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From the beach to the bush, 
clubs help people

supporting schools, sport, hospitals, arts and entertainment, 
providing jobs and training opportunities, 
building resilience and embracing change, 

looking after families, giving kids confidence, 
welcoming and inclusive, 

and we’re always there for our communities 
when natural disasters strike …
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Surf Life Saving NSW Launches New Podcast Series
The irreverently titled What the Surf?! podcast features news and interviews with 
volunteer surf lifesavers who dedicate thousands of hours each year to saving lives.

What the Surf?! introduces listeners to 
passionate surf lifesavers from the 129 
surf clubs along the NSW coastline and 
celebrates their bravery, achievements and 
commitment to protecting and saving lives.

The new podcast series is hosted by four 
highly-experienced surf lifesavers; surf 
sports aficionado and up-and-coming 
commentator, Jess Collins from Redhead 
SLSC in the Hunter region; the dynamic 
Harold Marshall from NSW Club of the Year, 
Umina SLSC; Sean Hendry, who has red and 
yellow blood pumping through his veins, 
from Mollymook and Hanna Clare who is a 
vibrant young member from Long Reef SLSC.

With their finger on the Surf Life Saving 
pulse, the geographically-diverse What the 
Surf?! hosts bring their extensive knowledge 
to the microphone and in each episode 
discuss the who, what, where and when of 
the iconic movement.

Surf Life Saving NSW CEO Steven Pearce said 
that the new podcast series will appeal to a 
diverse audience and inspire them with the 
latest news and stories from people on the 
frontline of Surf Life Saving.

“Our members do remarkable things and 
the What the Surf?! team talks one-on-one 
with the people who are the heart and soul 
of our movement. From Pambula to Cudgen 
Headland, we hear our members’ stories - in 
their own words,” said Pearce.

“Whether it’s a surf sports athlete competing 
at Ironman level, lifesavers who’ve been 
awarded Rescue of the Month or a bunch of 
excited Nippers, you can bet that our What 
the Surf?! team will be talking to them in the 
podcast,” he said.

Surf Life Saving NSW President George 
Shales said that the organisation was 
launching the podcast to give its members, 
and anyone interested in Surf Life Saving, a 
new way to catch-up with what’s happening 
across the organisation.

“The What the Surf?! podcast is a great way 
for us to connect with people wherever they 
are, whatever they’re doing. It’s an important 
new communication channel for us,” said 
George Shales.

“The podcast series makes it easy for 
listeners to catch-up with what’s going 
on in Surf Life Saving while they’re on the 
bus, train, in the car or even walking on the 
beach,” said Shales.

What the Surf?! podcast episodes will be 
published monthly. The series was developed 
with the assistance of the Australian Film 
Television and Radio School (AFTRS).

What the Surf?! is available on smartphone 
podcast apps and on the Whooshkaa and 
iHeart Radio websites.
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warrenandmahoney.com

Design that remains successful over time is founded 
on authentic connections to place as well as people. 
Our buildings are in constant dialogue with their 
surroundings, responding to the region, to the landscape 
or the fabric of the city. They express context through 
siting, form, materials and artistic gestures.

We keep the conversation alive from brief to build, 
so everyone sees themselves in the finished work.

Proud supporter of Surf Life 
Saving New South Wales

Mona Vale Surf Life Saving Club designed by Warren and Mahoney



When I heard there were kids in trouble, I immediately kicked 
off my thongs, cleared my pockets and went straight out

To say thank-you for rescuing their friend, 
the men invited Alex, Jemima and their 
group to join them for lunch the next day 
at their campsite. The lifesavers seized the 
opportunity to give the group some tips on 
beach safety.

“They were such a lovely group of men. 
They took all our advice onboard, like how 
to signal for help and float until they were 
rescued,” said Jemima.

“Lunch was great,” said Alex enthusiastically. 
“We got the chance to talk to them about 
beach safety, the dangers of rips and advised 
them not to swim where they were swimming 
the previous day.  

