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This document offers some background information on Rheenendal and its fire management unit for 
the benefit of interested third parties but is primarily intended as a brief report on the direct impact 
of the June 2017 fire on the Rheenendal community, an assessment of the FMUs response and 
shortcomings, and an update on important developments since. 

RHEENENDAL 

Rheenendal lies on the coastal plain immediately to the north west of Knysna.  Named for the van 
Reenen family, who established a tiny village on the historic Seven Passes road to George in the 1920’s, 
the name may refer either to the village, or to the district generally. 

This is a mixed-use region, characterised by rolling pastures and farm land, timber plantations and raw 
bush broken by deep and heavily-wooded gorges. Despite its rural character there are clusters of 
residential smallholdings along either side of Rheenendal Rd. and along the edge of the forests in 
Bibbyshoek. Some 6 000 residents live in the dormitory village on the edge of the Homtini. 

The coastal plain around Rheenendal is notoriously prone to wildfires, having been overrun several 
times since the 1869 fire destroyed most of the region. In 2010 a particularly large fire on the southern 
portion of Rheenendal prompted the formation of a management unit, which operates as an 
organisational element of the Southern Cape Fire Protection Association. (SCFPA) 

RHEENENDAL FIRE MANAGEMENT UNIT (RFMU) 

The area managed by the RFMU extends from the Knysna lagoon in the south to the edge of the 
montane forests in the north, and is bounded to the sides by the the Knysna and Goukamma rivers.  

Due to its position between the urban fringes of Knysna and the farmland and plantations to the west, 
Rheenendal is classified as an ‘urban interface’ zone for fire management purposes. This, together 
with its ‘mixed use’ nature and the presence of extensive timber plantations make a high fire risk zone 
with some challenging characteristics. 

FPA membership stands at around 60 landowners, who between them are responsible for roughly 
80% of the land area in the management unit. All FMU activities are self-financed, and all firefighting 
resources made available to the unit are privately owned. Suppression and mopping up teams are 
comprised of volunteer landowners, residents and farm workers with some crews drawn from 
Rheenendal Village, which has a significant reserve of forestry-trained staff. 

Since 2010 the unit has concentrated mostly on preventative work; clamping down on rogue burning, 
conducting controlled burns and removing alien vegetation.  Occasional fires that did occur within the 
unit were contained by FMU and municipal resources without major incident or loss. 

In normal times, an FMU should act as a first response team only; locating and containing fires until 
professional firefighting teams arrive, and then stepping aside to assist with mop-up operations 
afterwards. The unit is neither equipped nor trained to fight large fires over a long front. 



However, in mid-2017 the FMU found itself fighting large fires on several fronts for almost a week 
without support.  

Equipment levels have been improved thanks to donations received post-fire. This has increased the 
FMU’s ability to deal with fires without too much dependence on that provided by farmers & 
residents. The larger suppression equipment - fire trailers & pumps - can now be held at full readiness, 
unlike privately-owned bakkie sakkie-type equipment which often needs to be gathered & assembled 
before being usable.  

The function of the FMU as a first-response resource remains unchanged, but it now recognises that 
in the event of a region-wide fire it may be required to go over to extended attack. However, it also 
recognises that the levels of fitness, training and Personal Protective Clothing (PPC) of individual 
responders generally, do not permit the FMU to deal with large-scale wildfires, or veld or bushfires 
where flame heights exceed 3m.  

In the event of such fires the FMUs priority will be to evacuate people and livestock, and to defend 
structures (homes & economic assets) but only where the individual properties concerned permit 
responders to operate with a satisfactory margin of safety.   
 

2017 FIRE 

On June 7th around one third of the land within the RFMU was overrun by a fire that jumped the 
Goukamma river on its western boundary.  Within a very short while, more than 30 structures in the 
southern sector of the FMU – homes, holiday units & businesses - were destroyed, and any number 
damaged. The majority of this damage was concentrated on and above the slopes overlooking the 
lagoon as the head of the fire blew up the reverse slope from Blackwaters and then over the road and 
down to the lagoon, before jumping the Knysna river. 

This intial burn destroyed power and phone lines leading north, and also took out 2 of the 3 cell service 
providers. The road itself was subsequently blocked in several places from mid-afternoon for around 
12 hours, leaving the northern sector isolated without power and usual telecoms for some time. 

By nightfall the slower-moving flank of the fire began to approach the northern sector along a broad 
front, marking the start of an epic battle to keep it away from homes and infrastructure in Highway 
West, Mooibos-Maradadi, Phantom Pass and Homtini. This was to last for several days until first aerial 
support and then mop-up crews finally arrived to deal with the Mooibos front. 

The main residence on Quarrywood Farm was lost on the first day, but all others were eventually 
spared. There was significant damage to grazing and infrastructure – fences, sheds, water & feed 
stations - across a wide area, though almost all livestock was evacuated in time. 

5 ponies on the Rademeyer property were released onto the N2.  Sadly, only one has been recovered 
alive. 

It should be mentioned while FPA members formed the core of the fire units, there were a significant 
number of non-members who pitched to assist where possible, including a number of comparative 
strangers to the area.    

