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Challenges in stakeholders self-organising to enhance disaster 

communication

ABTRACT

Purpose - This paper combines disaster risk reduction (DRR) and communication management 

literature to investigate the challenges and opportunities encountered when stakeholders 

spontaneously self-organise communication efforts during a disaster. The 2017 Knysna Fire Disaster 

in South Africa is used as context.

Research methodology - The qualitative, exploratory research was supported by data obtained 

through thematic analysis of qualitative in-depth interviews and the Facebook page created by the 

community. Information from the disaster debrief was also included. 

Findings - The findings suggest that disaster information needs to be sent every 30 seconds to a 

minute to coordinate rescue and relief efforts. The challenges for disaster management teams to 

manage this mammoth task and the role that the self-organising community played in assisting the 

communication process was found not to be recognised in disaster management policies or systems. 

This adversely affected the work of the disaster management team and stakeholder relationship. 

Research limitations - This study focussed on one disaster. Future studies could possibly compare 

various disaster examples to provide even greater insight into the self-organising communicative 

behaviour of those affected by disasters. 

Originality/value - The research gives one of the first clear indications of the scope of disaster 

communication needed during a disaster. It also highlights the community’s ability to contribute to 

communication management during a disaster, and which is not catered for in the practice, 

guidelines, or management systems used for disaster management. 

KEYWORDS Disaster communication, Knysna Fire Disaster, Stakeholder communication, Disaster 

management, Communication management 

Paper type Research paper
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Challenges in stakeholders self-organising to enhance disaster 

communication

1. Introduction and purpose of the study 

Communities self-organising through social media during a disaster has been well documented. 

Some examples include 2005 Hurricane Katrina, 2007 San Diego wildfires, 2007 Virginia School 

Shooting, Sichuan 2008 earthquake, 2009 Red River Floods, 2010 Haiti earthquake, 2013 Influenza A 

Outbreak in China, and the 2013 Xavier snowstorm in Belarus (Nan and Lu 2014; Shkaruba et al. 

2015; Villagra & Quintana 2017).

Hobfoll (2012, in Williams and Sheperd 2016) support this phenomenon by declaring that the 

community “…have a phoenix-like tendency to re-emerge from the ashes of disaster and apparent 

defeat. Culture and survival depends on this”. Delica-Willison and Gaillard (2012) agreed that 

communities collectively find solutions to challenges and are able to be a role player during a 

disasters. To this end, social media is used with greater regularity (Al-Taie and Ali 2017). 

Although more research into communities’ dynamic self-organisation and interaction with 

government during disasters are needed (Edelenbos et al 2018), some authors have started to 

highlight repeated themes that are emerging in such cases. Nan and Lu (2014) argued that the 

communities’ self-organising online actions are mainly spontaneous, decentralised and uncontrolled. 

The activities were not specifically and proactively planned, but yet involved a large number of 

people and continued to evolve as new and relevant information became available. 

When combining communities’ resilience with the availability of social media like WhatsApp, 

Facebook, and Twitter, it could be argued that the previously regarded “helpless victims”, have 

access to resources to make a communication contribution during a disaster. By using the strengths 

of the communities, they could support governmental disaster management efforts (Cole and 

Murhpy, 2014; Ng, 2016). 

However, from a disaster management point of view, such community led initiatives could lead to a 

loss of disaster communication control and impede on institutions’ limited resources as the  

community communicative actions falls outside of the formal disaster management structures. 

Issues like harnessing this resource, power distribution and managing accountability, needs more 
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clarification (Delica-Willison and Gaillard, 2012; Jiang and Ritchie, 2017). Also a lack of trust, which is 

vitally important to facilitate the communication process between government and communities, 

would be further exasperated under the pressure of a disaster (Folke et al., 2005).

The aim of the study is therefore not to analyse the networking within the community, but rather by 

combining communication management and disaster risk reduction literature, gain insight into the 

process of how the self-organising community can be working collaboratively with disaster 

management. Given the above, the research objectives against the background of the 2017 Knysna 

Fire Disaster, South Africa, is to: (i) provide insight into the reasons why communities self-organise 

during a disaster by highlighting the challenges experienced by the various parties involved during 

the disaster, (ii) explore the challenges of this situation for efficient disaster management during the 

disaster, and (iii) to make recommendations based on the findings. The study follows a 

phenomenological approach operationalised through qualitative research methods.

2. Literature study: disasters and community-led communication initiatives

Input from disaster management and communication management theory is conceptually combined 

to frame the study within the systems paradigm. As a starting point key concepts are defined 

followed by a discussion on communication for community resilience, and an overview of the main 

guiding documents and frameworks for such a scenario. 

Defining key concepts

The key concepts used in the study include crisis, disaster and community self-organisation. 

 Differentiating between a crisis and a disaster

A crisis as viewed in communication management literature is an organisational event that 

“…threatens important expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety, 

environmental, and economic issues, and can seriously impact an organization’s 

performance and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs 2015). In contrast a disaster can be 

defined as the “….disruption of the life of a community; and … is of a magnitude that 

exceeds the ability of those affected by the disaster to cope with its effects using only their 

own resources” (South Africa 2002). The UNISDR (2017) indicates that the impact of a 

disaster can be seen on human, material, economic and/or environmental level. 
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At its most fundamental level, disasters are seen as large scale and require governmental 

response, but can overlap with a crisis (Coombs 2015). On a more philosophical level, the 

crisis situation differs from a disaster in that the aim of communication before, during and 

after the disaster is not aimed at limiting reputational damage, or viewed from an 

organisational or governmental standpoint. Rather, the view is to create survival and 

resilience by viewing the disaster from a situational or contextual viewpoint, to understand 

the roles that all those involved and affected can play to alleviate and resolve the situation 

(Le Roux 2013). 

In this interdisciplinary field one could argue that communication management principles 

could assist disaster management with guidance on the community communication 

activities taking place during a disaster. 

 Defining community self-organisation

Community self-organisation is described as a process driven by the community rather than 

government in which the community drives the content and process of participation. It 

therefore differs from community development where the government organise and drive 

the community engagement. Community self-organisation, due to its uncontrolled nature, 

pushes government policy to newly define interaction and engagement with communities 

(Edelenbos et al. 2017). In essence communities push towards creating resilience. 

Communicative self-organising communities as an act of resilience

In the field of disaster management the focus has shifted to disaster risk reduction (DRR) where 

there is a greater focus on preparedness, in order to create community resilience (Le Roux 2013). 

DRR practice refers to “…reducing disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse and manage 

the causal factors of disasters, including through reduced exposure to hazards, lessened vulnerability 

of people and property, wise management of land and the environment, and improved 

preparedness for adverse events” (UNISDR 2013). 

The DRR focus is strongly on pre-disaster conversations, assessments and actions with stakeholders 

like the community, to prepare for disasters and allow the community’s resilience to disasters to 

grow. Activities like risk assessments are the starting point from where community resilience can be 

built. Within resilience building, a large focus is placed on collaboration with communities and using 

strengths from the communities to enhance their response capacity (Concern Worldwide 2015). 
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Therefore community resilience refers to how well the community, as a system, can adapt their own 

structure, functions and identity, to the disaster event (Villagra & Quintana 2017). In contrast a non-

resilient community will be called vulnerable. 

From this view resilience is seen as a characteristic that can continually be improved to provide 

those effected by a disaster with greater coping skills. It suggests that those effected are able to 

contribute to the DRR process. Within this definition it is clear that the communities at the heart of 

the disaster have a larger role to play in the preparation and management of the disaster. 

In similar vain, Pitt and Treen (2016), who examined the points of communication failure in four 

disasters argued that it is an ongoing challenge to know how a disaster will influence communication 

plans. Their remedy to the situation is to suggest that “…ownership of the disaster plan should be 

devolved as broadly as possible in the community for which it is formulated”.  Such proactive 

communication management initiatives should be supported by policies (Gupta 2012). 

It would seem that shared power between the community and government is implied. Specifically 

where governmental institutions are limited and there is some form of external threat (Edelenbos et 

al. 2018; Shkaruba et al. 2015). Traditional crisis and disaster management favour a centralised plan 

and control of the situation, which can guarantee fast decision making and resource allocation (Nan 

and Lu 2014). However, resilience seems to dictate that there should be an agreement of a degree of 

power sharing between the government and communities, similar to control mutuality (Hon and 

Grunig 1999). Unfortunately, most governmental approaches include developing a plan and then 

involving stakeholders to collaborate within these frameworks. “Complex social dynamics, such as 

trust building and power relations, have often been underestimated and the view of social 

relationships simplified” (Folke et al. 2005). 

In the disaster situation where the community starts to self-organise, the government or emergency 

and disaster responders are not in control and dictating the communication flow of the event. This 

reaction from the community on the disaster is fuelled by their need for survival.

