 102.4 89.95 89.95

Burning efficiency is an uncertain parameter in fire emissions estimation due to the high-spatial
variability of both the burning process and fuel availability, and it has usually been set as a constant in
previous works [9,12,27]. In this paper, specific forest types were derived from MCD12Q1 data, and
the burning efficiency of all forest types was defined as a constant value of 0.25 according to the report
of Michel et al. [28]. The value was based on a review that summarized several studies of the UMD
vegetation classes.

2.5. Emission Factors

Emission factors vary greatly at different stages of combustion, and the impact of different
biomasses on emission factors is complex [2]. Limited information is available on the emission factors
for forest fires in southwest China. The latest emission factors data were collected experimentally in
China, which was the preferred method in other relevant research. In this study, the same emission
factor values were applied to the same forest type according to the extensive literature reviews by
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Song et al. [2] and Wu et al. [1]. The emission factors of forest fires for each pollutant are summarized
in Table 2.

Table 2. Emission factors assigned to forest fires in each of the forest types from the MCD12Q1
data (unit: g kg−1). BC: black carbon; OC: organic carbon; NMVOCs: non-methane volatile
organic compounds.

Description CO2 CO CH4 SO2 NH3 NOX PM BC OC NMVOCS

Needle-leaved forest 1514 118 6 1 3.5 2.4 9.7 0.80 7.8 28
Broad-leaved forest 1630 102 5 1 1.5 1.3 13 0.77 9.2 11

Mixed forest 1630 102 5 1 1.5 1.3 9.7 0.78 9.2 14

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Emission Inventory of Forest Fires in 2017

The annual emissions of CO2, CO, CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM2.5, BC, OC, and NMVOCs were
767,610, 50,390, 2491.88, 478.13, 919.66, 732.92, 5358.52, 372.78, 4257.07, and 7455.90 Mg, respectively,
in 2017. We established emissions inventories of forest fires in southwest China in 2017 (Table 3).
Southwest China has a subtropical monsoon climate with high temperatures and rainy summers, which
may lead to some months typically having no forest fires [29]. The burnt area of forest obtained from
MCD64A1 had a zero range from June to October in 2017, therefore, emissions for the corresponding
months were zero. Having a burnt forest area of zero means that there were no forest fires or that there
were just a very few small fires that can be ignored and were missing in the data for MCD64A1. Table 3
also shows that forest fire emissions mainly occurred in spring and winter in southwest China in 2017,
and almost 88% of emissions were observed in February and March. In addition, the forest area sizes of
each province in southwest China in 2017 are shown in Table 4, which were obtained from MCD12Q1.

Table 3. Monthly forest fire emissions for each pollutant in 2017 (units: Mg).

CO2 CO CH4 SO2 NH3 NOX PM2.5 BC OC NMVOCS

January 64.78 × 103 4.68 × 103 235.44 41.67 116.69 83.97 424.36 32.98 345.44 944.31
February 496.74 × 103 32.06 × 103 1580.57 307.73 545.44 446.16 3470.08 239.40 2772.43 4454.10

March 176.60 × 103 11.75 × 103 582.65 110.49 226.14 176.86 1269.17 86.19 974.23 1790.23
April 18.44 × 103 1.15 × 103 56.55 11.31 16.97 14.70 115.68 8.80 104.05 152.91
May 7.04 × 103 0.49 × 103 24.32 4.46 10.73 8.02 49.24 3.50 38.20 85.29
June 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
July 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

August 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
September 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

October 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
November 0.67 × 103 0.04 × 103 2.05 0.41 0.62 0.53 5.33 0.32 3.77 4.51
December 3.36 × 103 0.21 × 103 10.30 2.06 3.09 2.68 24.70 1.59 18.95 24.55

Total 767.61 × 103 50.39 × 103 2491.88 478.13 919.66 732.92 5358.52 372.78 4257.07 7455.90

Table 4. Forest area size of each province in Southwest China in 2017 (unit: ha).

