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VELD FIRE RESPONSE GUIDE 

Purpose of this document: to provide a visual guide to Inspectors on what to expect when dealing 
with animals affected by veld fires and appropriate actions required to minimise suffering and assist   
survivors. 
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FIVE FREEDOMS 
 

Freedom from Hunger and Thirst 

By ready access to fresh water and a diet          

     to maintain full health and vigour 
 

Freedom from Discomfort 

By providing an appropriate environment                  

including shelter and a comfortable resting area 
 

Freedom from Pain, Injury or Disease 

By prevention, by rapid diagnosis                                      

and treatment 
 

Freedom to express normal behaviour 

By providing sufficient space, proper facilities              

and company of the animalsô own kind 
 

Freedom from Fear and Distress 

By ensuring conditions and treatment                    

which avoid mental suffering 
                                    

                                      Farm Animal Welfare Council 

 

The National Council of Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (NSPCA) is a statutory 
body mandated to protect animals. 

NSPCA STATEMENT OF POLICY 

Every living creature has intrinsic value and is a 

sentient being. The NSPCA considers that the         

welfare of an animal includes its physical and            

mental state and that good animal welfare implies 

both fitness and a sense of well-being. 
 

The Council believes that the animalôs welfare 

should be considered in terms of the five freedoms 

which are a globally recognised framework for                   

animal welfare. 

The historical development of the protection of     

animal welfare, and the role of the NSPCA in       

upholding this mandate, illustrates why the 

NSPCA plays a critical and unique role in our                     

polity. Its long history of guarding the interests of 

animals reflects constitutional values. It has taken 

on the role of protecting animals in all of our             

interestsò.                                                                                                                           
 excerpt from Constitutional Court Ruling, 2016 
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It is an important exercise to identify any potential disasters or emergencies and to have a plan in place to 

be able to deal with them if the worst happens. Even if you are not handling the disaster yourselves, being 

able to give the NSPCA detailed and accurate information is an enormous help. 
 

During disasters, people, their properties and animals are affected. It is the responsibility of the owners to 

ensure that their animalsô needs are catered for in these situations. However this often does not happen as 

the owners are so overwhelmed and traumatised with what has taken place that the SPCA must step in and 

assist animals in need. Combined efforts between disaster management and animal welfare will determine 

the communityôs successful relief. 
 

Every year across South Africa, enormous damage is caused to lives and property due to fires. Some are 

caused by carelessness, some malicious and some are acts of nature (lightning). Fires commonly occur 

when veld is dry and winds are strongðideal conditions for a spark or flame to turn into a runaway fire, 

sometimes escalating into a fire disaster (when large areas are burnt and there is major loss of life and 

property). Many animals die every year due to fires, farm animals are the most typically affected, however              

domestic and wild animals are also affected. 
 

Emergency Serviceôs primary aim is to assist the humans affected and ensure their safety. It is up to the 

SPCA to liaise with them and do everything possible to assist the animals affected and ensure their safety. 

Never assume animals have already been assisted. During situations like this humans are given priority. 
 

Disasters /Emergencies include: Snow, Fires, Floods, Chemical spillages etc. 

 
ROUTINE STEPS 

Refer to your Resource Contact List which should be kept up to date and easily accessible and should have 

all the relevant contacts in your area for example: 
 
¶ Private Veterinarians and State Veterinarians 

¶ Fire Departments 

¶ South African Police Services (SAPS) 

¶ Traffic Departments 

¶ Farmers Associations 

¶ Societies in surrounding area 

¶ Abattoirs in close proximity 

¶       Municipality 

¶ Transportation contacts in the area 
 

In any disaster a, JOC (Joint Operations Centre) is established, usually between SAPS, Emergency Services 

and other Government Departments. Find out from your local Police, who the JOC contact person is in ad-

vance. In the event of a disaster/emergency, they should be contacted as appropriate and asked questions 

such as: 
 

1. Has a Disaster Management Team been established yet?  Obtain a contact name and number. 

2. Who is coordinating all the rescue personnel? 

3. The exact nature and extent of the disaster. 

4. When did the disaster occur? 

5. How big an area is involved? 

6. How accessible is the area? 

7. What animals are involved? 

8. Are there any areas that are prohibited due to safety reasons? 

 
We must be alert to what is happening in and around our communities 

What to expect: 

1.    Evacuation of people, containment of fire/threatðdangerous conditions. 

2.   Damaged propertyðaffected animals needing immediate assistance. SPCA personnel will be     

       critical role-players in addressing animal concerns. 

