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Team Volunteers 

 

Water Rescue Team members [top] train each Sunday throughout the summer in order to keep up-to-date on rescuing techniques. The 
WRT’s goal is to keep people safe in the water 365 days per year. Belmar Water Rescue Team members Mike Dahrouge [bottom, from 

left], Gene Scholz and Mark Spagnuolo head to shore during a line rescue drill off the Belmar Beach. Photo by JOSEPH J. 
DELCONZO, STAR NEWS GROUP 

By Haley Behre 

Seventeen years ago this September will mark the moment when one man lost his life in the ocean, and two 
Belmar police officers almost joined him.  

The date was Sept. 30, 1995, when then police officers Andrew Huisman [current captain of the Belmar Police 
Department] and Sean Pringle, who is now a sergeant, responded to a call about a distressed swimmer. 

“We didn’t realize how rough the water was until we got in,” Sgt. Pringle said, noting they reached the 
distressed swimmer. 

Then a wave hit them, knocking them under the water and separating the three of them.  

When the sergeant reached the surface, he found the swimmer floating face down.  

He died, and Capt. Huisman and Sgt. Pringle were about to join him, as both were unable to swim to safety, 
since the current was intense and there were big waves. 

Both officers were eventually able to reach land safely with the help from off-duty lifeguard John Gepp, surfer 
Joseph Buckley and the U.S. Coast Guard, the sergeant said.  

That incident, coupled with a number of drownings along the Jersey Shore in 1995 due to an intense hurricane 
season, was a wake up call for Belmar, and the rest of New Jersey, who realized they needed a water-specific 
unit to deal with water rescues.  



That next year, in 1996, the Belmar Water Rescue Team [WRT] was formed, with the sole purpose of rescuing 
people from all bodies of water in Belmar, 365 days per year.  

water rescue team 

Currently, the WRT, which answers to Police Chief Tom Palmisano, consists of 27 members. 

The team consists of a diverse group of people — teachers, scuba divers, lifeguards, borough employees and 
students.  

Although the team is diverse, each member on the team possesses two, unified qualities: they are excellent 
swimmers, with the ability to swim in even the worst water conditions and they are also all locals. These are the 
two requirements to joining the team. 

Mike Dahrouge, WRT member, said the varying qualities in each team member is a huge benefit. Mr. Dahrouge 
is also a Belmar lifeguard, former teacher’s aid at Belmar Elementary School and current wrestling coach at the 
elementary school.  

“Everyone knows each other and what they bring to the table,” he said. “Everyone’s strengths compliment each 
other.”  

Gene Scholz, WRT member, said having a diverse team is important, and so is knowing they have team 
members they can count on with their life when they dive into the water to save someone else’s.  

The team trains together every Sunday during the summer, and meets less frequently throughout the rest of the 
year. The WRT works out of lifeguard headquarters, located at the 10th Avenue Pavilion. 

Training enables the WRT to stay up-to-date on various rescuing techniques, such as how to bring someone 
with an injured spine or neck in from the water, said WRT member Charles Van Der Linde.  

Mr. Van Der Linde said the WRT often stumbles into receiving new members. If a member notices a person 
during a rescue and sees they are in the water a lot, the WRT may ask them to join the team, as long as there is 
an extra pager and they are a local.  

“People aren’t on the team for the T-shirts, which are pretty cool,” he said. They’re members because they are 
dedicated to the training and rescues, he continued. 

Mr. Scholz said the WRT benefits the town because it is important to know there will be someone responding 
24 hours per day, seven days per week, 365 days of the year. 

“This is our residence all year and it is part of our civic duty” to give back, he said. 

He added there is no one better to go out in rough surf to rescue someone, than surfers.  

Mr. Van Der Linde, who is a surfer himself, said “The water is a walk in the park. Crossing the street is more 
dangerous to us.”  

the rescues 

Since its inception in 1996, the WRT has made about 114 rescues, with 13 of them being this year.  



That number does not include the hundreds of undocumented rescues WRT members make because they are 
surfing or just sitting on the beach and happen to stumble upon a rescue, Mr. Van Der Linde said. 

According to Mr. Scholz, rescues are expected to pick up from the end of August through September of each 
year, when hurricane season is at its peak and brings in big surf. Mr. Scholz said he could not estimate how 
many rescues they do on average, though, but he did say majority of the WRT members anticipate this time of 
year every year, not only for the rescues, but also for the surf.  

When someone is in distress, WRT members receive a call on their pager. While it is an adrenaline rush when 
the pager goes off, WRT members are able to turn that adrenaline into something useful, Mr. Scholz said, 
adding that it is one of the reasons they train.  

Mr. Van Der Linde said there are deaths that occur in the water, but there are more rescues. 

“It is sad to know if you were there a few minutes earlier you could have prevented it,” he said.  

There have been sixth deaths out of the 114 rescues. 

But he and Mr. Scholz agreed the hardest part of being on the team is getting to the rescues.  

“Sometimes it is more stressful getting there than the actual rescue,” Mr. Scholz said referring to the fact that 
during the summer months traffic in Belmar is sometimes at a standstill.  

we are not heroes 

While rescuing people is often deemed a heroic act, one, humble sentiment seemed to echo across the WRT 
members: they’re not heroes.  

Mr. Van Der Linde said the members are not heroes, “we can just read the water better than other guys.”  

He also said he enjoys helping make the water safe for everyone, not only himself.  

“We try to stay humble around here because the First Aid and Fire Departments help us out,” Mr. Van Der 
Linde said, noting that when the WRT receives a call, the first aid is always called. The fire department is 
sometimes called.  

Mr. Scholz agreed. 

“We all love it or else we wouldn’t put our lives on the line to save someone we don’t know,” Mr. Scholz said. 
“We aren’t looking to be heroes. We just want to save lives and get the job done.” 

Future 

In 2011, the WRT became a non profit. 

The WRT has received numerous, anonymous donations, which they were unable to cash because they were 
made out to “The Water Rescue Team,” Mr. Van Der Linde said, noting that becoming a nonprofit has 
eliminated the problem.  

The WRT is saving the money to get additional equipment, such as underwater lights, he said.  



Currently, the WRT uses the beach patrol’s equipment, such as floatation devices and a jet ski, but WRT 
members have to provide their own personal equipment, such as wet suits and scuba diving gear. The WRT is 
under the lifeguard budget, which is part of the public safety budget.  

The lifeguard’s budget is $50,000, according to borough administrator, Bill Young.  

Joe Buckley, training coordinator for the WRT, said the team is becoming more independent and he hopes to 
get their own budget and equipment soon.  

Mr. Young said Chief Palmisano is currently working on making the WRT an official borough entity, meaning 
it would have its own budget, reporting structure, policy and procedures.  

Mr. Buckley said if this is done he would like to get equipment, such as a jet ski for the marina and their own 
vehicle, in order to keep the members and public safe.  

The WRT should become an official borough entity in the next few months, Mr. Young said. 

	  


