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About DPA

Formed in 1994, Drowning Prevention Auckland (DPA) is a charitable organisation with a mission whakatakanga to 
prevent drowning through education, research, and advocacy.

DPA undertakes practical and relevant research for the sector that enables organisations to implement evidence-
based practices in their pursuit to reduce drowning. DPA is also an established voice in policy and bylaw amendments, 
regionally and nationally. Building on the development of the national strategy, Wai Ora Aotearoa, DPA joined with 
sector partners to lead on the development and implementation of Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau - Auckland’s Water 
Safety and Drowning Prevention Strategy.

DPA’s suite of educational programmes continue to meet the needs of at-risk and hard to reach water-users, 
encouraging safer behaviours in, on and around the water. Recognised as a leading agency for drowning prevention 
education, our accessible curriculum is underpinned by the 15 evidence-based water competencies recommended for 
drowning prevention. The addition of an eLearning platform provides flexibility and accessibility for all. 

Why do we exist?
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Individuals reached through 
DPA’s educational programmes

Impact at a glance

121,353
Programmes delivered343

Downloads of our water 
safety research1,832
Lifejackets loaned to the public
*Daily uses per lifejacket48,040*

Annual website views32,954 Online platform subscribers 
at year end2,933

Conference presentations of 
our research – domestic and 
international

19 Community events attended 
sharing key water safety 
messages

14

Vision / Whāinga
To create an Auckland free from drowning 
- achieved through the development of 
water competence and changing knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviours
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Te Uara Tokotoru Tapu o DPA
DPA’s values

Mana

Whakawhanaunga

Aroha

We uphold the mana of others 
and ourselves

We strengthen relationships 
through engagement

We honour and appreciate 
all people

The Drowning Prevention Auckland team workshopped the values 
we stand by. Working alongside our Pou Ārahi, Rihari Wilson, the 
key themes were identified and he gifted us Te Uara Tokotoru Tapu 
o DPA, our three DPA values. His generosity extended further with 
the beautiful whakaaro behind the symbols representing each 
value and the kōrero around them.

Derived from the DPA logomark, this symbol is a representation 
of the DPA uara (values). The negative space represents the uara 
whakawhanaunga and is held in protection by the uara aroha and 
uara mana.

Each uara has its profile, mana, mauri, kōrero.

Uara – Value

Tohu – Design, sign, mark

Ingoa – Name

Whakamārama – Clarification, understanding

Kōrero mihi – Words of acknowledgement

Tohu – Te Matau a Māui	 Ingoa – Murirangawhenua

Whakamārama – Strength, protection for travel especially on water

Kōrero mihi – Māui’s grandmother Murirangawhenua gifted him her jawbone that 
he crafted into a hook which he used to haul up the North Island of Aotearoa. The 
fishhook represents strength, determination and abundance and brings good luck 
and safe passage to the wearer, particularly when travelling over water.

Tohu – Te Wairere	  Ingoa – Tāua, tāua

Whakamārama – Connection, relationship, kinship, links, bonds, people

Kōrero mihi – 60% of the human body is made up of water.

Tohu – Ngākau 	 Ingoa – Te Manawa Whati (broken heart)

Whakamārama – Half the heart symbolising its vulnerability and fragility

Kōrero mihi – A reminder of the reason why the whānau at DPA do what they do 
to prevent unecessary broken hearts by keeping our communities safer in, on and 
around water.



Chairperson Report

Kia ora,
 

I want to start by acknowledging how privileged I feel to be DPA’s 
Chair. I appreciate the opportunity I get to support and strengthen 
our amazing organisation for the challenges and opportunities 
ahead. 

The year started with a standout moment for me and the board: 
World Drowning Prevention Day in July. A simply stunning service 
with a backdrop of the Manukau Harbour, I can’t think of a more 
fitting way to commemorate the lives lost to drowning. Hosted 
by the local iwi, our growing collaboration with mana whenua 
highlights how we can effectively and authentically engage our 
indigenous peoples in water safety initiatives.

Like the rest of the non-profit sector, this year has not been 
without significant funding challenges as the country is in an 
era of “austerity”. This has required the board to be as strategic, 
focused and collaborative as ever. 

To this end, we held our strategic planning day in June, facilitated 
by Dr Peter Crow, and involving external expertise with brand and 
customer journey. It reinforced to the board and to staff the need 
to concentrate on what we do best: education in the community, 
and continued research that is an enabler of our education. 

Despite tough financial times, the sector has really come together. 
We’re all here for the same vision – to keep people of Tāmaki 
Makaurau Auckland safer in, on and around the water. 

This unity was on display in the development of our regional 
strategy which, in an independent review, received praise for its 
comprehensive approach. You can only develop and rollout a 
decent regional strategy with high collaboration across the sector 
and we thank all of those organisations that have partnered with 
us.

Internationally, DPA’s work continues to earn recognition. At the 

World Conference on Drowning Prevention in Perth, our staff 
were held in high regard, with research and education initiatives 
being respected globally. We are recognised for the world class 
work we do.

We welcomed new members to the board – Hannah Ross, Jo 
Fagan and Kate Holtmeier as we farewelled Richard Pamatatau. 
We also created an emeritus board member role, to recognise Dr 
Kevin Moran’s long-standing contribution to our organisation. 

