EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS FOR SOUTH AFRICA

WEATHER-SPECIFIC

FLASH FLOODS AND FLOODING, VELD FIRES AND WILD FIRES,
(EXTREME HEAT, SEVERE HAILSTURMS




In the introduction to this guide, | noted that South Africa is not regularly exposed to the kinds of natural
disastersthataffect other parts of the world. Thatistrue. Butit would be a mistake to conclude that South
Africais therefore safe from weather-related emergencies. We have our own set of weather threats that
arejustas dangerous, just as destructive and just as capable of catchingan unprepared family completely
off quard.

The Knysna fires of 2017 destroyed more than 1000 homes and killed seven people. The KwaZulu-Natal
floods of 2022 killed more than 400 people and displaced tens of thousands. Flash floods in Johannesburg
regularly kill motorists who underestimate the depth and power of flooded roads. Extreme heat events
acrossthe Northern Cape and Free State push vulnerable people to the edge of survival. Severe hailstorms
cause billions of rands of damage to vehicles, crops and property every year. These are not distant
possibilities. They are recurring South African realities.

16.1 FLASHFLOODS

Flooding is the most common weather-related disaster in South Africa. It can occur with very little
warning, particularly in low-lying areas, near rivers and streams, and on roads that cross drainage
channels. The danger is not always obvious — a road that looks passable may have fast-moving water
beneathits surface with the force to sweep a vehicle away in seconds.

16.1.1 BEFORE A FLOOD

v" Know whether your home or area is in a flood-prone zone. Visit the South African Weather
Service at www.weathersa.co.za for flood risk information relevant to your area.

v' Keep your stormwater drains and gutters clear of leaves and debris. Blocked drains
dramatically increase the risk of localised flooding.
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Store emergency supplies and important documents above ground level — neverin a
basement or on the floorin a flood-prone area.

Know your evacuation route to higher ground and discuss it with your family before you ever
need it.

Monitor weather forecasts during the rainy season, particularly if you live near ariver, stream
or low-lying area.

16.1.2 DURING A FLOOD

v

v

Never attempt to drive through floodwater. The most common cause of flood-related death in
South Africa is motorists driving into flooded roads. If you cannot see the road surface clearly,
turn around. No destination is worth your life.

If your vehicle becomes trapped in rising water, get out immediately and move to higher
ground.

If you are at home and water is rising, move to the highest floor of your building.

Avoid walking through floodwater — it may be deeper than it appears, moves faster than it
looks and is almost certainly contaminated with sewage, chemicals and debris.

Stay away fromrivers, streams and drainage channels during and after heavy rain.

16.1.3 AFTER A FLOOD

Do not return home until authorities confirm it is safe to do so.

Treat all floodwater as contaminated. Wash hands thoroughly after any contact with
floodwater.

Check your home carefully for structural damage before re-entering.

Document all damage thoroughly with photographs for insurance purposes before cleaning up.
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16.2 VELD FIRES AND WILD FIRES

Veld fires are a particular danger for South Africans living on the urban edge, in rural areas, on
smallholdings and in coastal fynbos regions. They spread with terrifying speed — particularly in dry
conditions, in areas with long unmanaged grass and in strong winds. A fire that is kilometres away can
reach your home within minutes under the right conditions.

»
-

16.2.1 BEFORE A VELD FIRE

v CREATE AND MAINTAIN A FIREBREAK AROUND YOUR PROPERTY — a cleared strip of
ground that removes the fuel a fire needs to cross onto your property.

v KEEP GRASS SHORT AND REMOVE DEAD VEGETATION from around your home,
outbuildings and fences.

v CLEAR GUTTERS AND ROOFS OF DRY LEAVES AND DEBRIS — these are highly flammable
and can ignite from airborne embers.

v STORE FIREWOOD, GAS BOTTLES AND FUEL CONTAINERS AWAY from your home and
outbuildings.

v KNOW YOUR EVACUATION ROUTE AND BE PREPARED TO LEAVE EARLY — do not wait until

the fire is upon you.

16.2.2 DURING A VELD FIRE

4 If you smell smoke or see fire in your area, do not wait to see how it develops. Begin
preparing to evacuate immediately.
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v CLOSE ALL WINDOWS, DOORS AND VENTS to reduce the amount of smoke and embers
entering your home.

v IF EVACUATION BECOMES NECESSARY, LEAVE EARLY. More people die trying to defend
their homes at the last minute than die from fires they evacuated from in good time.

v IF CAUGHT IN A VEHICLE BY A FAST-MOVING FIRE, park off the road, turn off the engine,
switch on hazard lights, get down below window level and cover yourself with a wool blanket.

16.3 EXTREME HEAT

South Africa’s interior regularly experiences extreme heat events that can be genuinely life-threatening
for vulnerable individuals. Heatstroke, severe dehydration and heat exhaustion can kill within hours if not
treated promptly.

v STAY INDOORS DURING THE HOTTEST PART OF THE DAY — typically between 11am and
3pm.

v DRINK WATER CONSISTENTLY THROUGHOUT THE DAY — do not wait until you feel thirsty.

v NEVER LEAVE CHILDREN, ELDERLY PEOPLE OR ANIMALS IN A PARKED VEHICLE —

temperatures inside can reach lethal levels within ten minutes.

v CHECK ON ELDERLY NEIGHBOURS AND FAMILY members during extreme heat events.

16.3.1 HEAT EXHAUSTION

Heavy sweating, pale and clammy skin, weakness, dizziness, nausea and a fast weak pulse. Move the
person to a cool shaded area, apply cool wet cloths to the skin and give water in small sips. If symptoms
do not improve within 30 minutes seek medical attention.
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16.3.2 HEATSTROKE

A medical emergency. Body temperature above 40°C, hot and dry skin with no sweating, confusion and
possible loss of consciousness. Call for emergency medical assistance immediately and cool the person
asrapidly as possible.

16.4 SEVERE HAILSTORMS

South Africa — particularly Gauteng and the highveld — experiences some of the most severe hailstorms
in the world. Hailstones the size of golf balls or larger can shatter windows, destroy vehicles, damage roofs
and injure people caughtin the open.

4 MONITOR WEATHER FORECASTS during summer thunderstorm season and subscribe to
South African Weather Service alerts.

v PARK VEHICLES IN A GARAGE or under solid cover whenever severe thunderstorms are
forecast.

v MOVE INDOORS IMMEDIATELY and stay away from windows during a hailstorm.

v IF CAUGHT IN A VEHICLE WITH NO SHELTER, pull over and stop. Angle the vehicle so the
front faces the storm. Cover yourself with a blanket and lean away from windows.
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16.5 SUMMARY

v FLASH FLOODS — never drive through floodwater, know your evacuation route to higher
ground

v VELD FIRES — maintain firebreaks, leave early and never wait until a fire is upon you

v EXTREME HEAT - hydrate consistently, protect the vulnerable and know the difference

between heat exhaustion and heatstroke

v SEVERE HAILSTORMS — monitor forecasts, park vehicles under cover and stay away from
windows
v KNOW YOUR LOCAL RISKS - visit www.weathersa.co.za and understand the specific

weather threats relevant to your area
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