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I first came across the International Surf Lifesaving 
Association (ISLA) last summer while administering a 
Beach Lifeguard Facebook Page on behalf of Cork County 
Council. The Association is best described in their own 
words, “ISLA exists to advance professional lifesaving 
development to areas in need around the globe”.  Therefore, the 
organisation’s first development project of 2015 was to be a 
Lifeguard Exchange to Chile. I applied for a position on this 
program in early November. On the night of 24th November, 
I received a phone call from their Vice President of Operations, 
William Koon, explaining that I had been successful in my 
application. Five weeks and five days later I started my journey 
to Santiago, Chile. After a couple of days in country, I joined up 
with the rest of the team, including Grace Hamilton (Australian 
Lifeguard Service in Queensland), Tommy Renner (Laguna 
Beach Lifeguard), and William (Lifeguard for the Californian 
Dept. of Parks and Recreation). Claudio Pradenas Abarca, from 
Servicios Especiales Acuaticos Ltda (SEAL) of Chile, would be 
our host and guide during the course of the program.

Our first area of operations was an eight hour car journey to 
beautiful Pucón in the southern lakes region. A popular tourist 
destination overlooked by the active volcano of Villarrica. 
Under the watchful eye of the volcano we would be providing 
Lifeguarding services for the two days of the IRONMAN 70.3 
Pucón Triathlon. The Chilean Navy is also responsible for the 

supervision of the inland waters. In peacetime, this includes 
performing inspections and supervisions that safeguard 
human life around water and tasks of search and rescue. Ergo, 
our first port of call was to visit the Captain at the local Naval 
Headquarters. Here we introduced ourselves, and discussed 
our normal operating procedures and emergency action 
plans that we would be implementing for the swim section 
of the Triathlon. After this meeting, we travelled to the beach 
at which the swim would take place to meet other Chilean 
Lifeguards and familiarise ourselves with the set up. By a 
chance of luck, a reporter from Channel 9 News was on the 
beach with her crew and so an impromptu interview ensued. 
The following day we rose with the sun. With rescue boards 
and jet ski in tow, and rescue tubes at hand, we made our way 
to the lake to lifeguard the first day of the competition. This 
consisted of a sprint triathlon; in which novices, underage 
sections and ‘Ironkids’ (aged from 7 to15) participated as 
well. Over the course of eight hours we supervised around 
600 triathletes enter and exit the water. At its peak the water 
temperature reached approximately 22º Celsius, which made 
it a little bit easier to stay in the water for such a prolonged 
duration. A number of rescues and assists were made, and 
a successful day was topped off with watching ourselves on 
national news that evening. However, the first day would turn 
out to be just a warm up for the second day of the Triathlon. 
The main event of the IRONMAN started with an 1.9km swim. 
Over the next two hours nearly 1300 competitors would swim 
under the vigilant gaze of four international lifeguards, with 
rescue boards and tubes; SEAL Lifeguards, with a jet ski and 
kayaks; and a Naval RHIB, jet skis and minor patrol boats. 

Top photograph: Last day of lifeguarding in Tongoy.

Left photograph: Irish Water Safety, International Surf Lifesaving Association, 
and Rescue SEAL Lifeguards in Tongoy.
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Despite being the least powerful rescue craft, the rescue 
boards proved to be vital for getting safely to those in trouble 
in the middle large groups of swimmers. This equipment 
allowed us to carry out even more successful rescues and 
assists during two intense hours. On the days off in-between 
races we went white water rafting and did some exploring of 
the local area in which we saw the Blue Lagoons of Pucón (and 
no the pictures aren’t edited an don’t do the Lagoons justice). 
The next city we visited was Valparaíso, aka “the Jewel of 
the Pacific”, over two hours north-west of Santiago. We were 
greeted by Marcia and Roberto from Escuela De Salvavidas 
(School of Lifeguarding) “Kraken”. This school was established 
in order to offer vulnerable youths an opportunity away from 
negative environments involving drugs, alcohol, and crime. 
The schools operates during their summer season (November 
2012 - March 2013), when young people between 14 and 20 
years of age can learn how to swim and/or train to become 
Lifeguards for free. According to Marcia, they have overseen 
two-hundred people participate in their program during the 
last six years. Eighteen of which have gone on to become 
employed as professional Lifeguards. We travelled to their 

