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Drowning is the fourth highest 

cause of unintentional death in 

New Zealand…



(Water Safety New Zealand, 2018)
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New Zealand (n = 11433)

Other 5.0%

Walking / running 1.7%

Sailing / boating 11.5%

Surfing / bodyboarding 23.4%

Swimming 58.4%
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Rescue occurrence by activity: New Zealand

(Rescues recorded by surf lifeguards in New 

Zealand from July 2006 to June 2016)



New Zealand (n = 10491)

Female 35.0%

Male 65.0%
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Rescue occurrence by gender: New Zealand

(Rescues recorded by surf lifeguards in New 

Zealand from July 2006 to June 2016)



New Zealand (n = 11102)

> 60 years 2.1%

41-60 years 9.6%

31-40 years 9.7%

21-30 years 23.0%

16-20 years 19.1%

11-15 years 20.7%

6-10 years 14.2%

0-5 years 1.5%
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Rescue occurrence by age: New Zealand

(Rescues recorded by surf lifeguards in New 

Zealand from July 2006 to June 2016)



New Zealand (n = 9667)

Other 0.8%

International 9.6%

Pacific Island 4.8%

Asian 7.4%

Maori 14.5%

NZ European 62.9%
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Rescue occurrence by ethnicity: New Zealand

(Rescues recorded by surf lifeguards in New 

Zealand from July 2006 to June 2016)





How is the beach you patrol used? 



Has beach use changed over the 

past 10 years? If so, how? What 

change do you anticipate in the next 

10 years? 



What implications have these 

changes had for your services? 

What implications do you expect 

from future changes? How have 

you responded?



Is your service operating in the 

most efficient way to reduce the risk 

of drowning and injury?



What is the need at other beaches 

in your area? Has it changed? Will it 

change? Do they require some form 

of surf lifeguarding service?





A couple of common cases from 

throughout New Zealand…



Scenario 

one:

❖ Wave-dominated beach, with large waves and strong rip currents.

❖ A considerable number of people use the beach over late spring,

summer, and early autumn; water use peaks in the early evening, but

the beach is also busy throughout the day.

❖ Regular water users enter the surf in the morning, while less

competent water users enter the surf throughout the afternoon and

evening.

❖ Wading, swimming, and bodyboarding are particularly popular over

summer, while surfing and rock fishing are popular throughout the

year.

❖ Some of the beach and water users are difficult to see, due to the

shape of the coastline; a number of smaller bays are situated to the

north and south, and are becoming increasingly popular as a result of

exposure via social media.

❖ A considerable number of fatal drowning incidents have occurred; a

number of swimmers have drowned in summer, while several rock

fishers have also drowned in winter, spring, and autumn.





Would you implement a surf 

lifeguarding service? If so, what 

would it look like? How would it 

operate?



Scenario 

two:

❖ Wave-dominated beach, with large waves and strong rip currents,

near a river mouth; the beach is over 5 km long.

❖ A number of people use the beach over late spring, summer, and

early autumn; they are spread across a 2 km stretch, and the beach

is most used between 11:00 am and 6:00 pm.

❖ Surfcasting and drag netting are popular activities from the rocks and

swash zone, particularly near the river mouth. Some people also

swim and bodyboard, and a number of people surf over summer and

autumn. Recreational boats traverse the sand bar at the river mouth.

❖ An increasing number of people trek along the beach, staying at

camping grounds along the way; these beach users sometimes enter

the water, and there is no cell phone reception.

❖ Site users have become increasingly diverse in recent years.

❖ A considerable number of fatal drowning incidents have occurred, in

fact more than in scenario one; these have largely involved land-

based fishers and recreational boaters.



Would you still implement a surf 

lifeguarding service? 



Scenario 

three:

❖ Wave-dominated beach, with moderate wave energy and rip currents

❖ There are less than 100 permanent residents, and the beach is

approximately 1.5 hours from the closest city, which has a population

of 25,000 people; it is one of many small settlements.

❖ There is a camping ground and up to 50 holiday houses; many of the

visitors reside in the wider region, and spend every summer at the

beach. However, an increasing proportion of users have never been

to the beach before.

❖ Approximately 10 to 50 people use the beach over summer;

members of the public enter the surf along a 1 km stretch of beach.

❖ Members of the public enjoy swimming, bodyboarding, and surfing at

the beach; snorkelling and scuba diving are popular around the

rocks, and many launch recreational boats to go fishing offshore.

❖ One fatal drowning incident has occurred at the beach, but there

have been reports of a number of swimmers getting into difficulty in

recent years. Recreational boats have also capsized at times when

traversing the surf zone.

❖ Local residents are interested in buying some rescue equipment. The

beach is an hour from the nearest surf lifesaving club.





Would you implement a surf 

lifeguarding service? If so, what 

would it look like? How would it 

operate? Would it be sustainable?



Scenario 

four:

❖ Tide-modified beach, with low wave energy; there is a wharf in the

middle of the beach and a floating pontoon offshore.

❖ A considerable number of people use the beach over summer.

❖ The beach is largely used by local residents, but includes a number

of people with limited water competence, i.e. young children; in poor

weather, people use the nearby indoor swimming pool instead.

❖ Teenagers and young adults jump off the wharf and swim out to the

floating pontoon; some teenagers feel pressured by their friends to

swim to the pontoon even though they are not strong swimmers.

❖ Paddle craft and sail craft are also popular, and some recreational

boats moor offshore; sail craft and recreational boats can pose some

risk to water users.

❖ One fatal drowning incident has occurred at the site; a teenager got

into difficulty and subsequently drowned while swimming.

❖ A couple of health related incidents involving elderly water users

have occurred, while a number of serious incidents have also

occurred when those jumping off the wharf have struck the seafloor.

❖ There are many similar beaches in the main population centres.





Would you implement a surf 

lifeguarding service? If so, what 

would it look like? How would it 

operate? Is there a need for red and 

yellow flags?





Are our services flexible and fit for 

purpose? Are we operating in the 

most efficient way to prevent 

drowning and injury? 



Do we see ourselves looking after 

all water users? Are red and yellow 

flags the best way of managing 

beaches? If not, what is? 



Do we extend surf lifeguarding 

services? If so, how? Do we need 

150 surf lifesaving clubs? Is this 

sustainable? Are there any 

technological solutions?



What are the barriers to change? 

What are the opportunities? Who 

else is out there that may be keen 

to help or collaborate?



Future? Next steps?


