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A trip to the coast conjures up many images – 
sandcastles, fish and chips, arcade games and,  

of course, the sea. Although swimming in the waves is 
great fun, it can also be dangerous. That’s where the 
Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) comes in. The 
RNLI is a charity committed to saving lives at sea by 
rescuing people when they get into difficulty, as well as 
by teaching people how to stay safe in the water. 
Almost everyone who works for the RNLI is a volunteer, 
which means they offer their services for free. 

How it started
The RNLI was 
set up in 1824 
by Sir William 
Hillary, a man 
who worked with 
the royal family. 
This connection 
has lasted; 
the Queen is 
the charity’s 
patron (official 
supporter).  

To the rescue 
The RNLI’s purpose has always been to prevent 
people from drowning. All sorts of people can get into 
difficulty in water, even those with lots of experience, 
like surfers, swimmers, engineers and fishermen. 
That’s why the RNLI runs a 24-hour search-and-
rescue service around the coasts of the UK. It has 
238 stations from which lifeboats can be launched, 
stretching from the Highlands of Scotland to the tip 
of Cornwall. The RNLI also provides lifeguards on 
beaches, so that they can warn against dangers and 
see and deal with any incidents quickly. It even has a 
team to rescue people when their homes are flooded. 
Its equipment has improved over time. The RNLI’s first 
life jacket, which was introduced in 1854, looks rather 
different to the ones in use today. It was made from 
canvas and cork. Although the jacket was heavy, it 
was flexible and allowed the wearer to float in water.

Teaching others to stay safe at sea
The RNLI is made up of experts who know what it 
takes to stay safe at sea. The charity does a lot of 
preventative work, which means it teaches people 
how to avoid getting into danger in the first place. 
It offers free classes for young people during the 
summer months and even takes its expertise 
overseas – for example, by helping similar charities 
that are trying to prevent drowning. It has taught, 
trained and worked with people from around the 
world, in countries such as Bangladesh and India. 

What’s it like to volunteer for the RNLI?
Dave first joined the RNLI in 1996, on his 17th 
birthday, in his hometown of Eastbourne in East 
Sussex. He has volunteered for the charity ever since, 
progressing from shore helper (somebody who 
helps to launch the rescue lifeboat and get the crew 
ready) to helm, which means the person in charge 
of the boat itself. “You never know what you might 
be dealing with,” Dave explains. “Over the years, 
I’ve been caught in seriously rough weather, pulled 
people from the water, and dealt with injuries.” 
Although the work can be challenging, Dave says, 
“Being on the lifeboat station is like having a second 
family – everyone looks out for each other.” For him, 
“There’s no better feeling than saving a life.”

Explore the history and work of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution.
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Saving lives at sea for  195 years

The RNLI has 
lifeguards on beaches.

Operation Dynamo, 1940
With Nazi Germany closing in 
on France during the Second 
World War, many troops from 
the UK, France and Belgium 
became stranded in Dunkirk, 
northern France. The RNLI 
helped to save the soldiers, 
ferrying them from the 
beaches to Royal Navy ships 
anchored at sea.

The Suevic rescue, 1907
When a ship from Australia, 
heading to Liverpool, 
became stranded off the 
Cornwall coast, the RNLI 
rescued all 456 passengers 
on board. The rescue, which 
took 16 hours in total, still 
holds the RNLI record for the 
largest number of people 
saved in one go.

A royal rescue, 1881
The Duke and Duchess of 
Edinburgh were rescued  
by the RNLI off the coast  
of Devon when their small 
boat nearly capsized  
(turned over) in the sea.  
The Duke of Edinburgh  
was the son of the Queen’s 
great-great-grandmother, 
Queen Victoria.

Superheroes 
at sea
Discover three of the RNLI’s 
most memorable moments.

RNLI’s top tips for safety
Stop and think
What is the weather like? When will the tide come 
in? Do you need a lifejacket? It’s very important to 
plan your activity, instead of jumping straight in. 
Don’t take any unnecessary risks. 

Stay together
Go to the coast with someone you know, so that 
you can look out for one another.  

Float 
If you get into difficulty, spread out like a starfish 
and float on your back to help you to catch your 
breath. Once you’re feeling calmer, shout for help. 

Call 999 or 112
Is someone in trouble? If so, do not risk your own  
life by entering the water. Instead, call 999 or 112 
and ask for the coastguard. 

For more safety tips head to rnli.org 

WOW! 
The RNLI has saved  

more than 142,700  

lives since it was  

founded.

An early RNLI 
life jacket.

The RNLI keep people 
safe on the coast.

The RNLI runs classes 
for young people.

Dave has been with 
the RNLI since 1996.

DID YOU 
KNOW? 

The RNLI has six museums, 

and many of its lifeboat 

stations run tours  

for visitors.