 

ASSESSMENT 

Shortly after the fire members of the response group were convened and canvassed for their views 



and observations regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the response effort, and were invited to 
suggest follow-up action required.  What follows is a summary of the major points of consensus – 

• On the day of the fire and for a week thereafter the wind direction, while swirling around at 
times, remained steadily north-westerly on the whole.  The effect of this was to drive the head 
of the fire from its point of origin in Elandskraal south east towards the lagoon, pushing it clear 
of the more densely-populated areas of Highway and Rheenendal Village. 

Had the wind turned just a little northwards at any time during the first three or four days, 
then the outcome for Rheenendal might have been considerably different. The fact that the 
northern sector was not burnt should not interpreted as any form of immunity. 

Although most of the land south of Phantom Pass was burnt in 2017 and therefore poses a reduced 
risk of wildfire, there is a potential fire corridor which runs from Kraaibosch through Rheenendal 
Village (Keurhoek), the western PG Bison plantations and the smallholdings in Highway to Knysna. This 
has not burnt in more than 15 years and there is very little in the way of natural or artificial barriers 
that would stop a large wildfire. 

• The relationship between the rural residential community of Rheenendal, Knysna municipality 
and the FPA needs to be examined and challenged if necessary.  On the one hand rural 
residents pay rates to the municipality for i.a. fire protection services, but, being subject to 
the Veld & Forest Fire Act, they nonetheless remain responsible for protecting their own 
properties and the cost of extinguishing any fires which may occur. They might also pay 
subscription fees to a Fire Protection Association, providing access to aerial support and 
Working on Fire resources. 
 
What to do then when aerial resources are grounded and Rheenendal is cut off from the 
outside world?   
 
And how to respond to the fact that for days after the road was opened none of the 
emergency services massed in Knysna were directed to provide any form of assistance in 
Highway West and Mooibos at all?  The JOC may have had good reason to continuously 
prioritise more densely-populated or economically important areas over ours, but that is of 
little comfort to local ratepayers and FPA members, since it implies that when outside help is 
most needed, it is least likely to be available.  
 

The lack of certainty regarding the respective responsibilities of the district and local municipalities 
was identified in both the Vulcan and Santam post-fire reports. The SCFPA has been pushing to resolve 
this, but was until recently frustrated by the failure of the Knynsa Municipalty to appoint a permanent 
Fire Chief. With that issue now addressed, we hope to engage Knysna Fire with a view to establishing 
a formal, recorded MOU between KM & GRDM. This does not provide a solution per se, but will at 
least help to identify where the weak spots are and how they can be filled. 

• There is general agreement that in view of this the FMU’s fire-fighting capability needs to be 
stepped up; and that the unit should in future be better prepared to operate unsupported for 
more than a day at a time if so required. This would require both planning and considerable 
funding, but could be undertaken over a period of time.  Initially we could look to sourcing 
smaller but vital equipment, protective clothing and supplies to be stored in a central location.  



This largely been achieved. We still need to sort out logistics and refine the incident response plan, 
but response capacity is much improved over 2017 levels. Some basic protective clothing & equipment 
would be nice to have. 

 
• It has been evident for some time that the area managed by the FMU is too large to be 

managed effectively from a single point, and that thought should be given to splitting it into 2 
or 3 units that make more sense from a topographical and practical point of view. 

The split has been done, and is so mapped & recognised by the SCFPA head office. However, until 
someone in the south steps up to manage it, it will have to remain under current management. The 
Phantom River View HOA appears to have allowed its membership to lapse, which is of some concern. 

• Water replenishment (refilling of vehicle-mounted tanks) was identified as significant 
problem:  long distances out-and-back to water; incompatible pump and tank connectors; 
muddy water clogging the sprayers.  Permanent replenishment stations – 5kl tanks on gum 
pole platforms strategically placed – would be a solution. 

Thanks to Madi Butler, water resource in the southern sectors has been boosted considerably. There 
is a huge water resource in the northern sector - the Portland lake - but accessing and filling from it 
needs to be sorted.    

• More residents need to be trained in basic fire assessment and management to allow for 
expansion of the unit.  (The FPA offers a range of training courses to members at no charge) 
 

• It was noted (again) that Rheenendal Rd. is designated as a primary firebreak, and as such is a 
critical element of the area’s fire defences.  It is a matter of record that the overgrown and 
alien-infested condition of the road reserve, which completely defeats its usefulness as a 
firebreak, has been brought to the attention of Eden District Municipality on several occasions 
in the past. 
 

[A local authority has published an article drawing attention to the fact that the path 
taken by the 2017 fire matches very closely that taken by the 1869 fire, suggesting 
that weather, vegetation and topography will conspire to make it likely that future 
fires will continue to follow similar paths. 
 
If that is the case then it is all the more important that a serious effort be made to 
create a viable and practical firebreak along some portions of Rheenendal Rd. given 
that the 1869, 2010 and 2017 fires all passed over the road in more-or-less the same 
place, two of which then went on to devastate the town] 

A 5km x 50m firebreak has been established along Rheenendal Rd. as far Phantom Pass. A second 
break is being established along the western perimeter of Highway and around Highway West. These 
will form a continuous 14.5km break along a north-south axis, and across the traditional fire path. 