Edelenbos et al. (2018) define self-organisation as a concept deduced from systems thinking where 

new structures form out of chaos in order to create a new equilibrium. In addition the development 

of social media and communities engaging with the media, further challenges and disrupts the 

organised disaster management system in an effort to create equilibrium for the communities from 
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their point of view (Nan and Lu 2014). This could explain the move away from a centralised to 

spontaneous online activity, as a desperate measure for the community system to reach equilibrium 

through an orderly response. Arendt and Alesch (2015) agrees by arguing the need for communities 

to be self-organising and adaptive social systems.

Particularly interesting is to note the perseverance and commitment of the community members 

driving these efforts. Edelenbos et al. (2018) hinted that the organisers need to have a certain 

“…personality and tactical flexibility”.

In contrast to the community actions, governments find it challenging to secure the long term 

participation of communities in DRR efforts in preparation for a disaster (O’Brien et al. 2012). 

Additionally, the complexity of the division of responsibility among agencies and governmental 

levels involved in a disaster, challenge the productive involvement of the community (Managi and 

Guan 2017).

Spialek et al. (2016) argues that this focus on resilience in particular, creates opportunities for 

communication practitioners and scholars, as assistance with strategies to engage and build 

relationships with communities becomes increasingly important. This paper furthers the above 

argument to show that communication management can also contribute to community 

communication and collaboration during the disaster, by utilizing the community’s communicative 

resilience.  

Communication management literature advocates a pro-active approach to communication 

planning, combined with an inclusive stakeholder perspective that encourages collaboration and 

power sharing (Grunig et al. 2002; Steyn and Puth 2000). Stakeholder relationship management 

theory suggests that through transparent and ethical communication mutually beneficial, long-term 

relationships that balance the interests of all parties, and share power, can be built (Grunig et al. 

2002). Similarly communication management advocates proactive stakeholder relationship building 

in an effort to build strong relationships built on trust, commitment and control mutuality as defined 

by Hon and Grunig (1999) and which can survive a pressured environment. 

Communication practitioners could advice disaster management on how to create the elements of 

trust in a relationship by enhancing integrity, dependability and by showing competence. Particularly 

in disaster situations where the governmental abilities could be limited due to various reasons, the 

community is most strongly waiting for a show of competence and in its absence, will self-organise. 
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The benefit to the stakeholder, as much as to the organisation, is considered an important outcome 

of the communicative effort (Ledingham 2003). It is argued that these foci can contribute greatly to 

the DRR field (Le Roux 2013; Le Roux 2014). However, accountability and guidelines for possible life-

threatening outcomes of the shared communicative efforts, as found in the disaster management 

arena, is less clear. 

Guiding documents and frameworks

To assist and guide disaster management actions by governments, there are four global guiding 

frameworks applicable to this study, namely The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the 

Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), The UN’s Resilient Cities Programme and The GNDR Indicators of 

Good Local Government. Overall these guidelines seem to suggest a focus on pre-disaster and/or 

post-disaster collaboration with communities. The in-disaster communicative value of the 

community is not clearly stipulated.

The guiding document in the disaster risk reduction field, The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR 2015), suggests a strong focus on pre-disaster cooperation between 

government and other stakeholders on issues like structures and policies. The aim of the 

collaboration is suggested to be on the creation of collaborative structures and policies in 

preparation for a disaster (UNISDR 2015). The Framework advocates that the particular government 

involved retain overall responsibility and accountability for the management of the disaster, thereby 

cementing their communicative power.

The predecessor of the Sendai Framework, the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), focuses strongly 

on the local application of disaster risk measures by appealing to governments to “…enhance and 

support disaster risk assessment and related processes” (UNISDR 2005). Both frameworks are 

supported by 180 countries under leadership of the United Nations. Although advocating a proactive 

approach, guidance on in-disaster community communication is not given.

The UN’s Resilient Cities Programme provides a ten-point checklist to guide local government on 

community engagement. The checklist focusses on pre-disaster and post-disaster actions. It suggests 

that DRR should be based on community participation and that governments must build local 

alliances. Post-disaster governments are urged to put community needs at the centre of 

reconstruction (UNISDR 2012). The Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) indicators of good 

local government suggest that citizens should have insight into their DRR efforts through advisory 
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boards. It also suggests that government should: “Promote active participation [in DRR] by assigning 

particular roles and responsibilities to each group of stakeholders involved” (Nahem 2009). In both 

cases the in-disaster value of community communication needs more attention.

In practice, the Incident Command System (ICS) is used as a globally recognised disaster 

management coordination system by various countries such as the USA, UK, Australia and recently 

adopted in South Africa (WCG 2013). The system is seen as a management method that brings 

stability in a disaster by coordinating all activities on behalf of the responsible government. The ICS 

extensively guides the communication during a disaster, and encourage communication from the ICS 

team to outside stakeholders through roles like the liaison officer. ICS planning does not currently 

allow for the community affected by the disaster to spontaneously manage a section of the ICS 

functions (like communication), unless it was pre-planned and integrated into the ICS system ex-

post, and community members has to be trained in ICS (FEMA 2017). 

Becker and Van Niekerk (2014) argue that although the South African disaster risk governance is one 

of the most forward thinking in the world, the execution of these frameworks are lacking. Van 

Niekerk (2014; 2015) adds that in particular there are no clear practical guidelines for the lower 

levels of government (municipalities), who are in direct contact with the affected communities, 

when there is a need for “…strong community engagement” (Van Niekerk 2015). In addition, the 

South African Disaster Management Act No 57 of 2002, only encourage volunteer action if training 

was given before the disaster and the volunteers are willing to work in a structured environment. It 

is also suggested that municipalities should carefully manage the possibility of spontaneous and 

uncontrolled volunteer action. 

The Amended Disaster Management Act (2015) has a stronger focus on community inclusion when 

referring to emergency preparedness, and expects Disaster Management to show how community-

based adaptation approaches will be included in their disaster management plan. There is no further 

clarity on how the spontaneous organising community can be included in the in-disaster scenario, 

with a push for the disaster management centres to plan for such behaviour in advance. 
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3. Context of the study

Knysna is part of the tourist area, the Garden Route, in South Africa. From the 7 June 2017, for more 

than two weeks, a fire fuelled by storm winds raged, leading to the largest mobilisation of South 

African firefighters in the country’s history (De Villiers, 2017). At times more than 26 separate fires 

were burning concurrently. More than 1100 houses were destroyed, with a further 385 houses and 

69 schools left damaged by the fire. The death toll amounted to nine people. The South African 

National Defence Force provided 150 troops as security for vacated properties that could be looted, 

and to assist in water-bombing operations (BBC, 2017). In total 11 Oryx helicopters were used for 

water bombing at a cost of R13 million (≈£650 000) because the typography of the landscape added 

to the complexities of fighting the fires. 

The road leading into and out of Knysna had to be closed, making rescue and relief access almost 

impossible (Anon, 2017; Clarke and Joseph, 2017; Vegter, 2017). Some residents that were trapped 

by the fire, were moved by the National Sea Rescue Institute and volunteers via the sea to safety, 

whilst others sheltered on the beach. In addition to evacuating private residences, old age homes, 

hospitals and tourist accommodation also had to be evacuated. 

In the chaos that ensued, communication cables and towers, and electricity cables were destroyed 

within the first few hours of the disaster, which disrupted municipal disaster communication to the 

community (Vegter, 2017). This rendered only social media and applications, like WhatsApp and 

Facebook, as communication tools.

The Knysna Fire was classified as a disaster in its early stages, and as such the government had to 

take the lead and responsibility in the disaster management efforts by means of the actions of the 

Disaster Management Centre and municipalities involved. 

The government structures involved in this disaster was the Western Cape Provincial Government, 

the Eden District Municipality, and the Knysna Local Municipality. At the time of the Knysna Fire, the 

Western Cape Provincial Government was facing six further disasters including local service delivery 

protests and a severe drought. 

A few days before the fire, a strong winter storm hit the municipality with high winds, lightning, and 

rough seas, which resulted in collapsing homes, fires and fatalities (BBC 2017). The storm hit Cape 
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Town first and then continued to batter the rest of the municipal area. The strong winds from this 

storm played a significant role in the Knysna Fire disaster (Aljazeera 2017). At the time of the storm, 

approximately 10 000 people, out of a population of 77 000, had to be evacuated from their homes 

in Knysna (BBC 2017). A government facing more than one disaster, with limited communication 

capability, seems to be the scenario that municipalities have faced before during disasters, and such 

a situation is frequently described in DRR literature. 

The disaster management centre for the Knysna area, is situated in the Eden District Municipality, 

which is located in George, a town close to Knysna. The Knysna Local Municipality played a key role 

in the Knysna Fire Disaster, as they were closest to the communities involved. 

