By the end of this year, a dozen people will have died
on a surf beach in New Zealand, perhaps one or
more of them in Taranaki. JIM TUCKER and
CHRISTINE WALSH found out how well we’re
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hey are three little girls at the beach. They're togged up for a
swim, one wearing a stylish life jacket that would appeal to
any kid because it doesn't look like one.

None of them aged in double figures, they stand tentatively at the
rail above Fitzroy Beach on this hot summer day in early January,
2015, and consider their options. They're allowed in for a swim if
they want. There is no parent to watch them, but before they left
home Mum said they could go in if the life guards were on duty.
The girls are in luck - as any parent who reads the paper or looks
on the council website will know, if it's between 11.30am and
7.30pm on a weekday during summer, or 1pm to 5pm at weekends,
someone will be there at the beach to watch over their kids.
At the edge of the surf, the sole visible guard (another is up in the
tower with binoculars) is having a busy time. There are about 100
swimmers in his narrow swim zone and a dozen surfboard riders
circling at the breaker line beyond.
He's moved the swimming zone flags west towards the city a
couple of dozen metres because the tide is starting to fall, and the
undertow is beefing up its eastward drag.
Children and less confident swimmers are in danger of being
sucked towards the rip, a swift and sometimes deadly current that
has been pulling water - and unlucky swimmers - out to sea in
roughly the same place as long as anyone can recall.
The life guard now needs to move his charges to the west where he
has taken the flagged zone. There's a lot of waving with his
equipment. It's a bit like herding cats. Some ignore him.

The rip was active, but there was no more than a gentle sea
breeze, the beach was crowded by a couple of hundred
people, and the life guards were doing their job.

To complicate things, there's a steady stream of
people coming down to the beach from the motor
camp and the newly available carpark in front of it.
They're a hundred metres or more from the tower
and the flags, and some just head straight into the
sea. They're close to the rip.
From time to time, the life guard gets a call on his
walkie talkie from the tower - he needs to leave the
zone to warn those putting themselves at risk. Most
take his advice. Some don't.
Along the beach towards the mouth of the Waiwhakaiho
River, a half dozen people take their chances (above
right).
They're up to a kilometre away from the watchful tower.
Most have arrived at the beach from one of eight accessways that descend from the camp and the reserve at the
end of Richmond St.
There are no signs to warn them about Fitzroy's rip. The
life guards have a portable sign, but it's close to the flag
zone.
The girls decide not to add to the life guards'
responsibilities. The water's too cold.
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ust how much danger the three little girls and others
faced at Fitzroy Beach that particular day is open to
debate.

As it often can, the sea looked deceptively harmless, with
waves no more than half a metre high, certainly too small
for most of the board-riders, whose numbers dropped from
about 40 to a handful as the tide turned.

One of the girls said she'd learned to swim in the school
pool and knew about surf dangers after a school visit to the
beach last year.
Statistically speaking, her chances of drowning at Fitzroy
beach when life guards are patrolling seem miniscule.
Taranaki sea drowning numbers are low, with no fatalities
recorded during some years. The last time a child drowned
at a beach was in 2009. A man drowned at Fitzroy Beach
in 2012 and another at the mouth of the Patea River at the
start of this year.
Nationally, drowning numbers have dropped more than
half since the worst year in recent decades, 1985, when
there were 214 deaths.
The provisional total for 2014 is 90, although going by
past years, the final toll may be much higher, since some
incidents await a coroner’s verdict. In early January, 2014,
for example, Water Safety New Zealand prematurely
trumpeted a record low toll of 81 for 2013, only to revise
it upwards by a third to 107 after all the inquest results
were in.
Taranaki has had 21 drownings since 2008. Last year there
were none; 2013 had two (one in a bath); 2012 had five

(three of them in the Topec tragedy and one a death at
Fitzroy beach); and 2011 had none.
But in case anyone gets complacent, let’s look at some
other New Plymouth beach scenarios, the one pictured
here:

It’s a hot and breezy mid-afternoon one day in early
January this year, the tide is out and dozens are in the
safety zone, watched over by lifeguards.
Two young men stride confidently down from steps in
front of the Fitzroy motor camp and dive in for a
swim…more or less in the middle of the
rip.
Two young women sitting on the beach,
head down in the same direction, but
decide the water is chilly. They take a
selfie instead, and retreat.
The men go out into the breaker line.
They're a couple of hundred metres away
from the flag zone and immediate help.
One of the lifeguards notices the sole
portable warning sign has blown down.
He walks over to restore it. The errant
swimmers are watched by the lifeguards
and the tower. They seem to be okay.
After about 15 minutes, they emerge and
head back to the camp.
Another swimmer comes up the beach
from the same place, but this one wears a
wet suit and carries flippers. He knows
about the rip, even where it would have
taken the two young men had it claimed
them. He shrugs: no problem if you know
what you're doing.
Then there’s this.
It’s Wednesday, February 26, 2014,
nearly a month after paid life guards have
ended their weekday summer holiday
stints at North Taranaki’s main beaches.
Nine-year-old Nicholas Dunnet was
body-surfing baby waves at Fitzroy while
his mother, Jana Dunnet, kept an eye on
him. Former East End surf lifesaver Mark
Brough was close by, watching his two
children boogie board as the water lapped
below his knees.
In a heartbeat, Brough felt the friendly
water turn, and within seconds the halfmetre
waves
became
two-metre
pounders. In the next heartbeat, both
adults realised Nicholas was in trouble.
Brough swam out and managed to get the
boy to shore, but it was close.
He said Nicholas was "pretty much gone"
when he got to him. It wasn't his only
rescue that day. He'd already pulled
another boy from the sea after seeing him
waving for help.

And this.
Surfboard coach Daisy Day is about to finish one of her
teaching sessions in the surf below the boardriders’
clubhouse at Fitzroy when she sees something going
wrong with a family group of mum, dad and four children.
They are in shallow water, but the surf has suddenly
changed. The kids are falling over and they’re being
dragged away.
The parents don’t realise anything’s wrong. When Day
yells for them to help get the children out, their mother
says they’re fine, because they’ve all got life jackets on.
No, says Day, that just means they float towards the rip
even more quickly.
What these stories tell you is that while drowning statistics
paint a reassuring picture that may be more a matter of
good luck than management.

"Learn-to-swim funding is insufficient and piecemeal, and
two critical swimming education organisations are trading
blows over who should provide swimming programmes,
and how.
"Already, twice as many Kiwis as Brits and Australians
drown, and water-related deaths and injuries cost the
country almost $900 million a year."
Taranaki hasn't escaped the trend. Now teachers are left to
manage funds for hiring community pools, transport,
swimming instructors, and juggle class timetables to suit
pool availability.
Many surviving pools are on borrowed time, because most
schools can’t afford to maintain them to higher standards
demanded by "updated" building, health and safety
regulations.

What you are about to read is an account of how - despite
the best efforts of surf lifesavers, teachers and water safety
campaigners – some Taranakians still have a casual regard
for the sea, and more will pay with their lives.

School amalgamations and closures have also had an
impact on pool availability. For example, Okato College,
Okato Primary School, Newall School and Warea School
merged to form the composite Coastal Taranaki School
(CTS) on the old Okato College site. But that was the only
school of the four not to have a pool.

hen the second pioneer ship, the Amelia
Thompson, arrived off the coast of New
Plymouth in the spring of 1841, the sea was so
rough the passengers couldn’t land for five weeks.

W

Today, 300 year 1 to 13 CTS pupils walk the few blocks
to use the Okato community pool. Meantime, the Okato
Primary School pool lays hidden amongst overgrown
trees, while cattle graze where Newall and Warea Schools
once stood.

Over the century and a half that followed, Taranaki's beach
dangers bred a long and proud history of volunteer surf
lifesaving that in the 1960s and 1970s could boast no-one
had ever drowned on a patrolled beach, here or anywhere
else in New Zealand.