3.    Farms and rural communities are typically the worst affected and have the most animals. 
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DISASTER MANAGEMENT  
(Refer to the NSPCA Operations Manual) 
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Once we have identified who the role players are in the Disaster Management Team, we will meet with 

them and discuss the following points:- 

 

¶ Ensure that an effective Disaster Management Strategy is established and implemented to include               

animals. Promote and assist with the implementation thereof. 

¶ Attend Disaster Management Meetings to be kept abreast of developments and to give our own updates. 

¶ Identify our immediate contact to be informed of any difficulties we encounter. 

¶ Discuss our role and assistance that we can offer. This will include assessing the area and speaking to all 

affected people, ascertaining numbers and species of animals involved/affected and ascertaining to what 

extent feed/grazing/shelters have been destroyed. 

¶ Depending on the nature of the disaster, assist with destruction (using the most humane methods and 

taking into account the different species involvedðcontact NSPCA for advice) and/or removal of animals.  

¶ Depending on the severity of the disaster and the welfare requirements of the animals, we arrange for 

feed to be delivered. (The allocation will be determined by our findings on the ground and the most 

needy and affected animals receive benefit NOT the most affected owners.) 

¶ In the event that an area is evacuated, we need to make provision for animals left behind. We may have 

to assist with setting up a temporary evacuation camp, or moving animals to safe, temporary holding 

facilities. Please keep in mind that owner identification of each animal is imperative. 

 
It is essential that we liaise closely with the Disaster Team to keep them updated with our findings and to 

notify them of our whereabouts. Depending on the nature of the disaster ï for example fires ï where 

strong winds and smoke are involved, or in snow where there is poor visibility, it is vital that we liaise 

closely with the Disaster Team, as there may be areas that are not safe for us to work in. Our carelessness 

could further complicate rescue efforts and we must remember that as part of the rescue team, our                

SAFETY AND ADHERENCE TO THEIR REQUESTS ARE VITAL. 

 

OUR EARLY INVOLVEMENT WILL ENSURE THAT WE ARE ABLE TO REACH AND ASSIST ALL   

ANIMALS WITHIN HOURS OF THE DISASTER HAPPENING, WHICH WILL REDUCE ANY                  

FURTHER STRESS AND SUFFERING. 

 
Follow up inspections/assessments must be undertaken at least two weeks after our initial involvement, to  

ensure that there has been no deterioration in any of the animals or circumstances. If required, we will also 

submit reports of our findings to National Department of Agriculture to assist with allocation of disaster 

relief to affected communities 

 
Actions must be undertaken in accordance with the    

requirements of the appropriate legislation.  

 

DISASTERS ARE VERY CHALLENGING IT IS IMPORTANT WE ALL WORK TOGETHER AS A TEAM! 

 

Sample Resource Contact Listðkeep adding to the list 
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Resource Name Contact Details 

Abattoir   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

LIAISE WITH NATIONAL COUNCIL AND NEIGHBOURING SOCIETIES 



This protocol applies to the pre-planning for emergencies and disasters that may occur and which may  
affect animals directly or which may affect the SPCAôs ability to reach those animals in need. The list is not 
definitive but is designed as a guide which can be adapted. 
 
1 VETERINARY 

¶  Compile a list of  Veterinarians (including State Veterinarians) in your area with emergency   
      contact numbers. 

¶  If relevant, list their specialist fields (domestic, wildlife etc). 

¶  Ensure this list is readily available, including to after-hours duty personnel. 

¶  Liaise with neighbouring SPCAs to include a back-up list of Veterinarians outside your area 
 with emergency contact numbers and including specialist fields. 

¶  If possible obtain addresses and GPS details for each of the above. 

¶  For all the above, include working hours, after hours availability and account  arrangements. 
 
2 EQUIPMENT AND CONTACTS  

¶     List your emergency equipment, ensuring it is all in working order and is easily                    
 accessible.(Equipment should be checked  monthly by both the Manager and the                
 Inspector  to ensure it is in working order and available at short notice). 

 

¶ Liaise with neighbouring SPCAs to list their equipment and provide contact details 
of how to make contact in case of need including after-hours contact details. 

 

¶ Compile a list of emergency services in your area with contact names and details 
including, but not limited to, fire, police, traffic, national defence force.  These may be called 
upon for assistance or asked to arrange for additional assistance. 

 

¶ Compile a list of people or clubs who may have useful equipment such as boats, helicopters, 
delivery trucks, 4x4 vehicles etc. 

 

¶ Compile a list of media and local concillors and have these details readily available for                   

additional assistance and advice. 
 

