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       Tuesday, 10 September 2024 

Tree crown fires observed at Groenpunt Prison, Deneysville, Free State. “Very 

dangerous” fire index value is as serious as the “Extremely dangerous” warning. 
 

During the morning of Saturday, 7 September 2024, wardens woke up to a dry, hot and windy day over 

the extreme north-eastern areas of the Free State. Considering that we are exiting from a dry winter, 

characterised by above normal temperatures across the central and eastern provinces, the Fire Danger 

Index indicated conditions conducive to the rapid spread of wildfires (as depicted in Figure 2). The 

extreme dry weather conditions as well as the lack of rainfall around the Deneysville area resulted in 

widespread fires, with major damage to trees planted around the prison grounds (as indicated by Figure 

1).  

 

Figure 1: Images showing burning trees within the Groenpunt prison grounds. The persistence of dry and windy conditions 

exacerbated the situation. © Pictures taken by wardens at the prison 

The wildland fires observed from the images above show characteristics of a basic type of woodland and 

forest fire, namely “crown fires”. This type of fire tends to burn the entire length of the tree to the top. 

Crown fires are potentially a very dangerous type of wildfire for firefighters to deal with, as the fire tends 

to burn one treetop, and then moves and spreads to successive treetops.   
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Moreover, the persistence of very low humidity, strong winds and warm temperatures around the central 

interior prompted the South African Weather Service (SAWS) to issue a fire danger forecast of “very 

dangerous” (61-75) to “extremely dangerous” (76–100) conditions expected for Gauteng, the Free State, 

Northern Cape, North West, Limpopo as well as the extreme north-western areas of KwaZulu-Natal. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Image (left) indicating the forecast Fire Danger Index (FDI) values for 7 September 2024 and the location of Groenpunt 

prison (Free State) (right).  

These warnings were issued by the SAWS in a timely manner. Moreover, the weather forecast also 

suggested strong winds for the central and surrounding areas of the Free State. Figure 3 shows the SAWS 

public forecast product for Saturday, 7 September 2024, indicating a strong north-westerly wind, which 

was expected to average 40 km/hr. The wind strength may well have played an important role in 

spreading the crown fires at the Groenpunt prison on the day in question.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Image showing the SAWS weather forecast for the 7th of September, issued on 6 September 2024 @ 13h00 SAST. 

Source: The SAWS 

 

Two more cases were reported over the weekend, with 19 cars having caught fire at the Bethlehem 

Airshow on 7 September (Figure 4), as well as a fire which destroyed 100 shacks in the Mahlangu informal 

settlement in Olievenhoutbosch, Centurion (Figure 5). 

 



Public document                                                     Document Reference:  CS-CMS-LETT-003    Page 3 of 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Bethlehem Airshow, Free State                                   Figure 5: Olievenhoutbosch, Centurion 

The fire danger index is a scale that indicates the risk of a possible fire and the rate at which it spreads on 

a specific day. It is important that the public takes note that the “very dangerous” index value warning is 

as significant as the “extremely dangerous” warning issued by the SAWS because a relatively innocent 

activity such as the burning of garden refuse can easily get out of control if the wind is strong, resulting in 

the fire to be harmful.       

 

Figure 6: The various fire risk categories, according to the Lowveld Fire Danger Index (LFDI) in operational use at the SAWS. Note 

that FDI warnings are issued by the SAWS when the LFDI is RED. However, the ORANGE “Very Dangerous” category also carries 

significant risk. Source: The SAWS 

 

The SAWS will continue to monitor any further developments relating to these weather conditions and 

will issue subsequent updates as required. Furthermore, the public is urged and encouraged to regularly 

follow weather forecasts on television and radio. Updated information in this regard will regularly be 

available at www.weathersa.co.za as well as via the SA Weather Service X account @SAWeatherServic 

https://webmail.weathersa.co.za/owa/redir.aspx?C=Rxd_ewTbJ0CSmiK4Xgzz-QR38l6kOdEIZyRqfTUqme3PZczrcy0FrLZFByIU_H1t5xMtzqMmomo.&URL=https%3a%2f%2fwebmail.weathersa.co.za%2fowa%2fredir.aspx%3fC%3dQtBNxGQT9kCEhKKEOhYMdCCIhLdjyNAIuUOTO2oRd_7A1xQJGoMtCvfgKSU2ZzkIm--0etFSY74.%26URL%3dhttp%253a%252f%252fwww.weathersa.co.za
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Download our WeatherSMART APP free from the App store:  
 
For Apple Smartphones: https://apps.apple.com/za/app/weathersmart/id1045032640 
For Android Smartphones: https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=za.co.afrigis.saws.droid.activity&gl=ZA 

https://webmail.weathersa.co.za/owa/redir.aspx?C=p0SGGLWnOUCYvf8j292sEVeQPx4CC9EIqjLO8vi7x-KUJ-L4LHuow53EqfGuIVkJkrkAGJTlbnk.&URL=mailto%3ahannelee.doubell%40weathersa.co.za
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