4. Research method 

A phenomenological approach was used in order to understand the lived experience from those 

involved in managing and co-ordinating the community social media reaction to the 2017 Knysna 

Fire Disaster, in order to extract the universal characteristics of the phenomenon (Hillman and Radel 

2018; Taylor et al. 2015).

A qualitative research strategy allowed the research sufficient flexibility to explore the topic under 

investigation, understand the complexities of the situation, and provide sufficient information to 

answer the research questions. In particular semi-structured interviews, content analysis and 

participant observation was used. Using these flexible and dynamic research methods allowed the 

researcher sufficient time to explore the research topic to produce descriptive data that develop 

insight on how people acted and thought, as well as take practical considerations of accessing 

people otherwise not available, into account (Taylor et al. 2015). 

The research approach and strategy dictated that a small number of information rich participants 

were needed that could provide insight into the research topic (Hillman and Radel 2018; Taylor et al. 

2015). The interview schedule was conducted based on the themes identified in literature. The semi-

structured interviews allowed for questions to be rephrased and further delve into detail as 

necessary. The interviews provided sufficient data and reached data saturation (Taylor et al. 2015). 

The interviews were conducted in August 2017, just more than 2 months after the fire, which 

ensured that the experience was still vivid in the interviewees’ minds. 
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The interviewees included the Disaster Manager, Communication Manager, two Communication 

Officers and two Communication Interns who formed the communication team that worked on the 

disaster from the Eden Municipality. The Communication Officer from the Knysna Municipality was 

also included as the main source of information from this municipality to the community. All those 

with responsibility for communication during the disaster from municipal and district municipality 

level were included in this sample. Qualitative studies does not require large sample as the depth of 

the data provides the richness that is sought for insight. The interview data was analysed through 

thematic analysis. The themes were distilled from the data and within the larger framework of the 

literature conceptualisation. 

To incorporate the view from the community, in-depth interviews with the two community 

members that originated a Facebook page central in self-organising the community, was done. In 

addition, content analysis of the first month’s (June-July 2017) content on this Facebook page was 

included. The content analysis provided triangulation with the data given by the community 

interviewees, and supported the findings as interpreted from the community’s point of view.

The researchers also attended the debriefing of the disaster from 31 July to 1 August 2017 held in 

Cape Town, organised by the Western Cape Provincial Disaster Risk Management Centre, to further 

understand the context of the disaster. Various players that were involved in the disasters managed 

by this specific disaster management centre, presented their insights with panel discussions and 

conversations. As participant observers the researchers were able to gain a greater understanding of 

the complexities of the situation and context of the disaster that assisted in the interpretation of the 

results (Hillman and Radel 2018).

5. Findings 

The findings will be discussed according to the themes identified in literature.

 

Challenges in disaster management as motivation for community self-organisation

From a DRR view that advocates pro-activeness and a structured approach to managing a disaster, it 

was clear that the Knysna Local Municipality was under immense strain during the disaster. In a 

disaster like the Knysna Fire, the Local Municipality may opt to manage the disaster from their own 

local JOC with support from the District Municipality, which was done in this case. This decision 
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could be argued to have political influence as the municipality could show their worth. Although 

having the JOC closer to the disaster to facilitate quicker firefighting reaction could have been 

argued to negatively impact communication to the community, as the municipalities limited 

communication resources were even further stretched.  Facing issues such as limited capabilities 

during a disaster is expected, however, it motivates the need for greater community action for 

resilience, as motivated by authors such as Edelenbos et al. (2018), Nan and Lu (2014) and 

Theocharis et al. (2017).

The municipalities managed the disaster from the regulatory guidance given, but faced practical 

difficulties in collaborating with the spontaneous self-organising community. Especially given that 

the way in which the community self-organised could not have been predicted in advance. The 

community members who ran the Facebook page admitted that it would not have been something 

they would have considered beforehand. Therefore, even the requirements from the Amended 

Disaster Management Act (2015) to proactively plan for such events, in practice, was challenging. 

Challenges for communication management as motivation for community self-organisation

Regarding communication channel management and information flow, the Western Cape Local 

Government specifically remarked on the importance of using both traditional and social media in 

combination during disasters. The Local Government reiterated the importance of early warning 

messages to communities and that two-way information flow, without referring to it being 

symmetrical or not, should be encouraged. However, they confirmed that in practice these ideals 

were hard to reach due to the challenges experienced during the disaster. 

The Local Municipality faced serious communication challenges from very early on in the disaster. 

Their usual communication channels included a presence on Facebook, Twitter and a Municipal App. 

However, when all telephone communication were lost early in the disaster, the municipality had to 

ask the community to contact them by sending messages through Facebook Messenger as 

emergency response. These messages were then relayed to the JOC (Joint Operations Centre) 

manually. After a decision was made for action by the JOC, the written message was fed back to the 

community member via Facebook Messenger. The communication practitioner mentioned that 

“…social media was going crazy…”, as they tried to manage the situation. From a disaster 

management perspective this was problematic as there would be no clear record of disaster related 

calls and actions, impacting on accountability. This in return would negatively impact the 

community’s view of municipal competence (Hon and Grunig 1999).
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The municipal communication teams had to respond to a large number of media and other 

messages and facilitate numerous queries.  This kept them from initiating information on logistical 

arrangements for relief donations and this information was only made available from 3 days after 

the disaster. In addition, the disaster management team first priority was to contain the disaster and 

information on a clear procedure for the handling and monitoring of donations was not immediately 

made available. As indicated before, this once again allows room for the community to self-organise. 

Although communication professionals took the lead for communication during the disaster, the 

challenges they had to overcome severely impacted their ability to showcase their strategic worth. 

The Disaster Management Centre located at the Eden District Municipality, makes use of the 

communication services of the district municipal communication practitioners. These practitioners 

have to continue with their day-to-day job and facilitate the disaster communication. In addition, the 

communicators were not specifically trained in the ICS system used. However, they do know that 

communication should be involved from a very early stage in the disaster and play a central role in 

contributing to response, rescue and recovery. Both the Centre and the practitioners tried to be as 

proactive as possible within the constraints they experienced. 

At the time of the disaster the Local Municipality did not have an appointed Communication 

Manager, and the Communication Officer was assisted by a Communication Intern. When keeping in 

mind the amount of information that needs to be communicated during a disaster, the municipality 

needed communicative support.  

From the interviews it was clear that both municipalities and in particular the communication 

practitioners was under immense pressure during a situation that was foreign to them, and which 

combined the worst case scenarios in terms of losing established means of communication with 

stakeholders. 

On a positive note, the practitioners remarked that the disaster lead community members not active 

on social media to become active participants as a result of the disaster. The local municipality’s 

Facebook page numbers increased from 5 000 to 10 000 members during the disaster. 
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Profiling the lead community members

Before the disaster the husband and wife team that set up the Knysna Fire 7 June 2017 Facebook 

page, was well ingrained in the Knysna society and included in various WhatsApp groups for the 

area, specifically a women’s WhatsApp group that also included the mayor. They have business 

interests in the area and showed clear commitment for the area and community to thrive. 

Their actions to create a Facebook page came from them wanting to make a contribution during the 

disaster in order to assist the community. They realised that there was a need to consolidate 

information from various Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp groups, to a centralised place for the 

community to be able to access information in a more structured way. This aligns clearly with the 

view that the community was trying to reach equilibrium in a chaotic environment (Arendt and 

Alesch 2015; Nan and Lu 2014).

Apart from coordinating disaster related information, the team also tracked financial donation 

schemes that were set up on social media pages, due to the risk of opportunistic individuals trying to 

exploit on the situation. They asked pages like Back-a-Buddy to verify the intentions of those that 

created the requests and “…some of the pages were taken down as they were found to be bad 

guys.” 

In agreement with Edelenbos et al. (2018), the lead community members were able to, under great 

pressure, to be flexible in working with various parties to collate information, and showed unique 

personal characteristics such as commitment, an embedded interest, dedication and a strong moral 

obligation. Through communication, the actions from a few individuals were able to improve the 

resilience of a larger community, by enabling the community to adapt to the event (Villagra & 

Quintana 2017).

A description of communicative self-organisation by the community

The Knysna Fire 7 June 2017 Facebook page is an artefact that represents community’s striving for 

resilience during a disaster. 

Both the interview with the community members and Facebook analysis confirmed that the in the 

first 3 days the page focussed most on relaying information from people on the ground, directing 

firefighters, evacuation messages, distress calls, updates on fire spread, and posts on animal welfare. 

