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Population changes to put pressure on search & rescue

Changes to the New Zealand population over the next 20 years will present challenges for the country’s search and rescue (SAR) infrastructure, according to new research.

Larger urban populations will increase the number of close-to-home SAR operations, while aging populations in some provincial regions could mean fewer volunteers for an increase in aged-related incidents, such as people with Alzheimer’s or dementia wandering off.

The report predicts very high increases in wandering elderly incidents for, particularly, Marlborough (93% increase), Northland (88%), Nelson (80%) and Auckland (104%).

More tourism also poses a challenge, with increasing SAR incidents involving activities like tramping. These will occur in some regions with already declining numbers of volunteers such as the West Coast. 

The report explores the possibilities of correcting age and gender imbalances in the volunteer sector, and career paths in volunteering.

The research was commissioned by specialist search and rescue training provider, Search & Rescue Institute New Zealand (SARINZ). It was funded by SARINZ corporate sponsor, New Zealand Oil and Gas. 

SARINZ CEO David Shearer said the country needed to know if its SAR capability will cope with population changes over the next 20 years. The research hints that it may not in its present form.

“Future solutions for SAR will have to be different than in the past because of the expected changes in our population, changing demographic characteristics and the influence of technology.”

To understand the SAR sector’s dynamics, future demands and expectations, and hence its training requirements, research was required into how the size and composition of the New Zealand population will dictate change to its response capabilities over the next 20 years, he said.  

“Pivotal to this was getting as clear a picture as possible of what lies ahead. This research is important in that it will help set the scene for the future of New Zealand’s SAR operations and response to 2030. 
“We owe it to New Zealanders of current and future generations to use this information to structure the country’s SAR capability appropriately for future demands upon it.”
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Helpful background for editors: 

The SARINZ motto is: HELPING OTHERS SAVE LIVES

Headquartered in Christchurch, SARINZ trains volunteers from LandSAR, Coastguard, Surf Lifesaving, emergency response professionals from New Zealand Police, Fire Service, Civil Defence, and other individuals or organisations committed to saving lives in New Zealand and around the world. 

SARINZ training is unique to New Zealand conditions and is nationally certified and internationally recognised. 

Since its inception in 2002, SARINZ has delivered over $6.5million worth of training and over 1400 training days at little or no cost to New Zealand’s emergency response agencies or volunteers. 

SARINZ is supported by New Zealand Oil and Gas, the New Zealand Lottery Grants Board, LandSAR and Tai Poutini Polytechnic.

Supporting the community is a central tenet of SARINZ, which is governed by five voluntary directors, seven voluntary trustees and 14 operational staff.

