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This manuscript presents the Reading Palaeofire Database (RPD), a SQL database of
palaeofire records. The authors took great care in collating new palaeofire records,
combining these new records with published databases (such as the Global Charcoal
Database (GCD) and its various versions), correcting errors, collecting metadata, and
assigning consistent and up-to-date chronologies to each record. 

Overall, I readily acknowledge that the RPD was a formidable undertaking and that its
publication could be very useful to the palaeofire field. However, I do have several
concerns which would need to be addressed before I could recommend publication. In
addition to more specific comments regarding components of the manuscript and its
associated SI, I also have several more general comments which are made below. I would
also like to state that I broadly agree with the comments made by Drs Gavin and Williams.
As such, I would urge the authors to note the recurrent themes in my
comments/criticisms of this manuscript and the associated RPD data product. 

General Comments:
The manuscript in its current state is ambiguous with regard to the RPD’s relationship with
the Global Palaeofire Database. I mean this both in a direct sense (i.e. how much of the
data in the RPD was directly pulled from the GPD, both earlier versions and the most up to
date web version?) as well as in a logistical sense (was the Global Palaeofire Working
Group involved in the creation of the RPD?). Statements about these relationships are
ambiguous (see specific comments below regarding L98-99, 266-269, and SI Table 1). For
example, the current presentation of the RPD does not allow the viewer to tell from where
each dataset came. Despite the assertion that the RPD “is a community effort,” it is rather
unclear how members of this community (e.g., the Global Palaeofire Working Group) were
engaged and involved in the process. More broadly, I am very curious as to why the RPD
is not being directly integrated into the existing community framework of the Global
Palaeofire Database and Working Group? 



Despite the merits of this manuscript and its associated RPD, I feel that if released in its
current form (i.e. as a self-standing database) and without a plan for community
integration, then this work could have a detrimental impact on the broader palaeofire field
and the willingness of its members to share data. By downloading multiple community-
driven databases that embody the spirit of open data, making improvements and
expansions, and then creating a separate and less accessible database (see comment
below), I would argue this is a step in the wrong direction. Why go through all of the work
of improving community databases to then refuse to return the database to these same
communities and in these same frameworks? Despite its flaws, the GCD’s web interface is
significantly more ‘available’ than an SQL database (see comment below). The same
would be true for Neotoma. As Drs Gavin and Williams have previously expressed in their
comments, interfacing the RPD with existing community databases would achieve greater
impact and utility for the palaeofire community. 

Although I understand that SQL is open source and theoretically available to all. I assert
that providing the data only in a SQL format poses an equity and accessibility issue. Use
of the SQL database requires downloading a large program to read the files. To then use
or access the data requires knowledge of a programming language to construct queries. I
argue that this is an undue burden on accessibility. For anyone without knowledge of SQL
to access the data would require potentially hours of instruction and learning. As a test
case, it took nearly two hours for me to download and install mySQL, and then to import
the data. Barring integration with community databases, I think the simplest way to
address this issue would be to also provide text or csv files of the tables that make up the
SQL database. This way, anyone (even those without knowledge of this database style and
language) could assess the data freely and easily. I feel that ignoring the hurdle that the
SQL format poses to potential users of the RPD would represent undue gatekeeping in
direct contradiction to ESSD’s aim of “furthering the reuse of high-quality data of benefit
to Earth system sciences.” Alternatively, I reiterate the suggestions of Drs Gavin and
Williams to integrate the RPD with either Neotoma or the Global Palaeofire Database. 

Manuscript main text – Specific Comments:
L24-30: References? These statements should be supported by relevant literature. 
L33-36: Same comment as above. 
L66: I think a clear statement as to the logistical relationship between RPD and the Global
Palaeofire Database as well as the GPWG is needed here. Was the RPD as created by
these authors done so independently from the GPWG? Was there community involvement
and input during the creation of the RPD?
L98-99: Does this mean that any/all charcoal datasets which were not previously publicly
available were provided by one of the authors of this article? Relating to my query
regarding L66 above, I think a statement is needed to explain who the authors of this
article are and what constituted a ‘contribution’ to this article, especially as the bulk of the
RPD is derived from the GCD and GPWG. Were original authors of datasets in the GCD
version not included as co-authors by virtue of their having made their data publicly
available?
L103-108: Although the download of mySQL and the importation of the RPD was relatively
straightforward and aided by the documentation provided by the authors, I wonder if this
format poses an equity issue and accessibility issue. Namely, could the tables also be
provided as csv or text documents so that those less technologically inclined could still
view the RPD without using SQL queries?
L126-127: However, in many cases, I suspect that the accuracy of GPS coordinates for
sites are not this great. How can trailing nought values in these latitudes and longitudes
be differentiated as being reflective of accurate GPS location versus merely artefacts of



non-exact GPS? 
L159-160: Charcoal measurements are not always made in terms of volume (e.g., by dry
mass basis). How were these types of measurements integrated into the RPD? Or were
they simply omitted?
L266-269: This sentence is misleading as both versions 3 and 4 are several years old and
many datasets have since been added to the online version of the GPD. E.g. as of 16
November 2021, the GPD contains 1231 cores. This is not a fair comparison. A more direct
measure of the RPD’s value would be the number of new records (not sourced from the
GPD or any earlier versions of the GCD). 
L326: Here again, the ‘community’ needs to be defined (similar to my comment regarding
L66 and L98-99). 
L329: It is very difficult to judge whether there is actually expanded coverage (as per my
comments regarding L266-269). More direct comparison or quantifications are needed to
assess the validity of this statement. 

Tables 1, 2 , and 4: For the fields which were ‘Selected from predefined list’, it would be
prudent to provide the choices contained within these lists. Upon reading the SI, I see
there are tables containing these. It might be good to note this in the main text. 
Figure 4: The legend text is fairly small and hard to read, please consider making this text
larger. 

Supplementary Information – Specific Comments:
SI Table 1: An extremely useful and important field that is missing from this table is the
source of each site (i.e. which version of the GCD did each come from, was it a new
addition by the authors or this article, etc.). 
SI Table 1: I believe that all of the datasets coming from the NOAA database are
inaccurately cited. As per the NOAA database site: “Please cite original publication, online
resource and date accessed when using this data. If there is no publication information,
please cite Investigator, title, online resource and date accessed.” For example, Bass Lake
Kandiyohi County should be attributed to Marlon and Umbahowar. 
SI Table 1 : There appears to be duplicates of the Wild Tussock site. 
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