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DrDroughought Tt Turns New Guinea Firurns New Guinea Fires Intes Into a Wo a Weeks-eeks-
LLong Crisisong Crisis
Satellite data show unusually high fire pollution on the island, where smoke has closed
schools and drought has hurt crops.

Smoke rises from a dry forest and grassland landscape as a satellite passes overhead.

FF ires have burned across New Guinea for
weeks, sending thick smoke over large parts

of the island and pushing air pollution to unusu-
ally high levels. According to NASA Earth Obser-
vatory, a satellite image from October 11
showed smoke streaming from the southern part
of the island. In some areas, officials delayed or
canceled flights, closed schools, and urged chil-
dren and older people to wear masks.

New Guinea is the world’s second-largest island.
Its eastern half is Papua New Guinea, an inde-
pendent country. Its western half is part of In-
donesia and is often called Indonesian Papua or
West New Guinea. The island has many ecosys-
tems, meaning communities of living things and
their environment, including tropical rainforests,
swamp forests, grasslands, and savannas. That
variety makes the fires important for people, ani-
mals, plants, and the climate.

The fires have been made worse by drought dur-
ing a strong El Niño. El Niño is a natural climate
pattern that can shift rain and heat around the
Pacific Ocean and beyond. In southern Papua
New Guinea, the national weather service re-

ported that the Trans-Fly region went more than
90 days without rain. Since August, some places
there received only about 5 to 10 percent of
their normal rainfall. Local news reports say the
drought has caused crop failures, water short-
ages, and school disruptions.

Most fires in this normally wet part of the world
are started by people, researchers told NASA.
People may burn fields after harvest, clear land,
manage pasture, or use fire while hunting. Those
fires can be planned and controlled in normal
weather. But when plants and soil are extremely
dry, a managed fire can spread and become a
wildfire, which is an uncontrolled fire burning
through natural areas or farmland.

Scientists are also tracking the fires because
they release carbon into the air. Carbon is an el-
ement found in living things, soil, and fuels; when
plants burn, some of that carbon becomes gases
and particles in the atmosphere. The Global Fire
Emissions Database, a system that uses satellite
data and computer models to estimate fire pollu-
tion, found that fires in Papua New Guinea had
released nearly 32 megatons of carbon by Octo-
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ber 19. A megaton is one million metric tons. On
the Indonesian side of the island, carbon emis-
sions had passed 35 megatons. NASA reported
that the Papua New Guinea total was higher than
any previous year on record by that point in the
year.

The story also shows how land use changes fire
risk. Researchers said parts of Indonesian Papua
have become a new frontier for deforestation,
which means clearing forests for other uses.
Land has been cleared for oil palm and pulp-
wood plantations, small farms, cities, and mining.
Global Forest Watch reported that Indonesian
Papua lost 27,000 hectares of primary forest in

2025. Primary forest means old forest that has
not been heavily changed by people. That was
nearly double the 2024 total and the most since
2017.

NASA researchers expect the fires to keep burn-
ing until the wet season brings heavy rain to
southern New Guinea, usually in early November.
For a middle school science class, this is not just
a faraway disaster. It is a real example of the
carbon cycle, weather patterns, air quality, satel-
lite science, and choices people make about
land. It shows how a climate pattern in the ocean
can help turn local fires into a regional emer-
gency.

Written from reporting by NASA.

THI NK  I T  T H RTHI NK  I T  T H RO UGHOUGH

1.1. When people use firWhen people use fire fe for farming or land clearing, what ror farming or land clearing, what responsibilities should theesponsibilities should they hay havvee
during a drduring a droughought, and who should help them meet, and who should help them meet those rt those responsibilitiesesponsibilities??

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should weigh people’s need to farm and manage land against the risks to health,
schools, forests, and neighbors.

2.2. SatSatellitellite data can shoe data can show smokw smoke, fire, fire activitye activity, and carbon emissions fr, and carbon emissions from far aom far awaway. What cany. What can
this kind othis kind of ef evidence tvidence tell us, and what can it noell us, and what can it not tt tell us bell us by itsely itself?f?

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should distinguish between measuring physical changes from space and
understanding local causes, decisions, and impacts on communities.

3.3. Should a firShould a fire crisis like crisis like this be tre this be treateated mostly as a local pred mostly as a local problem, a national problem, a national problem, or aoblem, or a
global prglobal problemoblem? De? Deffend yend your choice.our choice.