BASIC ACTION PROCESS 

 

 

Develop a network of useful contacts and resources.                                                              
BE PREPARED 

 

Trained personnel to go to the affected area and undertake                                                                
on site evaluation. Physically inspect animals, area and interview people 

 

Field team to give feedback to decide if the situation is under control or more                
assistance is needed 

Emergency euthanasia and treatment to be given to animals as necessary 

 

BE ALERTðRespond rapidly to news of problemsðnotify neighbouring SPCAs/NSPCA 
and key members of your network (i.e. Disaster Response Team) 

Follow up to ensure feed is given and animals under treatment are responding 
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EMERGENCIES AND DISASTERS 
PROTOCOLS FOR PLANNING FOR INDIVIDUAL SPCAs 
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Burns are one of the most common and devastating forms of trauma and this type of injury to the skin is 
caused by heat, electricity, chemicals or radiation (i.e. sunburn).  
 
Fires cause death initially through smoke inhalation and burns. Survivors are challenged by secondary                
infections and slow lingering death. Unaffected animals are then challenged further by loss of grazing/food. 
 
The SPCA has a vital role to play in responding rapidly to fires:-  
 

¶ assessing the damage in order to provide appropriate assistance. 

¶ assisting where necessary (especially in euthanasing burnt animals). 

¶ searching for survivors. 

¶ following up to ensure medical/veterinary attention and pain relief is provided. 

¶ following up to ensure feed is supplied.  

 
Example of a Fire Victim 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
With eyes burnt out and burns over 100% of her body, this dairy cow still tried to walk home 

 
 

Farm animals are typically the highest number of animals affected, followed by wildlife and domestic                
animals. 
 

¶ Some animals are burnt to death in the initial blaze. 

¶ Initial heat may kill animals such as confined pigs that are susceptible to heat stress. 

¶ Smoke inhalation is another common cause of initial death. 

¶ Animals with severe injuries may survive the fire but have severe, permanent damage to eyes, nose, 

ears, feet and genitals. These animals will in all likelihood need emergency euthanasia. 

¶ Shock can kill animals days after the fire. 

¶ Direct heat from the fire can cause injury to the upper airway above the glottis and there can be  

rapid swelling of the throat.  

¶ Inhalation injury progresses during the first few days following a burn and results in oedema and 

sloughing of the respiratory tract mucosa. 

¶ Inflammation and secondary infections typically occur in surviving animals. 

¶ Sloughing of hooves is typical.  

 
Donôt forget : Burn injuries are extremely painful 

 

OVERVIEW OF HARM CAUSED TO ANIMALS BY FIRE 
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When driving to affected areas, look for signs such as smoke in the distance 

Where fires are still burning, alert the fire department 
and famers. Do not enter these areas. 

Smoke inhalation is dangerous for humans and animals. 
Smoke disorientates and confuses animals. When trying                 
to escape the smoke, they may run into the fire, fences or               
barriers. Beware- driving through smoke can be dangerous. 

 

Action List 
Tick off what you have done 

 

 

Obtain a map of the affected area      
(refer to Google maps to assist) 

 

 

Identify affected area/s   

 

Contact the Fire Department,  
and other role players 

 
 

 

Go to affected areas and look for: 
 

1. Smoke in the sky 

2. Fire burning 

3. Area smouldering 

4. Signs of animals 

5. Burnt houses/veld 

 

  

 

Drive/walk through the burnt  areas 
and be observant 

  

 

Liaise with your SPCA/team and  
give feedback and updates 

  

   
  Speak to people you find and ask  
for information from them 

  

 

Liaise with Disaster Management 
Team 

 

 

Liaise with local farmersô           
organisations 

 

 

IDENTIFYING TARGET AREAS 

Within a day or two after the fire you may also see trucks 
and trailers loading carcasses. Stop and check animals are 

dead and ask for a status report. 
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Look for animals in the affected areas. Use                
binoculars where possible to scan the veld. 

Liaise with Disaster Management to find out if aerial  
reconnaissance has been undertaken 



 

Fire and smoke are powerful and dangerous and should not be 

underestimated. Burnt buildings may be unstable, walls may   

collapse. Only enter when safe to do so -  

NEVER ENTER ALONE.  

Depending on the strength, speed and 
intensity of the fire, some animals may 
be burnt to death in the blaze and others 
may die of smoke inhalation. 

 

 

Action List 
Tick off what you have done 

 

 

Safety firstðdon't work alone   

 

Notify your office/team leader of  your 
location (send GPS co-ordinates) 

 
 

 

Drive slowly or walk through            
affected areas checking for                
animals 
 

  

 

Check bodies carefully to  ensure               
animals are dead 

  

 

Emergency slaughter animals where 
necessary and without delay 
 

  

   
 

  Keep records of what you see,                
location, GPS co-ordinates, number  
of animals and your actions 

 

  

 

Take photographs of all animals               
euthanased for legal purposes 

 

 

Where it is safe to do soð                   

Check buildings /kraals /poultry cages 

etc. for surviving or hiding animals or 

animals returning home 

 

 

 

ASSESSING TARGET AREAS 

Animals may also try and flee from a fire but run into fencing, 
and dead animals are often found along fence lines. 