This year marks our 30-year anniversary. The board continues 
to feel passionately about our mission: Preventing drowning 
through education, research and advocacy. We are extremely 
thankful for the vision and strength of our Chief Executive, Nicola 
Keen-Biggelaar. 

In closing, while acknowledging the challenges ahead, particularly 
in terms of budget constraints, the board remains proud of DPA’s 
achievements and impact. The ongoing support from Auckland 
Council and ARAFB is crucial and greatly appreciated as we 
continue our lifesaving mahi.

John Holley
CHAIRPERSON
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Even the small can make a big impact on the big

He iti te mokoroa nāna te 
kahikatea i kakati



Chief Executive Report
Kia ora,
It is with great pleasure that I offer my overview for the year ended 30 June 2024 – our 30th year 
as an organisation.

Let me begin by asking: What does it take for us to reach the richly diverse community of 
Tāmaki Makaurau with water safety information they can hear, retain, and act on? I believe 
it comes down to a few key fundamentals: a great team, cultural sensitivity, and collaboration; 
meaningful campaigns and extending our capacity for world-class education; along with reliable 
financial support.    

Firstly, I want to thank our dedicated team of educators, researchers, and support staff. Our 
team members pride themselves in being accessible and approachable to the community. I’m so 
grateful for their hard work, passion and commitment. 

Being culturally sensitive remains central to our kaupapa. This year we’ve come a long way in 
our commitment to te ao Māori, achieving all goals set out in last year’s annual report (the three 
Matariki wishes). This includes: 

•	 Expanding our understanding of Te Tiriti o Waitangi and Aotearoa New Zealand’s history – 
our board, team and whānau experienced a hīkoi to Waitangi and a noho at Ōtiria marae. 

•	 RUKU, a kai gathering pilot programme, co-created with Te Ahiwaru Trust. Weaving together 
our technical drowning prevention expertise with a tikanga Māori approach meant rangatahi 
experienced a profound lift in their confidence and self-esteem, their water competencies, 
and their cultural connectedness to wai and kohi kaimoana.  

•	 Co-hosting World Drowning Prevention Day with Te Ahiwaru Trust. 

This year Kairo Jacobs left DPA to pursue another dream of becoming a professional footballer. 
I love how his employment story – starting with him attending SPLASH, becoming an ambassador 
and teaching SPLASH, then working with us part-time – highlights how engaged learners can 
become engaging teachers. 

For 13 years, Harry Aonga taught many people to stay safer in, on and around the water. He’s 
now joined WorkSafe to further his injury prevention career. We wish both Harry and Kairo the 
very best and thank them for their outstanding contribution to DPA.

Each year I become more certain: the causes of drowning are complex – we can’t solve it alone. 
Saving lives requires us to come together and have courageous conversations.  Our consistent 
commitment to collaborating with like-minded organisations has gone from strength to strength 
this year.  To our partners in Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau – thank you. 

Our ‘Float first’ and DPA Lifejacket Hub campaigns are shining examples of what’s 
possible when the water sector works together. I’m delighted with both these campaigns 
and the power of their fundamental messages. Joseph’s story (on page 27) demonstrates 
the lifesaving nature of clear and concise water safety messages taught well. If everyone in 
Aotearoa New Zealand learnt to float – and wore lifejackets – we’d see a dramatic decline in 
drowning.  

DPA continues to deliver world-class education, research and advocacy. We conducted 
on-water surveys and talked to shoppers to assess the adequacy of water safety information 
supplied by aquatic equipment retailers. Our findings led us to advocate for more educational 
materials at the point of sale. Our retirement villages work explored ways to keep residents 
safe and upskill staff. More parents can keep their tamariki safe thanks to our new eLearning 
module, too.  

I acknowledge the many funders supporting our work. I’m thrilled that, for the first time, 
we’ve attracted several private donors. The Auckland Regional Amenities Funding Board 
through Auckland Council continues to significantly support our mahi and I thank you for all 
that this support makes possible. As a charity, we rely on funders and donors to see the value 
in what we do. Thank you for choosing us.

For a Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland free of drowning, water safety must be a 24/7 concern, 
education a lifelong process and, as a sector, we must continue to collaborate and be mindful 
of the human toll of drowning. 

I will close with acknowledging the tragic loss of life to drowning. Last year, 27 people 
died in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. We remember those 27 families whose lives are 
irrevocably changed. We mustn’t forget survivors of non-fatal drownings either, and the long-
lasting impact for them and their whānau. 

Ultimately, DPA wants everyone to access the skills and knowledge to allow them to enjoy the 
many aquatic pursuits Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland has on offer. And – crucially – to return 
home safely. 

Cluster the branches of the manuka so they will not break.
(There is strength in the collective)

Whakapuputia mai o manuka, 
kia kore ai e whati.

Nicola Keen-Biggelaar
CHIEF EXECUTIVE
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Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland 
experienced a dramatic increase to 
27 drowning fatalities in the 2023 
calendar year, from an average 
of under 17 for the previous 5-year 
period. Climate-related fatalities 
partially explain this increase; 
it highlights the importance of 
our mahi to ensure this increase 
doesn’t become a trend.

High Risks
For Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland 2019-2023

Key

Auckland

New Zealand

Demographics

85%
MALE

Males continue to comprise the 
majority of fatal drowning. This aligns 
with national and international trends.

23%
AGED 65+

This age bracket is the largest 
group and higher than the national 
figure of 20%.

Asian ethnicities remain over 
one-quarter of all Auckland 
drowning compared with 15% 
of national figure.