“They were too shaken up immediately after 
the incident to talk about it and so was I to 
be honest,” Alex admitted. “But at lunch the 
next day we all had a good chat about it.”

Despite the successful lesson on beach 
safety, Alex, Jemima and their friends’ 
lifesaving duties were far from over for the 
weekend.

“We were sitting there having a great lunch 
when someone came running up and said, 
‘we need you again’. I couldn’t believe it. We 
ran straight down to the beach,” said Alex.

Alex and Ryan Metelovski got down to the 
beach first and saw four people caught in the 
same rip. They dived straight into the water.

“Ryan pulled two guys out on body boards 
close to shore but there were two other 
people in the rip being swept out, so I swam 
out to them,” said Alex.

Two people were struggling to stay above the 
water. One was a man in his forties, the other 
a teenage boy. 

Holiday rescues win 
lifesavers National 
Rescue Medals
A group of off-duty surf lifesavers, who 
performed back-to-back rescues at the 
remote Seven Mile Beach on the NSW 
Lower North Coast, were presented 
with National Rescue Medals by Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison on 2 December.

Alex Taylor from Mona Vale SLSC, Jemima 
McGahey from Palm Beach SLSC and a group 
of their friends were on a camping holiday at 
the Booti Booti National Park south of Forster 
over the October long weekend.

The group was relaxing at the beachside 
Ruins Campground when a member of the 
public ran into their campsite yelling and 
asking for help to rescue some children 
struggling to stay afloat in the surf.

“When I heard there were kids in trouble, I 
immediately kicked off my thongs, cleared 
my pockets and went straight out,” said Alex.

“I saw two kids in a rip with bodyboards close 
to shore. My assessment was that they were 
okay, but I could see an older guy out the 
back in trouble and going under.

“I swam out to him and put him on his back 
and swam him out of the rip,” said Alex.

Being keen surfers, 
Alex’s friends had 
longboards with 
them. Thinking 
quickly, Holly 
grabbed her board and paddled out to Alex 
and the man and assisted him back to shore 
on the board.

"It's lucky that we took our longboards with 
us," Jemima said.

"Alex was the real hero though. He is a 
strong swimmer and went out to get the man 
without hesitation," she said.

The rescued man, aged in his 30s, was on 
a father-son camping holiday with a group 
of over 40 men who attend the Greenacre 
Mosque in Western Sydney.  

“He was not in a good way. He was out of 
breath, off colour and he’d taken on water,” 
said Alex.

Gemma Keers, who is a registered nurse, 
called Triple Zero and waited with the patient 
until paramedics arrived. View the full story here: 

http://bit.ly/2S2wcp3

“We pulled the two guys out. They were in a 
bad way. They were both vomiting and had 
taken on water,” said Alex.

For the second time that weekend, Gemma 
Keers called Triple Zero and monitored the 
patients until help arrived.

“We were a well-oiled machine by then,” said 
Alex wryly. “In fact, one of the paramedics, 
who had also attended the incident the day 
before said, ‘aren’t you guys supposed to be 
on holiday?’”.

Reflecting on the incident, Alex said that 
there were so many people in distress, he 
found the situation almost overwhelming.

“I thought we’d probably lose someone. It 
was the scariest rescue I’ve ever done… If we 
weren’t there, people would have drowned. 
I’m certain about that," Alex concluded.

Surf Life Saving NSW 
President George 
Shales congratulated 
Alex, Jemima and 
their friends on 
winning the National 

Rescue of the Month Award.

“If Alex and Jemima hadn't been at the beach 
campground that weekend, there is no doubt 
that lives would have been lost," said Shales.

"I congratulate Alex and Jemima on their 
extraordinary, multiple rescues - both made 
in challenging circumstances. They are both 
exemplary surf lifesavers and deserving 
winners of the National Rescue of the Month 
Award," Shales concluded.

Surf Life Saving Australia’s National 
Rescue Medals are a national initiative that 
recognises the courageous and outstanding 
achievements our surf lifesavers and 
members perform on our coastal waterways 
every single day.
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Jemima McGahey and Alex Taylor are thanked 
for their bravery by Sheikh Jalal Chami





Australian summers are synonymous with surf 
lifesavers. We are grateful for the volunteer hours 
they put in, for the training they do and the risks 

they take to keep our families safe.

