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Aim 
This report aims to inform the eighty-five Surf Lifeguards who have passed their Swift Water River Rescue 

Technicians course in 2022. And all SLSNZ members who are interested in the “Flood/ River Search & Rescue 

Project”.  

Executive Summary  
Surf Life Saving New Zealand Inc. (SLSNZ) is the national association representing 74 Surf Life Saving Clubs in New 

Zealand. The purpose of SLSNZ is to “To lead and support Surf Life Saving in New Zealand in partnership with 

member clubs”, and our vision is “no one drowns on our beaches”. 

Over the years, this commitment to save lives and the growing acceptance from the community of our lifeguards’ 

capability have seen them involved in saving lives in areas our founding members may have never foreseen. One 

such area is the provision of emergency response in fresh moving water, such as in rivers and floods. 

SLSNZ has had to pivot to support its member’s increasing involvement in helping out their communities during 

these emergencies. Provision of a clear strategy and work plan that includes:  

 Funding streams for training development and “fit for purpose” equipment for responding in these 

environments. 

 Robust MOUs/SLAs established with all delegated tasking authorities and co-responding agencies.  

o The MOUs must set out formalised cost recovery pathways following tasked responses, command 

and control plans for responders to follow and an identified and agreed funding channel from the 

tasking authorities for equipment acquisition and specialist training for our responding Search 

and Rescue Teams. 

 

Swift Water Definition is any fresh water that flows due to the effects of gravity. This includes water flowing 

outside a river bank due to flooding.  
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All operations in swift water for SLSNZ SAR Squads are set at River Rapid Grade 2 and below. Flood/River Rescue 

Boat Operations internationally are set at a River Rapid Grade of Level 2 and below. While training is run from a 

rapid River Grade of level 3 and below. 

 

Current Freshwater  deployment in New Zealand “An SLSNZ Perspective.” 
 

Two specific operational areas shape the perspective. Flood Response and Swift Water Search and Rescue. 

Flood Response 

Global warming has impacted the New Zealand public and SLSNZ on many fronts. The most significant impact has 

come from the increase in the frequency of Tropical Storm fronts, such as Ex-Tropical Cyclones, moisture-laden, 

low-pressure systems or weather bombs. Over the last decade, there has been an estimated tenfold increase in 

such weather events, bringing increased wave heights and storm surges. In particular, these impact SLSNZ on two 

fronts:  

1. The increased vigilance requires maintaining healthy coastal environments to stave off the 

impacts of storm surges and thus keep rescue bases intact. 

2. The increase in calls for help from the rescue community, NEMA, Regional Civil Defence 

Emergency Management Teams, and others during these storms’ flood events caused in their 

wake. 

There has been an annual increase in requests for SLSNZ assets for deployment in flood response. The tasking 

requests come from New Zealand Police (NZP), Civil Defence Emergency Management Groups (CDEM) and Fire 

and Emergency New Zealand (FENZ). Of these agencies, SLSNZ only has a Memorandum of Understanding with 

NZP. The MOU covers cost recovery agreements for asset use, deployment protocols and training expectations.  

The lack of agreements and forward planning between CDEM Groups and FENZ poses a risk to all three agencies. 

Cost recovery for the deployed assets is nonexistent and provides considerable unacceptable financial exposure 

to the Surf Life Saving Clubs deployed. 

Appropriate communication channels between the three agencies are nonexistent, so the risk of deploying the 

wrong personnel is high. In the past, SLSNZ has had to cancel at least two deployments offered to SAR Squads. If 

deployed, one of these tasking requests could have resulted in catastrophic loss of life. One tasking cost the 

organisation thousands of dollars in replacement equipment not covered by the tasking agency, which had no 

legally binding agreement with SLSNZ for appropriate cost recovery  

The inappropriate deployment resulting from disjointed emergency infrastructures results in long protracted 

deployment times that could lead to an unnecessary loss of life and increased hospitalisations without 

appropriate communication channels preset within an MOU or SLA.    

Interagency cooperation currently between the three agencies is ad-hock to nonexistent. The lack of formal 

interagency cooperation and planning presents a low awareness of Standard Operational Procedures, a lack of 

understanding of unit capability, and little to no situational awareness once these assets have been deployed. 

Failing to plan will see New Zealand rescue and response agencies making the same mistakes our overseas 

counterparts have made 
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Swift water River Search and Rescue Emergencies 

Population growth and urban expansion also impact SLSNZ SAR’s response to this moving freshwater (river) 

space. Since its last spate of club expansions within the SLSNZ association around the 1970s, the number of SLSNZ 

clubs and members has remained relatively static. Still, New Zealand’s population has more than doubled. The 

effect has seen a three-fold impact on our SAR Squads:  

1. With SLSNZ’s static growth in clubs, there are fewer lifeguards per capita, and with the growing divide 

caused by the constant population growth, those lifeguards will be required more than ever before to 

respond to this increased frequency of accidents around rivers  

2. More people around Urban Waterways means more accidents 

3. Since 2014 SLSNZ SAR Squads have been increasingly relied upon by the Police in SAR operations around 

water. Our transportable capability and high level of adaptability have seen our Squads become the “go-

to agency” for low-land swift water river searches and rescues.  