27%
ASIAN

59%
AGED 25-65

Adults of ‘active’ ages comprise 
more than one-half of our 

drowning numbers.

15%
PACIFIC PEOPLES

While remaining high per capita, 
Pacific Peoples percentage of Auckland 

drowning is dropping.

DPA  |  Drowning Prevention Auckland  |  9 2024 ANNUAL REPORT

14%
MĀORI

Māori in Auckland have the highest 
drowning rate of all ethnicities.

SWIMMING

33%

22%

IMMERSION
Unintentional or unknown entry into the water.

30%33%

40%

27%

BEACHES TIDAL WATERS

17%
12%

26%

13%

RIVERS

BOATING

20% 21%

The beach environment risk continues to 
grow in Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland. Source: WSNZ. (2024). Fatality data, open data sources. WSNZ DrownBase™

Activities

Environment



ASIAN MĀORI NZ EUROPEAN PACIFIC PEOPLES OTHER

27%

14%

30%

15% 15%15%

26%

42%

7%

10%

Drowning Statistics

Key

Auckland

New Zealand

Preventable Drowning Percentage 
by Gender 

FEMALE MALE

15% 16%

85% 84%

Tāmaki Makaurau/Auckland and Aotearoa/New Zealand 
2019-2023

Preventable Drowning Percentage 
by Ethnicity 
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Preventable Drowning Percentage 
by Age Group 
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Key

New Zealand

Auckland

BEACHES
COASTAL

TIDAL
WATERS

DOMESTIC OFFSHORE RIVERS

40%

27%

Preventable Drowning Percentage 
by Environment 

POOLS

17%

12%

6% 6%

14%

7%
10%

13% 13%

26%

2%

8%

Key

New Zealand

Auckland

Source: WSNZ. (2024). Fatality data, open data sources. WSNZ DrownBase™ Source: WSNZ. (2024). Fatality data, open data sources. WSNZ DrownBase™

75+
INLAND



Te ara tika, te ara haepapa, 
tō DPA ara whai mātauranga
The correct path, the path of responsibility, 
DPA’s pathway of pursuing knowledge

Last year, we shared our dreams for the year around te ao Māori. We’re proud to say we have achieved them all. We’ve come a 
long way in a twelve-month period – with our commitment to incorporate tikanga into everything we do, not just programmes 
which engage tangata whenua. 

Kai gathering pilot programme
Thanks to Auckland Airport for funding which allowed us to run the RUKU: Tau Ihu programme with rangatahi from Manukau 
Urban Māori Authority.

RUKU is co-created with iwi and includes a noho marae. This programme is a great example of how we can combine our 
technical expertise around drowning prevention with local iwi’s support with tikanga and ways to decolonise our teaching 
approach. 

We’ve seen how these two worlds can dovetail together and connect rangatahi with their culture, kaimoana, and kaitiakitanga. 

Hīkoi to Waitangi with our board, team and their whānau.
Our second noho marae was held at Ōtīria marae. We travelled each day, including to Waitangi, and were blessed to learn 
more about Aotearoa New Zealand’s history, and our organisation’s responsibilities as a treaty partner. 

It was also an honour to give back to the community of Moerewa. Behind houses and down a drive is a large waterfall where 
tamariki congregate and play, and which, sadly, has been the site of several drownings. DPA ran a community event to show 
the risks of the waterfall and how to play there safely.

Our board, team, and their whānau had a really special time. Not only did we learn more about how we can honour te Tiriti in 
everything we do and say, but we also had the opportunity to support the community. Wai holds significant meaning for Māori. 
It is a privilege to be invited to these spaces as guests – to demonstrate how to connect to wai safely – and to give back to Māori 
communities in this way.

To embed seamlessly and apply our new learning of tikanga Māori into all our programmes and 
sector engagements – kaupapa Māori or not.
We updated our constitution at the last AGM to acknowledge te Tiriti o Waitangi, and to have Māori representation on our 
board elected by the 19 iwi authorities across Tāmaki Makaurau. 

World Drowning Prevention Day in July 2023 was hosted by Te Ahiwaru Trust and was another opportunity to co-create with 
local iwi.
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Celebrating 30 years 
of DPA’s education, 
research and advocacy
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This year we’re celebrating 30 years of being world leaders in water safety education, research, and 
advocacy. To mark this occasion, we are interviewing board members and chief executives past and 
present to hear their standout memories and advice for the future of drowning prevention and the 
aquatic sector. These will be collated and presented in a beautiful book.  

Many themes echoed throughout the interviews. These included the lifesaving impact of clear, 
memorable and repeatable messages; the incredible things we can achieve when the sector works 
together; how our evidence-based approach is a standout feature of DPA, and how everyone – from 
teachers to parents, and media to community leaders – is responsible for drowning prevention and 
raising awareness. The importance of securing reliable funding to continue our mahi for the future 
was consistently mentioned as well.

“Leadership’s about planting trees you’ll probably never sit under 
yourself. I take a lot of responsibility for playing a longer game, 
looking further ahead than today’s success. How do we need to 

evolve? Who do we need to be? How do we need to serve to create a 
legacy worth leaving? We are deeply committed to keeping people 

safe, and willing to do what it takes to achieve that. And I think – 30 
years down the track – we haven’t achieved our vision of no drowning 

across Auckland… but we’ve done a lot to make a difference.”
 