A Sea of Red and Yellow Floods NSW Parliament House
Visitors to NSW Parliament House on 13 November could have been forgiven for thinking 
they’d stepped onto a beach, as a large group of the state’s top volunteer surf lifesavers, 
wearing their iconic red and yellow patrol uniforms, gathered to celebrate the first ever 
Surf Life Saving Day.

Hosted by the Minister for Police and 
Emergency Services, David Elliott, the 
inaugural Surf Life Saving Day brought 
together award-winning volunteer lifesavers, 
surf sports athletes and political leaders in an 
informal setting to celebrate the dedication 
and achievements of the state’s 75,000 
volunteer surf lifesavers leading into summer.

The event was an opportunity to recognise 
the bi-partisan government support Surf 
Life Saving NSW enjoys and to 
acknowledge the commitment 
Surf Life Saving has to 
strengthening coastal safety. 
It was also an opportunity 
for NSW politicians to thank 
volunteers personally for the 
work they do in protecting lives 
along the coastline.

Minister for Police and Emergency Services, 
David Elliott, said the Surf Life Saving Day 
event helped raise awareness of Surf Life 
Saving NSW’s activities across the state and 
sent a message to patrolling surf lifesavers 
ahead of the forecast long, hot summer.

“We want to say a big thank-you to all surf 
lifesavers this summer,” said Minister Elliott.

“Australian summers are synonymous 
with surf lifesavers. We are grateful for the 
volunteer hours they put in, for the training 
they do and the risks they take to keep our 
families safe,” he said.

Elected representatives spanning the 
political spectrum had an opportunity to 
speak to volunteer lifesavers from across 
generations and backgrounds, including 
Ironman Jackson Borg (Newport SLSC), the 

winner of the national Youth Lifesaver of 
the Year Award, Kai Darwin (Umina SLSC) 
and Australian of the Year Nominee, Doug 
Hawkins (Coogee SLSC). Rescue of the 
Month Award winners Brad Dawson and 
Toby Streamer from Kiama also attended.

For the first time ever, an inflatable rescue 
boat (IRB) was installed in the Speaker’s 
Courtyard of NSW Parliament House to 

Surf Life Saving Day video: 
http://bit.ly/2EnoIF0

highlight the role this iconic workhorse has 
played in saving lives on Australian beaches 
over the past 50 years.

Parliamentary Friends of Surf Life Saving 
Chairperson Melinda Pavey, Minister for 
Water, Property and Housing attended the 
event along with co-chairs Adam Crouch, 
Member for Terrigal and Yasmin Catley, 
Member for Swansea.

“Surf Life Saving Day is a great opportunity 
for the community to reflect 
on the work our 75,000 
volunteer surf lifesavers do 
in keeping the beach-going 
public safe and to celebrate 
the bi-partisan support we 
enjoy from parliamentarians 
across the political spectrum 

for our vision of zero preventable deaths on 
the NSW coastline,” said SLSNSW President 
George Shales.



As lifesavers, our training ensures that we 
make the right decisions on the beach to keep 
our communities safe. But what about in our 
professional lives? 

Many lifesavers are also business owners and 
professionals, having to make important business 
decisions that impact their success and bottom 
lines. It can be tough, especially when there is a lot 
at stake.

Wouldn’t it be great to be confident that you have 
made the right professional decisions based on 
actual evidence?

Now you can, by partnering with the market 
research agency that also supports Surf Life Saving 
New South Wales.

D&M Research is an award-winning, Australian-
owned research agency specialising in increasing 
the odds in favour of the decision maker – you!

Get decision confident by talking to D&M Research 
about your next big business decision.

Call (02) 9565 2655 or email 
query@dandmresearch.com.au 
to find out more.

Are you confident with 
your decisions away 
from the beach?

