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Over 900 formal houses burnt down or 
sustained damage in Knysna

Over 90 houses burnt down 
in Plettenberg Bay

From 7 to 12 June 2017, a devastating fire destroyed huge tracts of land and 
infrastructure in and around Knysna and Plettenberg Bay, burning down 
formal and informal housing, and claiming seven lives.

The Knysna Inferno is regarded as one of the largest fire disasters South Africa 
has ever experienced. The fire was stoked by gale force winds, paired with warm 
mountain wind conditions, instead of the anticipated rainfall across the region. 
Fires raged on two fronts and could not be contained. The blaze was so hot that 
buildings and trees 300 m ahead of the inferno began burning. At one stage, the 
fire is reported to have moved one kilometre every 10 minutes.

Communications were affected and water supplies ran dangerously low. 
More than 1 100 formal and informal homes were destroyed and about 8 000 
people were evacuated and provided with temporary accommodation. National 
government subsequently declared a provincial fire disaster in the Knysna and 
Plettenberg Bay areas. 

THE KNYSNA 
INFERNO



Route to Recovery 
Summing up the impact of the Garden Route Fire on Knysna’s tourism and local 
economy, and recognising the opportunities to come

By Leah Moodaley

Our role in the Garden 
Route rebuild 
Dr Hildegarde Fast, Deputy 
Director-General of Energy 
Security for the WCG, was 
appointed to head the activities 
of provincial government in 
the Garden Route area. Dr Fast 
explains that the role of the WCG 

in rebuilding Knysna and Bitou is one of coordination. 
“We are tasked to pull everything together. A lot has 
happened, many people are helping, and someone 
needs to coordinate the response. In a situation like 
this, you need to have central coordination. Seven work 
streams have been established, each with a different 
set of stakeholders. Humanitarian support, for example, 

would require the services of the Department of Social 
Development, along with the departments of Labour 
& Home Affairs, the South African Social Security 
Agency, and relevant non-governmental organisations. 
Our role involves getting all role players in a room and 
developing a plan of action. The end goal is to make all 
processes as simple as possible for all people affected.”

The seven work streams include: Reconstruction; 
Infrastructure; Environmental Management; 
Humanitarian Support; Funding and Resources; Skills 
Development; and Business Support. 

Local Economic Development 
Knysna Municipality’s Local Economic Development 
(LED) Manager, Ilse van Schalkwyk, sits down to share 

an economic perspective on the Knysna Inferno, 
focusing not only on the impact, but also on the 
opportunities which lie ahead.

“As part of managing economic development, I look 
after business investments and data and research for 
the municipality,” explains Ilse. When the fire started, 
all municipal units were drawn into various teams 
according to their roles, skills and areas of responsibility. 

However, it quickly became clear that this task would 
require all municipal staff to step out of their day-to-
day jobs and exceed the bounds of their contractual job 
descriptions. Ilse begins by saying that nothing could 
have prepared the town for the magnitude of what had 
taken place. “We all worked from a joint operations 
command centre (JOC) and it was literally all hands on 
deck. You had your emergency services staff dealing 
with the response activities, but suddenly relief aid 
became a priority and we all needed to step up to the 

plate and put the necessary systems in place. We had 
staff going above and beyond their usual duties to help 
everyone in need. We had lawyers handing out water. 
We had economists assisting in relief centres. It was a 
true reflection of public service.”

One of Ilse’s core competencies is managing 
business processes and systems. She explains that the 
LED unit was required to fill the ‘demand gap’, in other 
words, to collect data on who needed what in terms 
of relief aid. “Over and above our standard municipal 
functions, we now had to shift our priorities in order 
to take on the disaster recovery strategy.” Additional 
projects which have now been prioritised, include 
the restoration and rebuilding of infrastructure and 
housing. 

Business Retention and Expansion is another work 
group that falls within Ilse’s portfolio of work, and 
includes tourism.

