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Dear Parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Merchiston Lightning Warning System 
 
Last Thursday a teacher at one of the Crawford Schools in Johannesburg was struck by lightning. 
He passed away on Thursday evening. This incident is a very real reminder of the seriousness of 
thunderstorms, and lightning in particular. Today’s Witness reports of 250 lightning strikes over an 
hour period during last Sunday’s storm. 
 
During the December holidays Merchiston installed an electronic lightning warning system. This 
system uses top of the range technology and detects lightning strikes within a 15km radius from 
Merchiston. “Radius” in this system is the word used to detect lightning within our area, but we 
have been assured that this does not mean that the lightning strikes only happen in the middle of 
the storm “circle”. Lightning strikes happen in the whole area of the 15km “radius”. Where it strikes 
first, is of MAJOR CONCERN. 
 
When we went online to check the strikes last week when sport was cancelled, we could not count 
the number of strikes to the ground and between the clouds as there were so many. The threat of 
lightning strikes in Pietermaritzburg and at Merchiston is real. 
 
The Lightning System Functions: 
 

1) When the system picks up lightning strikes within our 15km “radius”, the siren automatically 
goes off. This will be one very long ring. Ten chosen staff members also receive a 
“Merchiston Red” sms and email straight away. We have to clear the fields IMMEDIATELY 
and seek shelter. Urgency in this case is of paramount importance. 

2)  After half an hour, if there has not been another strike within our 15km “radius”, the siren 
will sign the “all clear” through two shorter rings. It is then deemed safe to continue. If there 

NOTE 
A lightning strike at 
Merchiston a few years 
ago! I am standing next 
to the point of entry on 
our main field – notice 
the size of the hole and 
the 4 square metres of 
lateral and upward 
movement of the earth. 
Lightning has to be 
respected. 
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is another strike within the first half an hour after the warning siren, the system immediately 
starts the half an hour again, which means you will be off the fields for an hour. So it 
continues until we get the “all clear”. 

 
Obviously the impact this system will have on our daily routine becomes quite complicated. For 
example, when the siren goes at 15h45, sports practices will be cancelled, because the “all clear” 
call will be at 16h15. Matches might be affected differently, because there might be the chance of 
it continuing after the “all clear” siren.  
 
An area of concern for me is when parents arrive at school and we are under lightening alert [boys 
and staff are under shelter waiting for the all clear]. To clear up any misunderstanding, parents are 
requested to adhere to the following:  
 
 
A. SPORT PRACTICES 

1. Lightening alert – boys will be sent to the Reg Evans Hall and parents who are on the 
premises are expected to follow the safety procedure and seek shelter until the all clear is 
given. 

2. If the practice is cancelled but the all clear has not been given, then staff will keep boys in 
their safe zones. Should a parent wish to take their son home during the lightning alert 
period, the SCHOOL WILL NOT BE ACCOUNTABLE FOR ANY UNTOWARD ACT OF 
NATURE, ie LIGHTNING STRIKE. 

3. Parents collecting boys at aftercare will have to use their discretion regarding collecting 
their son during this lightning alert time and understand that should they decide to collect 
their son from aftercare, the SCHOOL WILL NOT BE ACCOUNTABLE FOR ANY 
UNTOWARD ACT OF NATURE, ie LIGHTNING STRIKE. 
 

B. SPORT FIXTURES 
1. Lightening alert – boys will be sent to the Reg Evans Hall and parents who are on the 

premises are expected to follow the safety procedure and seek shelter until the all clear is 
given. 

2.  Should the alert be indefinite because of the unpredictability of the weather, and if 
Merchiston decides to cancel the fixtures, parents will be permitted to collect their son, but 
with the understanding that the SCHOOL WILL NOT BE ACCOUNTABLE FOR ANY 
UNTOWARD ACT OF NATURE, ie LIGHTNING STRIKE. 

2.  If the “all clear” is given, and time is not a factor, fixtures will resume.  
 
Merchiston will endeavour to keep parents abreast of developments via Coretalk (please connect 
to Coretalk as a matter of absolute necessity).  
  
Please be assured that this policy instruction is in place because your son’s safety is of the utmost 
importance to us. We ask that parents support the use of this system by acting with urgency and 
care, when a lightning strike is imminent. 
 
 
 
 
DAVE BEETAR 
HEADMASTER 
 
 