Market and Social Research, Analysis and Consulting
dandmresearch.com.au

Proudly supporting



Illawarra Hosts 
Western Sydney School 
Beach Safety Day
Over 60 students from Merrylands 
High School arrived at Thirroul pool 
and beach on 2 December as part of 
the Western Sydney High School Beach 
and Theory Program.

Program coordinator Jacob White says the 
program is the best way for the students to 
learn vital beach safety skills, “By providing 
these programs to Western Sydney school 
kids, we’re confident we can help reduce 
serious incidents and drowning deaths.”

Program leader Meg Fox backs the program 
she teaches, “It’s a great initiative. We head 
out to Western Sydney schools with the 
highest statistics of drownings from the 
previous year. We teach them some surf 
survival skills and build their confidence in 
unknown environments. And they really 
love it, we get such great feedback from the 
schools and the kids,” she said. 

Merrylands High School teacher Andrew 
MacNamara coordinates the program 
through the school and reinforced its 
importance with his students, "We have a lot 
of kids who come from other countries and 
don't know of the Surf Life Saving philosophy 
here in Australia.

"We do a pre-screening questionnaire and 25 

Western Sydney program: 
http://bit.ly/2PZMj4l

The Surf Life Saving NSW community 
education program started in 2014 and is 
designed to teach students about beach 
safety and behaviour through practical 
activities and presentations. Over 4,000 
students have taken part in the theory and 
beach program since its inception.

The program aims to minimise the risk-
taking behaviour of young people including 
swimming outside patrol hours and influence 
sensible decision-making when they come to 
the beach.

The 2018/19 NSW Coastal Safety Report 
revealed 45% of all coastal drowning deaths 
for the period occurred less than one 
kilometre from a Surf Life Saving service. The 
results reinforce the importance of Surf Life 
Saving's key messages of swimming between 
the flags and if no one can see you, no one 
can save you.

While the activities for the program have 
been designed to be fun and practical, 
the students are encouraged to use their 
initiative and think quickly to help save a life.

per cent of the students say that they'd never 
been in a body of water before. It's a fantastic 
program and the kids get so many skills out 
of this. Hopefully, it's a message not only 
delivered to the students in our school but 
also in Greater Western Sydney as well."

Surf Life Saving NSW President George 
Shales said everyone should be able to enjoy 
the beach this summer, “this initiative plants 
key seeds in our communities about how to 
stay safe when visiting our beaches.

“We encourage the students to use their new 
knowledge and be influential amongst their 
families and friends. What they learn could 
save a life,” said Shales. 

Illawarra lifesavers teaching kids from 
Western Sydney how to stay safe in the water



Surf Lifesavers Go Bush 
A team of volunteer surf lifesavers headed west in November to deliver beach safety 
lessons to thousands of NSW primary school students.

Over 6,000 school children attended one 
of the more unusual lessons on the school 
calendar when the 26th annual Beach to 
Bush program toured rural and regional 
towns including; Mudgee, Wellington, 
Deniliquin, Dubbo, Orange, Tamworth, 
Wagga Wagga and Canberra.

For many children, attending the Beach to 
Bush presentation is their first interaction 
with a surf lifesaver. Some have never actually 
been to the coast or swum in the ocean.

Over the past 26 years, over 250,000 primary 
school-aged students have benefited from 
the Beach to Bush program delivered by real 
surf lifesavers.

The coastal safety program has been 
carefully designed by educators to ensure 
the lesson content is age-appropriate. 
Children attending the program learn about; 
the role of surf lifesavers, why they should 
always swim between the flags, how to spot a 
rip current, what to do if you get into trouble 
at the beach, sun safety and the different 
types of marine life that can be found along 
the coast.

With 44 schools participating at over 25 
locations, the Beach to Bush program in 
2019 was a major undertaking for Surf Life 
Saving NSW.

Julia Kiss, Community Education Manager 
at SLSNSW, said that the organisation 
has ambitions to grow the Beach to Bush 
program.

