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PROTECTING YOUR PROPERTY FROM VELDFIRES 
 
THE NATURE OF THE VELDFIRE PROBLEM 
 
If you live in South Africa then veldfires are a reality but they do not have to result in loss of 
life or property. Taking a few timely easy precautions could substantially reduce the veldfire 
risk on your property. 
 
In our summer rainfall regions, the long dry winters with plenty of cured (dried out) grass 
make veldfires inevitable. All that is needed for a veldfire to occur is a source of ignition. A 
similar situation arises in areas receiving winter rainfall. Here the hot, dry and windy 
summers are conducive to the occurrence of veldfires.  
 
High air temperatures, low relative humidity and high wind speeds associated with dry 
vegetation increases the difficulty of extinguishing a veldfire once it has started. 
 
Vegetation as fuel 

 
 Shrubs and grasses. 

 
 Bark especially if loose, fibrous or stringy.  

 
 Litter (dead leaves, twigs and bits of bark found on the ground). 

 
The level of hazard depends on the continuity, the proportion of dead and live material, the 
thickness of foliage and twigs, and the flammability of live plant material. 
 
In the dead components, the size of the fuel is important in determining how quickly it can 
burn, and how quickly the moisture content can respond to changes in climatic conditions.  
 
Finer and drier fuels burn faster and the more intertwined the vegetation the easier it will 
carry a veldfire.  
 
Veldfire behaviour  
 
Veldfires all start small but their rate of spread and heat generated (intensity) depends on the 
weather, the terrain and the condition of the available fuel. The more intense the veldfire the 
more difficult it is to control. 
 
Veldfires will in general: 

 spread faster uphill than downhill 
 spread with the wind rather than against it 
 spread faster where the vegetation contains quantities of dead plant material 
 spread faster in fine fuels 
 spread faster where the vegetation canopy is intertwined. 
 

Doubling the fuel load will double the rate of spread, resulting in the intensity of the fire 
increasing fourfold. Halving the fuel load will decrease the rate of spread fourfold. 
Radiant heat  
 

 This is the heat generated by a veldfire.  
 This heat affects you well before the flames reach you.  
 Radiant heat can kill you if you are not protected.  
 Death is often caused by heat stroke when the body cannot cope. 
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 Radiant heat only travels in straight lines and therefore having a barrier between 
yourself and the heat source will effectively shield you. 

 
 
WHAT CAN YOU DO TO REDUCE YOUR EXPOSURE TO VELDFIRE? 
 

 
How prepared are you? 
 
Some questions to ask yourself 
 

 Do you live in a veldfire prone area? 

 Have you identified and dealt with high fire risks around your property? 

 How are you going to stay informed of fire conditions on high fire risk days? 

 Do you have an adequate and reliable source of water? 

 What assistance can you expect if there is a veldfire? 

 Have you decided whether you will stay or leave in the event of a veldfire? 

 If you decide to evacuate what route, will you leave by and what will you take. 

 If you decide to stay, do you know how to protect yourself from radiant heat? 

 Do you have appropriate clothes ready for everyone if you stay? 

 Do you have a plan to survive and or fight a veldfire? 
 

 
 
The risk of losing life and property during a veldfire is influenced by: 
 

 The location and accessibility of your property 

  The condition and placement of buildings 

 The amount and type of surrounding vegetation 

 The availability of water 

 Your fire fighting capabilities  
 

Where your house is located on your property is important.  
 

 Some parts of your property will be safer.  
 Flat ground is safer as for every 10 degrees increase in the slope the rate of spread 

and intensity of the fire will double. 
 Properties situated next to dense vegetation and / or on ridges are at greater risk 

 
Why do houses burn? 
 

 Burning embers landing on or near the house  
 Radiant heat ahead of the fire 
 Direct contact from flames 

 

As far as it is possible, you need to isolate your home from flames, radiant heat and embers.  

 

Building design and construction 
 
One of the main sources of ignition in a house is through burning embers, often carried 
ahead of the fire by strong winds, finding a way into a building or setting fire to a wooden 
deck, a doormat or a woodpile close to a building. All buildings are at risk when situated 
close to fire-prone vegetation. Although brick and concrete masonry walls are inherently non-
combustible, many architectural features are vulnerable, such as window openings, exposed 
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timber gable ends, exposed timber roof members, barge boards, fascias and doors and 
loose roof tiles. Window glass can fail relatively easily during a fire, allowing high levels of 
radiant heat to penetrate the interior or allow entry of burning embers, exposing the 
combustible furnishings (for example curtains) to direct heat and ignition sources. 

