PUTTING "FIRE POWER" IN YOUR HANDS!

The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) will soon introduce Mmaditsela - a new symbol of veldfire preparedness and an ally in the fight to raise awareness around veld and forest fires in South Africa.  

Mmaditsela’s image is to appear on posters and promotional material issued by DWAF and it is intended that she will act as a “go-between” who brings words of wisdom to landowners, along with the message that everyone must work together to prevent veldfires from raging out of control.

This small antelope may appear familiar. She has evolved from “Bokkie” – an image that saw over thirty years of successful service, but has been updated to suit the wider role that Mmaditsela must play in the twenty-first century.

Part of the message that she will convey would be about the control of veldfires. Below are some basic requirements that could be followed to ensure the control of veldfires:

· Construct effective fire breaks around your property. In so doing, you will be protecting your own property and preventing any fire from spreading to your neighbours’ properties.

· Always inform neighbours if you plan to burn a firebreak. (Note the requirements in the National Veld and Forest Fire Act.).
· Burning of common firebreaks should be done as a team. This will ensure that responsibilities are shared equally in case of emergencies.

· Burning should be executed under favourable weather conditions. (Timing is crucial.) Take into consideration the forecasts, warnings and fire danger indices before burning. Burning of firebreaks at night is less risky as conditions are, in most cases, stable. Consult an expert wherever possible.

· Burning of firebreaks should be done during the “right” season. Bear in mind any fire prohibition periods imposed as well as any other warnings applicable to specific areas throughout the country.

· Never start a fire in the open air unless you are sure you can control it. Never underestimate a fire - and always ensure that you have sufficient resources such as personnel, water and fire fighting equipment.

· Ensure that you and your personnel are competent in fire-fighting.
· Be proactive. Take all possible precautionary measures to ensure that fire does not spread to the neighbouring property. This will protect you from civil claims and from criminal liability in terms of the new legislation now in place.

· Never leave a fire - or leave it unattended before it has been completely extinguished. Post-fire winds, which are usually strong, have on many past occasions caused flare-ups. A thorough “mopping-up” operation is thus necessary to guard against unwanted fires.
FPAs START WITH YOU!

One of the most important weapons against uncontrolled veld and forest fires – Fire Protection Associations or FPA’s – is generating a lot of interest.

The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry is handling an ever-increasing number of telephonic and other inquiries from interested parties, among them municipalities, voluntary groups and other institutions.

As an indication of this interest, we can report that the Nationally there are 48 applications that the Department has received so far and 38 more groups have indicated that they will send their applications soon to the Department and many others are joining daily.

Many FPAs have submitted their registration documents. Be aware that simply having sent in your documentation does not mean you have already been registered. FPA’s must be registered in order to receive the powers and duties that the Act provides for and to qualify for assistance in terms of the Act at the Minister’s discretion.

In return for the commitment involved in being an FPA member, there are advantages:

· Co-operation through the FPA in preventing and combating veldfires - within the framework of an agreed veldfire management strategy.

· Cost savings through non-duplication of disaster management plans.

· Protection through the FPA’s enforceable rules - as established in its veldfire management strategy.

· Advice and assistance to members in meeting the statutory requirements for readiness for fire fighting, including skills development.

· The empowerment of FPOs (Fire Protection Officers) to enforce the provisions of the Act and the rules of each FPA.

· Improved communication among members, e.g. of fire hazard conditions.

· Free access to research commissioned by the Minister into the prevention and combating of veldfires and on the use of controlled fire in sustainable forest management (section 30(2) of the Act).

· Possible relief from certain prevention measures, such as preparation of firebreaks depending on the contents of the individual FPA’s veldfire management strategy.

· The overall benefits of progressive building of capacity within the Association and thus among its members – and an overall reduction in the risks of veldfires.

· A member will not be presumed negligent in any civil claim for damages if a fire from his or her land causes damage or loss to another person (section 34(1)(b) of the Act).

Queries concerning veldfire prevention and veldfire management matters may be addressed to Mr Pogiso Molapo, Deputy Director: Fire Regulation, Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, Private Bag X313, Pretoria, 0001 – or telephone (012) 336-7679, fax: (012) 336-7054 – or e-mail: 1am@dwaf.gov.za. Visit www.dwaf.gov.za/forestry/fireawareness.