Some information on disaster aid and relief coordination of distribution points were noted. 
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On the second day, posts focussed on the above and also messages of support for those affected by 

the disaster, sharing messages, photos and official letters. On the third day posts highlighted 

information on fires that were still burning, coordinating donations and relief aid, reuniting owners 

and pets, searches for missing persons, and organising and bringing together people wanting to 

volunteer. Practical information on immediate assistance people could get from insurance 

companies was also shared, together with contact details of the municipality. At this point the 

Airbnb disaster tool was also activated. On the Facebook page appreciation for firefighters are also 

shown and received great reaction. Another favourite was the map updates that were created by 

volunteers on the ground in the area. 

After 2 weeks the page turned more to donation and relief coordination to show the community 

needs. There was also a strong focus on messages of hope and future activities and tourist incentives 

to rebuild the area.  The page also provided a space where people could discuss reports on the fire 

candidly.  

Through their own research the respondents suggested that many relief organisations reacted from 

information on their page, without being active on the page. In addition they found that a large 

number of the donations received, were made based on what people saw on the Facebook page. As 

shown by the respondents, impact of immediate and clear communication during a disaster, cannot 

be emphasised strongly enough. 

The respondents set up a trust account to which donations could be made and in which people could 

specify the goals that the donation needed to be used for. They regularly reported on the progress 

of this account and the bank statements were regularly made available on their Facebook page. 

Community self-organising influence on stakeholder relationships

The respondents were keen to verify information with the JOC before posting it on their Facebook 

page and engage with the municipality, but found the process to slow and cumbersome and 

proceeded without JOC approval. The relationship between the municipality and community groups 

deteriorated as the disaster progressed and the respondents were informed that the municipality 

were “…not happy about the page”.  

The municipality took note of the social media pages initiated by the community over which they 

had no control. They however, stated strongly that it was seen as their responsibility to organise the 
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rescue and relief effort with the community organisations involved, by being the link between 

donations and receivers, as per the Disaster Management regulations.

The result was that both parties in the strained relationship to some extent stopped involving the 

other in their communication attempts stifling all collaboration. Although Edelenbos et al. (2018) 

argued that they found governments to be positive about community self-organisation initiatives, it 

was not the case in this instance. This could be attributed to various issues, such as the pressure 

under which the municipalities had to operate, the lack of clear guidelines on how to involve 

spontaneous community self-organisation while still retaining the responsibility, or historical 

mistrust in the relationship. 

Interestingly in this case the community members were more positive than the governmental 

entities to have a collaborative relationship during the disaster. The respondents suggested that 

having community members involved in communication coordination could assist the municipalities, 

as the community members can “…work around red tape, where the municipality cannot”. 

The respondents suggested that it was in the disaster management team’s interest that community 

members had vested interest in good communication flow during the disaster. The respondents 

found that trust could also be created in messaging as the information is found to be timeous, 

helpful and accurate. 

Speed at which in-disaster communication needed to flow

Although it is agreed that communication should flow fast from the disaster managers to those 

affected, the speed and vastness of information flow has not been specifically mentioned in 

literature. 

During this disaster the communication flow at Local Municipality level seemed particularly slow, 

due to the process that had to be followed. The Joint Operations Centre (JOC) needed to meet and 

then a situational report was produced from which the media, and through the media, other 

stakeholders were informed twice daily. 

To reach the local community the municipal communication practitioner noted that information 

changed rapidly and that social media had to be updated “…every 10 minutes…” with new 

information. The municipality did not have any social media software to assist them in managing the 

situation.  
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The community’s view on the speed at which new information needed to be circulated was different 

from that suggested by the municipalities. The community argued that the need for regular updates 

was necessitated by the constantly changing disaster situation.

The amount of information posted to the centralised Facebook Page was vast. One respondent 

noted: “…at the start of the disaster the page was updated every 30 seconds to 1 minute, with more 

than 640 posts for the first day alone”. Up until day 40 they posted more than 2500 times. The 

volume was so great that it alerted Facebook and the posts were taken down. The respondents had 

to contact Facebook to explain the situation to be able to continue sending out information. Due to 

this some of the initial posts could not be retrieved for analysis.

In addition, the respondents dealt with more than 1500 Facebook Messenger messages a day, over 

and above the WhatsApp calls and messages they received. 

It is clear that the vast task of sending timeous information out during a disaster, would be difficult 

for a disaster management team that might already be under pressure due to various other 

challenges they are facing. It would seem that there is a ripe opportunity for communities to assist in 

this sphere of disaster management by spontaneously self-organising disaster related 

communication, preferably in collaboration with the disaster management actions.

6. Discussion, recommendations and conclusion 

The study reiterated what was found in previous studies: that communities will strive to survive 

disasters (Hobfoll 2012, in Williams and Sheperd 2016). 

One of the main contributions of this research is that it gives one of the first clear indications of the 

speed and scope of communication needed during a disaster. The finding further suggests that the 

communication expectation during a disaster is much bigger than previously anticipated. If assumed 

that messages need to be sent out every 30 seconds to a minute, it becomes clear that a very robust, 

proactive communication team and communication channels needs to be in place and trained 

before a disaster. It remains problematic that the messages need to be sent out quicker than what 

the JOC process and disaster management process can facilitate. It would seem that the 

development of spontaneous communicative self-organisation of communities could possibly relate 
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to this challenge. However, these community groups could also be an untapped resource for disaster 

management teams, given that a way of working together where accountability according to the 

regulatory frameworks stays with the governmental institutions, can be found. 

Various challenges to disaster management was mentioned. The study highlighted the need for a 

robust, trusting relationship between municipalities and communities before a disaster hits. It 

seemed that there were little understanding between the municipality and community in terms of 

their roles and responsibilities during the disaster, which proved detrimental to their relationship. 

The community interpreted the lack of information from the government as a lack of involvement 

and willingness to assist. The municipalities also did not expect that communities could contribute to 

the disaster management effort, leading to them trying to gain control offer the community’s self-

organisation efforts. These views negatively influenced the trust relationships and the disaster 

management efforts. 

From the research it can be argued that the characteristics of such community leaders should display 

a motivation for resilience creation for the whole community. This highly motivated resource need 

to be recognised. 

Communication professionals could play a positive, strategic role in guiding relationship building as 

preparation for disaster management and part of increasing community resilience (Gupta 2012). 

Such activities would align with the guidelines from the Amended Disaster Management Act (2015).

The recommendations from this study includes that a proactive approach to the phenomenon needs 

to be developed and followed. This proactive approach would unfold on two levels:

● Firstly, on DRR policy and framework level, the willingness and ability of community 

volunteers to assist with communication actions during a disaster should be acknowledged. 

The Amended Disaster Management Act 2015 to some level hints toward this, but still does 

not provide best practice guidelines. Frameworks and standards for the management of 

disasters should incorporate the opportunity for community members to spontaneously 

contribute during the disaster, and not only in resilience building before, or rehabilitation 

efforts after the disaster. Providing formation on this issue, and adding more research to 

highlighting the phenomenon to the UNISDR, could see it taken up into the next Framework 

for DRR. On an operational level, the ICS system could be expanded to allow for community 
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members to join the process – even when not pre-trained in the system. More detail on how 

this can be done need to be investigated and negotiated.

● Secondly, local municipalities and disaster management centres need to be able to 

incorporate community self-organisation into their disaster management efforts. However, 

this can only be done when strong relationships, in which there is trust, is built between the 

community and municipality pre-disaster as an ongoing stakeholder relationship 

management effort. Currently disaster management centres make use of Advisory Forums 

to engage with various stakeholders, including the community. This research suggests that 

more engagement than the Advisory Forums is needed. Since it is hard to predict which 

community members will be able to assist during a disaster, these stakeholder relationships 

needs to run deep and wide into the community. 

It could beneficial for local municipalities or disaster management centres, as part of their 

relationship building efforts pre-disaster, (i) to draft engagement rules with stakeholders 

that incorporate their expectations of each other pre-, in- and post-disaster, (ii) create a 

framework on disaster communication involvement from the community that could guide 

future actions, and (iii) agree on a basic collaborative communication plan for a disaster. 

 Lastly, a communication practitioner understanding the possibilities and challenges of 

spontaneous community communication during a disaster, could assist in enacting a 

strategic role by pro-actively advising the disaster management team on issues. 

7. Research limitations and suggestions for future research 

Bean (2018) motivates for research on communication in disasters as “vitally needed”, and argues 

that the results can contribute to further community resilience. Although this study only focussed on 

one disaster, the trend of the disaster “victims” providing a valuable communication resource need 

to be further explored to provide clear policy frameworks and best practice. 

Future studies could compare various examples of community self-organisation of communication 

during disasters, and test best practice suggestions to reach a prescribe code of practice. Including 

large scale studies viewing this phenomenon from a community perspective would also illuminate 
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the constraints of those affected by disasters and their motivation for action and selection of action 

routes to take. Network theory could also be used to understand the spontaneous development of 

community leaders that drive community self-organisation efforts. 
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Challenges in stakeholders self-organising to enhance disaster 

communication

ABTRACT

Purpose - This paper combines disaster risk reduction (DRR) and communication management 

literature to investigate the challenges and opportunities encountered when stakeholders 

spontaneously self-organise communication efforts during a disaster. The 2017 Knysna Fire Disaster 

in South Africa is used as context.