“Following the success of Beach to Bush 
over the past 25 years, we will be looking to 
refresh and reinvigorate this program in 2020 
with the aim of bringing coastal education 
to more students and schools in remote and 
rural communities,” said Julia Kiss.

Surf Life Saving NSW Beach to Bush 
coordinator Mike Anderson said it’s a 
wonderful opportunity for the volunteer 
lifesavers to share their knowledge and 
passion for beach safety with children in rural 
and regional areas.

“Educating all children, regardless of their 
location, is an important part of our strategy 
to keep the beach going public safe,” said 
Mike Anderson.

View the B2B video here: 
http://bit.ly/2PSohbg

“Beach to Bush has proven to be an effective 
educational program over many years and 
I know it is something that both the school 
children and our volunteer surf lifesavers 
look forward to taking part in each year.

“Our volunteer lifesavers consider it a 
big responsibility. They are often the first 
contact these children have with a real surf 
lifesaver. The opportunity to interact with 
the wider community through the local club 
engagement, which was this year hosted 
by Orange Ex Services Club, also plays an 
important role in spreading our beach safety 
messaging.” Mr Anderson concluded.

The Beach to Bush Program is supported by 
Cancer Institute NSW and Your local club. It 
is the largest and most innovative surf safety 
education program in Australia, having 
reached more than 250,000 primary school 
students since it began in 1994.

Students from Perthville Primary School have 
fun learning how to stay safe at the beach



Bevan, who is 67 and undergoing palliative 
care, wanted nothing more than to join surf 
lifesavers on active patrol duties as a Westpac 
Life Saver Rescue Drone pilot. Surf Life 
Saving NSW (SLSNSW) was only too happy to 
grant Bevan his wish by putting him through 
the drone pilot training program.

On Sunday 24 November, Bevan donned 
the iconic red and yellow patrol uniform 
and reported for his first Westpac Life Saver 
Rescue Drone patrol duty on Mona Vale 
beach. He was joined by other members of 
the UAV team who are among the 350 pilots 
who patrol the NSW coastline.

Surf Life Saving drone pilots conduct coastal 
surveillance, monitor surf conditions, spot 
marine species and assist with search and 
rescue operations.

Although Bevan’s condition limits his 
physical activity, he can easily operate a 
drone and is determined to ‘give something 
back to the community’ by becoming a surf 
lifesaver.

Bevan, who is a member of Manly Life Saving 
Club, is rostered on active patrol duty as a 
surf lifesaver on Sydney’s Northern Beaches.

“It’s fantastic. The course was just magic. 
They gave me so many tips that make it 
easier to fly drones,” said Bevan Lyons.

“If I can help someone I can. I’ve got so many 
people helping me, I just want to give my 
time to help others.

“These guys go out and save people. I can 
help make their job easier,” said Bevan.

Surf Life Saving Makes Drone Dream Come True
Bevan Lyons is lucky to be alive. He suffers from a rare respiratory disease and his 
doctors told him that he wouldn’t live past last Christmas. A year later, he’s proven the 
experts wrong and thanks to Surf Life Saving NSW, Bevan’s dream of becoming a drone 
pilot and surf lifesaver became a reality.

Like traditional surf lifesavers, drone pilots 
are rostered on for volunteer patrols several 
times during the summer season.

Bevan’s wife Sylvia was there to see Bevan 
take the controls of the Westpac Life Saver 
Rescue Drone for his first patrol. She spoke 
about his passion and determination.

“He doesn’t have the capacity to do a lot of 
physical exercise or anything like that,” said 
Sylvia Lyons.

“He keeps his brain active and he decided to 
get a drone.

“He’s reached this point which allows him to 
do a lot of things that can be beneficial to the 
community,” said Sylvia.

Surf Life Saving NSW UAV Coordinator Paul 
Hardy, who organised Bevan’s training, said 
the SLSNSW UAV training program was 
attracting people from diverse backgrounds.

View Bevan’s story here: 
http://bit.ly/2S3mCCz

“Surf Life Saving’s partnership with Westpac 
offers people a unique opportunity to 
become a surf lifesaver. We want to be as 
inclusive as possible and offer people the 
chance to participate and help save lives, 
even if they are unable to perform rescues in 
the surf,” said Paul Hardy.