Mother of two and childcare centre worker Gloria
Hofmans remembers learning to swim as a school girl in
Warea at the small country school. “We swam almost
every day at school over summer, even on some of the
rainy days.”

Every baby-boomer child was taught to swim. Every
primary school had a pool, and daily swimming lessons
were routine. Parents decreed that children were never to
go in the sea without an adult swimmer on the beach to
watch them.

Before the time of stringent rules and regulations,
Hofmans says the kids had free reign of the pool after
school and in the weekend, as well.

So what's changed? For one thing, there's a growing
number of children who can't swim.
Even though Sport and Recreation in New Zealand
surveys between 1997 to 2001 indicated swimming is the
top sport and leisure activity for young people, figures
from Water Safety NZ show 70 percent of 12-year-olds
can’t swim 200 metres, 50 percent of 10-year-olds can't
swim 25 metres, and 25 percent of them can't stay afloat.

Drawn back to the coast by family and lifestyle, she says
her sons now attend CTS. “It’s not like it used to be. They
are only swimming two days a week during school.”
At CTS, countless hours are spent co-ordinating teachers
with volunteer parent help, budgeting for professional
swimming instructors and in-house training, partnering
with the various external facilitators of water safety and
swim education, and above all ensuring the kids get time
in the pool.

Some blame the fundamental changes brought by the
Tomorrow's Schools policy introduced in the dying stages
of the Labour government in 1989.

It’s a hard ask, but principal Alan Miles says it has to be
done. “This is the coast. We live in a watery environment.
Our beaches and rivers are part of our kid’s everyday lives,
so it’s crucial they're taught the right skills.”

"Around the country, derelict swimming pools gather
slime and broken furniture - victims of Tomorrow's
Schools' funding devolution," wrote Dominion-Post
journalist Nikki Macdonald in the paper's 2011
investigation into what was going on.

Fitzroy Primary School deputy principal Mike Pillette
says his school is one of the lucky ones. It has a large
aquatic facility with a senior and junior pool and its 400plus year one to six pupils take part in a comprehensive
range of water-based learning programmes.

Parents need to play their part, as well. Anecdotal
evidence says the incident described above (three girls
alone at the beach) is not unusual in Taranaki.
On the morning of January 3, Ray Hepworth was at the
Fitzroy surf club Kiosk café having a coffee with
daughter Lynne while they kept wary eye on the surf and
his grandchildren, who were swimming with an older
relative (left).
"Dad sees it a lot, kids down here without their parents,"
said Lynne, a teacher at Oakura School.
Surfboard trainer Daisy Day - who has been working at
the beach every fine day every summer for the past 15
years – sees the same thing.
A requirement of the health and physical education
curriculum is that “all school students are given the
opportunity to learn fundamental aquatic skills by the end
of year six”.

Their fears are supported by research: a 2007 survey done
by Auckland University and others showed a quarter of all
children on New Zealand beaches are not adequately
supervised.

But the operational grant the school receives from state
funding barely covers the cost of the caretaker,
maintaining pool hygiene standards and the pool
chemicals.

In 2013, a bad year, six kids aged between five and 14
drowned in New Zealand.

Despite this, the school, school board, parent-teacher
association, and the wider community work hard to lift the
budget in order to maintain and improve what they have.
Pillette says most of the kids live close to a beach, so the
school places a strong emphasis on ensuring they are
armed with the ability and confidence to be safe in the
water.
“The curriculum doesn’t require we offer all of what we
do, but because of our proximity we feel obliged to.” From
December to March, the kids are in the pool every day.
Part of the gap is being filled by private learn-to-swim
facilities, whose services are offered to those who can
afford it.
Coastal Aquatics in Westown is one such operation and
it’s booked out, with more than 750 children aged between
under six months and 12. It's run and owned by swim
instructor Ayla Dunlop-Barrett, who was shocked to see
just how much the region needed it.
Dunlop-Barrett was involved in the AWE water safety
programme offered free to year six children. “It was a real
eye opener. In the beginning, some of the kids couldn’t
float and some couldn’t even put their head under the
water.”
She believes that although schools do what they can, the
best option is children having one-on-one with an
instructor and constant time in the water.
“Swimming is not just a sport, it’s a life skill, and when a
child is taught any skill, it’s never good to stop and start.”