Tourism
As part of the Business Retention and Expansion 
work group, a task team including Wesgro, Knysna 
Tourism and Knysna Accommodation Association, 
amongst others, was established. “We’ve lost about 
500 tourism beds, and because Knysna is a tourism 
town, this poses a challenge.” Ilse adds that many of 
the residents affected by the fire are likely to either 
sell their erven to developers or rebuild and establish 
Airbnb facilities.  

Owing to the loss of 16 000 hectares of forest and 
plantation, many outdoor tourism packages have 
been affected. Fortunately, most businesses have 
quickly adapted and reviewed their offerings.

If ever there was a most suitable time for such a 
disaster to strike, June may have been it. Community 

members felt that for this to happen in winter was 
tragic, as winter is set aside for family dinners and 
nights huddled indoors. School learners may have 
felt it unfair that this happened during their school 
holiday. However, from a tourism perspective, the 
timing could have been much worse. According to 
Ilse, if the disaster happened in the summer months, 
accommodation would have been a major problem 
as Knysna experiences an occupancy rate of 80% 
in season. After the fires, guest houses, holiday 
homes and local hotels became a temporary home 
to many of the affected residents. This would have 
been a challenge during summer. By November, the 
accommodation facilities now offering lodging must 
be vacated in order to accommodate tourists and 
holiday home owners.  

Left: A local leather craftsman at work.

Below: Rows of boats and yachts docked 
along the Knysna Waterfront.
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OPEN FOR BUSINESS
Vice Chair of the Knysna Tourism Board and owner of two 
guesthouses in the Knysna area, Ypie Kingma, was invited 
to the JOC to provide regular feedback from a tourism 
perspective. “Within days of the fire starting, the Tourism 
Board had already been approached by Alan Winde the 
WCG Minister of Economic Opportunities, to assess the 
extent of the devastation,” explains Ypie. The Board’s 
Executive sat down with Minister Winde, Linda Pampallis 
CEO of Thompson’s Africa, and Margie Whitehouse CMO 
of South African Tourism, to discuss the impact of the 
disaster on tourism across the region, as well as on the town 
specifically. Ypie explains that the effect was evident in that 
close to 30 accommodation facilities had been affected and 
guests were forced to relocate elsewhere.

Among the establishments affected were the Knysna 
Hollow and Blackwaters River Lodge. Other tourist 
attractions destroyed include the Featherbed Nature 
Reserve and Timber Village. Blackwaters River Lodge, 
Featherbed Nature Reserve, and Timber Village have 
rescheduled all bookings accordingly and are on the road 
to reconstruction. The most important thing for the tourism 
industry is to get a strong message out there that Knysna is 
still open for business.

Ilse explains that the Knysna population 
doubles over the festive season. In essence, 
this means that the various cluster workgroups 
have limited time to provide viable solutions 
to affected residents. Coordination of all relief 
activities is therefore vital. 

Apart from instilling a renewed sense of 
service in the heart of the community, more 
silver linings have been made visible. “The 
disaster will be a major injection for the 
construction sector. Knysna experienced 
its construction boom from 2004 to 2007, 
after which it stabilised. With the coming 
of the “New Knysna” as we are calling it, 
we’re looking at building better, cleaner and 
greener,” says Ilse confidently.  

Ilse explains that the disaster has affected 
employment, but not in the sense that many 
people may think. One hundred and thirty-four 
businesses in the Knysna municipal area have 
been adversely affected according to current 
incident reports, but many of these businesses 
have the option to rent space elsewhere. 
A major portion of the workforce that was 
affected are those linked to housekeeping and 
household income. “For instance, gardeners, 
cleaners, and hospitality sector workers have 
been affected negatively,” explains Ilse. Most 
of these people don’t have access to funds 
such as an unemployment insurance fund. 
The decrease in household disposable income 
has a ripple effect on the local economy. In 
addition, the Department of Labour, together 
with the Commission for Conciliation, 
Mediation and Arbitration (CCMA), has been 
called on to assist affected businesses with 
wage aid until they will be able to pay their 
staff again. 