Research methodology - The qualitative, exploratory research was supported by data obtained 

through thematic analysis of qualitative in-depth interviews and the Facebook page created by the 

community. Information from the disaster debrief was also included. 

Findings - The findings suggest that disaster information needs to be sent every 30 seconds to a 

minute to coordinate rescue and relief efforts. The challenges for disaster management teams to 

manage this mammoth task and the role that the self-organising community played in assisting the 

communication process was found not to be recognised in disaster management policies or systems. 

This adversely affected the work of the disaster management team and stakeholder relationship. 

Research limitations - This study focussed on one disaster. Future studies could possibly compare 

various disaster examples to provide even greater insight into the self-organising communicative 

behaviour of those affected by disasters. 

Originality/value - The research gives one of the first clear indications of the scope of disaster 

communication needed during a disaster. It also highlights the community’s ability to contribute to 

communication management during a disaster, and which is not catered for in the practice, 

guidelines, or management systems used for disaster management. 

KEYWORDS Disaster communication, Knysna Fire Disaster, Stakeholder communication, Disaster 

management, Communication management 

Paper type Research paper
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Challenges in stakeholders self-organising to enhance disaster 

communication

1. Introduction and purpose of the study 

Communities self-organising through social media during a disaster has been well documented. 

Some examples include 2005 Hurricane Katrina, 2007 San Diego wildfires, 2007 Virginia School 

Shooting, Sichuan 2008 earthquake, 2009 Red River Floods, 2010 Haiti earthquake, 2013 Influenza A 

Outbreak in China, and the 2013 Xavier snowstorm in Belarus (Nan and Lu 2014; Shkaruba et al. 

2015; Villagra & Quintana 2017).

Hobfoll (2012, in Williams and Sheperd 2016) support this phenomenon by declaring that the 

community “…have a phoenix-like tendency to re-emerge from the ashes of disaster and apparent 

defeat. Culture and survival depends on this”. Delica-Willison and Gaillard (2012) agreed that 

communities collectively find solutions to challenges and are able to be a role player during a 

disasters. To this end, social media is used with greater regularity (Al-Taie and Ali 2017). 

Although more research into communities’ dynamic self-organisation and interaction with 

government during disasters are needed (Edelenbos et al 2018), some authors have started to 

highlight repeated themes that are emerging in such cases. Nan and Lu (2014) argued that the 

communities’ self-organising online actions are mainly spontaneous, decentralised and uncontrolled. 

The activities were not specifically and proactively planned, but yet involved a large number of 

people and continued to evolve as new and relevant information became available. 

When combining communities’ resilience with the availability of social media like WhatsApp, 

Facebook, and Twitter, it could be argued that the previously regarded “helpless victims”, have 

access to resources to make a communication contribution during a disaster. By using the strengths 

of the communities, they could support governmental disaster management efforts (Cole and 

Murhpy, 2014; Ng, 2016). 

However, from a disaster management point of view, such community led initiatives could lead to a 

loss of disaster communication control and impede on institutions’ limited resources as the  

community communicative actions falls outside of the formal disaster management structures. 

Issues like harnessing this resource, power distribution and managing accountability, needs more 
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clarification (Delica-Willison and Gaillard, 2012; Jiang and Ritchie, 2017). Also a lack of trust, which is 

vitally important to facilitate the communication process between government and communities, 

would be further exasperated under the pressure of a disaster (Folke et al., 2005).

The aim of the study is therefore not to analyse the networking within the community, but rather by 

combining communication management and disaster risk reduction literature, gain insight into the 

process of how the self-organising community can be working collaboratively with disaster 

management. Given the above, the research objectives against the background of the 2017 Knysna 

Fire Disaster, South Africa, is to: (i) provide insight into the reasons why communities self-organise 

during a disaster by highlighting the challenges experienced by the various parties involved during 

the disaster, (ii) explore the challenges of this situation for efficient disaster management during the 

disaster, and (iii) to make recommendations based on the findings. The study follows a 

phenomenological approach operationalised through qualitative research methods.

2. Literature study: disasters and community-led communication initiatives

Input from disaster management and communication management theory is conceptually combined 

to frame the study within the systems paradigm. As a starting point key concepts are defined 

followed by a discussion on communication for community resilience, and an overview of the main 

guiding documents and frameworks for such a scenario. 

Defining key concepts

The key concepts used in the study include crisis, disaster and community self-organisation. 

 Differentiating between a crisis and a disaster

A crisis as viewed in communication management literature is an organisational event that 

“…threatens important expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety, 

environmental, and economic issues, and can seriously impact an organization’s 

performance and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs 2015). In contrast a disaster can be 

defined as the “….disruption of the life of a community; and … is of a magnitude that 

exceeds the ability of those affected by the disaster to cope with its effects using only their 

own resources” (South Africa 2002). The UNISDR (2017) indicates that the impact of a 

disaster can be seen on human, material, economic and/or environmental level. 
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At its most fundamental level, disasters are seen as large scale and require governmental 

response, but can overlap with a crisis (Coombs 2015). On a more philosophical level, the 

crisis situation differs from a disaster in that the aim of communication before, during and 

after the disaster is not aimed at limiting reputational damage, or viewed from an 

organisational or governmental standpoint. Rather, the view is to create survival and 

resilience by viewing the disaster from a situational or contextual viewpoint, to understand 

the roles that all those involved and affected can play to alleviate and resolve the situation 

(Le Roux 2013). 

In this interdisciplinary field one could argue that communication management principles 

could assist disaster management with guidance on the community communication 

activities taking place during a disaster. 

 Defining community self-organisation

Community self-organisation is described as a process driven by the community rather than 

government in which the community drives the content and process of participation. It 

therefore differs from community development where the government organise and drive 

the community engagement. Community self-organisation, due to its uncontrolled nature, 

pushes government policy to newly define interaction and engagement with communities 

(Edelenbos et al. 2017). In essence communities push towards creating resilience. 

Communicative self-organising communities as an act of resilience

In the field of disaster management the focus has shifted to disaster risk reduction (DRR) where 

there is a greater focus on preparedness, in order to create community resilience (Le Roux 2013). 

DRR practice refers to “…reducing disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse and manage 

the causal factors of disasters, including through reduced exposure to hazards, lessened vulnerability 

of people and property, wise management of land and the environment, and improved 

preparedness for adverse events” (UNISDR 2013). 

The DRR focus is strongly on pre-disaster conversations, assessments and actions with stakeholders 

like the community, to prepare for disasters and allow the community’s resilience to disasters to 

grow. Activities like risk assessments are the starting point from where community resilience can be 

built. Within resilience building, a large focus is placed on collaboration with communities and using 

strengths from the communities to enhance their response capacity (Concern Worldwide 2015). 
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Therefore community resilience refers to how well the community, as a system, can adapt their own 

structure, functions and identity, to the disaster event (Villagra & Quintana 2017). In contrast a non-

resilient community will be called vulnerable. 

From this view resilience is seen as a characteristic that can continually be improved to provide 

those effected by a disaster with greater coping skills. It suggests that those effected are able to 

contribute to the DRR process. Within this definition it is clear that the communities at the heart of 

the disaster have a larger role to play in the preparation and management of the disaster. 

In similar vain, Pitt and Treen (2016), who examined the points of communication failure in four 

disasters argued that it is an ongoing challenge to know how a disaster will influence communication 

plans. Their remedy to the situation is to suggest that “…ownership of the disaster plan should be 

devolved as broadly as possible in the community for which it is formulated”.  Such proactive 

communication management initiatives should be supported by policies (Gupta 2012). 

It would seem that shared power between the community and government is implied. Specifically 

where governmental institutions are limited and there is some form of external threat (Edelenbos et 

al. 2018; Shkaruba et al. 2015). Traditional crisis and disaster management favour a centralised plan 

and control of the situation, which can guarantee fast decision making and resource allocation (Nan 

and Lu 2014). However, resilience seems to dictate that there should be an agreement of a degree of 

power sharing between the government and communities, similar to control mutuality (Hon and 

Grunig 1999). Unfortunately, most governmental approaches include developing a plan and then 

involving stakeholders to collaborate within these frameworks. “Complex social dynamics, such as 

trust building and power relations, have often been underestimated and the view of social 

relationships simplified” (Folke et al. 2005). 

In the disaster situation where the community starts to self-organise, the government or emergency 

and disaster responders are not in control and dictating the communication flow of the event. This 

reaction from the community on the disaster is fuelled by their need for survival.

