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GREEN GREETINGS 
This edition of EnviroNews is all about 
the recent FIRES in Cape Town. It is 
designed to give hope and to look at the 
positives that will come out of this 
disaster.  There are also curriculum links 
and ideas for classroom discussions, 
which are written in blue.  

Fire fighting 
Everyone knows about the fires that 
recently ravaged our mountains. It 
started with a fire above Muizenberg that 
spread quickly up Silvermine to Fish 
Hoek, Tokai, Constantia, Hout Bay & 
Noordhoek due to strong winds. 
Emergency services and volunteer fire 
fighters worked day and night to save our 
houses, pets, wildlife, fynbos and 
heritage, and it is through their efforts 
that there were not more casualties. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Life Orientation 
Health, Social & Envir. Responsibility  
Gr 7:  Strategies to prevent fires 
Gr 8: Application of laws & policies 
Gr 9: Volunteer organisations, e.g. 

(Volunteer  Wildlife Services) 
Social & Environmental Responsibility 
Gr 10: Civic Life (volunteerism) 
Gr 11: Environmental Hazards (fire) 
 Participation in Community  

Service 
Gr 12:  Community Responsibility 

_________________________________ 

Destruction of fynbos 
The media and social networks have 
been buzzing with photos, comments, 
opinions and questions. Many people are 
understandably saddened by what 
appears to be widespread destruction of 
the vegetation of the mountain, in 
particular our beautiful fynbos and a 
major tourist attraction. But the reality 
is that fynbos is both fire prone and 
fire dependent. Without fire there 
would be no fynbos!  

 
 

FROM FIRES TO FLOWERS 
 

Fynbos needs fire 
To make sense of this we need to 
understand that fire is a natural part of 
the ecology of the fynbos biome. This 
vegetation type has been subjected to 
fire for millennia and the optimum fire 
interval is every 10-14 years. Bang on 
target after the 2000 fire. Had it come 
earlier, species may have been lost. Fire 
is a process without which many plants in 
the Cape Floristic Region would not be 
able to regenerate or reproduce. They 
will either re-sprout after a fire or produce 
seeds that are adapted to survive fire and 
that require heat from the fire and 
chemical compounds from the smoke to 
germinate. The burning of fynbos 
vegetation is thus an inevitability. 
Wherever people settle in an area 
where there is vegetation that is prone 
to burning, danger exists. It is sad that 
people are badly affected, but it is far 
from sad that the veld itself has burnt.  
Life Sciences: Environmental Studies 
Gr 10: Biosphere & Biomes; Ecotourism 
SS Geography / Geography 
Gr 5: Weather, Climate & Vegetation   

(natural vegetation) 
Gr 8:  Settlement (environ. issue) 
Gr 12: Urban Settlement (site/location) 
_________________________________________ 

This photo of Ou Kaapseweg on 
Silvermine looks like a lunar landscape. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At first glance it appears that nothing can 
possibly have survived. 
SS Geography / Geography 
Gr 7:  Map Skills (current events) 
Gr 10: Aerial & Orthophoto Maps 
Gr 11: Aerial & Orthophoto Maps 
 Development (Env. Degradation) 
Gr 12: Aerial & Orthophoto Maps 

BUT … 

 

 
Seeds have already been dispersed 
As the fire moved through this landscape, 
within hours members of the Proteaceae 
family would have opened their cones 
and spread their seeds, ready for new life 
to begin once more. The seeds are also 
essential food for surviving rodents, like 
this striped field mouse.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Natural Sciences & Technology 
Life & Living 
Gr 5: Biodiversity; Interdependence 
Gr 6: Eco-systems & Food Webs 
Life Sciences: Diversity & Classification 
Gr 10: Biosphere to Ecology; Biomes 

Biodiversity 
Gr 11: Biodiversity of Plants 
 Significance of Seeds 
 Animal Nutrition (mammals) 
 

Lilies & other bulbs will sprout 
Fire also stimulates the growth and 
flowering of other species of plant. Fire 
lilies will flower less than two weeks 
after fire, their flowering being stimulated 
by the smoke.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Given that this is a summer fire, as the 
year progresses other geophytic 
(bulbous) species will also break their 
dormancy and start to grow and flower. 
When the autumn rains and cooler 
temperatures come, seedlings of re-
seeding shrubs will start to germinate, 
their dormancy broken by the heat and 
smoke from the fire. Throughout the 
winter months, growth will continue.  