Surf Life Saving NSW congratulates Bevan 
Lyons on achieving his drone pilot’s licence 
and looks forward to him contributing to 
saving lives through the Westpac Life Saver 
Rescue Drone program.



“It’s a really great honour to be here with 
all the great athletes from everywhere. In 
Sydney we’re all so close as a team and you 
have to trust in yourself. At Interbranch every 
wave counts, every point counts,” said Lucy.

Hunter Branch had some great performances 
in the water and on the sand to end up in 
third spot on the podium and Central Coast 
Branch claimed fourth position while the Far 
North Coast was the top performing country 
Branch in fifth place.

Northern Beaches Win Interbranch Championships
Sydney Northern Beaches athletes have cemented their place at the top by winning the 
2019 NSW Interbranch Championships for the third year in a row.

Nudging out close rivals Sydney Branch by 
just a handful of points, the Sydney Northern 
Beaches (SNB) team put everything they had 
into winning in the tough conditions at Bulli 
Beach on 7-8 December.

Captain of the SNB team again this year, 
Maddi Spencer, said the team was amazing.

“It was definitely a lot harder this year, 
everything was unpredictable. The win 
was a testament to everyone’s skills in very 
interesting and tricky conditions.

“To throw in the large surf meant we couldn’t 
count on some of the results this time. The 
younger kids did so well getting around the 
course in those conditions.

“It’s always a good battle with Sydney, point 
for point. It was really close. I couldn’t be 
prouder of the team,” said Maddi.

Spoiled for choice, SNB fielded strong 
competitors across virtually every age 
division. In the U15s, Jake and Mitch Morris 
and Kimberley and Katelyn Doyle did what 
was asked of them in individual and teams 
events.

Ella Garrett and Piper Harrison were first and 
second in the Youth Ski Race and Emily Doyle 
and Zac Morris took out both the Open Surf 
Races. Noah Maggs was outstanding in the 
Under 12s and clocked up wins in the Swim, 
Board and Iron races.

Despite being pipped at the post for another 
year, Sydney Branch competitors put in 
impressive performances in every race, 
including teams and individual, in the water 
or on the sand.

Winner of the Youth Beach Flags, Lucy 
Flanagan from North Cronulla SLSC, said it 
was great to race against the best athletes in 
the state.

Sydney Northern Beaches 
team makes it three in a row



It was definitely a lot harder this year, 
everything was unpredictable. The win 
was a testament to everyone’s skills in 
very interesting and tricky conditions.

The annual championships event pits representative teams from each 
branch of Surf Life Saving in NSW against one another in a display of 
superior lifesaving skills, fitness and teamwork.

Open Ironman Champion Luke Chaffer from Far North Coast had the 
skills and experience to push out the others in the strong field while 
Zoe Clarke from Central Coast Branch caused an upset to take out the 
Open Ironwoman.

In the youngest age group, Tahj Hamilton from Central Coast was 
enjoying his first Interbranch Championships and came away with a 
win in the U12 Male Beach Sprint.

For the team that travelled the furthest this year, the Far North Coast 
Branch didn’t seem to suffer from the trip. Their performances and 
team spirit was high as always. In the Under 14s, Maalik Moston took 
an early win in the Male Ironperson and the Open Male Board Team 
was happy to take the points in their race.

Far North Coast competitor Hayley Smith surprised herself with a win 
on her 18th birthday in the Open Female Board, claiming her fitness 
wasn’t as good as it could be.

Host Branch Illawarra gained solid points with good performances 
in many events, including several wins. Emma Walsh was the fastest 
across the sand in the U14 Female Beach Sprint.

Team veteran Hannah Minogue narrowly missed out on first place in 
the Open Ski race on her home beach, losing the top spot in the run up 
the beach and into the finishing chute.