Edelenbos et al. (2018) define self-organisation as a concept deduced from systems thinking where 

new structures form out of chaos in order to create a new equilibrium. In addition the development 

of social media and communities engaging with the media, further challenges and disrupts the 

organised disaster management system in an effort to create equilibrium for the communities from 
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their point of view (Nan and Lu 2014). This could explain the move away from a centralised to 

spontaneous online activity, as a desperate measure for the community system to reach equilibrium 

through an orderly response. Arendt and Alesch (2015) agrees by arguing the need for communities 

to be self-organising and adaptive social systems.

Particularly interesting is to note the perseverance and commitment of the community members 

driving these efforts. Edelenbos et al. (2018) hinted that the organisers need to have a certain 

“…personality and tactical flexibility”.

In contrast to the community actions, governments find it challenging to secure the long term 

participation of communities in DRR efforts in preparation for a disaster (O’Brien et al. 2012). 

Additionally, the complexity of the division of responsibility among agencies and governmental 

levels involved in a disaster, challenge the productive involvement of the community (Managi and 

Guan 2017).

Spialek et al. (2016) argues that this focus on resilience in particular, creates opportunities for 

communication practitioners and scholars, as assistance with strategies to engage and build 

relationships with communities becomes increasingly important. This paper furthers the above 

argument to show that communication management can also contribute to community 

communication and collaboration during the disaster, by utilizing the community’s communicative 

resilience.  

Communication management literature advocates a pro-active approach to communication 

planning, combined with an inclusive stakeholder perspective that encourages collaboration and 

power sharing (Grunig et al. 2002; Steyn and Puth 2000). Stakeholder relationship management 

theory suggests that through transparent and ethical communication mutually beneficial, long-term 

relationships that balance the interests of all parties, and share power, can be built (Grunig et al. 

2002). Similarly communication management advocates proactive stakeholder relationship building 

in an effort to build strong relationships built on trust, commitment and control mutuality as defined 

by Hon and Grunig (1999) and which can survive a pressured environment. 

Communication practitioners could advice disaster management on how to create the elements of 

trust in a relationship by enhancing integrity, dependability and by showing competence. Particularly 

in disaster situations where the governmental abilities could be limited due to various reasons, the 

community is most strongly waiting for a show of competence and in its absence, will self-organise. 
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The benefit to the stakeholder, as much as to the organisation, is considered an important outcome 

of the communicative effort (Ledingham 2003). It is argued that these foci can contribute greatly to 

the DRR field (Le Roux 2013; Le Roux 2014). However, accountability and guidelines for possible life-

threatening outcomes of the shared communicative efforts, as found in the disaster management 

arena, is less clear. 

Guiding documents and frameworks

To assist and guide disaster management actions by governments, there are four global guiding 

frameworks applicable to this study, namely The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the 

Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), The UN’s Resilient Cities Programme and The GNDR Indicators of 

Good Local Government. Overall these guidelines seem to suggest a focus on pre-disaster and/or 

post-disaster collaboration with communities. The in-disaster communicative value of the 

community is not clearly stipulated.

The guiding document in the disaster risk reduction field, The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR 2015), suggests a strong focus on pre-disaster cooperation between 

government and other stakeholders on issues like structures and policies. The aim of the 

collaboration is suggested to be on the creation of collaborative structures and policies in 

preparation for a disaster (UNISDR 2015). The Framework advocates that the particular government 

involved retain overall responsibility and accountability for the management of the disaster, thereby 

cementing their communicative power.

The predecessor of the Sendai Framework, the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), focuses strongly 

on the local application of disaster risk measures by appealing to governments to “…enhance and 

support disaster risk assessment and related processes” (UNISDR 2005). Both frameworks are 

supported by 180 countries under leadership of the United Nations. Although advocating a proactive 

approach, guidance on in-disaster community communication is not given.

The UN’s Resilient Cities Programme provides a ten-point checklist to guide local government on 

community engagement. The checklist focusses on pre-disaster and post-disaster actions. It suggests 

that DRR should be based on community participation and that governments must build local 

alliances. Post-disaster governments are urged to put community needs at the centre of 

reconstruction (UNISDR 2012). The Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) indicators of good 

local government suggest that citizens should have insight into their DRR efforts through advisory 
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boards. It also suggests that government should: “Promote active participation [in DRR] by assigning 

particular roles and responsibilities to each group of stakeholders involved” (Nahem 2009). In both 

cases the in-disaster value of community communication needs more attention.

In practice, the Incident Command System (ICS) is used as a globally recognised disaster 

management coordination system by various countries such as the USA, UK, Australia and recently 

adopted in South Africa (WCG 2013). The system is seen as a management method that brings 

stability in a disaster by coordinating all activities on behalf of the responsible government. The ICS 

extensively guides the communication during a disaster, and encourage communication from the ICS 

team to outside stakeholders through roles like the liaison officer. ICS planning does not currently 

allow for the community affected by the disaster to spontaneously manage a section of the ICS 

functions (like communication), unless it was pre-planned and integrated into the ICS system ex-

post, and community members has to be trained in ICS (FEMA 2017). 

Becker and Van Niekerk (2014) argue that although the South African disaster risk governance is one 

of the most forward thinking in the world, the execution of these frameworks are lacking. Van 

Niekerk (2014; 2015) adds that in particular there are no clear practical guidelines for the lower 

levels of government (municipalities), who are in direct contact with the affected communities, 

when there is a need for “…strong community engagement” (Van Niekerk 2015). In addition, the 

South African Disaster Management Act No 57 of 2002, only encourage volunteer action if training 

was given before the disaster and the volunteers are willing to work in a structured environment. It 

is also suggested that municipalities should carefully manage the possibility of spontaneous and 

uncontrolled volunteer action. 

The Amended Disaster Management Act (2015) has a stronger focus on community inclusion when 

referring to emergency preparedness, and expects Disaster Management to show how community-

based adaptation approaches will be included in their disaster management plan. There is no further 

clarity on how the spontaneous organising community can be included in the in-disaster scenario, 

with a push for the disaster management centres to plan for such behaviour in advance. 
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3. Context of the study

Knysna is part of the tourist area, the Garden Route, in South Africa. From the 7 June 2017, for more 

than two weeks, a fire fuelled by storm winds raged, leading to the largest mobilisation of South 

African firefighters in the country’s history (De Villiers, 2017). At times more than 26 separate fires 

were burning concurrently. More than 1100 houses were destroyed, with a further 385 houses and 

69 schools left damaged by the fire. The death toll amounted to nine people. The South African 

National Defence Force provided 150 troops as security for vacated properties that could be looted, 

and to assist in water-bombing operations (BBC, 2017). In total 11 Oryx helicopters were used for 

water bombing at a cost of R13 million (≈£650 000) because the typography of the landscape added 

to the complexities of fighting the fires. 

The road leading into and out of Knysna had to be closed, making rescue and relief access almost 

impossible (Anon, 2017; Clarke and Joseph, 2017; Vegter, 2017). Some residents that were trapped 

by the fire, were moved by the National Sea Rescue Institute and volunteers via the sea to safety, 

whilst others sheltered on the beach. In addition to evacuating private residences, old age homes, 

hospitals and tourist accommodation also had to be evacuated. 

In the chaos that ensued, communication cables and towers, and electricity cables were destroyed 

within the first few hours of the disaster, which disrupted municipal disaster communication to the 

community (Vegter, 2017). This rendered only social media and applications, like WhatsApp and 

Facebook, as communication tools.

The Knysna Fire was classified as a disaster in its early stages, and as such the government had to 

take the lead and responsibility in the disaster management efforts by means of the actions of the 

Disaster Management Centre and municipalities involved. 

The government structures involved in this disaster was the Western Cape Provincial Government, 

the Eden District Municipality, and the Knysna Local Municipality. At the time of the Knysna Fire, the 

Western Cape Provincial Government was facing six further disasters including local service delivery 

protests and a severe drought. 

A few days before the fire, a strong winter storm hit the municipality with high winds, lightning, and 

rough seas, which resulted in collapsing homes, fires and fatalities (BBC 2017). The storm hit Cape 
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Town first and then continued to batter the rest of the municipal area. The strong winds from this 

storm played a significant role in the Knysna Fire disaster (Aljazeera 2017). At the time of the storm, 

approximately 10 000 people, out of a population of 77 000, had to be evacuated from their homes 

in Knysna (BBC 2017). A government facing more than one disaster, with limited communication 

capability, seems to be the scenario that municipalities have faced before during disasters, and such 

a situation is frequently described in DRR literature. 

The disaster management centre for the Knysna area, is situated in the Eden District Municipality, 

which is located in George, a town close to Knysna. The Knysna Local Municipality played a key role 

in the Knysna Fire Disaster, as they were closest to the communities involved. 