Tibet Yunnan Guizhou Sichuan Chongqing

8.3 × 106 14.0 × 106 2.4 × 106 11.2 × 106 1.6 × 106

The proportions of each of the pollutants in the forest fire emissions of different provinces are
shown in Figure 3. We merged Chongqing and Sichuan province for calculation and analysis, because
they have same value of aboveground biomass density. Additionally, Chongqing had very little
burnt forest area during the study period. Tibet had the highest emissions, which accounted for the
maximum ratio of emissions for all pollutants, 54.79%–62.95%. The smallest forest fire emissions were
observed in Guizhou province, which contributed only 0.74%–1.08% of the total forest fire pollutant
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emissions. The other provinces of Yunnan and Sichuan and Chongqing accounted from 25.99%–28.43%
and 9.61%–16.96% of the total, respectively.Atmosphere 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 12 

 

 
Figure 3. The pollutant emissions contribution of different provinces in southwest China in 2017. 

Here, CO was used as an example to analyze the seasonal variations of emissions in 2017, 
because CO was widely studied in open fire emission modeling [8,30]. From Figure 4, it can be noted 
that CO emissions from forest fires were mainly observed between December and May in Yunnan, 
while the CO emissions only appeared in December and February in Guizhou. For Tibet and Sichuan 
and Chongqing, the monthly distributions of CO emissions were also different. The largest emissions 
of CO in Yunnan, Tibet, and Guizhou occurred in February and accounted for 72% of annual 
emissions. However, in Sichuan and Chongqing, the largest emissions occurred in March, while the 
emissions in February only accounted for less than 2% of the year. It can be concluded that monthly 
variations of CO emissions for the provinces were very significant in 2017. Therefore, in terms of 
forest fire emissions controlling, each province should take corresponding measures based on its own 
historical data and situation. 

 
Figure 4. The monthly CO emissions of the provinces in southwest China in 2017 (units: Mg). (a) CO 
emissions in Yunnan, (b) CO emissions in Tibet, (c) CO emissions in Guizhou, (d) CO emissions in 
Sichuan and Chongqing. 

3.2. Historical Emission Inventories of Forest Burning 

The cumulative emissions of CO2, CO, CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM2.5, BC, OC, and NMVOCS were 
7115.95 × 103, 458.29 × 103, 22,585.42, 4405.37, 7725.22, 6341.41, 49,194.55, 3427.77, 39,747.4, and 63,620.2 
Mg, respectively, from 2013 to 2017. Complete annual forest fire emission inventories in southwest 
China and the annual forest fire emissions of each province are shown in the Supplementary Material. 
The annual emissions from forest fires varied greatly in southwest China, as shown in Figure 5. 

Figure 3. The pollutant emissions contribution of different provinces in southwest China in 2017.

Here, CO was used as an example to analyze the seasonal variations of emissions in 2017, because
CO was widely studied in open fire emission modeling [8,30]. From Figure 4, it can be noted that
CO emissions from forest fires were mainly observed between December and May in Yunnan, while
the CO emissions only appeared in December and February in Guizhou. For Tibet and Sichuan and
Chongqing, the monthly distributions of CO emissions were also different. The largest emissions of
CO in Yunnan, Tibet, and Guizhou occurred in February and accounted for 72% of annual emissions.
However, in Sichuan and Chongqing, the largest emissions occurred in March, while the emissions
in February only accounted for less than 2% of the year. It can be concluded that monthly variations
of CO emissions for the provinces were very significant in 2017. Therefore, in terms of forest fire
emissions controlling, each province should take corresponding measures based on its own historical
data and situation.
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3.2. Historical Emission Inventories of Forest Burning