   
And when spring 
arrives, the veld 
will be filled with 
a riot of colour 
from flowering  
bulbs such as 
those from the 
genus Watsonia 
and others.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Natural Sciences (& Technology) 
Life & Living 
Gr 4: What plants need to grow 
Gr 5: Biodiversity 
Gr 7: Biosphere (adaptations) 

Biodiversity (& classification) 
Gr 8: Adaptation; Conservation 
 

Orchids will grow 
Other plants such as orchids will also 
grow and flower, making the most of the 
extra light and space created by the 
burning of the top layer of vegetation. 
The best-known 
of these is our 
own beautiful 
red disa, the 
pride of Table 
Mountain and the 
symbol of the 
Western Cape: 
_________________________________ 

Animals can survive fire 
Children are often worried about how fire 
affects animals. Insects and birds can fly 
away, and many insects and spiders will 
survive as eggs and pupae that are 
buried in the soil. Reptiles are adapted 
to take refuge in cracks in rocks or in 
rodent burrows as the fire moves through 
the landscape.  
Natural Sciences (& Technology) 
Life & Living 
Gr 4: Habitats of animals; Adaptation 
Gr 8: Adaptation 
 

Reptiles 
Snakes and tortoises often survive veld 
fires in this way, but among these slower 
moving creatures there are often 
casualties. Nature seems cruel at this 
moment. But then some, like this tortoise,      
are rescued by caring individuals. Fire-
fighters often go beyond the call of duty: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Life Skills: Personal & Social Well-being 
Gr 6:  Social Responsibility (caring  
     for animals) 
 

Chakma baboons 
Most of the larger mammals can and will 
run from the flames. The Tokai troop of 
baboons came off the worst, with at least 
6 killed so far due to injuries from fire 
(mostly burnt feet). With the destruction 
of their habitat, these animals now have 
nowhere to sleep or to forage for food. 
SA National Parks has already turned off 
the electric fence around the Tokai picnic 
area to allow the baboons access to that 
area. In their attempt to find food, the 
baboons may become more of a 
nuisance to people living close to their 
environment. 
So we will all 
have to be 
tolerant and 
try to live 
side by side 
in the fight 
for survival. 
Natural Sciences 
Gr 7:  Biosphere; Biodiversity 
Gr 8:  Interactions & Interdependence 
 Feeding Relationships  
Life Sciences: Environmental Studies 
Gr 11: Interactions in Environment  
  (competition) 
 

Rodents 
The numbers of some rodents including 
the Southern African Pygmy Mouse will 
actually increase 
after a fire owing to 
their preference and 
tolerance of more 
open landscapes. 
Natural Sciences & Technology 
Life & Living 
Gr 4: Habitats of animals 

_________________________________ 

FIRES ARE DANGEROUS 
We all have a responsibility to care for 
our environment. South Africa is a dry   
country, and at certain times of the year 
the veld is dry and prone to fire. 
Thoughtless and careless actions can 
easily start a veld fire, such as: 

 Making fire or braai-ing in an 
undesignated area 

 Throwing a burning cigarette butt out 
of a car window 

Life Skills: Personal & Social Well-being 
Gr 4, 5: Health & Environ. Responsibility 

(fire safety) 

_________________________________ 

What can teachers do in the class? 
 Talk about how this disaster has 

united people by working together  

 Your school could collect money for 
Volunteer Wildlife Services. This 
will help them buy fuel, new fire-
fighting equipment & 
uniforms; and to maintain 
their vehicles. For details 
go to: www.vws.org.za. 

 Talk to your learners about 
fire fighting as a career 
option. Go to 
www.workingonfire.org 

 Invite Cape Town Fire & 
Rescue Services 
(CTFRS) to talk at your 
school about fire safety. 
They have educators who 
are professional fire-fighters trained 
to talk to every age group about a 
variety of topics including career 
options. Contact them at:  
(021) 703-3184/5 
lifesafety@capetown.gov.za 

 Discuss with your learners what it 
takes to become a volunteer fire 
fighter. MUST BE 18. Go to 
www.vws.org.za. Look at their 
recruitment video. 

 Tell your learners to have the 
telephone numbers for fire-related 
emergencies on hand or stored on 
their cell phones. For Cape Town 
Fire & Rescue Services: 
107        from a land-line 
(021) 480-7700  from a cell phone 
Or contact the Fire Control Centre at 
(021) 590-1900 
 

_________________________________ 

Wait in hope 
It may not seem so now amidst the heat, 
chaos, injury, loss and destruction, but in 
time, out of the ashes of this fire will 
come new life – like a phoenix. Watch 
and wait … 
_________________________________ 
With green and hopeful greetings 
Sigi, Anton, Mark, Nicci & Lynne 
With acknowledgement to Notes from a 
Cape Town Botanist: ‘Out of the Ashes’ 
www.capetownbotanist.com 
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