
 

Date: 19 December 2013 

To: All SLSNZ Clubs 

From: Paul Dalton – CEO Surf Life Saving NZ 

Subject: Safety Vests 2013/14 and beyond 

 
Dear Clubs, 
 
This memo contains some important information regarding safety vests. 
 

1. Clarification of what is required this season 
 
As set out in the Surf Sport Competition Manual it is mandatory for all competitors to wear 
high visibility vests in competition (excluding pool-based events).  It is also highly 
recommended that all members wear high visibility vests in training or activities in open 
water environments deeper than knee level.  
 
As previously advised, for the 2013/14 season there are no mandatory technical 
specifications for vest design or the amount of fluro colour on the vests, however SLSNZ has 
in place a ‘guidelines for safety vests’ based on a ‘singlet’ style of design that clubs can refer 
to (available on the SLSNZ website). 
 
Please note it is the clubs responsibility that the vests they supply their athletes are 
‘fit for purpose’ (i.e. high visibility assist with competitor identification when in the 
water).  This is particularly important for junior members where there is a higher duty 
of care required.  Equally, if any event organisers are supplying vests then they will 
be the ones ultimately accountable of the ‘fitness for purpose’. 
 
Within that context, clubs do have the freedom to design and supply their own vests that are 
of a different size/style and incorporating their own club colours.  An example of this is 
below: 

 



 

 
There is another example from Karioatahi SLSC later in this document which was discussed 
at the Chairs Workshop at the AGM.  This particular example is bigger than the singlet style, 
enabling there to be a significant area of fluro material and also allow space for club colours 
and club sponsor logos.  Other clubs are looking at rash vest styles which are even larger 
again (see Appendix 1). 
 
Equally we note that within some Regions there has been agreement between clubs to all 
use a common colour and design – which is also absolutely acceptable. 
 
Perhaps most importantly, Surf Officials will not be asked to make calls on the start line as to 
the ‘fitness for purpose’ of high visibility vests being worn by athletes.  Their only role will be 
to assess whether a vest of some description is being worn or not.  This is because of the 
impracticality of surf officials measuring the area of fluoro material and its brightness.  As 
such, to repeat the message above, the responsibility for ‘fitness for purpose’ rests back with 
whoever supplies the vests to the athletes – typically their club or in a few cases the event 
organisers. 
 
We do not expect any problems with this as clubs fully understand that visibility/safety is the 
paramount purpose of the vests. 
 
Also as a reminder, SLSNZ has previously advised that clubs are able to supply their 
athletes with club vests for Oceans 14 and the New Zealand Surf Life Saving 
Championships and will not be forced to use the vests supplied by SLSNZ.  However, if 
competitors/clubs do not have their own vests, SLSNZ will have sufficient stock to be able to 
supply them. 
 
As SLSNZ has already sold a sponsor branding spot on the vest space to the BP Surf 
Rescue North Island, South Island and New Zealand Championships, SLSNZ will still supply 
vests that all competitors must wear at these three events.  
 
 

2. Vest technical specifications for 2014/15 and beyond 
 
Following a club survey and AGM Club Chairs workshop in September it was clear a 
majority of the responding clubs favoured a model where they were able to have vests 
featuring their club colours (in addition to the fluro high visibility colour) and source club 
sponsorship for the vests, and wear these at events at all levels (club, regional and national).  
Another example of this is on the following page. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
The possibility of incorporating a national sponsor on a club vest was also considered as 
part of this design, being a ‘shared’ model.  
 
The key action from this meeting was to see if it was possible to develop some technical 
specifications for club branded vests for the 2014/15 season that would ensure adequate 
high visibility areas versus club colours and sponsor branding.  Current guidelines for vests 
only cover the sponsor logo aspect on a 100% fluro coloured vest in a small singlet design, 
and don’t deal with the added dimension of having club colours incorporated in them.  This 
specification would be relevant for all events where clubs want to use these vests, not just 
national level competitions.  The key aspects to be looked at are: 
 

 Minimum areas of high visibility material – and therefore the areas available for 
sponsorship and/or club colours.  

 Specific colour options of the vest (possibly to PMS detail). 

 Material type & weight. 
 
It was noted that by comparison, while SLSA specify the use of a ‘high visibility fluorescent 
lycra vest’, and stipulate the specific fluorescent colours, they only require that this is the 
‘predominant’ colour and don’t go into any detail on minimum area or percentages.  
 



 

SLSNZ undertook to work with the interested clubs and the National Sport Committee to 
develop specifications for club-branded safety vests. 
 
SLSNZ has recently received the feedback from the National Sport Committee on their views 
to the questions asked by SLSNZ, which are summarised below: 
 
1. Should we specify PMS colours, as SLSA has, or leave it just as we have now?  
 
It is recommended that a PMS colour is specified, and that only one colour is used.  Pink is 
the preferred colour.  
 
2. What should be the minimum coverage area of the high visibility material on the vest, or 
as the SLSA has, should we just require that fluro is the ‘predominant’ colour and leave it 
flexible?  
 
Safety should come first in making this decision.  
 