The cumulative emissions of CO2, CO, CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM2.5, BC, OC, and NMVOCS

were 7115.95 × 103, 458.29 × 103, 22,585.42, 4405.37, 7725.22, 6341.41, 49,194.55, 3427.77, 39,747.4, and
63,620.2 Mg, respectively, from 2013 to 2017. Complete annual forest fire emission inventories in
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southwest China and the annual forest fire emissions of each province are shown in the Supplementary
Material. The annual emissions from forest fires varied greatly in southwest China, as shown in
Figure 5. Emissions exhibited interannual oscillation from 2013 to 2017, with the highest emissions in
2014 and lower emissions in 2015 and 2017. An irregular increase or decrease over the years can be
observed, which can be explained by the random yearly variation of emissions in each province. Forest
fires were influenced by many factors and each province has different dominant factors and variables,
which largely account for the random yearly variation of emissions of different provinces. Therefore,
the variations of emissions from 2013 to 2017, rather than the overall trend for the whole period, are
discussed in this work. In addition, the forest fire emissions in southwest China showed strong spatial
differences. The different provinces show significant differences in annual emissions variations in
Figure 5, which also illustrates the great spatial diversity of forest fire emissions in southwest China.
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The proportion of annual average forest fire emissions from different provinces are presented in
Figure 6, which shows that Yunnan and Tibet had the most forest fire emissions in southwest China in
the past five years. The emission contribution of Guizhou province was relatively small. Over half of
the annual average total emissions came from Yunnan from 2013 to 2017. This may not only be due to
the greater forest cover in Yunnan province. Although the forest coverage of Sichuan and Chongqing
is second only to that of Yunnan, their forest fire emissions were lower than that of Tibet. Therefore,
more factors affecting forest fire emissions need to be further studied.Atmosphere 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 12 
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It also should be noted that the official data from the China Forestry Yearbooks and China Forestry
Statistical Yearbooks showed that the average annual proportion of forest burned area in Tibet was less
than 1% of that in southwest China. However, the results from this work are consistent with the work
of Yin et al. [31], which notably showed that the annual average forest fire emissions in Tibet are second
only to those in Yunnan. The great uncertainties of the official statistics should not be overlooked and
Tibet, in particular, contains many remote and sparsely populated areas [4]. Therefore, more attention
should be paid to the monitoring and management of forest fire emissions in Tibet.

All the pollutants had similar temporal and spatial variations in their emission trends. CO was
chosen as a representative pollutant to demonstrate the seasonal emission variations over the past
five years. Figure 7 presents the cumulative CO emissions of each season from 2013 to 2017. High
CO emissions were observed in spring and winter, while only a small amount of emissions occurred
in summer and autumn. The temporal characteristics of forest fire emissions are consistent with the
temporal characteristics of forest fires. For Yunnan province, which is the largest contributor to forest
fire emissions in southwest China, the monthly CO emissions from forest fires from 2013 to 2017 are
shown in Figure 8. According to previous studies, the forest fires in Yunnan province are distributed
from November to June of the following year, concentrated in January to May, with peaks around
March. The peak in the number of forest fires around March each year is also related to the existence of
traditional festivals, such as Qingming, at this time. This is consistent with the temporal characteristics
of forest fire emissions in Yunnan. Figure 9 illustrates the monthly trend of CO emissions from 2013
to 2017. It shows that the highest emissions occurrences were predominantly in different months in
different years, but that peaks may occur from January to April. In contrast, the amount of emissions
from June to November was always very small. Therefore, the enforcement and effective control of
forest fires in southwest China during January to April is important for improving regional air quality.
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3.3. Comparison with Other Emission Inventories

Emissions from forest fires in southwest China have been estimated in several publications. A
comparison of the calculated emissions in our study with previous estimations is shown in Table 5.
We proposed that the forest fires referred to fires with large burned areas, thus small fires were not
considered. In this study, if a fire event detected by MODIS sensor was located in one 500 m × 500 m
forest pixel in the forest cover map, it could be recognized as a forest fire.

Table 5. Comparison of the emissions with previous estimates at different temporal scales (unit: Mg).