Between 2012 and early 2015, 42 of the 60 people rescued
at Oakura, Fitzroy, East End, and Opunake beaches were
aged between 6 and 15.
Sometimes, even having a parent on watch is no guarantee
of a safe outcome. Some years, a high proportion of those
who drown are people to tried to rescue someone in
trouble.
Even recognising trouble can be problematic. This
summer, the web has revived accounts of a phenomenon
called “silent drowning”, during which drowning people
are unable to signal distress because all their reflexes are
concentrated on getting the next breath.
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on Harvey is well known along the coast south of
New Plymouth. That’s not just because the silverhaired senior citizen is often out on the footpaths
of Oakura riding a souped-up American chopper-style
mobility scooter, or that he has a long history of prominent
work in the dairy industry.
Harvey has a passion for surf lifesaving, and an even
stronger one for equipping kids with a better chance of
survival. The former Opunake surf lifesaver is a staunch
supporter of the New Plymouth Old Boys Surf Lifesaving
Club and a major driving force behind encouraging young
people into lifesaving.
He's wise to the deceitful nature of coastal beaches and
wants as many young people as possible out on the beach
and learning how to be safe. “It’s not so much about
teaching them to swim as it is about teaching them to
respect the sea.”
Harvey says children who are trained to cope in difficult

situations will be confident enough to get themselves out
of trouble in the water and save themselves from
drowning.
He foots half the subscription bill for any child from
Okato, Omata and Oakura who wants to join the surf
lifesaving club. In 2012, his pledge helped "nipper"
numbers swell to more than a hundred.
Harvey notes there is also another important facet to beach
danger - the infinite variety of surfing paraphernalia.
Harvey is concerned too many are taking to the waves with
a board without the skills to cope. “It’s a bit like they are
learning to run before they can walk, and with some of the
wetsuits today they are in the water all year around.”
Water Safety NZ figures show that from 2008 to 2012, 10
people drowned while board-riding. National media
reports of young board riders being rescued are not out of
the norm over summer. Last Boxing Day, for example, a
young surfer lost his life at Kariotahi Beach near Waiuku.

the sea and assess all prospective members. “We don’t rely
on what level a parent thinks their child is at, and we’ve
had to place older kids in with younger ones for their own
safety.”
It's a phenomenon that's created a fulltime job for Daisy
Day, who says business has never been so busy.
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dam Fraser, the Fitzroy Surf Lifesaving Club
captain, may have the easy-going attitude and sunbleached hair seen on archetypical TV beach
shows, but the 34-year-old is a second generation lifesaver
and takes seriously his role of protecting and watching
over beach-goers.
He says the sea is constantly changing and guards actively
encourage swimmers to stick between the flags.

Oakura Boardriders' Club president, Mike Shewry, says
surfing is growing in popularity among kids and the club's
numbers have almost tripled over the past few years.

His club is affiliated to Surf Life Saving New Zealand
(SLSNZ), which represents 74 clubs that over the current
summer will provide 4000 volunteer life guards. They will
spend more than 200,000 hours watching over 80 beaches
when their paid colleagues are absent (and even when
they're not).

He hasn’t noticed kids trying to surf before they can swim,
but says some parents do have an unrealistic idea of their
child’s water abilities.

SLSNZ says during an average season, more than 1200
people are rescued and there are about 85,000 occasions
when lifesavers help people avoid trouble.

The board riders are big on educating juniors to be safe in

It's a decade or more since surf lifesaving moved on from

being an amateur pastime. These days, paid life guards part of the SLSNZ Regional Life Guard Service - make up
around a quarter of surf lifesavers in Taranaki and are
funded by local councils to patrol over the summer school
holidays.