Nicola Keen-Biggelaar on leadership

“I’ve been very lucky to have had a very supportive group around 
me. I had a lot of very good colleagues like Sandy and Evelyn, and 

then Teresa. They were really all pushing me in the right direction. 
And I was using my inquiring and challenging mind to ask the hard 

questions, which I’m not afraid to do… Simply being able to swim 
is not enough. We’ve been shouting that message for two decades 

nearly.  I did my PhD research in this: What is the knowledge, safety, 
and attitudes of young New Zealanders?”

 
Dr Kevin Moran on supportive colleagues and water competencies

“The responsibility doesn’t just lie in the schools, and it doesn’t 
just lie with parents. It’s school, parent, community – that holistic 

perspective we need to take.”
“What we don’t want is to only hear the negatives. We need to really 

promote the positive experiences of getting in and around the water.”
 

Dr Denise Atkins on responsibility and reflecting the positives
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Libraries – the perfect place to reach new settlers, migrants, and international students 
who often rely heavily on these community spaces. Drowning Prevention Advisor, Madison 
Chang, connected with 36 Auckland libraries which have responded enthusiastically to 
water safety education initiatives. Lessons include what to do if you or someone else is in 
trouble in the water, where you can borrow lifejackets, and information on how to access 
our eLearning modules. 

Some of the positive feedback we’ve received on these sessions:  
“Madison shone brightly at Mt Albert Library, donning a yellow lifejacket and sharing 
simple safety messages. Around 28 tamariki and their parents and family thoroughly 
enjoyed a free, fun, and interactive session learning about easy ways to remain safe this 
summer, whilst out by the water.”

A programme spanning five weekends, Wai Wise continues to attract 20-25 participants 
per group. A standout feature is rafting in a controlled open water environment at Vector 
Wero Whitewater Park.

Rock-based fishing continues to be high-risk, particularly for migrants – from countries like 
the Philippines, India, and China – who are often unfamiliar with Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
waters. We work hard to overcome language barriers and address the overestimation 
of competence and underestimation of risk by some fishers by partnering with elders or 
trusted community figures, such as Buddhist ministers for Vietnamese communities. 

Education Highlight
Connecting with Asian communities
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Education Highlight
Working with schools:  
Tāmaki Herenga Waka Pilot Programme 
with Aorere College

Thanks to funding from the Hugh Green Foundation, DPA rolled out the Tāmaki Herenga 
Waka pilot with a cohort of year 10 students from Aorere College. The programme blends 
mātauranga Māori with water safety, to help rangatahi develop water competence, make 
safer decisions, and change risky behaviour around water. 

Following the open water experience at Ōkahu Bay, we received this glowing feedback 
from teachers at Aorere College:

“For many of our students, they had never learnt 
practical strategies to keep them safe in open water. 
This was incredibly important seeing as all our students 
are Pasifika or Māori descent. The students loved 
connecting with the moana, while learning how to stay 
afloat, swim, and kayak. Our students don’t often get the 
opportunity to participate in water activities, let alone 
learn effective strategies to stay safe in the water. Prior to 
the programme some students were afraid to go into the 
ocean, however after participating in the ocean activities 
they felt confident to be in the water while understanding 
their limits and capabilities. The students had so much fun 
and returned to school with their wairua fulfilled.”
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A highlight of Aquatic Educator Helen Meyrick’s year was partnering with special schools to 
educate children with high health needs on the importance of water safety.

The special schools which DPA works with have students on their roll with a diverse range 
of health needs, including tamariki who are nonverbal, autistic, live with cerebral palsy, or 
are in wheelchairs. Helen reports the schools have been accommodating and enthusiastic, 
commenting on how beneficial our drowning prevention education is for their students’ safety 
and wellbeing.

Some tamariki for example, experienced wearing lifejackets – and floating on their own – for 
the first time. When some can’t walk unaided, being in the water gives them a sense of freedom 
and independence.

Helen appreciates being able to work in-depth with these schools. One such school is Mt 
Richmond Special School, where PE Teacher Andrew Shiers takes students from the school’s 
satellite classes – across Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland – to a Rescare Homes’ private pool to 
spend time learning about being safe in the water. DPA supported Andrew and his teacher 
aides at some of their pool sessions. 

“We focus on recognising and experiencing the dangers of 
water. In the pool environment it is about entering, exiting 
and using the pool safely.” 
 
Andrew Shiers

Education Highlight
Supporting primary and intermediate 
schools to keep neurodivergent and 
disabled students safe

Andrew says “It can be calming for our students” and it offers “freedom of movement” for 
students with physical disabilities.



Programme Highlights
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Lifejackets greatly increase your survival rate should you get into difficulty in water. That’s why DPA and 
our partners believe we should remove as many barriers as possible for land-based fishers, river users, 
and recreational boaties to access and wear them. 

With the support of our partner hubs, we lend lifejackets from 13 locations across Tāmaki Makaurau 
Auckland and Waikato – including our Westhaven office, schools, leisure centres, and surf clubs. 

Anyone who hasn’t got their own can borrow good-condition lifejackets for themselves, their whānau, 
friends, school, organisation, or community group. 

Thanks to the support of Maritime NZ, we ran a DPA Lifejacket Hub campaign between March and June 
to raise awareness of the need for lifejackets, and to inform the public they can borrow lifejackets from 
us free of charge. We ultimately wanted to see an increase in the number of lifejackets borrowed through 
our hubs. 