Another issue uncovered is that government 
aid is not geared towards assisting the middle 
class, many of whom had lost their homes. 
Relief management faces an uncharted task 
of providing fair and equal assistance to 
all despite different living standards across 
income groups. “As a municipality, we are now 
looking at different models and best case 
practices to assist people in ways they can 
appreciate.” 

According to Ilse, a key takeaway from this 
experience is that despite the odds, Knysna 
is resilient and people are willing to rebuild. 
“The most important piece of advice I can give 
people is to insure your business. Insure your 
home.” 

Visit www.gardenrouterebuild.co.za for more 
information.

Counterfire
Natural disasters create a climate for teamwork 
and synergy. Graeme Huddy shares how 
information technology played a role in fighting 
the Knysna Inferno. 

By Leah Moodaley

Graeme Huddy took up the position of Information 
Technology (IT) Manager at Knysna Municipality 
just nine months ago. Who could have known 

the obstacles and opportunities this new venture and 
new year would bring? Jokingly, he describes his current 
role as the manager of IT (and anything else that uses 
electricity). 

What role could an IT Manager and his team possibly 
play in a disaster response task? 

“The first day of the fire was a sick day for me. I saw 
the fire on the Western Heads from my house and went 
down to the beach at Bollard Bay to have a better 
look. Driving along, I saw that our primary municipal 
communications tower for our wireless networks in 
Brenton might be destroyed by the fire. I immediately 
texted our network engineer, Jaco, to tell him we were 
possibly about to lose Brenton communications tower.” 
The repercussion of losing the Brenton communications 
tower meant that Knysna Municipality’s remote offices 
(approximately 35 locations) would lose telephone and 
internet connectivity. 

“I then got a message from a colleague to say that 
Wi-Fi at the office was down, followed by our power 
shortly thereafter. I knew that we would be running on 
a backup power supply and that we needed to urgently 
shut down our servers safely before they started 
failing, so I made my way back in to town and called 
my team so that we could start shutting the servers 
down to protect our data. I then got a call from another 
colleague, telling me that there was no power at the 
fire station and that the fire control room’s phones were 

down. In the midst of all this, I contacted the technician 
that was contracted to service our uninterrupted power 
supplies (UPS) to bring a spare UPS to the fire station to 
use with a few extra batteries that I had in storage. After 
dropping everything at the fire station, I remembered 
that the finance building where IT is located has an 
operational generator; I suggested that it would be the 
best possible location to coordinate operations from.” 

The finance building, situated at the bottom of Queen 
Street, soon became the joint operations command 
(JOC) centre. Graeme’s team ensured that multiple 
agencies (fire, safety, traffic, medical, municipal, 
provincial, etc.) working on the disaster response had 
internet access, power banks for charging cellphones on 
the go, mobile Wi-Fi devices and any other technology 
needed. “We had power from the generator and we had 
internet access, but our external telephone lines were 
down and MTN, Cell C and Telkom’s mobile network 
connectivity was intermittent. In the early evening, 
as the fire started to rage through town, I purchased 
two Skype phone numbers and posted those numbers 
on social media so that people could get through to 
the ‘emergency contact centre’. First thing the next 
morning, I bought five cellphones and set them up with 
Vodacom SIM cards so that we had a few extra phone 
lines available.