The council's acting manager for parks, Steve McGill, says
they strongly support surf lifesaving. “In addition to
annual funding, we also provide concessional leases to the
clubs enabling them to operate on reserve land at very
reasonable rates.”

New Plymouth District Council came to the beach party
this summer with a grant of $70,000, up from $67,000 last
year, and it pledged to equal it for the next three years.

Many Taranaki companies help. An idea mentioned by
Mark Brough after his rescue of Nicholas Dunnett – that
lifesavers need a beach buggy so they can extend their
patrols all the way between East End and Waiwhakaiho –
eventuated in late 2014 when several firms donated one.

Surf club volunteers patrol from October to early April,
and during the busy holiday season, take over from the
paid lifeguards at weekends, officially patrolling from
1pm to 5pm (unofficially, there are usually off-duty club
members around during other hours).
Surf Lifesaving NZ central regional manager Charlie
Cordwell says he is grateful for what they do get in council
funding, and for the small increase. Some 87 percent of
the council grant goes towards life guard wages, with the
balance spent on supervision and uniforms.
New Plymouth Old Boys Surf Lifesaving Club
chairwoman Nicki Spicer says her club is growing, but the
demands are growing with it.
A dominant motivation for wanting to be a surf lifesaver
is to protect and save lives, she says, but some people
forget surf lifesaving clubs are also sports clubs.
“Patrolling the beach is an integral part of being a
volunteer surf lifesaver, but it’s not the only thing we do.
"The surf sport and competition side of things is also an
important part of what we offer and the manpower that is
needed for the organising, training and the education side
of things is huge.”
Like other sports clubs today, it has to be run like a
business. In her seventh year at the club, Spicer says the
administrative load, such as that imposed by health and
safety legislation, is more labour-intensive than ever.
The club depends on sponsorship and donations to keep
afloat, and to organise a fundraiser alone takes an immense
amount of time and effort.
It is also responsible for the continued upkeep of
equipment and facilities for its members and is under
contract with SLSNZ to supply them for use by the paid
regional life guard service that patrols Oakura Beach. “We

love what we do. We see the enormous benefits that
it gives to both members and the public.”
Apart from funding, New Plymouth District Council also
contributes to other water and beach safety initiatives,
including a water safety programme offered in partnership
with Australian energy company AWE.
Mike Roberts, the council's manager of aquatic recreation
operations, says the programme offers water safety tuition
to all year six students in New Plymouth District - that’s
39 schools and around 1000 kids a year.

But some days in the height of the holiday season, the new
four-wheel drive vehicle sat unused - while people swam
in various unpatrolled places all along the beach between
Fitzroy and Waiwhakaiho River. Its use depends on the
availability of lifeguards.
Surf patrol availability is something that worries Brough.
He and Jana Dunnet called for paid life guard patrols to be
extended well beyond the current limit of January 30, with
coverage at least on afternoons when school has finished
(weekend volunteer patrols go through to April).
An allied concern held by some is that one of the region’s
popular beaches, Back Beach near Paritutu, has no patrols
at all.
With New Plymouth District Council grappling with
proposed rates caps and cutbacks that might yet close
community pools, the likelihood of more patrol funding
beyond the current $70,000 seems slim.
rying to make the beach safer involves more than
just a couple of trained people sitting on a
temporary tower beside a safe swimming corridor
marked by flags.
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When the life guards or volunteers are on duty, they are
advised by a third watcher in a clubhouse tower, and at
Fitzroy there is also likely to be a portable sign in the sand
in front of the rip. The word "rip" isn't actually mentioned,
since visitors to the country are unlikely to be familiar with
it.
They may also be unfamiliar with the flagged zone
concept. In Bali, for instance, the gap between flags is
precisely where people shouldn’t swim, because they
signal the presence of rips.
During patrolling hours, people who enter the water
outside the flags in New Zealand are liable to hear a
whistle from a life guard drawing their attention to the
need to move. Sometimes, they use a loudspeaker.
But anyone who has ventured into Taranaki waters, where
you are constantly getting an earful of surf, appreciates
that sometimes it takes a while to realise the life guards are
trying to get your attention.
Some of the people most at risk at places like Fitzroy and