• The Phantom Homtini Conservancy is currently attempting to engage EDM in a joint effort to 
first clear and then manage and maintain the road reserve area on a regular basis.  Provided 
that the necessary funds can be raised, the FMU and/or Conservancy would look to form and 
employ a small team of ex-forestry staff from the village on a regular basis if possible. 

The Western Cape Provincincial Government has the custodial rights and responsibilities over 
Rheenendal Rd. Future efforts to engage the authorities should be directed at them. 



• Rheenendal Village is a major concern. Although this settlement of around 6 000 persons 
technically falls within the municipality, its firefighting resources are stationed in Knysna, 
some 20 minutes away. There is bush encroachment on three sides of the village and no 
vehicular access to a large tract of land to the south and west of it.  Had the wind changed 
direction and pushed north at any time after the initial hit, then the outcome for Rheenendal 
village might have been truly catastrophic.   
 
[Consider that on the night of 7th June itself there was no way in or out by road or air, no 
emergency services or vehicles to evacuate the population, and nowhere to evacuate them 
to] 

The 3rd leg of the firebreak mentioned above is intended to pass to the west of Rheenendal Village but 
there are social and political issues which need to be overcome in order for this to happen. The village 
was seriously threatened by the Nov 2018 fire which came very close to the slopes which lead up to 
it. It remains of great concern that there is no formal evacuation plane for the population, now thought 
to be around 8,000. 

 

CURRENT STATUS 

Municipal feedback 

Shortly after the fire, the municipality announced that a series of feedback and follow-up meetings 
would be held for each of the affected areas. For reasons unknown, the meeting scheduled for 
Rheenendal was postponed and then never re-scheduled. Subsequent attempts to engage the ward 
councillor and schedule a new meeting have been unsuccessful. 

Rheenendal Rd 

No work has yet been done by EDM in the road reserves of Rheenendal Rd.  At this time the Eden 
district remains subject to an outright ban on all open air fires. 

Donations received or pending 

The FMU is fortunate to have received a very useful amount cash from 3 donors, which is presently 
being held by the SCFPA pending formation of a suitable legal entity to receive and account for 
disposition of the funds. 

Another donor is poised to hand over a purpose built fire suppression trailer to the unit.  The rig is 
comprised of a water tank, pump, regulator and hoses on a reinforced frame, which opens up the 
possibility of putting together a full set of gear for a 12-man strike team, comprised of – 

• The fire suppression trailer  - 1000l of water and foam extinguishers  
• A heavy duty box-trailer carrying a complement of fire rake-hoes, beaters, pump fuel, drinking 

water and protective gear for mopping-up operations. 

This would considerably enhance the capabilities of the unit, which usually relies on privately owned 
‘bakkie sakkie’ rigs for fire suppression. 

And yet another donor may make an amount available that would potentially allow us to double our 
capability to two fully-equipped strike units with two tank platforms for refilling. This would be a 



game-changer for the FMU, which would for the first time be in a strong position to tackle some of 
the more intractable problems – firebreaks, alien vegetation, road reserves – which it faces. 

Splitting the FMU 

Contact has been made with homeowners associations in the lagoon area regarding our intention to 
split the management area.  Discussions with Uitsig & Ruigtevlei FMUs regarding the possible 
absorption of the lagoon area are still pending. 

At this time, the most feasible option seems to be to split the FMU into northern and southern sectors, 
with the division somewhere in the region of Phantom Pass, though probably not the pass itself. 

There is an Eskom transmission servitude that offers the possibility of combining both a functional 
firebreak and a management unit boundary south of Phantom Pass. An alternative would be the long 
boundary just to the north of the kennel. 

Formation of a Non Profit Company (NPC) 

One implication of the FMU’s receiving significant monetary donations is that a properly incorporated 
entity will have to be formed in order to receive, disburse and account for donations received. 

Perino Pama of MPC Attorneys is currently assisting local FMUs facing this problem, and has very 
kindly offered his services on a pro bono basis.  He has suggested that a Non Profit Corporation should 
be formed, which would effectively permit the FMU to conduct business through a regulated entity 
whilst continuing to operate as an organisational element of the FPA. 

At this stage it would only seem necessary to form an NPC if there is a realistic chance that the large 
cash donation mentioned before materialises.  If not, then only the prospect of ongoing business of 
some other kind would justify the formation of a dedicated entity given the admin involved. 

Alternatively, since the Farmwatch Association may also be facing the prospect of having to register 
an entity of its own, it may be possible to register a single umbrella entity to house the transactional 
business of both Farmwatch and the FMU.  [ Perino Pama to advise.]      

It is hoped that Mr Pama may also be assist us in dealing with some of the unresolved issues that 
continue to bedevil us. 

• Risk to employers using domestic workers for firefighting 
• Inequitable treatment of rural ratepayers 

The Associated Rheenendal Council NPC, which represents both of the abovementioned, as well as 
the Ratepayers Association and Conservancy was formed and registered early in 2019. This body is 
now positioned to represent Rheenendal in all matters across a broad spectrum of issues.  
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