 
Buildings with combustible external walls, for example “log cabin” type constructions, are 
also at risk, as are buildings with thatch roofs or other combustible roof cladding such as 
bituminous-based fibre sheeting or plastic, as might be found in informal settlements.  
 
Remember 
 

 Houses don’t have to be specially built to protect you from a fire. 
 No one building feature will guarantee safety. 
 You need easy access into the roof cavity to check for embers that have found their 

way in. 
 Avoid complicated rooflines where embers can lodge. 
 Gutters collect leaves and other flammable debris. 
 It should be possible to stopped your gutters and fill them with water. 

 Reduce the risk of embers getting under wooden decks. 

 Timber should not be used at ground level and, if it is, it should be treated to be fire-
resistant. 

 Fix vents with wire gauze and plates for cover in emergency. 

 Avoid timber trellises on the exposed sides of buildings. 

 Metal screens to a fireplace prevent sparks blowing down the chimney. 

 Wind accompanying a veldfire can be very strong and it is important that roofing 
material is firmly fitted. 

 Wooden and thatched roofs are the most vulnerable. 
 Radiant heat and flame contact can be prevented by careful landscaping of the 

garden before the fire season. 
 Watch for spot fires very carefully during a veldfire. 
 Small fires can easily be extinguished if caught early.  
 Sprinkler systems can useful to soak the most vulnerable parts of the house.  
 A well maintained garden would reduce fire intensity as will a well-watered and short-

cut lawn. 
 
Fuel reduction 
 

 Fires need fuel and reducing fuel will reduce the threat.  
 Complete your fuel reduction activities ahead of the fire season. 
 Reduce the amount of fuel for at least 20m around buildings. 
 Irregular boundaries formed by features such as gullies, ravines and ridges form 

“fingers” of vegetation that penetrate your property could provide a “conduit” for a 
veldfire to reach your property.  

 The vegetation in these areas should be managed to reduce fuel loads or protected 
by firebreaks where possible.  

 
Firebreaks 
 
Firebreaks act as an area of reduced fuel load allowing for access of fire fighters and 
equipment to attack an oncoming fire. Do not rely on a firebreak to stop a veldfire. The 
effectiveness of a firebreak depends on its positioning and on regular maintenance.  
 
Firebreaks can be prepared in a number of ways including: 

 ploughing 
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 grazing 
 mowing and slashing 
 herbicides 
 burning. 

 
Incorporate existing features into your firebreak design, for example access roads or farm 
dams. Take into account the most likely direction a veldfire will approach your property form 
when positioning your firebreaks.  
 
Landscaping the garden for veldfire protection 
 
You can use your garden for fire protection the objective being to reducing radiant heat or 
preventing direct flame contact reaching buildings. The garden should also be easy to walk 
through in any direction to allow fast access to all parts. 
 
Fire prevention landscaping includes the following: 

 Planting and maintaining screening trees to reduce wind speed, filter out flying sparks 
and debris and slow spread of fire. Tree canopies must be separated and a minimum 
of 2m between canopy and ground is required. 

 Building stone walls as a radiant heat shield close to buildings. 
 The positioning of lawns and other low fire risk features between houses and the 

most likely direction of approach of a veldfire.  
 Avoid dense clumps of trees, especially if they are not fire resistant. 
 Remove highly flammable trees, for example those with fibrous or stringy or loose 

bark. 
 Remove dead trees, branches and accumulated dead leaves from within the 

branches. 
 Prune lower branches to avoid continuous fuel from ground to canopy. 
 Remove trees close to house or overhanging or touching house. 
 Ensure trees are a safe distance from buildings and power lines at a distance 

equivalent to height of at least the mature trees. 
 Maintain green lawns, cultivated soils or gravelled areas beneath trees 

 
Develop a survival plan for the inevitable and plan to be self-reliant 
 
Do not wait until the last moment before evacuating. Veldfires move quickly and are 
unpredictable. If you decide to leave, do so early before there is any immediate threat from a 
veldfire. Lives are lost during last-minute evacuations. Being trapped on foot or in a car can 
be a killer. In a car you have much less protection from radiant heat than if you are in a 
house. In addition, when a fire is near, visibility will be poor because of smoke and travel will 
be hazardous. Roads can also become blocked by fallen trees, power lines or abandoned 
cars. 
 
Your veldfire survival plan should cover both the situation of staying and defending 
your property or leaving it ahead of the fire. 
 