The hopes of the South Coast Branch team were with its high 
performing beach team from Mollymook. South Coast superstar, Sam 
Zustovich, held off veterans of the sand Blake Drysdale (SNB) and 
Michael Kember (Syd) to win the Open Male Beach Sprint. Club mate 
Payton Williams backed it up with a first in the Open Female Beach 
Sprint.

The NSW Director of Surf Sport, Don van Keimpema, thanked the Bulli 
SLSC volunteers and work party for hosting a great weekend of racing 
and congratulated all the athletes, team managers, coaches and 
officials for their efforts.

Surf Life Saving 
NSW Announces 
New Life Members
At the Surf Life Saving NSW 
Annual General Meeting in 
November, five long-serving 
volunteer surf lifesavers were 
elevated to the distinguished 
position of NSW Life Member.

The five inductees from across 
NSW have been recognised for 
their outstanding contribution 
to the Surf Life Saving 
movement as lifesavers, 
competitors, coaches, and 
administrators.

“Being awarded with a 
life membership is a very 
significant achievement. I 
would like to congratulate 
Steve, Alan, Glenn, 
Grahame and Malcolm 
for their achievements 
and acknowledge their 
continuing contribution to 
Surf Life Saving,” said SLSNSW 
President George Shales.

Surf Life Saving NSW 2019/20 
Life Member Inductees:

Stephan Jones  
Nowra Culburra SLSC

Alan Parsons 
Bellambi SLSC

Glenn Langley 
Newport SLSC

Grahame Lott 
Merewether SLSC

Malcolm Flew 
Cape Hawke SLSC

View the Interbranch wrap story here: 
http://bit.ly/2Z36m62
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Surf lifesavers celebrated 
a milestone anniversary 
of the Inflatable Rescue 
Boat (IRB) on 2 November 
2019, 50 years to the day 
that the first prototype 
was trialled at Avalon 
Beach in Sydney in front 
of a sceptical crowd of 
onlookers.

Since it first took to the water in 1969, the 
Aussie innovation, coined the "rubber duck", 
has been responsible for saving around 
200,000 lives and is in service in at least 50 
countries as a surf rescue craft.

Throughout the country there are over 1,000 
IRBs currently in service with over 7,000 
active and proficient drivers and over 14,000 
trained crew.

Avalon Beach on Sydney’s northern beaches 
is considered by many as the birthplace of 
this ocean workhorse. The simple, hardy craft 
revolutionised surf rescue forever, still saving 
thousands of lives each year and significantly 
improving safety for frontline lifesaving 
volunteers.

RUBBER 
DUCKIE 
TURNS 50

Warren Mitchell was the young lifesaver from 
Avalon Beach who ventured overseas with a 
bunch of mates who all got jobs as lifeguards 
in the UK.

After a terrible drowning at Cornwall in the 
UK where he was on duty, Warren began 
thinking about how an inflatable boat could 
work to negotiate the break to reach patients 
more quickly than the line and reel method, 
which was possibly responsible for the 
deaths of more people than were saved.

On his return to Australia, Warren began 
trialling early versions of the IRB, conducting 
a test on 2 November 1969 using his brother 
Don as crash test dummy crewman. Going 
through the first wave, Don came down hard 
on the metal fuel tank and ended up with six 
stitches in his chin.

But traditionalists within the lifesaving 
movement resisted the change.

"Every time people said to me it wouldn't 
work, that was the worst thing they could 
have ever said to me,” said Warren Mitchell.

In December 1969, Warren was on patrol 
at Avalon Beach when eight people were 
dragged out to sea in a rip. He used the 
inflatable boat he was testing to rescue all 
eight people, making history as the first 
rescue conducted using an IRB.

Different versions of the boat went on to be 
tested including Mitchell’s Dunlop inflatable 
boat and Ken Brown’s French-made Zodiac.

The original IRB brought 
into service in 1970



Other surf clubs were experimenting with 
inflatable craft at the same time and the 
first IRB was officially approved for use by 
Australian surf clubs in 1970. Ken Brown 
went on to win an Australian Design Award 
in 1987 for the development of the rigid hull 
version of the boat.

