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In third week of March 2003, a powerful weather system swept across the South Western Cape of South Africa triggering widespread loss, damage and human hardship. With national attention focused on the Montagu-Ashton area, national state of disaster was declared by the State President on 4th April, in the Magisterial Districts of Montagu, Robertson and Swellendam.

The weather system, a powerful ‘cut-off low’, was attributed with three deaths, as well as major impacts to agriculture and the provincial roads network. An estimated US $ 30 million in direct economic losses were attributed to the weather system and the riverine floods that followed. Moreover, hundreds of rain-affected households were temporarily evacuated, and in the months following the extreme weather event, significant increases in child illness were recorded in health facilities in the areas affected by the cut-off low.

The South African Weather Service identified the March 2003 cut-off low as a potential extreme weather event in the days immediately preceding the 22-26 March. Unfortunately, the advisories and warnings did not activate preparedness measures in the areas subsequently affected, possibly because the advisories and warnings were issued during a long holiday weekend that began on Friday 21 March.

This case-study illustrates the challenges faced by a country in the midst of general transition – both socially and with respect to the role played by local authorities. It also highlights the challenges in transforming existing disaster risk management capabilities so these services can better interpret and communicate severe weather warnings. 

Moreover, this case-study underscores the need for a more robust and inclusive understanding of ‘early warning’ in the context of changing socio-economic and environmental conditions. …That in emerging societies such as South Africa, we are also challenged with strengthening our capabilities to monitor rapidly changing patterns of social and economic vulnerability, whose ‘warnings’ we repeatedly misread or overlook. In this context, the extreme weather event that swept across the southern regions of South Africa in March was misread both with respect to its selected impacts on vulnerable communities and households … as well as with respect to its hazard potential.

This is illustrated by the limited institutional interpretation of and primary response to the disaster event as a riverine flooding event – rather than a complex weather event with potential for multiple impacts. This was despite the most significant human losses directly arising from the weather system itself in non-weather proofed homes, and despite the South African Weather Service’s warnings of the potentially endangering weather system the preceding week.

The mismatch between the meteorological forecast and its operational interpretation contributed to an institutional response that overlooked ‘ extreme weather–affected’ communities – ie households and communities that were not ‘river-flood affected’, but none-the-less, sustained considerable loss triggered by the extreme weather itself. In this context, the case-study illustrates the challenges in transforming institutional and human resource capabilities to keep pace with established national weather warning expertise and technologies – and ensuring that warning processes better communicate with user groups with limited understanding of complex weather and its consequences.
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Figure 2: Satellite images of the cut off low on the 24 March 2003 (07:00, 10:00 and 13:00)
_1127471449.ppt


Figure 1: Warning Information Flow

SAWS

DWAF

Municipal

Provincial

National Media:

SAPA, SABC TV

3 CT Newspapers

OTHER:

		Dept of Agriculture

		Health authorities

		SANDF Search and Rescue

		SANDF Local army command

		Roads departments

		Engineering services

		Protection services

		Nature Conservation 

		SAPS – various branches

		Transnet



Farmers

Towns

VIA SMS

REPORT

P

U

B

L

I

C

WEBSITE

Warning

production

Intermediary 

Agents

Dissemination

Affected 

Parties

PRETORIA

Telephonic 

forecast

!

!

= break in chain








