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Background 

Tsunamis (pronounced soo-ná-mees), also known as seismic sea waves (mistakenly called 
“tidal waves”), are a series of enormous waves created by an underwater disturbance such 
as an earthquake, landslide, volcanic eruption, or meteorite. A tsunami can move hundreds 
of kilometers per hour in the open ocean and smash into land with waves as high as 100 feet 
or more. 

 

From the area where the tsunami originates, waves travel outward in all directions. Once the 
wave approaches the shore, it builds in height. The topography of the coastline and the 
ocean floor will influence the size of the wave. There may be more than one wave and the 
succeeding one may be larger than the one before. That is why a small tsunami at one 
beach can be a giant wave a few kilometers away. 

 

Earthquake-induced movement of the ocean floor most often generates tsunamis. If a major 
earthquake or landslide occurs close to shore, the first wave in a series could reach the 
beach in a few minutes, even before a warning is issued. Areas are at greater risk if they are 
less than 8-9m above sea level and within 1.5km of the shoreline.  

 

Drowning is the most common cause of death associated with a tsunami. Tsunami waves 
and the receding water are very destructive to structures in the run-up zone. Other hazards 
include flooding, contamination of drinking water, and fires from gas lines or ruptured tanks. 

 

In a tsunami event, Surf Life Saving’s resources can be best utilized post-event where 
significant amounts of people can be sucked into the ocean as the water recedes/draws 
back. 

 

Civil Defence and Emergency Management classify tsunami alerts in two categories: 

 

1. Tsunami Warning: A higher degree of risk with a direct threat to New Zealand 

2. Tsunami Advisory: A lower degree of risk than a ‘Tsunami Warning’ but still potential 
threat to New Zealand 

 

Policy 

SLSNZ will at all times maintain a staff member to receive information from Ministry of Civil 
Defence and Emergency Management (CDEM). In the event of SLSNZ being advised by the 
(CDEM) of a “Tsumani Warning” the following action plan will be implemented:- 

 

Note: 

Close proximity Tsunami generation may result in no warning being issued in sufficient 
time.  Members are to respond to high intensity ground shaking, or long duration ground 
shaking using the now widely known public education message - IF LONG AND 
STRONG GET GONE 

Extreme Caution must be shown when mass evacuating with vehicles. If the threat is 
imminent consult the area evacuation map and time to the safe zone. Then consider 
walking as a viable option. 



 

 
 

 

 

1. On receiving “Tsunami Warning” from CDEM, SLSNZ will alert regional offices and all 
clubs. 

 1.2  Upon receiving a “National Warning – Tsunami Threat – Local Source” 
  from MCDEM, SLSNZ will alert both regional offices and all clubs 

 1.3 Every person that receives this message will evacuate as per their community 
  response plan. NO attempt must be made to recover any equipment from 
   Clubhouse/Clubrooms 

2. Each club will put into action its individual/local tsunami response plan which will be 
outlined in the club Patrol Operations Manual (Section A)   

3. Each SLSNZ regional office will have in place an operational plan which outlines how it 
will respond following the tsunami alert 

4. The club’s and regional offices tsunami response plan must include:- 

a. How the facility will be accessed to enable equipment to be removed 

b. The contact phone number (mobile) of the civil defence coordinator for the area 
(normally administered via your local council). This person should be contacted once 
people and rescue resources have been successfully re-located to the green zone.  

c. A map clearly making the recommended evacuation route placed into the POM 
Section A 

 Advice the local CDEM coordinator of:- 

i. Where you are 

ii. What resources you have (both people and equipment) 

iii. How you can be contacted (radio channel, cell number etc) 

iv. It is advised that each year the club makes contact with its CDEM coordinator and 
ensures they are aware of the club’s tsunami alert response plan. 

d. Identification of specifically which equipment will be removed from the facility 
including IRB’s, Radio Equipment, Resuscitation and First Aid Equipment. 

e. How the equipment will be transported away from the facility to the club’s designated 
“green zone”. 

f. Location of (i.e. Grid Reference, Address and directions) a designated “green zone”.  
This should be an area at least 19m above sea level, with relatively easy access to 
ensure equipment and people can be transported in timely fashion, large enough to fit 
the resources being transported.   

g. A list of people (i.e. a call out squad or similar) who are available to respond following 
activation of the tsunami alert response plan.  This should include a contact cell 
phone number  

5. Wait at the designated “green zone” until the area is cleared by the local civil defence and 
emergency management coordinator before responding following the tsunami event or 
you are notified of a ‘stand down’. 

 

In the event of Surf Life Saving New Zealand being advised by the Ministry of Civil Defence 
and Emergency Management (CDEM) of a “Tsumani Advisory” the following action plan 
will be implemented. 

 

1. On receiving “Tsunami Advisory” from CDEM, SLSNZ will alert regional offices and all 
clubs 

2. On receiving this message, clubs and offices should ensure people are aware and 
prepared to respond ASAP should the tsunami alert be upgraded to “tsunami warning”. If 
this happens, the procedure listed above for “tsunami warning” shall be executed. 


