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Gather in Belmar for the Annual Beach Bash 

 

Volunteers from Surfers Healing, a nonprofit dedicated to teaching autistic children how to surf, joined 5-year-old Alex 
Bean, who has a brain injury, and his mother, Tracy [right], at the 8th annual Beach Bash. Beach Bash, sponsored by 
Autism Family Services of New Jersey, is an annual event held in Belmar where children with autism and other related 

disorders learn how to surf. Photo courtesy GEORGE KOMITAS 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — The Seventh Avenue beach, here, was full of fun, laughter and surf this past weekend 
as more than 4,000 people gathered to participate in the eighth annual Beach Bash.  

The Beach Bash, an annual event hosted by Autism Family Services of New Jersey, is a two-day 
event where families dealing with autism and related disorders gather at the beach, free from 
worrying about what others may think of their child’s behavior. 

The two-day event is filled with music, food, an activities tent and surfing.  

Each year, Surfer’s Healing, a California-based nonprofit specializing in exposing autistic children 
to surfing, comes to the Beach Bash to teach children how to surf between the two days of the 
event, said Jillian Daidone, communications coordinator for Autism Family Services of NJ.  

The first day of the Beach Bash is dedicated to providing surf lessons to children with autism, while 
the second day, which is a smaller event, is dedicated to children with Down syndrome, she said. 

Izzy Paskowitz, co-founder of Surfers Healing, said surfing is an activity children with autism can 
do, since it is “therapeutic” to them. Mr. Paskowitz said the movement, water and rhythm is 
therapeutic. 

“Doing something out of the usual and ‘dangerous’ is good for these kids,” he said. “We got to have 
faith that they can do something out of the mold.” 



To help the children, 15 surfers from Hawaii, California and Puerto Rico volunteered their time.  

“I’m blessed by people. Not only are these surfers great with credibility and authenticity in the 
water,” he said, “but they need an insane amount of patience.” 

This year, about 300 children surfed, with about 4,000 to 5,000 people attending the event, said Ms. 
Daidone.  

This was the best event thus far, she said. 

“The event ran very smoothly. We received such positive feedback and more kids got to surf than 
ever before,” she said.  

Ms. Daidone said normally, Surfers Healing is able to teach about 200 children how to surf, but due 
to the nice weather and people being on time, the surfers were able to accommodate an extra 100 
children.  

Fran Hines, director of Belmar First Aid Squad, which is involved in the event, agreed it was the 
best Beach Bash to date.  

“It was a great day all the way around,” he said, noting the day could not have been possible 
without all the volunteers.  

Mr. Hines has a 14-year-old son, Colton, who has autism.  

Liza Gundell, deputy director for Autism Family Services of NJ, said the Beach Bash itself is 
equally as amazing as the surfing because it gives the families a chance to be in an environment that 
is “supportive in the way they need to be supported for a family day at the beach.” 

According to Ms. Gundell, families come from all over New Jersey, Pennsylvania and New York 
for the day at the beach.  

As for the surfing portion of the event, Ms. Gundell said “something magical happens” when the 
children get in the water. She said they are often anxious about going out, but once they are in the 
water they “just seem to take to it.” 

Belmar resident Tracy Bean came to the Beach Bash with her 5-year-old son, Alex, who has a brain 
injury. Her husband, Jim, is a borough councilman. 

Mrs. Bean said they have attended the event for several years, but it was only this year that she let 
Alex surf because she was “scared.”  

When Alex was on the surfboard, she said, “I cried. I lost it. I never expected that he’d be out there 
on a surfboard.”  

Antoinette Fifoot, of Jefferson Township, came to the event with her husband, Steve, and their 12-
year-old autistic son, Peter.  



Mrs. Fifoot said the Beach Bash is a good event because it provides a lot of information on different 
resources and organizations that can help out. She said it is also a good event because it provides an 
opportunity for these children to surf.  

“Not everyone gets an opportunity to [surf], whether you are special needs or not,” she said.  

Mayor Matt Doherty said it is “priceless” to see the expression on the children’s faces as they surf 
in the water.  

“It’s the best event in town and the most rewarding,” the mayor said.  

For more information, please visit familyresourcenetwork.org. 

	  


