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Recent lightning tragedies in South Africa 
 
Lightning occurs with every thunderstorm and must be expected as soon as thunderstorms form. 
 
The eastern parts of the country, especially the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, have the highest 
incidence of lightning related deaths in South Africa. Thus take extra special care when in these areas. 
 
On Thursday 18 March 2015, six construction workers died and another five were injured when they 
were struck by lightning in Botshabelo, Free State. The workers took refuge under a shelter when a 
thunderstorm moved over.  
 
On Wednesday 17 March 2015, a school pupil died after being struck by lightning on a hockey field in 
Mpumalanga. A thunderstorm moved over the area and the children were instructed to run to the 
cafeteria for shelter.  A boy was struck by lightning on his way to the cafeteria.  
 
Figure 1 below shows the lightning strokes that occurred in 24 hours on 18 March 2015, as the 
weather systems developed during the day.  

Figure 1  
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While the South African Weather Service regrets yet more deaths due to lightning, it would like to urge 
the public to take extreme caution during thunderstorms, which are always accompanied by lightning. 
 
What is lightning? 
 
Lightning is an electrical discharge between a cloud and the ground, inside a cloud or between two 
different clouds. Inside a cloud, collisions between cloud particles occur, which results in some of the 
particles becoming positively charged, while others become negatively charged. The lighter, positively 
charged particles get transported to the top of a cloud, while the heavier, negatively charged particles 
collect at the bottom parts of the cloud. When the charge imbalance becomes too large, the charge 
needs to get balanced out, either between the cloud and oppositely charged objects on the ground or 
between oppositely charged regions of the same cloud/different cloud. This balancing out of charge 
results in the great flash of lightning we know. 
 
What could have caused the lightning deaths in these two cases? 
These cases were caused by two different types of injury mechanisms. In the case of the construction 
workers, the so-called ground current mechanism was the most likely cause of the incident. The 
ground current mechanism of injury occurs when lightning strikes the ground near a victim, from 
where the current travels through the ground and flows into the body via the legs due to a voltage 
between the feet of the victim. This type of lightning injury mechanism is the most common and is said 
to be responsible for about 50% of the lightning injuries in the USA. This percentage can be different in 
South Africa. The ground current injury mechanism is also frequently associated with groups of people 
being injured by lightning as was the case with the construction workers.  
 
It was reported in the media that the school pupil in Mpumalanga was struck directly by lightning. A 
direct strike is another type of lightning injury mechanism and occurs when a lightning stroke attaches 
directly to a victim. When this type of injury mechanism occurs, victims are usually out in the open. A 
direct strike is said to only account for about 5% of all lightning injuries in the USA. In South Africa this 
percentage can be different. Most people often assume that a person was struck directly by lightning, 
while in fact only a small percentage of lightning injuries was actually caused by a direct strike.  
 
What can one do to prevent being hit by lightning? 

 The most important safety rule when a thunderstorm is moving over an area, is to seek shelter 

immediately. The shelter must be a fully enclosed substantial building. This means a brick 

building, fully enclosed, with preferably a cement floor. The shelter under which the 

construction workers took refuge was most likely not a fully enclosed substantial building. 

Lightning probably struck the ground nearby the shelter and the resulting ground current 

reached the workers, which caused the deaths and injuries.  

 

 Another important safety rule is to seek shelter well before lightning occurs and to remain 

indoors for at least 30 minutes after the last lightning stroke. If you count 30 seconds or less 

between a lightning flash and when you hear thunder, you are at risk and should seek shelter 
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immediately. Lightning can strike up to 16km away from a storm and that is why one must 

remain indoors for at least 30 minutes after a storm has passed. At sporting or outdoor events, 

organisers must ensure that the players seek shelter well before a storm moves over.  

 

 
Lightning safety tips 
In order to ensure that people don’t become victims of lightning strokes, education on lightning safety 
guidelines is very important. The following guidelines should be followed when a thunderstorm moves 
over an area: 

 If you are outdoors when you see or hear a thunderstorm coming seek shelter immediately! 

 Seek shelters with non-conducting floors. In a shelter which has for example no floor (bare earth) 

or with a good conducting surface, one is also at risk of lightning striking nearby the shelter. The 

charge can dissipate through the ground into the shelter. 

 If your hair stands on end, leave the area as fast as possible, as lightning will almost certainly strike 

that spot shortly. 

 When you see the lightning FLASH count the seconds to where you hear the BANG. At 30 seconds – 

suspend all outdoor activities and seek safe shelter as lightning strikes are close. If you count 15 

seconds or less, a lightning strike could occur where you are. 

 Unsafe areas during an electric storm are: 

o Tall structures such as trees, telephone and power lines 

o Hilltops 

o Isolated sheds 

o Open water 

o Unprotected gazebos or picnic shelters 

 Avoid being near or touching: 

o Metal objects such as fences, golf carts, bicycles, and motorcycles, telephone or power lines 

and steel structures such as pylons and windmills. 

 If indoors, during a storm stay well clear of windows and doors. Don not: 

o Hold any metal objects 

o Use any electrical appliance or be near electrical wires 

o Use the telephone, 

o Take a bath or shower 

 If you are travelling, stay in the vehicle. 

 Do not swim during a thunderstorm. 

 Do not play sport during thunderstorms. Golfers and fisherman are at high risk. 

 

 
Compiled by Morne Gijben, Hannelee Doubell and Elsa de Jager. 

          


