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ArAn ciA
The Inshore 
rescue BoaT

Simon Everett gives us the inside line on how the Arancia has become the preferred IRB 
choice for many of the world’s beaches.
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It is incredible that it is now 45 years 
since that icon of the BBC, the children’s 
programme Blue Peter, started an appeal to 
raise the money for what was then a new 
inshore lifeboat. Like many children up and 

down the country, I saved stamps and milk bottle 
tops and sent them in. Each week we would 
eagerly get home from school and watch to see 
how far the collection thermometer had risen. 
 Those inshore lifeboats were the RNLI’s design 
and there is no doubt that they have saved 
countless lives. At about the same time, on the 
other side of the world, John Spate, a passionate 
surfer, was eagerly building his own take on 
an inshore rescue boat, only this one was to 
be launched through tumultuous surf off open 
beaches, rather than from the carefully selected 
sites the lifeboats have at their disposal. For that 
reason it had to be light enough to carry down a 

beach, rigid enough to punch through the surf, 
and nimble but stable. The resulting craft was the 
Arancia, and it came to fruition in 1978. Since 
then, the Arancia has become the preferred IRB 
(inshore rescue boat) around the world. 
 It was a carefully designed package, with the 
rake of the bow, the dimensions and diameter of 
the inflatable tubes all carefully worked out and 
incorporated around the Mariner 30hp 2-stroke 
engine. This motor was chosen because it is 
rugged, simple, has good power to weight and 
acceleration and is very easy to fix. Even the 
prop guard was designed to reduce the amount 
of drag yet still provide the protection needed 
– it only loses about 10% but increases the 
directional thrust of the motor, which is ideal in 
the surf zone for quick handling.
 The boats are hand-built to an exacting 
standard in New Zealand. The boat shape was 
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Plenty of smiles

someone in distress, so in this instance a PFD is 
counterproductive; instead they carry a flotation 
torpedo on a rope.
 The Arancia has been devised as a package 
with the tiller-steered small 2-stroke outboard. 
The majority of the boats use a Mariner 30hp, 
but in some countries a Yamaha 25hp is used. It 
has been designed as a complete package with 
a specialised handling technique too. The boat is 

modelled to be close to that of a rescue board, 
so it will ride over a wave quickly, or be able 
to punch through the top with the crewman’s 
weight forward. It has four inflation chambers 
and the order of inflation is important to prevent 
the boat hinging at the ogive of the bow. The 
side tubes are inflated first so as to force the 
internal cone forward into the bow chamber 
and provide the support that averts the hinging 
aspect. If the bow is inflated first, the baffle 
cones are forced back into the main chambers. 
Once the sides and bow are inflated the keel 
is inflated to tighten the bottom up, which has 
a noticeable degree of rocker, which provides 
the fast manoeuvring ability. The valves are all 
carefully located to keep them out of the way 
as much as possible – for instance, the main 
valves are aft of the transom, tucked away from 
impact.
 The internal layout has been thought about 
just as much. The deck is a firm foam liner 
made up of corrugations. Having this flexible but 
firm deck helps to absorb the shock of impact 
with a wave. There are foot straps strategically 
located for both the crew and the helm. A fabric 
strip down the tubes provides the attachment 
for the lifelines, and there are rubber handles, 

again strategically located to allow the boat 
to be carried but also to assist with re-entry 
from the water. The crew will often swim to a 
casualty towing a float and then return to the 
boat – getting the crew and casualty aboard very 
quickly has to be facilitated.
  Fuel is carried in a bladder tank in the bow so 
as to keep it as far out of the way as possible, 
and this helps with weight distribution a little. 
The bladder is soft, so it has no hard edges and 
avoids the possibility of injuries, and it also does 
away with the need for an air inlet that can 
allow water into the fuel. Punching through big 
surf, these boats do take water on board. The 
fuel bladder is also covered by a foam board to 
protect the crewman as he throws his weight 
into the bow, on his back, when punching a big 
wave or pulling a rescued person into the boat.
 The crew don’t wear a kill cord, on purpose. 
Instead the throttle is spring-loaded to return to 
idle if released. Neither do they wear life jackets. 
Sometimes they will wear a flotation vest when 
on patrol, but this hinders movement when 
swimming and prevents the ability to duck-dive 
under an oncoming wave. The lifeguards are 
incredibly strong swimmers who often have 
to enter the water in the surf zone to reach 

 Over the years, the Arancia has had little 
tweaks as operational feedback has requested. 
The makers attend every major Surf Life Saving 
event around the world to gather information 
and see their babies at work. For instance, the 
hinge point has been moved slightly forward 
to make the boat even better at negotiating big 
surf. Handle placement has been optimised 
but essentially the boat is still the same as the 
one John Spate came up with 35 years ago. 
Such is the quality of construction that most of 
those early boats are still in operation, and the 
RNLI have boats that have seen daily use on the 
beaches for 13 years that have shown no signs 
of delamination or bonding coming undone. 
The wear strips on the underside have served 
their purpose too, and most of the boats have 
not needed any repairs in all those years of hard 
use. This is another reason why the Arancia is so 
highly thought of.
 In skilled hands the operational capabilities 
are incredible and she will track parallel to surf 
the height of the bow without having to cross 
the wave. This is an important feature if the boat 
is needed to save someone from drowning on 
the other side of the beach as it saves valuable 
time. They can just run in a straight line to the 
casualty rather than having to negotiate the 
waves as they go. This is one of the Arancia’s 
strong points and why it is used so extensively, 
including by the RNLI now.
 The Surf Life Saving clubs provide a valuable 
service on popular surf beaches and travel to 
provide safety cover for events, such as open-
water swimming races. Their specialised skills 
and intimate knowledge of the surf are valuable 
assets and the Surf Life Saving Club of Great 
Britain is the provider of all training, assessment 
and certification for the helms and crews, even 
for the RNLI lifeguards, as they are the only 
training organisation who can certify running 
parallel with the surf.
 Racing improves the breed, so the saying 
goes. In addition to the beach and safety patrols 
there is a competitive element to the Surf Life 
Saving Club scene. These competitions are 
held around the country and internationally 
and the competitive side improves the fitness 
and cohesion of the crews. The Saunton Sands 
club from North Devon has won the European 
Championships for three years on the trot 
now, proving that British surf lifeguards are 
among the best in the world. Various events 
are standardised across the globe and are 
designed to test the running, swimming and 
boat-handling skills of the lifesavers. In a life 
and death situation, in-the-surf time is of the 
essence, and like a Formula One pit crew, having 
lifeguards who can do things fast and efficiently 
is literally a lifesaver.
 If this has inspired anyone or sparked an 
interest, contact the British Surf Life Saving Club, 
who are based in Exeter, and they will put you 
in touch with your nearest club.  

 
 Surf Life Saving great Britain 
1st Floor 
19 Southernhay West 
Exeter, EX1 1PJ 

Tel: 01392 218007
website: www.slsgb.org.uk
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very light and so susceptible to getting the wind 
under the bow. The weight distribution of the 
crew is key to handling the craft through the surf 
working in unison. If solo, the helm has to come 
off the tube and get as far forward as possible. 
Sitting on the port tube and using the right hand 
gives the maximum amount of control, with 
full steering both ways without having to stretch 
across the boat.