Tapping into a variety of marketing tactics – including: a campaign landing page on our website, a social 
media campaign with targeted ads (with hashtags #DPAlifejackethub and #BorrowLifejackets), digital 
assets for third parties to spread the word, including: videos, posters, signage and our e-newsletter – we 
highlighted the key messages of lifejacket use. 

We commissioned professional videographers, 360 New Zealand, to create a short, high-quality, and 
powerful video. At just over a minute long, the video includes key messages, statistics and people from 
different age groups and ethnicities wearing lifejackets and safely enjoying Auckland’s many recreational 
water activities – from fishing, to boating and kayaking. With no need for a voiceover, we could easily 
translate the text into various languages including te reo Māori, Mandarin, and Samoan.

It’s no exaggeration to say the campaign went viral. The content was viewed an impressive 1,358,440 
times during the length of the campaign.

But more than eyes on the collateral, we saw an increase of 187% in the number of lifejackets borrowed, 
compared with the same period in 2023.

In more lifejacket news, Rotary Club Auckland South kindly donated 40 jackets to our lifejacket hubs in 
February. These have been put to good use in our water safety education programmes, especially with 
Asian communities. 

DPA Lifejacket Hubs’ success in saving lives



Case Study
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“Having the water safety knowledge and skills to understand what to do in situations like this is not 
optional… you need to do it. We’ll enrol our kids in another SPLASH holiday programme to keep the 
knowledge up.” Jon Ward (Joseph’s dad).

Nine-year-old Joseph Ward has been on our SPLASH holiday programme twice. Here he practised 
water safety skills, including ‘Float first’, snorkelling, wearing a lifejacket, and more.

His dad, Jon Ward, credits the ‘Float first’ skills as life saving when a family visit to popular surf beach 
Te Ārai Point – during the April school holidays – went dangerously wrong. Joseph did not panic 
when he was caught in a rip, unable to exit the water, and dragged away from his dad’s reach. 

Instead of trying to swim against the rip, Joseph recalled the key drowning prevention messages:
1.	 float first
2.	 breathe normally – stay calm and slow your breathing
3.	 signal for help
4.	 survive by continuing to float if caught in a rip.

His actions saved his life, allowing a surfer to bring him safely to shore – shocked but unharmed. 
Joseph warns other children who may find themselves in a similar situation to “not panic – and save 
as much energy as you can”.

Joseph’s family is hugely grateful and relieved that everyone returned home safely that day. This 
is thanks in large part to Joseph’s quick thinking and ability to recall the key lessons he learned at 
SPLASH. 

What’s more, the Ward family are committed to research any beach or swimming spot before 
they visit, to monitor the conditions and hazards once they arrive – adjusting their plans where 
necessary, and to talk to locals where appropriate. They also recommend all parents complete 
DPA’s eLearning modules to supplement SPLASH lessons. 

Jon says DPA’s SPLASH holiday programmes are “absolutely necessary” for all children in Tāmaki 
Makaurau Auckland. 

Thank you so much Ward whānau for generously sharing your story to raise awareness of ‘Float 
first’ and to encourage others to sign-up to lifesaving SPLASH.

‘Float first’ skills – learnt and practised 
at SPLASH – saved Joseph’s life
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Celebrating the success 
of ‘Float first’ 

A key survival skill and one of the 15 water competencies, floating is something we should all know how to do, in 
case we find ourselves in difficulty in water.  

‘Float first’ launched in July 2023 as part of our World Drowning Prevention Day campaign, in response to WHO’s 
message to: “Do one thing, improve one thing, add one thing” to prevent drowning. Following other international 
floating campaigns, such as the RNLI’s ‘Float to Live’ in the UK and Australia’s ‘Float to Survive’, the concept is backed 
by years of research to prove its lifesaving impact.   

The beauty of this campaign is that floating is a versatile survival skill and can be used to save lives in a range of 
scenarios – for example falling into a pool, getting caught in a rip, falling off a boat, or being knocked into the water, 
caught in flood waters, or when bystander rescue goes wrong. Importantly, floating is something we can all do with 
education and practise – and is a proven way to overcome our natural panic response.     

Since its launch, we have worked hard to develop a four-step message that is clear and memorable: float, breathe, 
signal, survive. We sought advice from an agency to ensure that it passed the ‘plain English’ test and that it was easy 
enough for people to understand regardless of their level of English. This in turn makes it easily translatable into 
multiple other languages. 

This year we also partnered with 360 New Zealand to film and produce a high-quality educational video to instruct 
people on why floating is important and how to ‘Float first’. Real-life success stories bring massive kudos to the 
impact of this campaign and is a great way to raise awareness.  Jon Ward is beyond grateful for the ‘Float first‘ 
lessons his son Joseph learnt in Splash – and credits this skill for saving Joseph’s life when he got swept away in a rip 
at a Matakana beach earlier this year.  

Our main goals for the campaign were to raise awareness of drowning as a public health issue and provide water 
safety advice in line with DPA’s water competencies. Our connections in education, workplaces, community groups, 
and partners jumped on board to share ‘Float first’ messages.

‘Float first’ messaging speaks to audiences of different ages and backgrounds. DPA has provided educational content 
for online learning, as well as group and classroom settings. The messages were also popular on social media during 
July 2023 with several public figures including campaign materials and hashtags in their posts, such as Olympic 
Swimmer Andrew Jeffcoat.

