Imagine going to work
and facing volcanoes and
earthquakes. Meet four
women who ftravel to the
most dangerous places
on earth — not because
they have to, but
because they want to,
When there's a natural
disaster, they're the
women who're on
standby to assist — and
their work takes them to
places like Iran, Algeria
and the Democratic
Republic of Congo

e firsl time 25-year-old Frauke Dillschriller,
a paramedic and firefighler with the City of
Johannesburg, heard thal thera'd been an
garhgquaks in Iran (December 2003) was when
she was phoned and told to meet at the Berea Fire
Stalion within an hour.
"My first question was what the weather was like, and when
they said minus six, | went into a flat panic,’ she laughs.
| was a bit scarad befaro we left because | dign't really
know what to expect or how I'd cope. Bul you learn to know
your limitations, The eguipment | could lilt and carry around,

ramained sianding, theredy creating capsulas in which
pecple caula survive. But in Iran, the city was completely
flattened. Builzings had simply crumblag because of the
mud and martar they were built with, Wa quickly learmt that
the chanrces of finding survivors wera almaost zera.’

That didn’, howevar, deter the team from driving 1o a new
search arsa each day, sefting up a mini-base station and
sending In the search and rescue dogs

‘I the degs located anything. we'd goin and dig or use
specialised equipmenl to see i the person was alive. The air
was filled with this distinctive, almost sweet, smell, You just
knew there were bodies decomposing underneath the
rubble. At times we had to cover our faces. On the last day
we wenrt to the city and spread out in a line, one person

| did. I'm past the stage of being macha, anc nowadays

| even take wat wipes and hand cream with me whan I'm

on the road warking as a paramedic,’

One lhing she didn’'t expect was that the devasation would

be 3o complato,
‘In previcus earthguakes some of the buildings had
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inthe road, but a lot of survivars had taken whatever they
could and l=ft the city. In-between the rubble you could see
scheol books wilth Farzi wriling and you could see that some
werg maths and oihers geography books. There were also
oy cars and plastic guns lying around, It was hard 1o
Imagine that just a day or two bators, children had been
playing there.'

Out of rezpect, Fravke always mace sure her head was
coverad. ‘It was weird baing in a Muslim country, but you get
usad 1o always cavering your head, and considering it was
cold, It was uselul. | did sametimes have the sensa that
some of the lIranian men were looking down on me of
laughing behind my back because | was a woman, but then
there were sorme who wera extremaly respactiul of the job

‘The air was filled with this distinctive,
almost sweet, smell. You just knew
there were bodies under the rubble’

I was doing.’

There were always small crowds of people who would
gather 10 watch the team and offer assistance.

"They were always giving us dates and fruit juices, For
Mew Year's Eve the government gave all the women rescusers
roses. These gave our camp an almost homely faal,
Altheugh I'm nat the camaing type, the guys made a real
effort by building a fully lunclioning toilet and a showar with
hat and cold taps. and a drainage system! It was almost like
having our own sale world, although you always knew you'd
be going home while there were hundreds who'd remain.” we

al & weak goes by without Nicols
de Montille taking slock of her
life and the axperignces sha had
in Algeria after that country's
earthquake in May 2003. She's a
fire instructor, firefighter and an urban search
and rescue technician
‘Thera are s many littla moments and
memories that every now ang again pop into 1"
my mind, The one | remember most is standing i
behind a family whose daughter wa had found, H
but whose body we cauldn't remove. It was
heartbreaking to hear the mother's anguizh
when the inferpreter told her we couldn’L even
bring out a finger for her to bury,
Micole was having dinner with fiends al The Pavillizh

shopping centre in Weslvilla, near Durban, when she was

phaned and tald to mobilise immediately,

‘| was trying t i 2 > 1 A
ot Brerie Women rescuers are the best
- ® !
myselt for a to send into small spaces

sochety that is

male-dominaled and | was very uncertain how | would be
recaived as a femala rescuer. As a feam we were given a

Nicole (back) takes a well-earmad bmlhﬂr between searches

every taw metres, walking along and practically smalling
whire the bodies wers, We'd indicate (o the military, who
would then dig them up because we weare slill focusad on
firding survivars,