About 24 hours into the disaster, the Telkom 
connectivity was re-established, and once available, 
Graeme’s team had to redirect communications via 
an alternative communications tower to get the 
fire station’s phones up and running as the Brenton 
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communications tower was still 
inaccessible at this point. Back at the 
finance building, all of the agencies, 
including the army, had various 
connectivity requirements and IT 
support requirements such as setting 
up the software used to live stream 
footage from the fire-spotting planes. 
Graeme’s team worked tirelessly to meet 
these requirements and build network 
infrastructure where needed. One team 
member, Lyle, developed a process 
using SharePoint where all incoming 
emergency calls were automatically 
logged and read by a controller 
upstairs, who could then dispatch the 
appropriate emergency team. Lyle 
unfortunately lost his house in the fire, 
but not once failed to lose sight of his 
role in helping Knysna overcome the 
crisis they found themselves in. 

“From an IT perspective, we never 
had to go into disaster recovery mode. 
Throughout the disaster, all IT systems 
were available for use,” explains Graeme. 
The IT team was able to support all 
disaster response teams adequately; 
systems that were not available due 
to damage from the fire, were quickly 
repaired. 

“Before the fire, we were in the 
process of assessing what the risks of 
losing IT services for each business 
unit are, and what the IT disaster 
recovery needs are. Our risk analysis 
never envisioned a disaster of this 
magnitude, hence we hadn’t planned 
for a situation like this, but we were 
very lucky.” Graeme points out that 
when risks are assessed and mapped, 
some risks are regarded as having a 
higher risk factor than others. This is 
normal. The likelihood of certain risk 
events is analysed against existing data 
and projected forecasts, and informed 
decisions are made as to where 
resources and disaster strategies would 
most likely need to be directed. He 
acknowledges that in terms of disaster 
recovery, the more likely scenario 
would have been a massive flood, not a 
catastrophic inferno.

“When we carried out our business 
impact assessments, we assessed the 
risk of losing voice communications and 
data communication for our precinct. 

Many resources were uncovered 
and put to use to fight the 
Knysna Inferno. People came 
together and many ideas were 
explored. A municipal mobile 
application was put to the  
test during the disaster.  
Graeme gave the go-ahead  
to upgrade the application  
and once it was upgraded,  
it was used as a communication 
channel. At the time of going 
to print, the application had 
3 100 registered users, 43 
newsfeed articles, sent 76 push 
notifications, resolved 57 live 
chat support calls, and received 
33 feedback items. 

In addition to the Knysna Municipality mobile 
application, the Municipality sent 128 998 fire 
related SMSs during the disaster.

We agreed that it would be catastrophic, but also 
agreed that the likelihood of it actually happening 
at the same time is almost non-existent. But then 
this actually happened.” He goes on to explain the 
uniqueness of the situation in saying that the Great 
Knysna Fire happened 150 years ago, whereas 
flooding and network outages happen more regularly. 
“We were completely surrounded by fire in the 
middle of the night on 7 June. Teams worked 24/7 
throughout the following week, coming in and out in 
shifts. Everyone worked above and beyond, tirelessly. 
The JOC centre, including all strategic and emergency 
response teams, was the most professionally-run 
meeting I have ever attended. There were no egos, no 
arguments, just professional cooperation.” 

The key lesson learned is that IT must form part of 
the business continuity (or in this case JOC) process 
as it can be central in managing and mitigating the 
impact of incidents like this one. Graeme and his 
team are proof that any disaster situation requires 
focus, prioritisation, out-of-the-box thinking and a 
willingness to cooperate.

Back row from left to right: Clifford Mitchell, Lyle Cleinwerck, Jaco Bester, Louise Maritz.

Front row from left to right: Graeme Huddy, Genevieve van Briesies, Lezelle Plaatjies, William Talmaggies.
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Face to face with two of 
the Knysna Inferno’s female 
firefighters.
By Leah Moodaley

Johanna Nicolaai and Charlene Taylor work as 
firefighters under the jurisdiction of Knysna 
Municipality. With Charlene in Sedgefield and 

Johanna in Knysna, they are currently both the only 
females on their respective fire teams. These extraordinary 
women risked their lives among the brave who fought the 
Knysna Inferno in June this year. 