4. Research method 

A phenomenological approach was used in order to understand the lived experience from those 

involved in managing and co-ordinating the community social media reaction to the 2017 Knysna 

Fire Disaster, in order to extract the universal characteristics of the phenomenon (Hillman and Radel 

2018; Taylor et al. 2015).

A qualitative research strategy allowed the research sufficient flexibility to explore the topic under 

investigation, understand the complexities of the situation, and provide sufficient information to 

answer the research questions. In particular semi-structured interviews, content analysis and 

participant observation was used. Using these flexible and dynamic research methods allowed the 

researcher sufficient time to explore the research topic to produce descriptive data that develop 

insight on how people acted and thought, as well as take practical considerations of accessing 

people otherwise not available, into account (Taylor et al. 2015). 

The research approach and strategy dictated that a small number of information rich participants 

were needed that could provide insight into the research topic (Hillman and Radel 2018; Taylor et al. 

2015). The interview schedule was conducted based on the themes identified in literature. The semi-

structured interviews allowed for questions to be rephrased and further delve into detail as 

necessary. The interviews provided sufficient data and reached data saturation (Taylor et al. 2015). 

The interviews were conducted in August 2017, just more than 2 months after the fire, which 

ensured that the experience was still vivid in the interviewees’ minds. 
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The interviewees included the Disaster Manager, Communication Manager, two Communication 

Officers and two Communication Interns who formed the communication team that worked on the 

disaster from the Eden Municipality. The Communication Officer from the Knysna Municipality was 

also included as the main source of information from this municipality to the community. All those 

with responsibility for communication during the disaster from municipal and district municipality 

level were included in this sample. Qualitative studies does not require large sample as the depth of 

the data provides the richness that is sought for insight. The interview data was analysed through 

thematic analysis. The themes were distilled from the data and within the larger framework of the 

literature conceptualisation. 

To incorporate the view from the community, in-depth interviews with the two community 

members that originated a Facebook page central in self-organising the community, was done. In 

addition, content analysis of the first month’s (June-July 2017) content on this Facebook page was 

included. The content analysis provided triangulation with the data given by the community 

interviewees, and supported the findings as interpreted from the community’s point of view.

The researchers also attended the debriefing of the disaster from 31 July to 1 August 2017 held in 

Cape Town, organised by the Western Cape Provincial Disaster Risk Management Centre, to further 

understand the context of the disaster. Various players that were involved in the disasters managed 

by this specific disaster management centre, presented their insights with panel discussions and 

conversations. As participant observers the researchers were able to gain a greater understanding of 

the complexities of the situation and context of the disaster that assisted in the interpretation of the 

results (Hillman and Radel 2018).

5. Findings 

The findings will be discussed according to the themes identified in literature.

 

Challenges in disaster management as motivation for community self-organisation

From a DRR view that advocates pro-activeness and a structured approach to managing a disaster, it 

was clear that the Knysna Local Municipality was under immense strain during the disaster. In a 

disaster like the Knysna Fire, the Local Municipality may opt to manage the disaster from their own 

local JOC with support from the District Municipality, which was done in this case. This decision 
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could be argued to have political influence as the municipality could show their worth. Although 

having the JOC closer to the disaster to facilitate quicker firefighting reaction could have been 

argued to negatively impact communication to the community, as the municipalities limited 

communication resources were even further stretched.  Facing issues such as limited capabilities 

during a disaster is expected, however, it motivates the need for greater community action for 

resilience, as motivated by authors such as Edelenbos et al. (2018), Nan and Lu (2014) and 

Theocharis et al. (2017).

The municipalities managed the disaster from the regulatory guidance given, but faced practical 

difficulties in collaborating with the spontaneous self-organising community. Especially given that 

the way in which the community self-organised could not have been predicted in advance. The 

community members who ran the Facebook page admitted that it would not have been something 

they would have considered beforehand. Therefore, even the requirements from the Amended 

Disaster Management Act (2015) to proactively plan for such events, in practice, was challenging. 

Challenges for communication management as motivation for community self-organisation

Regarding communication channel management and information flow, the Western Cape Local 

Government specifically remarked on the importance of using both traditional and social media in 

combination during disasters. The Local Government reiterated the importance of early warning 

messages to communities and that two-way information flow, without referring to it being 

symmetrical or not, should be encouraged. However, they confirmed that in practice these ideals 

were hard to reach due to the challenges experienced during the disaster. 

The Local Municipality faced serious communication challenges from very early on in the disaster. 

Their usual communication channels included a presence on Facebook, Twitter and a Municipal App. 

However, when all telephone communication were lost early in the disaster, the municipality had to 

ask the community to contact them by sending messages through Facebook Messenger as 

emergency response. These messages were then relayed to the JOC (Joint Operations Centre) 

manually. After a decision was made for action by the JOC, the written message was fed back to the 

community member via Facebook Messenger. The communication practitioner mentioned that 

“…social media was going crazy…”, as they tried to manage the situation. From a disaster 

management perspective this was problematic as there would be no clear record of disaster related 

calls and actions, impacting on accountability. This in return would negatively impact the 

community’s view of municipal competence (Hon and Grunig 1999).
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The municipal communication teams had to respond to a large number of media and other 

messages and facilitate numerous queries.  This kept them from initiating information on logistical 

arrangements for relief donations and this information was only made available from 3 days after 

the disaster. In addition, the disaster management team first priority was to contain the disaster and 

information on a clear procedure for the handling and monitoring of donations was not immediately 

made available. As indicated before, this once again allows room for the community to self-organise. 

Although communication professionals took the lead for communication during the disaster, the 

challenges they had to overcome severely impacted their ability to showcase their strategic worth. 

The Disaster Management Centre located at the Eden District Municipality, makes use of the 

communication services of the district municipal communication practitioners. These practitioners 

have to continue with their day-to-day job and facilitate the disaster communication. In addition, the 

communicators were not specifically trained in the ICS system used. However, they do know that 

communication should be involved from a very early stage in the disaster and play a central role in 

contributing to response, rescue and recovery. Both the Centre and the practitioners tried to be as 

proactive as possible within the constraints they experienced. 

At the time of the disaster the Local Municipality did not have an appointed Communication 

Manager, and the Communication Officer was assisted by a Communication Intern. When keeping in 

mind the amount of information that needs to be communicated during a disaster, the municipality 

needed communicative support.  

From the interviews it was clear that both municipalities and in particular the communication 

practitioners was under immense pressure during a situation that was foreign to them, and which 

combined the worst case scenarios in terms of losing established means of communication with 

stakeholders. 

On a positive note, the practitioners remarked that the disaster lead community members not active 

on social media to become active participants as a result of the disaster. The local municipality’s 

Facebook page numbers increased from 5 000 to 10 000 members during the disaster. 
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Profiling the lead community members

Before the disaster the husband and wife team that set up the Knysna Fire 7 June 2017 Facebook 

page, was well ingrained in the Knysna society and included in various WhatsApp groups for the 

area, specifically a women’s WhatsApp group that also included the mayor. They have business 

interests in the area and showed clear commitment for the area and community to thrive. 

Their actions to create a Facebook page came from them wanting to make a contribution during the 

disaster in order to assist the community. They realised that there was a need to consolidate 

information from various Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp groups, to a centralised place for the 

community to be able to access information in a more structured way. This aligns clearly with the 

view that the community was trying to reach equilibrium in a chaotic environment (Arendt and 

Alesch 2015; Nan and Lu 2014).

Apart from coordinating disaster related information, the team also tracked financial donation 

schemes that were set up on social media pages, due to the risk of opportunistic individuals trying to 

exploit on the situation. They asked pages like Back-a-Buddy to verify the intentions of those that 

created the requests and “…some of the pages were taken down as they were found to be bad 

guys.” 

In agreement with Edelenbos et al. (2018), the lead community members were able to, under great 

pressure, to be flexible in working with various parties to collate information, and showed unique 

personal characteristics such as commitment, an embedded interest, dedication and a strong moral 

obligation. Through communication, the actions from a few individuals were able to improve the 

resilience of a larger community, by enabling the community to adapt to the event (Villagra & 

Quintana 2017).

A description of communicative self-organisation by the community

The Knysna Fire 7 June 2017 Facebook page is an artefact that represents community’s striving for 

resilience during a disaster. 

Both the interview with the community members and Facebook analysis confirmed that the in the 

first 3 days the page focussed most on relaying information from people on the ground, directing 

firefighters, evacuation messages, distress calls, updates on fire spread, and posts on animal welfare. 