Considerations if you stay and defend your property: 
 

 What actions will you take before the veldfire arrives? 
 Where will you shelter when the fire front passes?  
 What actions will you take after veldfire passes? 

 
If you plan to defend your home in the event of a veldfire you will need the correct equipment 
and clothing and have a comprehensive plan and the ability to implement your plan.  
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Considerations if you evacuate your property ahead of a veldfire: 
 

 Where will you go? 
 How will you get there? 
 What will you take? 
 What will you do with your pets? 
 When will you return? 
 What will you do when you return? 

 
Protecting farm livestock 
 

 Loss of farm animals can most easily be prevented by preparing and maintaining fuel-
reduced areas onto which stock can be moved and held during a fire 

 Plan to use fallow fields, well grazed fields or areas with bare ground 
 Where possible have shade and water available for valuable especially breeding 

stock. 
 Protect your fodder reserves. 

 

Preventing fires on a farm  
 

 Remove tree branches that could cause a power line short circuit. 
 Restrict the use of farm machinery on days when the fire danger is high. 
 Take great care using when welding, cutting and grinding equipment. 
 Establish fire breaks between your land a road or railway. 
 Store fuels in a separate building away from houses. 
 Adopt no-smoking policies around high hazard areas such as fuel stores. 
 Adopt safety standards for burning rubbish, braai fires or disposing of hot ash. 
 Make sure all fires are extinguished properly before leaving them unattended. 
 Have your own well-maintained fire fighting equipment on the farm. 
 Fix spark guards to chimneys and exhausts. 
 Check electrical installations regularly. 

 

 
 
4. WHAT HAPPENS DURING A VELDFIRE? 
 
The sequence of events during a large veldfire 
 
How will you become aware of a veldfire? Your first indication may be the smell of smoke 
or hearing fire-fighting vehicles or seeing smoke in the distance. If the risk of veldfire is high 
in your area, then high temperatures, dry conditions and strong winds mean that you should 
be ready. Remove doormats, wooden boxes and wooden furniture when the danger of fire is 
high. 
 
Embers and smoke. A shower of embers may start ‘spot fires’ in gutters, the garden or set 
fire to other flammable materials well ahead of the fire. You can extinguish outside fires 
during this period. As the fire approaches smoke will reduce visibility and irritate eyes and 
throat, and make breathing difficult. Avoid inhalation of smoke and heated air by crouching 
low. Remember hot air rises. Avoid dehydration by wearing clothing make from natural fibres 
that is designed to provide good flow of air. Carry drinking water and drink water frequently. 
 
Fire front. The passage of the fire front is of relatively short duration (usually less than 10 
minutes) but it is also when you will be directly exposed to radiant heat or direct contact with 
flames. It is vitally important that you remain protected from this heat. To avoid radiant heat 
cover all exposed skin with a natural fibre like wool or cotton and/ or finding a refuge 
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including in a house, in a vehicle, behind a wall or rocks, in running streams but not in 
elevated water tanks. Remember that radiant heat can crack windows so shelter away from 
them when in a house. Fill the bath, sink and other containers with water to extinguish fires 
started by embers blowing through broken windows.  
 
Be alert to burning inside the house while the fire front is passing and deal with any small fire 
inside the house immediately. Shelter inside the house until the fire front has passed and 
then deal with any spot fires. If the house catches fire and you cannot extinguish it, it is likely 
that by then the fire front has passed and you can walk to a safer area such as a burnt lawn. 
Therefore, shelter near a door to the outside. It will be very hot and noisy with low visibility 
due to smoke. This could unnerve you but stick to your plan. 
 
Embers from smouldering patches are very dangerous as they can blow against buildings. 
Any fire fighting equipment left outside when the fire passes can be damaged. Plastic house 
connections and pipes may melt. It is also common for electricity supplies and telephone 
lines to be damaged during veldfires and mains water supplies can run dry or the pressure 
may be reduced as anyone draws from the supply simultaneously.  
 
Final stage. The ember attack can last for as many as eight hours. You can venture outside 
again when you are sure that the fire front has passed. Be especially watchful for the start of 
small spot fires. Monitor the inside and outside of buildings and extinguish any burning 
embers immediately. 
 