Finally, another milestone is the ‘Float first’ Advisory Group, established in March 2024. This group is full of expertise 
thanks to representatives from our sector partners – Surf Life Saving New Zealand, Maritime NZ, Coastguard Tautiaki 
Moana, NZSAR, and Water Safety NZ.

A multi-year flagship programme with 
floating at its heart



Collaboration Highlight
Our thanks to the many stakeholders that have collaborated with us on the development and now the implementation 
phase of Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau – Auckland’s Water Safety & Drowning Prevention strategy (WOTM). We believe 
wholeheartedly that we can achieve more together. The work of WOTM has been varied and broad with two key 
highlights: 
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A clear mandate for DPA to continue to lead  
Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau

The water safety and drowning prevention sector has shown strong commitment to the 
WOTM Strategy, with a remarkable amount of resource being contributed by a large range 
of stakeholder organisations. 

The level of collaboration among WOTM stakeholders is extremely high and a clear 
successful outcome of the Strategy has been to bring sector organisations together 
and build strong relationships. Stakeholders report high levels of honesty, open 
communication, trust and mutual respect. 

Most stakeholders consider that the range of stakeholder organisations represented is 
excellent or good and that there is a high degree of consensus on how to achieve the 
Strategy’s vision.

DPA has been given a clear mandate to continue to lead WOTM with the vast majority 
of stakeholders considering the team’s leadership and coordination to be excellent and 
agreeing that they should continue in their current role. 

The overall performance of the WOTM Steering, Reference and Working Groups was rated 
positively by most stakeholders. The leadership, management and facilitation skills of the 
WOTM Manager were in particular rated extremely positively.

1

3
4
5

2

Navigational bylaw: Standardising lifejacket rules on boats.
Our current bylaw gives skippers the discretion to say to passengers on boats under 6m while underway: ‘It’s not unsafe, you don’t have 
to wear your lifejacket.’ We know some skippers are saying this even when crossing bars, where the bylaw states it is compulsory to 
wear them.

If we can change Auckland’s bylaw to align with Waikato, this would create consistency for boaties travelling around the country and set 
a strong precedent for other regions to do the same. 

We want to remove skipper discretion for lifejacket use in Auckland and make it compulsory when the vessel is underway – especially 
when crossing bars. The push for changing this bylaw is grounded in research, including various case studies, which point to the urgent 
need for change. 

At the end of 2023 DPA, Coastguard Tautiaki Moana and Water Safety New Zealand presented WOTM’s case to council with the hope we 
could have the amendment fast-tracked. Unfortunately, it was declined and the timeframe remains 2025.

We aim to garner support for this amendment by widely publicising the issue and gathering support by engaging with influencers and 
activators such as iwi, local boards, sector representatives, community groups, and those who can share their stories. 

We will continue to advocate for change in this area. A law change will create regional consistency, remove confusion and skipper 
discretion, and ultimately save lives.  

Retail strategy: Working with retailers and manufacturers to improve water safety 
material.  

Following research, WOTM recognised there was none or very little information on water safety given at the point of sale of aquatic 
equipment at major retailers.
 
To test this hypothesis, two research studies were undertaken. The first involved DPA staff mystery shopping at various retailers.
For the second study on-water research was undertaken with data collected by observing water practices and through interviews by 
Maritime Police between October-December 2023. Data was collated and analysed, with a report prepared for the sector by DPA.
 
This research showed minimal safety information provided at point-of-sale for aquatic recreation equipment, sometimes information 
provided was incorrect. It highlighted an opportunity to engage at governance level, management level, and at point of sale, 
encouraging aquatic equipment retailers to demonstrate duty of care by sharing relevant and correct water safety information.
We have had good engagement from one key retailer and we are rolling out the strategy in a pilot scheme with them.
 
The strategy involves:
- Clustering equipment into five activities: Fishing, snorkelling, surfing, kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding – so the water safety 
information consumers receive relates to their purchase.
- Engaging at governance, management, and point-of-sale levels.

DPA invested in understanding the value of Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau (WOTM) Auckland’s Water Safety 
abd Drowning Prevention Strategy through an independent evaluation by Tania Domett at Cogo. The 
evaluative findings of what has been achieved were: 



Research and evaluation underpin all DPA 
programmes and initiatives and is an enabler 
of our education. The evidence is used to make 
recommendations, develop tools, and initiatives 
for specific at-risk-of-drowning groups, 
activities, and environments. 

Research
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participants in various 
research studies 1,857 reads of published 

research 243

Eastcliffe Retirement Village pool gap analysis and water safety training. 
On Boxing Day, 2019, an 86-year-old female resident tragically drowned in Eastcliffe Retirement Village’s 
pool. Following the advice of a coroner, Eastcliffe commissioned DPA to conduct a gap analysis – and 
recommend ways to improve the water safety of residents, family visitors, and staff – to prevent future 
tragedies. 

A village for independent living, Eastcliffe has an indoor pool and spa which most residents and their 
visiting family can access (28 care residents can’t access the pool). The staff at the retirement village have 
no professional background in aquatics. 

During our research, we observed several risks and hazards including unclear signage with repetitive 
messages, which could lead to important safety information being misunderstood or overlooked. We also 
identified several areas of non-compliance including their existing public rescue equipment (PRE) and 
their gate latching height and fencing.  

