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PURPOSE 

To describe SLSNZs search and rescue role and outline the requirements for surf lifeguards responding 
to incidents during patrol hours, offshore and at night. 
 
 
SCOPE 

This policy applies to all surf lifeguards, patrol captains, club captains, callout squad coordinators, club 
development officers and programmes and services managers. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 

As well as patrolling New Zealand beaches, clubs and callout squads support the emergency services in 
various other ways. It is important external agencies understand how, where and when SLSNZ can 
assist them. For incidents that occur during patrolling hours, surf lifeguards are still responsible for the 
flagged area. Offshore and night operations have an increased risk, and therefore require added safety 
measures to be taken.  
 
This policy defines the locations in which surf life saving operates, outlines responsibility for patrolled 
areas during an incident, the right to refuse tasking, and specifies the health and safety requirements for 
offshore and night operations 
 
 
DEFINITIONS 

 ‘External agency’ refers to any search, rescue or emergency service not operated by SLSNZ or an 
affiliated club eg. (Rescue helicopter service, NZ Police). 

 ‘Offshore’ can refer to any one or combination of the following: More than 3km from shore, out-of-
sight of land, within 3km of shore, but significant distance from base, or outside the patrols normal 
area of operation. Classification of the incident as ‘offshore’ will be at the discretion of the patrol 
captain or senior lifeguard on-scene. 

 ‘Night Operations’ are any search and rescue activities where surf lifeguards enter the water up to 30 
minutes before sunset until sunrise. 

 
 
REFERENCES 

SLS024 (Accreditation of Regional Callout Squads), SLS026 (Minimum Equipment for SAR). 
 
 
POLICY 

SLSNZ operates in the inshore coastal environment and other inland waterways (eg. Lakes, rivers, 
harbours). Surf lifeguards also work in remote locations, on-land, and at special events and incidents in 
either an emergency-response, standby, community education or public relations capacity.  
 
Responding to incidents after-hours or out-of-season is additional to SLSNZs publicly committed service, 
and is only provided on an “as available” basis.  
 
 
Deploying surf lifeguards offshore, or in to any aquatic environment at night falls outside the 
organisation’s normal scope of operations. 
 
RIGHT TO REFUSE TASKING 



 

Surf lifeguards have the right to refuse tasking if they are concerned about safety, do not have the 
capacity to respond, or are in any doubt about their ability to carry out the task.  
 
INCIDENTS DURING PATROL 

During patrolling hours, the primary responsibility of surf lifeguards is to the flagged area. It is the 
responsibility of the patrol captain to decide if he/she has enough resources to respond to an incident 
and maintain a patrolled area. In any situation where the club cannot respond, the emergency services 
must be notified. 
 
AFTER-HOURS/OUT-OF-SEASON CALLOUTS 

For water-related incidents, a minimum of two callout squad members are required. Ideally, no surf 
lifeguard should enter the water alone, and the preferred method of rescue (where available) is IRB or 
RWC. Only qualified surf lifeguards may attempt water rescue. 
 
OFFSHORE INCIDENTS 

IRBs and RWCs are not intended for use in an offshore environment. In situations where clubs and 
callout squads are tasked to respond offshore, extra safety equipment is required (refer SLS026). 
 
Wherever possible, two rescue assets should respond offshore or in place of this, support from another 
agency enlisted eg. Coastguard. 
 
NIGHT OPERATIONS 

SLSNZ does not require clubs or callout squads to be equipped for, nor undertake night SAR. The 
decision to undertake these operations should be made well before any incident and detailed in the POM 
so the necessary location-specific SOPs, training, safety and personal protective equipment is in place. 
 

For safety reasons, night operations are restricted to the inshore coastal environment (including inland 
waterways), and only where: 
 

 The search location is within sight of land, and an external lighting source is available to show the 
position of the crew and guide them back to shore eg. Rescue helicopter night-sun 

 The SAROP will be conducted using an IRB or RWC, or with a surf lifeguard on-board another 
rescue asset eg. Coastguard vessel 

 The IRB or RWC is fitted the minimum night rescue equipment (refer SLS026) 

 All surf lifeguards have the minimum personal protective equipment (refer SLS026) 

 A backup rescue asset is available eg. IRB and crew 

 No lifeguard enters the water on their own. 
 

Surf lifeguards must not be deployed into the water at night from a rescue helicopter as the risk 
associated with this activity is considered unacceptably high. 
 
EXCLUSIONS 

Clubs and callout squads which use larger vessels (eg. RIBs) may operate outside some of these 
conditions, however the RIB must comply with all maritime safety regulations, and surf lifeguards in 
command of these vessels must be suitably qualified. All personal protective equipment as used on an 
IRB or RWC must also be worn. 