Frauke still can't guite believe that so many people -
naarly 90%: of the city of Barn - died in 50 short & lime,

‘| expeciea ta see more people destitute and camping out

io the rescue

ABOVE After the city of Goma, in the Democratic Bepubllc
of Congo, was fiattensdiin an eruption in January 2002,
life went on.as normal,_despite steaming lava flows
BELOW Prauke Dillschnitter ghout 1o get her hands dirty
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at the campsite on 2 sporis field. The entire granadstand
swayed, the running track lifted and one floor of a building
abaout a Kilomelre away pancaked down.'

It's not easy to forget the smell of decay, prevalant in many
of lhe greas she searched, Howoever, it's the
gralilude of the locals thal will forever rermain
in her mind.

The majority of them had lost averyihing,
vel they still found it in their hearts fo boil us
water lor coffee while we worked. Every day lhe police who
quarded our campsite popped in to say hello and made sure

cultural Briefing an the cdos and don'ts, and | remamber
trinking that I'd forgotten to pack a scarf 1o cover my heaag,
s0 that | wouldn't insult the people of Algeria. Thinking back
an it now, | was also very nervous how | would react to the
deatn and destructicn, having hearg stories from the guys
who'd been on pravious earthquake missions.”

MNicaole was tasked with selling up safe 7ones in areas
whars tha team was warking in case aftershocks should set
off further collapses.

‘Sinca | knew the search camera squipment that we werg
using, | often ended up being the camera operator, pearing
al distorted furniture and shadows, lrying to work cut if they

thal we aach received al least ona French loaf, | remembear
ore in particular whe lried his best to persuade ma to leayve
my husband Garl in South Africa and marry hirm, and live in
Algeria, When that didn'l work, he figured that | could spend
six months a vear wilh him and six with Carl. | was guita
lunny, Ine conversations we had. because | don'l speak
Aranic, Spanish ar French and he couldn’t speak English

or Alrikaans. But, through strange antics and drawings, we
managed to find laughter in the sadness.’

were caused oy our camera light or if there was a human

being dawn there. We were among the first teams wilh
heavy rescue capability to arrive in Algeria and
our main objective was to gset to people who
wera rappad under the haavy rubble.

| belisve that wormen rescusrs ars
sametimas the best to sand into small spacas
because we are generally kghter, smaller and
more supple than our male counterpans. Ye
are also mors gmpathebic and a frapped patignt
oiten responds better 10 @ woman than 1o
a man.’

The South Africans worked in teams of four
or five rescuers and Micole and her colleagues
spant hours assisting a Russian rescue team
trying to find & boy trapped insice a building
But the operation had 10 be abandoned when
an aftershock caused the building to shift while
the two teams wers still inside clearing rubble

‘| ngver really felt narvous, just aut of my comfart zona,
Later thara was ancthar massive aftershock, But luckily | was
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| heair outside is dark and the tiny plane's pilot is
waondering aloud where to land. Seatad behind
him, Mande Toubkin is examining the life supporl
. equipment she's brought along and praying that the
plane won't be shot down, [t's an adrenaling buzz
she livas for, having done more than
400 similar missions into Africa to fetch
injured pafisnts as national frauma
co-ordinatar for Metcare,

‘Some of the trips can be guite harmowing and you're
net always sure you're going to get out alive,” smiles the
40-year-old single mother. *I'm & bit of a drama queen
s0 1I'm happy to
e involved in
anyihing drama-ish.'

It's thanks to har
that Metcare first got
involved in missicns
abroad. Mande
literally marched into
her boss's office after
the April 2000
Mozambique floods
and arranged for a
40-person medical
team to be sent.