Some information on disaster aid and relief coordination of distribution points were noted. 
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On the second day, posts focussed on the above and also messages of support for those affected by 

the disaster, sharing messages, photos and official letters. On the third day posts highlighted 

information on fires that were still burning, coordinating donations and relief aid, reuniting owners 

and pets, searches for missing persons, and organising and bringing together people wanting to 

volunteer. Practical information on immediate assistance people could get from insurance 

companies was also shared, together with contact details of the municipality. At this point the 

Airbnb disaster tool was also activated. On the Facebook page appreciation for firefighters are also 

shown and received great reaction. Another favourite was the map updates that were created by 

volunteers on the ground in the area. 

After 2 weeks the page turned more to donation and relief coordination to show the community 

needs. There was also a strong focus on messages of hope and future activities and tourist incentives 

to rebuild the area.  The page also provided a space where people could discuss reports on the fire 

candidly.  

Through their own research the respondents suggested that many relief organisations reacted from 

information on their page, without being active on the page. In addition they found that a large 

number of the donations received, were made based on what people saw on the Facebook page. As 

shown by the respondents, impact of immediate and clear communication during a disaster, cannot 

be emphasised strongly enough. 

The respondents set up a trust account to which donations could be made and in which people could 

specify the goals that the donation needed to be used for. They regularly reported on the progress 

of this account and the bank statements were regularly made available on their Facebook page. 

Community self-organising influence on stakeholder relationships

The respondents were keen to verify information with the JOC before posting it on their Facebook 

page and engage with the municipality, but found the process to slow and cumbersome and 

proceeded without JOC approval. The relationship between the municipality and community groups 

deteriorated as the disaster progressed and the respondents were informed that the municipality 

were “…not happy about the page”.  

The municipality took note of the social media pages initiated by the community over which they 

had no control. They however, stated strongly that it was seen as their responsibility to organise the 
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rescue and relief effort with the community organisations involved, by being the link between 

donations and receivers, as per the Disaster Management regulations.

The result was that both parties in the strained relationship to some extent stopped involving the 

other in their communication attempts stifling all collaboration. Although Edelenbos et al. (2018) 

argued that they found governments to be positive about community self-organisation initiatives, it 

was not the case in this instance. This could be attributed to various issues, such as the pressure 

under which the municipalities had to operate, the lack of clear guidelines on how to involve 

spontaneous community self-organisation while still retaining the responsibility, or historical 

mistrust in the relationship. 

Interestingly in this case the community members were more positive than the governmental 

entities to have a collaborative relationship during the disaster. The respondents suggested that 

having community members involved in communication coordination could assist the municipalities, 

as the community members can “…work around red tape, where the municipality cannot”. 

The respondents suggested that it was in the disaster management team’s interest that community 

members had vested interest in good communication flow during the disaster. The respondents 

found that trust could also be created in messaging as the information is found to be timeous, 

helpful and accurate. 

Speed at which in-disaster communication needed to flow

Although it is agreed that communication should flow fast from the disaster managers to those 

affected, the speed and vastness of information flow has not been specifically mentioned in 

literature. 

During this disaster the communication flow at Local Municipality level seemed particularly slow, 

due to the process that had to be followed. The Joint Operations Centre (JOC) needed to meet and 

then a situational report was produced from which the media, and through the media, other 

stakeholders were informed twice daily. 

To reach the local community the municipal communication practitioner noted that information 

changed rapidly and that social media had to be updated “…every 10 minutes…” with new 

information. The municipality did not have any social media software to assist them in managing the 

situation.  
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The community’s view on the speed at which new information needed to be circulated was different 

from that suggested by the municipalities. The community argued that the need for regular updates 

was necessitated by the constantly changing disaster situation.

The amount of information posted to the centralised Facebook Page was vast. One respondent 

noted: “…at the start of the disaster the page was updated every 30 seconds to 1 minute, with more 

than 640 posts for the first day alone”. Up until day 40 they posted more than 2500 times. The 

volume was so great that it alerted Facebook and the posts were taken down. The respondents had 

to contact Facebook to explain the situation to be able to continue sending out information. Due to 

this some of the initial posts could not be retrieved for analysis.

In addition, the respondents dealt with more than 1500 Facebook Messenger messages a day, over 

and above the WhatsApp calls and messages they received. 

It is clear that the vast task of sending timeous information out during a disaster, would be difficult 

for a disaster management team that might already be under pressure due to various other 

challenges they are facing. It would seem that there is a ripe opportunity for communities to assist in 

this sphere of disaster management by spontaneously self-organising disaster related 

communication, preferably in collaboration with the disaster management actions.

6. Discussion, recommendations and conclusion 

The study reiterated what was found in previous studies: that communities will strive to survive 

disasters (Hobfoll 2012, in Williams and Sheperd 2016). 

One of the main contributions of this research is that it gives one of the first clear indications of the 

speed and scope of communication needed during a disaster. The finding further suggests that the 

communication expectation during a disaster is much bigger than previously anticipated. If assumed 

that messages need to be sent out every 30 seconds to a minute, it becomes clear that a very robust, 

proactive communication team and communication channels needs to be in place and trained 

before a disaster. It remains problematic that the messages need to be sent out quicker than what 

the JOC process and disaster management process can facilitate. It would seem that the 

development of spontaneous communicative self-organisation of communities could possibly relate 
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to this challenge. However, these community groups could also be an untapped resource for disaster 

management teams, given that a way of working together where accountability according to the 

regulatory frameworks stays with the governmental institutions, can be found. 

Various challenges to disaster management was mentioned. The study highlighted the need for a 

robust, trusting relationship between municipalities and communities before a disaster hits. It 

seemed that there were little understanding between the municipality and community in terms of 

their roles and responsibilities during the disaster, which proved detrimental to their relationship. 

The community interpreted the lack of information from the government as a lack of involvement 

and willingness to assist. The municipalities also did not expect that communities could contribute to 

the disaster management effort, leading to them trying to gain control offer the community’s self-

organisation efforts. These views negatively influenced the trust relationships and the disaster 

management efforts. 

From the research it can be argued that the characteristics of such community leaders should display 

a motivation for resilience creation for the whole community. This highly motivated resource need 

to be recognised. 

Communication professionals could play a positive, strategic role in guiding relationship building as 

preparation for disaster management and part of increasing community resilience (Gupta 2012). 

Such activities would align with the guidelines from the Amended Disaster Management Act (2015).

The recommendations from this study includes that a proactive approach to the phenomenon needs 

to be developed and followed. This proactive approach would unfold on two levels:

● Firstly, on DRR policy and framework level, the willingness and ability of community 

volunteers to assist with communication actions during a disaster should be acknowledged. 

The Amended Disaster Management Act 2015 to some level hints toward this, but still does 

not provide best practice guidelines. Frameworks and standards for the management of 

disasters should incorporate the opportunity for community members to spontaneously 

contribute during the disaster, and not only in resilience building before, or rehabilitation 

efforts after the disaster. Providing formation on this issue, and adding more research to 

highlighting the phenomenon to the UNISDR, could see it taken up into the next Framework 

for DRR. On an operational level, the ICS system could be expanded to allow for community 
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members to join the process – even when not pre-trained in the system. More detail on how 

this can be done need to be investigated and negotiated.

● Secondly, local municipalities and disaster management centres need to be able to 

incorporate community self-organisation into their disaster management efforts. However, 

this can only be done when strong relationships, in which there is trust, is built between the 

community and municipality pre-disaster as an ongoing stakeholder relationship 

management effort. Currently disaster management centres make use of Advisory Forums 

to engage with various stakeholders, including the community. This research suggests that 

more engagement than the Advisory Forums is needed. Since it is hard to predict which 

community members will be able to assist during a disaster, these stakeholder relationships 

needs to run deep and wide into the community. 

It could beneficial for local municipalities or disaster management centres, as part of their 

relationship building efforts pre-disaster, (i) to draft engagement rules with stakeholders 

that incorporate their expectations of each other pre-, in- and post-disaster, (ii) create a 

framework on disaster communication involvement from the community that could guide 

future actions, and (iii) agree on a basic collaborative communication plan for a disaster. 

 Lastly, a communication practitioner understanding the possibilities and challenges of 

spontaneous community communication during a disaster, could assist in enacting a 

strategic role by pro-actively advising the disaster management team on issues. 

7. Research limitations and suggestions for future research 

Bean (2018) motivates for research on communication in disasters as “vitally needed”, and argues 

that the results can contribute to further community resilience. Although this study only focussed on 

one disaster, the trend of the disaster “victims” providing a valuable communication resource need 

to be further explored to provide clear policy frameworks and best practice. 

Future studies could compare various examples of community self-organisation of communication 

during disasters, and test best practice suggestions to reach a prescribe code of practice. Including 

large scale studies viewing this phenomenon from a community perspective would similarly 
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illuminate the constraints of those affected by disasters and their motivation for action and selection 

of action routes to take. Network theory could also be used to understand the spontaneous 

development of community leaders that drive community self-organisation efforts. 
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