We took a cohort of around 30 staff and nine residents through water safety training and provided 
several recommendations. As a non-patrolled pool, we recommended residents adopt a buddy system, 
meaning they never swim or go into the spa alone. We recommended the village address their areas 
of non-compliance including improved signage, and installing first aid kits and defibrillators, updated 
PRE and an AI lifeguard security camera monitoring system. To keep their water competencies fresh 
and front of mind, we also recommended ongoing training. What’s more, we reinforced the age-related 
factors that could hinder water stability including a resident’s medications and increased risk of falls. With 
grandchildren able to access the pool, we also recommended appropriate supervision of young visitors. 

Feedback from staff and residents at Eastcliffe was positive, many remarking that it helped them feel 
more confident in using the facilities and staying safe in and around the water. 

Our research profile increases – from Whangārei to Glenorchy.
Up and down the country, councils commissioned DPA to conduct hazard assessments. The 17 sites our 
researchers assessed range from Whangārei in the north to Glenorchy in the south. The locations include 
three waterfalls in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland (Karamatura Falls, Fairy Falls and Hūnua Falls) and various 
inland waterways in Kirikiroa Hamilton, Ōtautahi Christchurch, Manawatū, and Tāhuna Queenstown. 

From water hazard assessments, and signage and PRE reports, through to gap analyses, our research 
expertise continues to be in high demand. We’ve seen a marked increase in the number – and 
geographical spread – of research projects this year, with many assessments outside of Tāmaki 
Makaurau Auckland. 

We can be proud of the growing profile of our water safety assessments across Aotearoa New Zealand, 
which enables us to grow our income, that can then be reinvested back into the drowning prevention 
initiatives for Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland.

Safety information provided at point-of-sale research.
WOTM sought DPA’s expertise to provide evidence around retailer safety information given at point of 
sale. DPA developed research precis, methodologies, and survey tools for two research studies below. 
In addition, the research was collated, analysed, and two reports prepared for WOTM. The aim of the 
research was to evaluate what water safety information was provided at the point of sale.

Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland ‘blind’ shopper research.
Between November and December 2023, DPA and WOTM members completed 25 “blind” customer 
surveys across various Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland and national retailers of aquatic recreational products 
– mainly Torpedo7 and Burnsco – selling equipment such as stand-up paddleboards, snorkelling gear, 
swimming and fishing gear, portable pools, paddling pools, or lifejackets. A key result from this study 
showed that more than one-half of interviewees reported not receiving any safety information during 
their enquiries, and only one in five provided with safety information unprompted from retailers.

Wai Ora Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland On-water research
Data was collected through 84 on-water observations and interviews conducted by Maritime Police 
personnel from October to December 2023. Although more than one-half of respondents had purchased 
aquatic equipment in the prior 12-months, 80%  either couldn’t recall or received no safety information at 
point-of-sale.

The study highlighted the lost opportunity to provide safety advice. If information was provided, the 
research also uncovered sales staff were often unwittingly providing inconsistent or incorrect safety 
information to their customers.

Our recommendations include establishing guidelines for retailers with correct safety information, 
ensuring staff are well-versed in safety messaging and bylaws, and promoting a proactive safety culture. 
Training and standardised protocols for retailers and sales staff will bridge gaps and lead to a safer 
customer experience.
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Team Spotlight
Ants Lowe

Ants Lowe, DPA’s General Manager Operations, brings a unique blend of scuba 
diving and social services to his role.

Last year, he played a pivotal role in developing and teaching RUKU, an influential 
programme that integrates water safety skills with traditional Māori kohi kaimoana 
practices. Co-developed with Te Ahiwaru Trust and in close partnership with Pou 
Ārahi Rihari Wilson, RUKU incorporates the 15 water competencies recommended 
for drowning prevention, empowering rangatahi with water confidence, kaitaki of the 
ocean, and a deeper connection to their culture through mātauranga Māori.

Combining classroom, pool training, and open water dives at Te Kohuroa Mathesons 
Bay in Leigh, participants learn essential skills like snorkelling, water competencies, 
hazard awareness, and safe kohi kaimoana techniques. Beyond water safety, RUKU 
fosters a powerful sense of community, collaboration, and cultural connection 
among participants. The programme’s proven to be highly effective in overcoming 
initial fears and building confidence, even for those who initially struggled with their 
water competence. 

Reflecting on the programme’s success, Ants Lowe says, “The deep joy and 
excitement the rangatahi felt in gathering kai and the sense of accomplishment they 
experienced was truly inspiring. For many it was a transformative experience that 
deepened their connection to both the water and their culture.”

Personally, Ants finds his involvement with RUKU deeply rewarding, recognising the 
opportunity it provides to honour Māori heritage and tikanga and uphold the values 
of te Tiriti. 



Community events
This year, DPA attended 14 events of social and cultural significance. March was a busy month including the 
Splash Landing Festival at Okahu Bay’s waterfront, ASB Polyfest, and the Howick Lions Club Water Safety Picnic 
at Cockle Bay Beach. Across the year we were also at the Chinese New Year Festival, the Hutchwilco NZ Boat 
Show, Operation Speedo and the Howick Santa Parade. DPA directly engaged with over 10,000 people at these 
events. 

DPA were guests at the first Splashy Bikers Nature Day in March. According to their website, the kaupapa of the 
event was to “get 140 lucky kids out and about near the Whau River and keep them engaged all day with fun and 
educational activities” and “foster connections between the kids and their local river”. 