 

The Challenges facing SLSNZ in Flood Response and Relief Operations  
 

Note: the challengers for Flood mimic those for Low Land Swift water River Search and Rescue; the training and 

most specialist equipment are all the same. The tasking agency for all Low Land River Search and Rescue is the 

Police. SLSNZ has an MOU and SLA for cost recovery, command and control during tasking. SLSNZ has lobbed 

NZSAR to recognise the need to include appropriate river-related training in its NZSAR Education list of courses. 

Although this training is yet to be included in the suite of courses routinely offered to SLSNZ members, significant 

funding has been provided by NZSAR to develop and run fit-for-purpose training for SLSNZ Sar Squad members. 

In the flood environment, SLSNZ is a victim of its success. The operational need for the country has exceeded 

SLSNZ’s ability to develop an appropriate infrastructure to support the demand. Our crews’ skills and operational 

competence in flood deployments have set our SAR Squads up as the ‘go-to guys’ in flood rescue from boats.   

 

 At the forefront of these challenges are the necessity to keep our lifeguards safe while they put 

themselves forward to help those in need.  

 SLSNZ nationally has 250 Inflatable Rescue Boats (IRBs). It has a wealth of annually refreshed SAR IRB 

Crews; this refresher process covers Crews operations within the surf zone and emergency first aid to pre-

hospital emergency care and emergency radio communications. Yet the refresher process has no material 

related to operating in the river or flood environment. 

 With the increased frequency and intensity of global warming-related flood emergencies, SLSNZ believes 

we need to prepare for future flood events that require a large-scale response with appropriately 

resourced and trained flood response Squads. 

 Simply instructing SLSNZ SAR Squads, they cannot respond will not work! It sets up the organisation to fail 

on three grounds: 

1. Volunteers will always go to save a life before administrative rules to protect that life. 

2. The loss of trust and relationship between the SAR Squad and SLSNZ because SLSNZ has placed 

them in an impossible position would be massive. 

3. Reputational loss and trust between the SAR Squad and other rescue services in their community 

if they were to say NO to saving a life in an area if they have done so in the past. 
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 Awareness of a nationwide knowledge and resource gap in the safe operation of SLSNZ SAR Squads within 

flood zones has led to the SLSNZ administration advocating for a multiagency review of a national plan for 

flood deployment from an NZSAR perspective. A National NZSAR Water Capability Project was initiated to 

map the resource gaps and capability. An outcome of the project highlighted SLSNZ was best positioned 

to offer a Flood Boat Rescue capability for swift water rescue (Swift Water Definition) contingent upon 

international best practices for training, equipment, and operations being met. 

  However, the gap between international best practices is not too far to reach and certainly not 

insurmountable.  

 Current practice has some rescue crews (not just Surf) operating with inappropriate clothing in the form 

of Fire Uniforms, Wetsuits, and below-standard buoyancy PFD, if they are worn at all.   

 

 
 

 With the widespread uncontrollable contamination in urban and rural flood environments allowing the 

current practices to continue, our people are at risk. 

 

 Past experiences from overseas can prevent us from making the same mistakes in the future. Adverse 

outcomes are scattered throughout history from flood events, and if we fail to respond to how our 

counterparts overseas have, we will only fall into the same traps they have.  

 

 Skin bone diseases and contamination infected three-quarters of the first responders in Cyclone 

Trina. Fatalities with responders becoming trapped when boats have flipped by unforeseen hydraulics 

in the eyes of untrained crews. Six of the seven SLSNZ SAR Squad members deployed during the East 

Coast flooding in March 2022 were struck by stomach bugs the night following the first deployment.  

 

 SLSNZ faced a massive personal equipment replacement bill following the Kumu Auckland Floods in 

August 2021. Lifeguards were advised to destroy personal equipment used in sewage-contaminated 

water. Yet the guards following international guidelines in flood operations were not prepared to take 

the risk of using the affected gear, given what their counterparts in Cyclone Trina had endured post-

event. Neither SLSNZs’ insurance policy nor the MOU with NZ Police was engineered to account for 

the loss of such property. 
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Moving Forward with an SLSNZ Flood/ River Search & Rescue Project Strategy  
 

 All Lifeguards must understand that with the many organisations involved, the complexity of agency capability 

overlap, capability gaps and differing administrations’ way of operating the project will not solve all the issues in 

this space quickly. The key here is to do it right and do it once, which takes time. 

While the Multiagency NZSAR Water Capability Project SLSNZ is yet to complete its work, this update can report 

the progress affecting SLSNZ’s internal strategy and members.  