IRB racing evolved into a surf sport from 
1976 and continues to be a state and national 
championship event to this day, honing the 
skills of surf lifesavers to execute rescues in 
all sorts of conditions.

One of those people who owe their lives to 
the IRB and the skill of the volunteer crews 
is Samantha Morley, who was dragged 
into a rip with her two young daughters in 
treacherous surf at Camden Haven on the 
mid-north coast in 2017.

"We were being dragged further and further 
from shore. I managed to push my daughters 
back to my husband but with no energy left I 
couldn't get myself out," she said. "It was like 
a washing machine. I had nothing left and 
was ready to let go,” said Sam Morley.

"When I finally saw that big red boat, it was 
like the Knights of the Southern Ocean had 
come out in the boat and I thought, 'Oh, my 
God, I'm going to survive'.”

At the celebration of 50 years of IRBs 
at Avalon Beach on 2 November 2019, 
Warren’s brother Don attended and was 
proud to witness the unveiling of a plaque, 
commemorating the early days and the 
perseverance of his brother Warren in 
introducing the trusty craft to service all 
those years ago.

“Warren was very influential in getting 
IRBs into Surf Life Saving,” he said. “He was 
renowned for what he did, and I can only 
thank him as a brother.”

View the 50yrs IRB video: 
http://bit.ly/2Z8Z3tD

Surf Life Saving NSW Powercraft Advisor 
Henry Scruton has been involved in IRB 
operations for many years and can’t help 
but marvel at its longevity and continued 
contribution.

“The little red boat hasn’t changed that 
much at all. The IRB has remained pretty 
much the same - same outboards, same 
pontoon configuration, it’s just a success. 
It’s saved many, many lives and created 
great opportunities for a lot of our youth to 
be involved in competition, enhancing their 
skills and making them better operators. And 
they’ve passed that onto other members and 
it’s had a big impact on surf life saving,” said 
Henry Scruton.

The unveiling of the plaque by Northern 
Beaches Council Mayor Michael Regan 
was a proud moment for many in the 
crowd and followed a demonstration of the 
manoeuvrability and prowess of the IRB, 
staged by crews from Avalon Beach and 
nearby clubs Queenscliff and Mona Vale.

“It’s one of those very unique Australian things 
and we are very proud to be part of it,” said 
Mayor Michael Regan.

President of Surf Life Saving NSW, George 
Shales, paid tribute to the craft and crews who 
have saved so many lives over the last 50 years.

“There would be many families who would give 
their life savings for the chance to meet and 
recognise the individuals who have used the 
IRB to save lives of loved ones over the years,” 
said George Shales.

And for Warren Mitchell, the legacy of the little 
red boat lives on.

"Every time somebody puts their hand out in an 
IRB to rescue someone, it feels like my hand and 
the hands of all the other crews. It's our hands 
saving lives."

IRB crews from Northern Beaches celebrate 
the 50th Anniversary at Avalon Beach



Our Mission

To save lives, create great Australians 
and build better communities.

Summary

Surf Life Saving NSW is the state’s 
major water safety and rescue 
organisation, and with over 75,000 
members, is one of the largest volunteer 
movements in Australia.
The primary role of Surf Life Saving 
NSW is to save lives on our beaches, 
while other activities include 
developing our members through 
education, leadership and surf 
sports programs.
There are 129 surf clubs and 11 
branches in the state which are 
affiliated with Surf Life Saving NSW, 
stretching from Fingal Rovers SLSC 
near Tweed Heads, to Pambula SLSC 
on the Far South Coast.

For contributions or suggestions 
for SurfLIFE please contact SLSNSW 
Media on 02 9471 8000 or  
media@surflifesaving.com.au
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Surf Life Saving NSW wishes to thank the following  
sponsors and supporters for helping our volunteers 

save lives on the beaches each year.

@SLSNSW

Surf Life Saving NSW

@SLSNSW

SLSNSW endeavours to ensure all information contained in SurfLIFE is correct and true, however 
accepts no responsibility for any inaccuracies or mistakes contained in the publication.

#mysurflife