“Our general stance is to limit the amount of
signage on the coastline wherever possible.” He
may not have looked lately at the main beach
entrance, where the clubhouse is festooned with
sponsors' signs and Taranaki Regional Council
has one telling people it monitors beach water
quality (above).
Daisy Day agrees with McGill that too many
signs would be undesirable, but believes there
should be some that set out procedures people
need to follow in an emergency. She’s seen signs
like that on beaches in California.
n some ways, Taranaki has of its act together
for dealing with drown time. Some children
are still being taught to swim and some are
instructed in surf beach dangers. The risks
are minimal if you're a local and you swim with
the flag crowd at times when the beaches are
patrolled.

I

They are much greater if you swim alone when
there are no life guards, strong swimmers or
board riders around to come to the rescue.

Oakura are those staying in the bordering motor camps,
whose access to the beach - provided by council steps and
gaps in marram grass conservation planting - is well away
from signs, flags and life guards.

But there is more than just local knowledge
involved in our children's future surf safety.
Broad national issues have beset water survival
for many years.
Most serious have been the absence of a definitive leader
and a unified approach by the water safety bureaucracy.

At Fitzroy, for example, the dunes separating the camp
from the beach have eight access-ways (pictured above)
in addition to the main beach entrance at the surf
clubhouse and tower.

The sector comprises government and non-government
agencies, volunteer and community organisations, and
clubs, who share common goals, but whose roles, services,
ideals and forums are broad, varied, overlapping and even
competing.

None has a warning sign, and those entering the beach
from any one of those pathways are unlikely to see the surf
patrol's solitary temporary warning sign (if it's there) if
they're not clued up enough to head for the flagged
swimming zone.

In 2005, the last Labour Government tried to make up for
the damage done by its predecessor’s Tomorrow’s
Schools policy by producing Drowning Prevention
Strategy - Towards a Water Safe New Zealand 2005-2015.

Despite acknowledging rips are a well-known risk, the
council's Steve McGill says they are not aware of a
specific request for more hazard signs at Fitzroy Beach.

So far as swimming deaths were concerned, its core aims
were to get all swimming pools fenced, all children taught
basic swimming skills, and everyone swimming between
the flags.

After National took power in 2008, it established the
Drowning Prevention Council to drive implementation of
the 2005 strategy, with the Accident Compensation
Corporation charged with leading its development.
But concerns over the sector's splintered nature lingered
into 2012, prompting Sport New Zealand, ACC and the
Drowning Prevention Council to commission a new
report, which found the sector still beset by lack of
collaboration and strategic direction.
That spurred a Sport NZ study, which criticised the sector
for lack of leadership and the government for paucity of
funding. It found potential funders were holding back
contributions.
The Drowning Prevention Council was closed and Water
Safety NZ took over leadership last year. Sport New
Zealand is now the government agency responsible for
monitoring Water Safety NZ.
Last year and this year, children aged 5 to 13 are one of
three groups targeted for the development of water safety
and survival skills.
So what can be made of the original 2005-2015 Drowning
Prevention Strategy? It began reform of a somewhat
dysfunctional water safety bureaucracy and might have
resulted in a small (about 9 percent) reduction in national
drowning fatalities, although these were declining
anyway.
There were 117 deaths in 2004, when the strategy was
written, and in the last year for which accurate figures are
available, 2013, that was down to 107.

Leaving aside the question of whether the school
curriculum should be revised to include compulsory
swimming and surf survival education, for Water Safety
NZ to succeed in its comparatively new leadership role it
needs to attract more funding, even help pay for a more
extensive beach patrol season.
That wouldn’t come soon enough for over-worked
schools, surf lifesavers and local councils feeling the
pinch.
It needs to happen in conjunction with parents taking
greater responsibility for their kids on hot summer days
when nothing could be more tempting than a dip in a
friendly-looking ocean.

A version of this article appeared in Live
magazine's February/March edition, 2015.