Surviving animals may be trapped in buildings/kraals/cages/on 
chains. Some animals flee but later try to return home. 

NEVER assume an animal is deadðphysically check each one 
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Even with horrific injuries, animals may 

still be alive and need help. 

 

Animals may appear to be dead and               

immobileðbut check carefully for                 

shallow breathing.  

 

If in doubt, use your captive bolt to stun                                       

the animal and sever the throat as a                        

safety precaution. 



 

 

Action List -Tick once                   
completed 

  
 

 

Found live animal/s   

 

Check the live animals for:- 

¶ Coat/skin /wool is discoloured  

¶ Coat/skin/wool is singed/burnt 

¶ Abnormal breathing 

¶ Condition of facial and genital 
areas 

  

 

Check how animal is standing- 

¶ Normal alert position 

¶ Animal is quiet and still 

¶ Animal is lying down 

¶ Animal is standing with head 
down/or the body position is not 
normal 

  

   
  Undertook emergency slaughter 
where necessary 

  

 

Left warnings for immediate vet. 
attention where necessary 

  

 

Checked carcasses  

 

Ensured animals are dead  

 

ASSESSING LIVE ANIMALS 

A cow with a normal posture, normal wary 
response to people and glossy coat 

- good indicators of an animal not burnt 
Compare the posture and colour of singed hair                
of a burnt cow to cows that were not burnt 

Donôt assume an animal standing 
up, or even eating, is unharmedð

check carefully. 

 

Some Warning Signs 

Burnt Skin 

Hunched  
Body posture 

Veld burnt 

This cow has been badly burnt and she has 
been blinded. She has limited movement,   
is disoriented and in severe pain. 

An animal in pain, blinded by 
the fire will not be able to see 
what is happening and will rely 
on hearing and is likely to react 
erratically and fearfully.  
 

In these cases it is often             
necessary to use a firearm to 
destroy the animal from a safe  
distance because it is not              
possible to get close enough to 
safely use a captive bolt. 

Surviving animals are often 
taken back to kraals or pens 
by the owners or staff who 
hope the animals will be fine. 
 

Shock takes effect and the            
animals collapseðthey                             
appear dead but are still 
alive 

Severe burns over 
her whole body. 

Grooves in the soil where the cow has struggled and tried to stand. 
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This cow 
looked dead 
but she was 
still alive 

                           

Emergency 
slaughter 
had to be              
undertaken 
by an SPCA 
Inspector to 
put the cow 
out of her                         
misery. 



 

 

Donôt forget to 
check inside                    
poultry cages.  
 
 
Ask 
about 
other 
animals   
like free 
range 
poultry; 
cats etc 

 

ANIMAL MOVEMENTS AND WHERE TO SEARCH 

Explain to farmers you need to check on staff housingð even if they say every-
thing is fine - go and look for yourself. Often they will only be aware of property 
loss, human loss or injury and staff may not mention a burnt dog to an employer 

Staff will often be able to advise 
you of other staff on other farms 

needing assistance 

Check all the animals.  
Other welfare issues can 
be followed up on later 

 

Action List -Tick once completed 
 

 

Found live animal/s   

 

Searched all obvious areas 
 

  

 

Assessed each animal   

 

Checked the live animals for:- 

¶ Coat/skin /wool singed or burnt  

¶ Abnormal breathing 

¶ Burnt face, feet or genitals 
 

  

 

Check how the animal is standing 

¶ Normal alert position 

¶ Animal is quiet and still 

¶ Animal is lying down 

¶ Animal is standing with head down/or              
the body position is not normal 

¶ Normal response to noise and flight zone  

  

  
  Identified owners where possible 

 

 
 

Euthanased animals where necessary   

Animals that are: 

¶ unconscious,  

¶ semi-conscious 

¶ unable to walk 

¶ with extensive burns (i.e. 
severe burns to more 
than 15% of the skin or 
to the face and eyes) 

¶ show severe breathing      
difficulties  

 
should immediately be                        
euthanased in accordance 
with legislation, to prevent 
further suffering 
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Search all areas               
thoroughlyð                          

animals may hide 

Donôt assume          
that because 
an animal is 
standing up  
that they are                 
unharmed 

Also check for animals 
inside homes such as 
pet  snakes, fish, birds 
and caged rodents 

Animals may run from the fire and look for  
places to hide. They are often terrified and 
blind or seriously injured and need urgent   
assistance 

 

Pigs are susceptible to heat 
stress and when confined, can 
die just from the heat of the fire 

 

Confined animals have little   
chance to escape 