 
What you should do when veldfire approaches? Defending your house 

 
 Make decisions early – carry out the planned response - evacuate or stay? 
 Dress in protective clothing (see box). 
 Move livestock to safer locations. 
 Listen to the radio for news. 
 Wet the garden and the house, especially on the side of the approaching fire. 
 Turn on sprinklers if you have them. 
 Stop gutters and fill them with water. 
 Fill the bath, buckets, dust bins with water in case the water supply fails, and have 

mops handy. 
 Seal any gaps between doors and floor using wet towels or similar items. 
 Close up the house and screen off windows. 
 Close shutters if you have them. 
 Do not pile furniture outside as it is safer if it remains inside. 
 When the fire arrives, go indoors and remain there until the fire front has passed. 
 Take fire hoses and other fire fighting equipment indoors with you. 
 Patrol the house interior including checking the roof cavity and extinguish any small 

fires. 
 Remain vigilant after the fire front has passed. 
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Useful fire fighting equipment 
 

 Hose long enough to reach all places brass fittings 
 Pump – petrol or diesel 
 Ladder – long enough 
 Fire beaters 
 Rake and shovel 
 Torch plus spare batteries 
 Protective woollen blanket 
 Towels for wetting and using to block gaps in window and door 

frames 
 Buckets (preferably metal) and mop 
 Knapsack spray 

 

 
 

 
Suitable protective clothing 
 

 Gloves 
 Sturdy boots or shoes 
 Hat with wide brim 
 Goggles to protect eyes from smoke 
 Long sleeved 
 Large handkerchief over nose and mouth 
 Woollen socks 
 Wet towels for neck 
 Water bottles 

 
NB. All protective clothing should be made of natural material such as 
cotton, wool and leather. Store all protective clothing in one place 
access place.  
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CHECKLISTS OF STEPS TO TAKE TO PROTECT YOUR PROPERTY BEFORE AND 
DURING EACH FIRE SEASON 

 
 

BEFORE THE FIRE SEASON 
 

Action Yes No 

   

On your perimeter   

 Reduce fuel loads   

 Pay special attention to fuel load management in down-slope areas   

 Construct firebreaks adjacent to the property   

   

Building maintenance   

 Clear leaves and debris from gutters;   

 Secure any loose roof tiles   

 Remove inflammable and dry vegetation from under decks, against 
walls and pillars 

  

 Fit windows (at least the vulnerable side of buildings) with clip-on 
wire gauze screens – to be used in the event of a fire; 

  

 Seal roof vents, eaves and floor vents with wire gauze screening;   

 Check that hoses are long enough to reach all sides of house   

 Consider removing branches or trees that overhang buildings   

   

Garden maintenance   

 Slash long grass and undergrowth   

 Remove dead and dry branches from trees    

   

Water supplies   

 Ensure that you water supply while be sufficient and reliable in the 
event of a veldfire 

  

 Consider the placement of garden taps   

 Install a sprinkler system in your garden and on your roof.   

   

Equipment   

 Consider acquiring portable petrol powered pumps in addition to any 
electric pumps useless. Electricity supplies can fail during a veldfire 

  

 Check that all your fire fighting equipment is serviceable.   

 Install hose fittings that are fire proof   

   

Livestock   

 Prepare and maintain fuel-reduced areas onto which livestock can 
be moved and held during a fire 
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DURING THE FIRE SEASON 
 

Action Yes No 

Early Warning Systems   

 Be aware of weather conditions associated with high fire danger in 
your region (temperature, wind speed, direction and relative humidity) 

  

 Be aware of the daily fire danger rating during the fire season   

 Know what radio station will carry news of veldfires    

   

Communications   

 Compile a list of phone numbers you may need during a veldfire   

 Make sure your property be easily located by the fire brigade   

   

Buildings    

 Remove hanging baskets with dry material from the building   

 Check gutters and roof comers for the accumulation of leaves   

 Remove inflammable materials such as woodpiles that are in close 
proximity to buildings 

  

 Storing fuels and paints in a single place away from houses   

   

Garden   

 Keep lawns short and green   

 Cut grass and other vegetation under screening trees   

 Remove dead leaves and dry vegetation and litter from the garden   

   

Water Supplies   

 Check water levels in reservoirs and water tanks on a daily basis 
when fire danger is high 

  

 Attach hoses to taps when the fire danger is high   

   

Equipment   

 Store fire beaters, rakes, spades, buckets, hoses, mops and other fire 
fighting equipment in a single easily accessible place 

  

 Check pumps on a daily basis when fire danger is high   

   

Survival Plan   

 Rehearse family emergency plan evacuation plan    

 Include your pets in your evacuation plan   

 Ensure that all your family members and staff know about stop, drop 
and roll if their clothing catches fire 

  

 Establish a safe meeting place fir your family outside your house    

 Store protective clothing for the entire family in one easily accessible 
place 

  

 Ensure that sufficient drinking water is available   

 
 