Literature Cited Period CO2 CO CH4

Wang et al. (2001) [24] 1959–1992 2053.62 × 103 259.39 × 103 25,399
This study 2013–2017 1423.19 × 103 91.66 × 103 4517.08

Qiu et al. (2016) [13] 2013 3831 × 103 299 × 103 15,200
This study 2013 1729 × 103 112 × 103 5537

The forest fire emissions for each pollutant estimated in this study were lower than previous
works (Table 4). One of the important factors influencing the result was the forest cover map.
Magdon et al. [32] proposed that as forests are highly diverse and complex, it is hard to give a
quantitative and comprehensive definition of a forest. At the national level, different variations of forest
definitions are in use [32,33]. Forest definitions delineate forest land and non-forest land. This study
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derived the forest cover map from MCD12Q1, and the UMD legend and class definitions were used,
which described a forest as an area with tree cover over 0.6. However, the China Statistical Yearbook on
Environment (2018) defined a forest as an area with a canopy density greater than 0.2. Using the UMD
classification method and Chinese forest classification method, the forest area in southwest China in
2013 was 34.348 million ha and 57.8274 million ha, respectively. Differences with the previous studies
mainly come from two aspects: (1) interannual forest cover maps were used for calculation, which
reduced errors from interannual changes in forest vegetation cover; and (2) more precise parameters
were used to calculate the forest fire emissions in our work. For example, we used province-specific
aboveground biomass densities for various forest types and preferred to use the latest emission factors
data that were collected experimentally in China.

3.4. Limitations and Uncertainties

The uncertainties of the estimated forest fire emissions arise from the forest burned area, biomass
density, burning efficiency, and emission factors. Forest burned area was derived from MCD64A1
and MCD12Q1. The algorithm of MCD64A1 is more tolerant of cloud and aerosol contamination, but
information regarding burn data is still lacking for some areas due to insufficient data [25]. Lack of an
experimental methodology and field data for different forest components in various ecosystems made
it difficult to obtain an accurate aboveground biomass density value. In addition, the required use of
generalized burning efficiencies and approximate experimental measurements of emission factors also
contribute to the existence of estimation uncertainties [34].

Despite these uncertainties, this study combined the MODIS burned area product and land
cover product to obtain an accurate map of the burned area of different forest types. Moreover, the
province-specific aboveground biomass density and forest type-specific emission factor values also
helped us to improve the accuracy of the emission inventories.

4. Conclusions

In summary, we estimated monthly emissions from forest fires in southwest China at a
500 m × 500 m resolution from 2013 to 2017 based on MODIS data. The results suggested that
annual average CO2, CO, CH4, SO2, NH3, NOX, PM2.5, BC, OC, and NMVOCS emissions from
forest fire were 1423.19 × 103, 91.66 × 103, 4517.08, 881.07, 1545.04, 1268.28, 9838.91, 685.55, 7949.48,
and 12,724.04 Mg, respectively. The forest fire emissions in southwest China showed great spatial
diversity, because forest fires are influenced by many factors and each province had different dominant
factors and variables. Yunnan was the largest contributor to forest fire emissions in southwest China.
Importantly, the results demonstrated that the annual average forest fire emissions in Tibet were second
only to those in Yunnan. The temporal characteristics of forest fire emissions were consistent with
the temporal characteristics of forest fires. Forest fire emissions were highly concentrated in spring
and winter in southwest China. Additionally, the monthly variation of emissions for different years
varied, and the emissions peaks of different years ranged from January to April. In contrast, there were
few emissions from June to November. Therefore, the enforced and effective control of forest fires in
southwest China during January to April is important for improving regional air quality.

The estimation of multi-year regional forest fire emissions by MODIS data in this study provides
objective and credible evidence for understanding the spatiotemporal representation of forest fire
emissions in southwest China. The high-spatial-resolution emission inventories at a monthly scale
also provide useful basic data for regional forest fire management departments and research related to
pollution and emission controls.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4433/11/1/15/s1:
Forest fire emission inventories of southwest China from 2013 to 2017 (Tables S1–S5); Provincial forest fire emission
inventories of southwest China from 2013 to 2017 (Tables S6–S10).

http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4433/11/1/15/s1
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