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awareness
South Africa is responsible for Metarea VII as determined by the 
World Meteorological Organisation under its Global Maritime  
Distress and Safety System. The meteorological services and 
warnings as set out in the SOLAS Convention (Safety Of  Life At 
Sea) are included in the public services of  the South African Weather 
Service (SAWS). Our responsibilities include sending out two daily 
forecasts for Metarea VII, the forecasting of  severe weather, as well 
as assisting in maritime search-and-rescue activities. 

Maritime alerts fall into the following groups: swell and wave height 
and storm surge • tropical cyclones • wind speed • visibility • ice 
accretion. There are three alert classes: advisory, watch and warning.  
An advisory is an early warning of  potentially severe conditions that 
could occur in two to six days. A watch is issued from one to three days 
in advance and a warning means that the severe weather condition is 
either already occurring or will occur in the next 24 hours.

Swell and wave height and storm surge
Deep-sea swell height can range from calm to phenomenal seas 
of  more than 14m. Closer to the coast, abnormal waves in the 

Agulhas Current, destructive coastal waves higher than 7m and storm surges 
all fall into this category. A storm surge is an abnormal rise of  the sea level 
generated by a storm, over and above the astronomical spring high tides. 
Storm surge is normally associated with an extreme weather event.

The passage of  a cold front, a coastal low-pressure system, a cut-off  
low and a tropical cyclone are all examples of  weather conditions that 
can lead to high swells and wave heights. When an alert has been issued 
for abnormal waves in the Agulhas Current, destructive coastal waves 
or storm surges, there is a good chance of  damage to infrastructure 
and that coastal marine activities, or communities that live close to the 
coast, will be affected. Fishermen in small boats should not go out at 
all or seek shelter in bays, estuaries or harbours. The public should not 
to go to any beaches, river mouths or try to fish from the shore.

Tropical cyclones
Tropical cyclone warnings are issued by the Tropical Cyclone 
Centre in La Reunion and distributed to SAWS for local 

dissemination. Vessels at sea should move out of  the track of  the 
cyclone, and coastal communities should be aware of  possible flooding 
by listening to radio or television broadcasts in the event of  evacuation.

Wind speed
This refers to winds ranging from gale force strength (35-40 
knots or 64-74 km/h) to hurricane strength (more than 64 

knots or 118km/h), both along the coast and in the deep sea. Strong 
pressure gradients are mostly responsible for high wind speeds and 
associated with cold fronts, coastal lows (south westerly buster), ridging 
high pressure systems (south easter) and tropical cyclones. Depending 
on the type of  system, the wind can blow strongly for less than an hour 
to days. Small vessels and water craft that have no motor capabilities 
should be careful when they go out on the water. Strong winds can also 
cause localised wind waves and rough sea conditions while sustained 
high winds in the same direction can lead to large swells and abnormal 
waves in the Agulhas Current.

Visibility
When the visibility is reduced to 5nm (10km), or less it is 
dangerous for vessels not only near coastal areas or harbours, 

but also along high traffic shipping lanes. Small boats should be very 
careful when they move around in thick fog.  

Ice accretion
This occurs when rain or sea spray freezes when it comes 
in contact with a ship or boat. Sub-zero temperatures are 

required for this to occur and will therefore be limited to the high 
latitudes of  the southern ocean. Ice accretion will impact different 
types of  vessels in different ways. The icing of  aerials can cause radar 
or radio failure or make the deck slippery and dangerous on most 
vessels that are not equipped with anti-icing technology.
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