‘One donor gave us
thousands of sanitary
towels to take across.’
she laughs. ‘| don't
know what we ware
supposed to do with
them other than
sugoest to the locals

Mznde (centre) and fellow rescuers

tescliers from around the courltry each time thera's a natural
| fflsaater internationally, but at the same time heads up her
 owncompany as a VP events director
“If | can get peaple to an earthquake zane in a matter of
- haurs, | can surely organise any event,” she laughs. She's
the first point of call after a disaster and within
minutes has contacted the United Nations® virtual
control centre, especially set up to co-ordinate

You're not always sure you're
going to get out alive'

‘Earthquakes

ending a leam of 50
rescuers and four search
and rescle dogs halfway
around the waorld, with twa
tons of bottled watar and
six tons of food, in a specially
chartared plane that hours before
was destined to go somewhera
#lse, can be difficult at the best of
times, But when it's Christmas
weekand, there are no availabla
funds and everyone's cell phanes
are awitched off. it can defoat even
the most optimistic person.
Mothing, however, seems to iaze
28-year-old Samantha Botsis,
who not only manages 1o get the
logistics right to mobilise Rescus
South Africa. the umbrella boay that brings together

If the situation is IHe-or-death,
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to the rescue

they use them to soak up the water!

She sees herself as a chancer, a troublemaker who doesn't
take nofor an answer. Qualities she believes are vital far the
kind of wark she does.

I'm not scarad of anything — except Parktown prawns
and heights! I'd rathar go into a war-torn African country
than climb a stepladder. | thrive in stressful situations — If
something isn't stresstul, I'm wondering what's wrong.'

Mande was parl
ot the SA mission
to Goma in the
Democratic Bepublic
of Congo after the valeano the city is built on erupted in
January 2002,

‘| didr’t evan Know where Goma was, | thought it would
ook like Pompeli with everything flattened, | didn't realise
that lava anly flows within a certain width and everything to
the laft and right is [eft standing.

‘It tock us 11 hours to drive thers from Awanda because
Goma airport was under lava. Our driver insisted an driving
with the lights off — he didn't want to draw attention to us at
night. We ware travelling over steep mountain passes and
he'd switch the lights back on for a second, and you'd see
buses and trucks down the side that never madae i!'

In Goma. life carried on. “You could walk across the lava
even though there were fires burning and places where it
was still vary hot. The houses it had flowed through looked
like they'd been bombed. And on both sides of the lava flow,
informal traders went about their day’s business.'

The town was very smoky and there was an acrid smell.
“ou realise how lucky we are in South Alrica — we dan't have
any potential for natural disasters. The people of Goma live
in poverty, with no resources. Then a volcano erupts and
they just camy on. So what if they have to move five metres
to wash a baby in a bucket of water? They [ust doit. The
lesson? There are people who survive on nothing, and even
when they have |ess than nothing, they still manage to cope.’

think that, although things wers hectic for a few fays, the
team's finally on its way!’

Samantha keeps the families at home up-to-date on the
team's mavements and is the fiaizon officer with the local
media. It's also on her shoulders to bring everyone back
home safaly again, She does this voluntarily
-~ and on her own cell phone account

'It's always a high waiching the news and

intematianal rescue efforts, alwavs seel hearing peopls talk about the South African

| immediately mobilise the team, start liaising ‘,.',r m search and rescus team, Just knowing I'm
with local government structures, booking alreraft, 1O happEﬂ involved is amazing for me. My proudest moment
organising visas and inoculations, documenting Eitth on Is when the team returns home and, as they get

- equipment lists, getting insurance, and arranging
 fof food and water. The most difficult part is that

~we have no funds and each deployment costs
~millions of rands. The earthquakes also always
" seem to happen either on weekends or on public
~ halidays, which makes for a logistical nightrmare. \We needed
~athousand litres of water for Iran and when | phoned the
director of AB to ask him to sponsor, he was on the golf
- courss,’ she chuckles,

‘But when that plane finally takes off. it's exhilarating to

weekends or
public holidays'

off the plane, every single one gives me a hug.'
But It cames at a price  exbaustion, :
‘Whenaver there's an earthquake, it's your focal
point and everything else has to fit in around it.
Fortunately, the clients | work for are.
understanding. althaugh it does mean | don't gat any sleap.
I've leatnt that there really are na limits an your time. ['ve
found out what it means to be really committed and sslflass.
| don't know why 1 do this work, | Just do it. | can't imagine
sesing an earthouake onthe rews and not being involved., €
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