SLSNZ is one of the organisations/agencies involved in the NZSAR Water Capability Project along with flood and 

River rescue response. Working alongside SLSNZ, LandSAR, Coastguard NZ, the Civil Defence Response Teams and 

FENZ are all represented as response agencies within this project. And the New Zealand Police, NEMA  and Fire 

and Emergency are the delegated authorities represented.  

SLSNZ Flood/ River Search & Rescue Project Strategy 

In 2015 following a significant deployment of assets during the Edgcomb floods, SLSNZ undertook due diligence in 
its responsibility to its members during such events. Coupled with lessons learnt from Edgecoume and 
collaboration with other similar organisations internationally during this process and the draft strategy below was 
developed, the National Flood Working group has since adopted this. It is the road map for all work undertaken 
by SLSNZ to date. 
 

 Set up a Flood/ River Search & Rescue Working Party: 

 The Working Party comprises experts within the flood and river rescue field. They are highly 
motivated Senior SAR members, assisting the National Search and Rescue Manager with developing 
the Flood & River Strategy, guiding in developing materials, and assisting in the SAR Member training 
where needed. 

Á Convened  2022 

 The working party adopted an operational TOR to assist with running the Flood/River Rescue Boat 
Crew training for 2023. 

Á Convened  6/12/ 2022 

 Identify the knowledge gaps within the SAR Squads 

 Cross-checking SLSNZ’s current curriculum with international flood rescue Squads’ curriculum 
Á Completed 2017 

 Develop learning material to upskill the SAR Squads  

 Learning materials, Swift water Rescue technician and Flood Boat Crew courses  

 Set Flood/River  Boat crew Courses  

 Completed 2023 

 Identify specialist Flood Equipment requirements 

 Cross-checking SLSNZ’s current equipment with international flood rescue equipment 

 Completed 2017 

 Seek funding for flood rescue equipment set out in the operational needs analysis below 

 Ongoing  

 Identify the operational need within the country (not all SAR squads will be within the areas of need) 

 Historical reference of flood ops SLSNZ have attended + Flood Projections from NEMA = operational 
needs analysis 

 Yet to request information from NEMA which will come 
from the Multiagency NZSAR Water Capability Project 
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Flood Training Courses. 
There are two strands of training.  

1. The first strand all flood responders must complete is the “Swift Water River Rescue Technicians 

course” this is referred to in the flood fraternity as the Flood Rescue Technicians course Level 3. ( 

Level 3 refers to the level at which the course sits within the flood curriculum, this can be confusing as 

the Company who deliver these courses is named “Rescue 3”) 

Eighty-five Surf Lifeguards have passed their Swift Water River Rescue Technicians course in 2022 

2. The Flood Rescue Boat Crew’s curriculum covers driving techniques to equip the driver to handle the 

boat in “consistent current conditions” and undertake rescues in flowing water in confined spaces. 

Note that all flood rescue boats crew with three persons; this is necessary for the rescue techniques 

required to extract patients from the water in a confined area, add visual feedback for the driver for 

spotting navigation hazards and portage over shallow water sections within a deployment. The 

prerequisite for all flood boat crew is the Swift Water River Rescue Technicians course. 

In 2023, up to four Flood Rescue Boat Crew courses will be held around the country. Over the next few weeks, 

information on the course entry and logistics will start to come out to all those who have their Swift Water River 

Rescue Technicians qualification. Please add the appropriate dates to your calendar as placeholders.  

Eastern/Northern Region course Waikato River (Aratiatia Dam) & Mount Maunganui  11th -12th/2/23 

Canterbury/Tasman area course Grey River (end of Golf Links Road) & Greymouth 25th-26th /2/23 

Central Region course Manawatu River (Woodville Ferry Reserve) & Palmerston North  4th – 5th /3/23 

Otago /Christchurch area Cluther River (Millers Flat) & Dunedin.     1st -2nd /4/23 

 

SLSNZ Membership Cooperation  
With so many moving pieces within this puzzle, all agencies must work together in a transparent, manageable 

pace. Doing so allows for interagency cooperation based on agency capability at the administration and operative 

levels.  

This means we must manage all enthusiastic, motivated members who wish to rush things without gaining 

complete insight into all the interagency workflows. With this, SLSNZ strongly requests that any ideas or initiatives 

from our membership be shared with the National Search and Rescue Manager before acting upon them and risk 

mudding waters by causing unintended confusion or cutting across another agency’s efforts.  

Therefore initiatives such as equipment acquisition and interagency collaborations at any level must be passed to 

the NSARM dest before progressing.  

I hope this update has provided answers to questions you may have had regarding your and SLSNZs’ position 

within the swift water, river and flood space.  

 

 

 

Allan Mundy 

National Search and Rescue Manager 

Surf Life Saving New Zealand 

 

m 027 245 2660 

e allan.mundy@surflifesaving.org.nz  
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