Charlene and Johanna paint a vivid picture of what 
fighting a force of nature during that fateful week was 
really like. It was a combination of fear, uncertainty and 
adrenalin. “A fire is something different. You don’t have 
the upper hand. Anything can happen. We just worked. 
I can’t count my hours; I gave my life for that fire. One 
thing you need to do is think on your feet and be quick. 
But when you get to that fire, something kicks in and you 
know exactly what to do,” explains Johanna. Charlene 
adds that although they both worked during the Knysna 
Fire, they did not fight it from the same location; she was 
in Elandskraal, while Johanna was in Knysna.

Charlene, who has served as a firefighter for nine years, 
describes the fire as “demonic”. Johanna agrees that she 
had seen nothing like it in her 13-year firefighting career. 
“The fires were uncountable and unstoppable. It moved 
quickly from Elandskraal to Knysna,” Charlene explains. 
Many traumatic things were seen and experienced during 
the five days of fire, but one phone call remains etched 
in her memory. “I answered a call from a woman wanting 
to know if her family was safe. She described them to me 
and gave me their location, but I was unable to confirm 
whether or not they were in danger. There was a lot 
happening. It was so difficult to be in that position. The 
next day I heard on the radio that a family had lost their 
lives and I immediately made the connection.”  

Charlene describes many heart-breaking moments. 
“It was difficult to see people lose their properties and 
members of their family, because it could have been mine.” 

Charlene and Johanna admit that their job can 
sometimes be emotionally taxing, but agree that their 
emotions fuel their passion and strength. They go on to 
explain that out in the field, teams are bound together like 

family. Johanna acknowledges that at times she is treated 
with more care than her male colleagues, but she doesn’t 
allow it to become a norm. “Sometimes they try to help 
me lift heavy equipment, but I make it clear that I will 
manage and get the job done.”

Charlene says that firefighting was not her first choice, 
but now she wouldn’t have it any other way. She recalls 
her first house fire, and doing a search and rescue after 
being told that a woman was trapped inside. It seems 
clear that compassion and responsiveness are valuable 
traits in this career. “I took this job on because I am a 
woman, and a lot of women don’t believe in themselves. I 
told myself I’m going to do this job the best I can.  
I’m a firefighter. I hate the words ‘I can’t.’ You can! You are 
a woman!” 

Just like Charlene, Johanna never aspired to be a 
firefighter. Her dream was to join the Navy. After over a 
decade of service and after the Knysna Inferno, she has 
another dream – to achieve her Firefighter 1 qualification. 
“If you want to do something, go for it. But you need to 
crawl before you can walk.” 

Both women glance at one another momentarily, 
perhaps realising how these “traditional” gender roles 
aren’t as rigid as they once were. “We never dreamt of 
being firefighters, but we believe that God wanted to use 
us,” says Johanna. 

“I was on leave that week. By the time I was called in, 
the fire was already in Knysna,” recalls Johanna. “The wind 
was like a tornado; pushing the fire. Eventually, I had to 
go home and tell my children to pack the necessities and 
prepare to evacuate.” Johanna lends some insight to the 
degree of focus and dedication needed to perform their 
duties. “Twenty-four hours is a long journey for us. While 
we are on shift, we also worry about what’s happening at 
home.” 

Being mothers, Charlene and Johanna admit that 
emotions run high during fire incidents. “We constantly 
put ourselves in those people’s positions because we 
feel what they feel,” explains Charlene. “I’ve seen a lot of 
people burn, and you think you’ll never overcome that.  
The hurt comes from acknowledging that these people 
have families. They are someone’s kids.” Charlene goes on 
to explain how good it feels to have done something with 
her life and encourages others to do the same. “In life you 
have to hit your head; one, two, three times. Get up and 
do something with your life. Women are the future of this 
country, we must share with one another and encourage 
one another.”

WONDER women

Charlene Taylor (left) and 
Johanna Nicolaai. Better Together magazine 27
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