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SAFETY 

 FIRE AT OUR HOME 

What can we do to protect ourselves and to prevent fires at home? 

Accidental fires are just that – an accident. There are however, a number of ways to prevent a fire 
starting accidentally in your home or business. It starts with having the knowledge of possible 
causes of fires, and being aware of seemingly harmless objects in your home or business that could 
ignite and lead to a fire. 

It is not to say that every aspect of the home / business is a potential fire hazard, but it is advised to 
maintain a high index of suspicion when it comes to any form of electrical appliance, gas and open 
heat source being used. 

Magnitude of the Threat of House Fires 

In South Africa, a Medical Research Council report estimates that each year 3.2 percent (1 600 000) 
of the country’s population will suffer from burn injuries, with the vast majority being from poorer 
communities. This high incidence is driven by negative impact factors including the influx of people 
to urban areas, haphazard urban development, overcrowding, inadequate electrification of homes 
in low-income communities, paraffin and biomass (Wood) fuels used as the primary energy sources, 
and lack of effective preventative and education programmes. 

House Fires as a threat to the Safety of Children 

Young children are particularly vulnerable, with death because of burn injuries claiming 
approximately 1 300 young lives each year. This concentration of burn mortality and injury among 
infants and toddlers occurs more frequently among very young children below the age of three.  

Incidents of burn injury thereafter decrease until adolescence when burn mortality rates start to 
increase once older children become exposed to a wider range of high-risk activities such as cooking 
and lighting fires for morning and evening meals - both of which are activities common for older 
children in low-income settings. 

Older children also spend an increasing amount of time with other children, older siblings and 
adults outside the home. This widening social network exposes them to risks posed by open fires 
initiated for heating and cooking and managing heating appliances and heated appliances or 
utensils. 
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Sources of Fire: What are causing these fires? 

The most probable sources of a potential fire inside the home could come from any of the 
following, but is not limited to the few that are mentioned: 

• Frayed electrical wires on appliances 
• Burning candles 
• Heaters/electric blankets 
• Cigarette/cigar/tobacco pipe embers 
• Fire places 
• Gas leaks followed by a spark of sorts 
• Children playing with matches 
• Burning oil on a stovetop/open flame 
• Illegal electrical connections 
• Paraffin & primus stove accidents  

Most of these though would need to be accelerated by another source, for example, a blanket near 
a heater grill may ignite and start a fire. It is therefore very important to keep the area around any 
of these potential fire hazards, mentioned above, clear. Do not leave any heater/heated appliance 
or open flame burning while you leave the room. Do not cover a heater with a blanket or rug. 

Synthetic materials are widely used in household furniture. This material is highly flammable and 
will burn quickly once set alight. Keep open flames or embers away from foam mattresses, stuffed 
couches, curtains and carpets. These usually also cover a wide surface area and will be the cause of 
other maybe less flammable objects to catch alight. 

Preventing Fire at Home / Do’s and Don’ts 

Here are some do’s and don’ts when it comes to a fire possibly breaking out in your home: 

Do: - 

• DO buy a small fire extinguisher from a reputable dealer to keep in your home – note the 
correct way to use it. 

• DO familiarize yourself with emergency contact telephone numbers in the event of a fire and 
medical emergency. 

• DO take note of warnings on selected appliances – do not cover heaters. 
• DO check electrical cables regularly for damage. 
• DO stay low to the ground when exiting a smoke filled room. Smoke will rise and staying low 

will minimise the potential for inhalation injuries. 
• DO cover your nose and mouth with a (moist) cloth. This also minimises the inhalation of 

smoke by breathing through a barrier. 
• DO exit the burning building as soon and as safely as possible. 
• DO extinguish cigarettes/Cigars and Pipe Tobacco in the appropriate manor. 

F: Ward 2 Forum – Safety: Fire at Home (DM 18/006) 
Page 2 of 4 

 



DISASTER MANAGEMENT 18/006 

Do not: - 

• DO NOT leave the room where a candle is burning, heater is on, fire in the fire place is still 
burning fiercely, oil is on heat on the stove etc. 

• DO NOT pack personal belongings before leaving the house in the event of a fire 
• DO NOT try and put an oil fire out with water 
• DO NOT open a closed door of a room suspected to be on fire. 
• DO NOT enter a room that is on fire 
• DO NOT re-enter the home once you have exited away from the fire 

A general rule to follow is to stay as far away from an uncontrolled open flame as possible. 
 
Unfortunately, having a smoke detector and alarm in each room of the house is not common 
practice in South Africa but it should be encouraged. These somewhat simple devices are 
inexpensive and are easy to install. Have them checked and make sure that the batteries are kept 
charged. 

Precautions when providing lighting 

When using candles or paraffin lanterns, the following basic precautions must be taken: 

• Never leave candles or lanterns unattended. 
• Mount candles in a secure candle holder and keep candles away from other objects 

including curtains that can be blown closer to the candle or lantern. 
• Don’t leave them on the edge of tables etc., where they may fall or be knocked off easily 
• Be extremely cautious when children are around these devices. 
• Don’t go to sleep with candles or lanterns still burning. 
• Don’t let candles burn all the way to the bottom. 

Precautions when providing heat/ warmth 

When using heaters, similar precautions are required: 

• Do not leave heaters unattended and switch them off when leaving the room or going to 
sleep 

• If it is a fire or coal heater there must be good ventilation, this includes when a generator is 
used in confined spaces. 

• Be careful of sparks or embers shooting off open wood fires. 

Be very cautious of fuels (paraffin & jell) used in lanterns and jell stoves etc. 

• Store the fuel away from where the devices are used 
• Don’t store fuel in beverage containers, as children may mistake the content as being cold 

drink. 
• Use containers that seal well, or are “child proof” and which, cannot be tampered with. 
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• Educate children in the house about the fuel and store it out of their reach. 
• If cooking with gas, close the valve of the cylinder after using the appliance. 
• If gas cylinders are stored indoors ensure that there are no leaks on the regulators or 

connectors. Soapy liquid can be used to determine if the gas pipe & connectors are leaking 
gas. 

What to do if a fire breaks out 

• Raise the alarm! To others in the house and neighbours 
• Call the fire department, even for small fires 
• If there is excessive smoke in the room crawl out on the floor 

How to respond after a fire 

• If someone has been burnt only put water on the burns and remove any tight clothing and 
jewellery 

• If someone has inhaled smoke, move them to an area with fresh air. 
• Call the ambulance service and fire department when there has been a fire or someone has 

been injured. 

Despite there being many aspects to fire safety, these are only a few basic pointers that can assist in 
preventing the start and spread of fires. Fires not only cause burns but also inhaling the smoke, 
produced by fires, can result in severe complications, injury and in some cases even death. 

The best safety tips, always: 

• Always be Aware 
• Always be Prepared  
• Always be Vigilant 
• Always be Safe 
• Always Anticipate 
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