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I must admit when the British 
swim charity SwimTayka first 
asked if I was interested in helping 
with swim teaching in Zanzibar, 

I wasn’t exactly sure where it was. A 
quick Google later and I found out it 
is a beautiful archipelago situated off 
the coast of East Africa in the Indian 
Ocean. A semi-autonomous region 
of Tanzania, it consists of a number 
of smaller islands and two main ones: 
Unguja, known informally as Zanzibar, 
and Pemba Island. Our plan was to 
work on Unguja, known as ‘The Spice 
island’ due to its rich abundance of 
cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon and black 
pepper. All of my drowning prevention 
work to date has been in 
Bangladesh, so carrying 
out similar work in Africa 
seemed to be invaluable 
experience.

LEARNING TO TEACH
When our team of three 
set off from the UK to the 
island we had little idea 
exactly what we were 
going to do there, other 
than teach the local swim 
teachers new skills. For 
anyone who lives in a 
country like the UK or US, 
becoming a swimming teacher 
is pretty straightforward. 
If you have the time and 
a relatively small amount 
of money you can find a 
number of courses to become 
qualified. In places such 
as Zanzibar, however, it’s a 
completely different scenario. 
It is hard enough to learn how 
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to swim there, let alone be in a position 
to learn to teach. The teachers we were 
assisting were lucky enough to have 
received basic training from a local 
NGO, the Panje Project, which is based 
on the northern shore of the island at a 
place called Nungwi. This was to be our 
base for our two-week visit. This NGO 
focuses on training and education 
for young people, and one of its most 
important missions is to teach the 
local community how to swim. Panje 
has been offering an aquatic survival 
programme to children in the area 
since late 2013, assisted with funding 
and training support from, among 
others, the RNLI and the Princess 
Charlene of Monaco Foundation. Over 
the last five years they have taught more 
than 7,000 children to swim.

TEACHING TEACHERS
Aquatic survival schemes usually 

involve learning basic front crawl. 
Panje and SwimTayka decided that 
the local swim community would 
benefit greatly if the children had the 
opportunity to learn other strokes – 
namely breaststroke, backstroke and 
sidestroke. Following discussions 
with the project leaders and the 
12 teachers – six men, six women 
– we drew up a plan. Each day we 
spent around three hours with 
our ‘students’ – part of the time in 
the classroom going over theory, 
and then down to the sea for the 
practical lessons. The water was 
amazing – incredible blue hues and 
a perfect temperature of around 
25 degrees. Nungwi is a tourist 
area, so for beachgoers catching 
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them confident in the water. Here we 
were actually training other teachers. 
But it was fun and rewarding to see our 
students gaining the understanding of 
the basics of the new strokes. By the end 
of the two weeks 11 of the group passed 
the exam we wrote up for them, while 
the remaining teacher did well enough 
to still be a swim teacher. Part of our 
work with the group was to help them 
in setting up swim clubs in four or five 
areas on the north of the island, and we 
put together a manual to assist with this. 

INSPIRING FUTURE GENERATIONS
Thanks to our visit to Zanzibar the 
local swim teachers will now be able 
to run swim programmes in their new 
strokes, hold competitions between 
their clubs and ultimately help the local 
children have fun, learn more about 
swimming and stay safe. At the end 
of the trip it was rewarding to know 
that our work will inspire generations 
to come, and that others who have 
none of the opportunities we have 
back home have learnt something new 
which will be such a benefit to their 
local community 
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a few sunrays it must have been an 
interesting spectacle seeing our posse of 
swim teachers rocking up every day for 
our sessions. We had a ‘lane rope’ that 
was set up in the water marking out 
our teaching area, weighted down with 
water containers filled with sand. 

NEW SKILLS
One of our biggest issues was the 
majority of the teachers only spoke 
Swahili, but thankfully one of the team, 
Ali, had a good command of English 
and he did a sterling job translating 
for us. Also, it is amazing how much 
knowledge you can pass on to others 
merely by demonstrating with body 
actions. It wasn’t easy for the teachers: 
none of them had swum the new 
strokes we were teaching, some had 
to travel fair distances to get to our 
teaching area, but they were all keen to 
learn something new.

For me, it was a steep learning curve 
too. I’m used to teaching children 
to swim on a one to one basis in the 
UK, while the work I do in drowning 
prevention in Bangladesh involves 
being with the children and getting 

Charity SwimTayka sends qualified instructors into poor 
communities around the world to: educate children about 
the care of their open water and how to preserve it for 
generations to come; teach children how to swim, a life 
skill which could save their life; and educate local people in 
water awareness to open doors to future jobs in lifesaving 
and swim teaching.

More info: swimtayka.org