training ground and site office (a donated shipping container), 
met their very first Lifeguard graduate, and were shown the 
equipment they train with and how they recycle damaged 
rescue tubes. This was an eye-opening experience into another 
side of the world of lifesaving and water safety in Chile; the 
sewn-together rescue tubes were a far cry from the jet skis. I 
also learnt a quick release technique for carrying a rescue tube 
across your back so as to leave your two hands free. Before 
moving on we presented Marcia with our own donations 
e.g. wetsuits, fins, snorkels and goggles, and some rescue 
equipment. The rest of the day in “Valpo” was spent exploring 
the city and visiting sites of infamous drowning incidents. 
When you see the improvised urban design and unique 
architecture, best viewed from the sea, it is easy to understand 
how the Jewel of the Pacific was declared a world heritage site.

The remainder of the program would be spent far north 
of Santiago. We arrived at our accommodation on the far 
side of Puerto Velero, Tongoy to a warm welcome from 
Claudio’s eight Rescue SEAL Lifeguards. For this portion 
of the program we would be living, working, training, and 
eating with these Lifeguards; thereby, fully immersing 
ourselves in the Chilean Lifeguard experience.  Our “house” 
overlooked the 4.8 km white sand beach of Playa Socos, on 
which four Lifeguards were stationed at both ends. Despite 
candidates having to pass an exam set out by the Navy to 
become qualified as Beach Lifeguards in Chile, they are 
only employed by enterprises operating on the beach e.g. 
concession stands, kayak rental, etc.  Rescue SEAL Lifeguards 
are trained by Claudio and employed by him on behalf of 
corroborating beach businesses. We spent just over a week 

Top & left photographs:  Teaching rescue board tehnique and skills, in Tongoy.
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in Tongoy, in which time we carried out Lifeguard duties 
alongside our Chilean colleagues. These involved providing 
supervision of activities at the beach in order to prevent 
drowning accidents, rendering first aid when necessary, 
and providing advice to the public regarding facilities, 
tides, hazards, etc. One of the most interesting procedures 
undertaken by the Chilean Lifeguards was when dealing with 
lost children. Not an uncommon incident given the large crowds 
at the beach. When a lost child was presented, two Lifeguards 
would walk the length of the beach with the child while 
encouraging everyone to clap. The first time we, the “gringo” 
Lifeguards, witnessed this we were a bit perplexed. However, 
it proved a highly effective method of catching the attention 
of the relevant parents and making them aware that their 
child was lost. Consequently, this reunited the child with 
their parent(s). In the mornings, when it was quiet, we took 
part in training sessions. For example, I spent a few mornings 
instructing the SEAL Lifeguards on techniques and improved 
skills on the rescue board for both conscious and unconscious 
subjects. 

During our time in Tongoy we travelled further north to 
La Serena, for two consecutive days. On the beaches of 
the second oldest city in the country, we participated and 
instructed in free surf rescue clinics which were organised 
by the executive director of Programa Surf Salva SEAL Chile, 
Joel Acevedo Gallardo. These clinics were open to anyone 
who was interested, most particularly local surfers. During the 
course of these workshops we taught the participants how 
to perform effective and safe CPR, and rescue both conscious 
and unconscious subjects with their surf boards. These 

two days proved to be very productive full of enthusiasm. 
We returned to Tongoy and resumed our Lifeguard duties 
until 21st January. I was the only Lifeguard without any jet 
ski experience. Subsequently, on our last day Claudio and 
William provided me with an introductory training session in 
the use of this type of rescue craft. During which I learnt how 
to operate a jet ski and the basic skills of performing a rescue 
on a conscious and unconscious subject, and with a second 
Lifeguard on the sled. That night we took everyone out for 
some local seafood cuisine in a nice restauraunt. The following 
morning we left Tongoy, bringing the Chilean program to an 
end.

In conclusion, I had an amazing time in Chile. 
My highlight would have to be sharing learning 
experiences with the SEAL Lifeguards, especially teaching 
skills on the rescue board and learning how to perform rescues 
on a jet ski! The sun and heat were a nice change too.

Top photograph:  Lifeguarding the IRONMAN Triathalon, in Pu cÛn. (Photograph taken by Sebasti·n Bravo)

Bottom photograph:  Conclusion of Day 2 of Surf Rescue Clinic, in La Serena.
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