It was a successful and fun day! On their website the Te Whau Pathway Environment Trust  gave us this 
thoughtful mention:

“Thank you to our special guests Drowning Prevention for showing kids how to wear lifejackets safely and for 
sharing tricks about staying afloat in water. We know the kids appreciated it although their families probably 
would like to say thank you too! Kids then launched in double kayaks to go on a Whau River adventure.”

Online
Our online audience continues to grow. This financial year our website visits increased by 71% from the previous 
year to an impressive 56,435 views. The DPA website is a live space for up-to-date information, research, and 
educational resources. We drive traffic to it from several social media sites (follow us via the links below), 
targeted campaigns, and staff – and our partners – being active on LinkedIn and other professional networking 
sites. We strive to produce digital content in multiple languages so that our key messages are as accessible and 
memorable as possible. 

We achieved over a million social media views on the DPA Lifejacket Hub campaign.
Over a two-month period, our Lifejacket Hub campaign was viewed over 1,358,400 times across our social 
media channels. This translated to an increase of 187% in the number of lifejackets borrowed – compared with 
the same period in 2023.

DPA WeChat
Launched in September 2021, with the support of the Ministry of Ethnic Communities, the DPA WeChat channel 
is now in its third year. As the southern hemisphere’s only Mandarin speaking platform for water safety 
education – this continues to be an incredible way of sharing lifesaving and culturally appropriate information. 
Our current audience is around 40,000 (an increase of 14,000 from last year). 

Community Engagement
Our appeal to Auckland’s diverse population 
ensures that we reach the many different ethnic 
groups who live, work and play in Tāmaki 
Makaurau Auckland

Drowning Prevention AucklandDrowningPreventionAKL DPAuckland dpauckland
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World Drowning Prevention Day
The third World Drowning Prevention Day took place on 25 July to highlight the tragic and profound impact 
of drowning on families and communities, while looking forward at what can be done to prevent future 
tragedies. The key messages of the day were ‘going blue for drowning prevention’ and ’Float first’.

In partnership with Te Ahiwaru Trust, we held a dawn event, He Taonga Te Wai at Oruarangi Reserve in 
Ihumātao. On the beautiful shores of Te Maanukanuka o Hoturoa, we acknowledged our close connection 
with wai, as we came together to remember and mourn the tragic loss of life and bring hope to the future. 

Thanks goes to Safekids Aotearoa for telling the story of our special morning together and for helping us 
spread the message of ‘Float first’.

The DPA team also appeared on the Breakfast Show and the AM show, helping raise awareness of the issue 
and educating viewers about ‘Float first’.

During the day, our team visited several early childhood centres and schools to share the ‘Float first’ message 
with tamariki across Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland.

In the lead-up to the day, we created a Going Blue pack for communities and organisations. The packs 
included posters, stickers and balloons, as well as a range of free educational resources to support “going 
blue” activities. 

Digital activity gained momentum after our first campaign in July 2022, with positive results across all 
channels. Most notably significant, there was a consistent and record breaking increase in website traffic 
throughout the campaign period driven by increased social media activity and well received enewsletters. 
The campaign was well supported from numerous other orgnisations via hashtags. It also achieved national 
media coverage in radio, TV, and articles during July. 



Thanking our Funders, Donors, Sponsors and Supporters

Specified amenity status
We simply could not do what we do without substantial support from the Auckland Regional 
Amenities Funding Board which provides over 69% of our funding.

Drowning Prevention Auckland is grateful for the ongoing 
support we receive from our funders, donors, sponsors 
and supporters that enables us to be the lead agency for 
regional drowning prevention education, research, and 
advocacy across Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland. 

DPA  |  Drowning Prevention Auckland  |  39 2024 ANNUAL REPORT

Grants & donations
Our work is able to extend due to the generous support through grants from Aktive Charitable 
Trust, Auckland Airport – 12 Days of Christmas, Bay Trust, CLM Community Trust, COGS 
Auckland City, Four Winds Foundation, Grassroots Trust, Hugh Green Foundation, Lion 
Foundation, Rotary Club of Auckland South, Rotary Club of Papakura Charitable Trust and Trillian 
Trust.

Our thanks for the generous donations from Float: Young Enterprise, Safer North Charitable 
Trust, and Safer West.

Sponsorship
DPA continues to be grateful to our sponsor, Aakron Express, who provide our Club 420 boat, 
which enables our programmes to have high levels of on-water safety.

Key collaborative partners
The success of our organisation is also related to the strong, collaborative, and supportive 
partnerships we have within the wider sector. Our thanks go out to those organisations for their 
ongoing support and collaboration to keep our communities safe in, on, and around water. We 
would particularly like to acknowledge: 

Key funding partners
With thanks to Water Safety New Zealand, Foundation North, Maritime New Zealand, and 
Auckland Council Parks & Recreation who are key partners in our work to keep Aucklanders 
safer in, on, and around water.

A new funding direction
As funding for the not-for-profit sector becomes increasingly competitive and government 
budgets change, our goal is to diversify our income streams, including attracting private donors 
and regular givers. 

This year we sent our first EDM (Electronic Direct Mail) campaign, featuring Joseph’s survival 
story as a result of attending two SPLASH holiday programmes. Broadening our funding base will 
support us in creating a more sustainable financial model and give private donors the fulfilling 
feeling of supporting our lifesaving mahi.
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