There is little agreement on the minimum coverage area.  Some believe this should be left 
as ‘predominant’, as there is no ‘magic’ percentage known - until evidence shows better. 
Others believe a percentage should be used to avoid ambiguity; 50-60% has been 
suggested by some and 85% by others. Sponsorship could then be set in specific locations 
(as per the current guidelines). Others see the current guidelines would be appropriate to 
adopt as the technical specifications.  
 
NSC position: A vest on an athlete is safer than no vest.  With no evidence, it would be 
guessing to put an appropriate percentage on it, and should not compromise on safety to 
appease clubs that currently have sponsorship on vests.  If approached from an exclusively 
safety point of view, and in the absence of alternative evidence, the preference would be the 
entire vest be high visibility (i.e. not ‘covered’ by sponsorship).  
 
3. How much space/area should be made available for sponsorship? Should this be limited 
or leave it flexible so that the ‘predominant’ colour approach applies here too?  
 
The preference is that only a manufacturers logo of a small specified size be allowed.  
 
4. Should we specify a specific style(s), or a minimum style of vest? For example: ‘a singlet’, 
but clubs are welcome to have long sleeve or turtle neck if desired.  
 
A singlet should be the minimum area covered. 
 
5. Should we be asking event officials to be judging this, or require signoff in a separate 
process prior to the event/season?  
 
The officials should judge this in the same respect they judge competitors to be wearing club 
beanies.  
 



 

6.  Other comments 



This policy should undergo constant review, if evidence shows other colours / styles are 
more effective for the purpose of safety, then we should immediately look to adopt this.  
 
In terms of timing, no change to the status quo before the start of next season (1 October 
2014).  
 
These recommendations from the NSC are not what quite SLSNZ was expecting, but it is 
not hard to understand the logic of how they reached their views.  It is almost impossible to 
decide on a minimum area of fluro colour or a maximum % available for sponsor logos 
where there is no scientific research or history on this and any challenge by clubs could not 
be defended with hard facts. 
 
The NSC has gone back to first principles to reach their conclusions – i.e. the vests are only 
being made mandatory for safety reasons and therefore logic follows that the more fluro 
colour the better.  It is logical that the NSC does not want to make a decision on a % they 
have no research or evidence on which to base it.  There is absolutely no basis to fault the 
NSC for their view. 
 
However, this view obviously does not meet everyone’s expectations or needs.  There is still 
a desire by SLSNZ and clubs to at the least have the opportunity to put sponsor logos on the 
vests (without compromising their safety role).  At the highest level in surf sport this is being 
done (e.g. vests from the recent ISRC in Japan) so it logically would be possible here too.  
There is also still a desire by clubs to incorporate club colours into the vests. 
 
So this creates something of a dilemma for SLSNZ where there are a number of conflicting 
(and quite polarised) views to take account of.  Even within clubs there are a wide variety of 
views and reaching a workable compromise solution that is acceptable to all parties could be 
very time consuming and near impossible. 
 
SLSNZ Conclusion 
 
The current thinking is that the best solution for 2014/15 onwards is to maintain the status 
quo from 2013/14, specifically that: 
 

 There will be no mandated technical specifications for high visibility vests; 

 SLSNZ will continue to provide guidelines for those seeking advice; 

 Clubs will be solely responsible for the ‘fitness for purpose’ of the vests they supply 
their members; 

 Event organisers will be solely responsible for the ‘fitness for purpose’ of the vests 
they supply competitors; 

 Surf Officials will not be asked to make calls on the start line as to the ‘fitness for 
purpose’ of high visibility vests being worn by athletes.  Their only role will be to 
assess whether a vest of some description is being worn or not. 
 
 



 

The advantages of this are: 
 

 Full flexibility for clubs; 

 It is in line with the approach clubs have asked to be taken on ‘Member Protection’ in 
general – whereby guidelines are provided to clubs rather than mandated actions.  
Arguably based on history there is significantly more risk in the Member Protection 
area than in event safety so this precedent has relevance. 

 There is no need to develop a large manual of specifications for a wide variety of 
styles of vests that could be continuously challenged; 

 There is no need to set up a certification/ testing regime to validate the acceptability 
of each new club vest design; 

 There are no additional pressure placed on Event Officials; 

 It will allow people’s attention to be focussed on more important issues. 
 
 
Next steps 
 

 The position for the 2013/14 season (particularly in relation to the role of Event 
Officials) will be re-communicated to remind everyone of what is happening. 
 

 After the 2013/14 season is completed, the SLSNZ Board will review any feedback/ 
learning to see if there is any need to review the decision to continue the status quo 
into the 2014/15 season and beyond.  As noted by the NSC, this is an area that is 
constantly evolving so monitoring developments and adapting to them will be 
important. 

 
If there are any questions on this topic please contact me. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Paul Dalton 
Chief Executive  
Surf Life Saving New Zealand 
 
t 04 560 0335 
m 0274 802 239 
e paul.dalton@surflifesaving.org.nz 
 
 



 

Appendix 1: 

High Visibility Vest Styles 
 

Example 1 – long sleeved 

 

 

Example 2 – medium singlet 

 

 

 

 

Example 3 – rash top 

 

 

Example 4 – large singlet 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Example 5 – large sleeveless 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