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should connect local land use and health impacts with national policy, ecosystems,
and global climate effects.
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DrDroughought Tt Turns New Guinea Firurns New Guinea Fires Intes Into a Wo a Weeks-Leeks-Long Crisisong Crisis

ATMOSPHERE DROUGHT ECOSYSTEM EMISSIONS

PLANTATION POLLUTION RAINFOREST SATELLITE SAVANNAS

WILDFIRE

I G R E E A O P T E U S O O O E H N

A T E N A J S N E N A S E E T S O U

N T V A O H A O N X F R E E Y O S U

L L S E S F O J F W N G T M T U S O

F T S I I P H H E N I T A A G A T H

A O U O L O S T P A T L G L V O G E

T S I T F L G E T T T P D S I N U U

S O G T E L N M I M E L I F P M S R

A A H N O U I I S O R A Y E I D A N

H S V S I T O S E S C N R H H R T U

I N A A L I G S O P N T V A N O E F

A T M C N O R I D H I A I R O U L S

A P R A I N F O R E S T T N S G L C

U T E S T O A N I R R I I M E H I N

N R E C O S Y S T E M O D I S T T T

S P T N X L N Y A A N N O A R I E C

J T T T N I U L U M E O L D U E D N

A S I G N L F R P M U O E G P Y S N
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DrDroughought Tt Turns New Guinea Firurns New Guinea Fires Intes Into a Wo a Weeks-Leeks-Long Crisisong Crisis

ACROSS

11 Living things and their surroundings
interacting as a community

44 Harmful stuff in air, water, or soil that
can hurt health and nature

77 Large farm growing one crop to sell

88 Long stretch with much less precipitation
than normal

99 Gases and tiny bits sent into the air

1010 Uncontrolled blaze spreading across
natural land or farms

DOWN

22 Space object that gathers Earth pictures
and data

33 Warm grasslands with scattered trees

55 Warm, very wet woodland home to many
kinds of life

66 Blanket of gases around Earth
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DrDroughought Tt Turns New Guinea Firurns New Guinea Fires Intes Into a Wo a Weeks-Leeks-Long Crisisong Crisis
— answer key

ATMOSPHERE DROUGHT ECOSYSTEM EMISSIONS

PLANTATION POLLUTION RAINFOREST SATELLITE SAVANNAS

WILDFIRE

I G R E E A O P T E U S O O O E H N

A T E N A J S N E N A S E E T S O U

N T V A O H A O N X F R E E Y O S U

L L S E S F O J F W N G T M T U S O

F T S I I P H H E N I T A A G A T H

A O U O L O S T P A T L G L V O G E

T S I T F L G E T T T P D S I N U U

S O G T E L N M I M E L I F P M S R

A A H N O U I I S O R A Y E I D A N

H S V S I T O S E S C N R H H R T U

I N A A L I G S O P N T V A N O E F

A T M C N O R I D H I A I R O U L S

A P R A I N F O R E S T T N S G L C

U T E S T O A N I R R I I M E H I N

N R E C O S Y S T E M O D I S T T T

S P T N X L N Y A A N N O A R I E C

J T T T N I U L U M E O L D U E D N

A S I G N L F R P M U O E G P Y S N
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DrDroughought Tt Turns New Guinea Firurns New Guinea Fires Intes Into a Wo a Weeks-Leeks-Long Crisisong Crisis
— answer key

ACROSS

11 Living things and their surroundings
interacting as a community

44 Harmful stuff in air, water, or soil that
can hurt health and nature

77 Large farm growing one crop to sell

88 Long stretch with much less precipitation
than normal

99 Gases and tiny bits sent into the air

1010 Uncontrolled blaze spreading across
natural land or farms

DOWN

22 Space object that gathers Earth pictures
and data

33 Warm grasslands with scattered trees

55 Warm, very wet woodland home to many
kinds of life

66 Blanket of gases around Earth
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WherWhere this came fre this came fromom

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

NASANASA
“Fires Char New Guinea”

Thursday, October 22, 2026

Thursday, October 22, 2026

https://science.nasa.gov/earth/earth-observatory/fires-char-new-guinea/

W HAW HAT  I S  I N  T H IS  PT  I S  I N  T H IS  PAACK ETCK ET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

C O PC OPY I NG AND RY I NG AND REUSEEUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

MorMore where where this came fre this came fromom

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

• Complete units with student and teacher editions
• Worked solutions for every exercise
• Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.comSee the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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