
ACTIVITY: Surf-skiing 
CASE GSAF 2002.01.01.b / SA-446 
DATE: Tuesday January 1, 2002 
LOCATION: The incident took place 
in the Indian Ocean at Mtunzini, 
Zululand, 125 kilometres northeast of 
Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South 
Africa. This resort, situated about 
four kilometres south of the open 
mouth of the Mlalazi River, has no 
shark nets.    
28°58'S, 31°46'E 
 

NAME: Dr Michael van Niekerk 
DESCRIPTION: The surf-skier is a 26-year-old male from Mtunzini. 
SURFSKI: Fibreglass ski. 
 

BACKGROUND 
MOON PHASE: Waning Gibbous, 95% of the moon’s disk was illuminated. Full Moon on 30 
December 2001 at 10:41 Universal Time.  
ENVIRONMENT: A deep channel lies between the beach and shorebreak for a distance of 
ten kilometres. The Mlalazi estuary, situated three to four kilometres north of Mtunzini, is 
one of the few estuaries on the KwaZulu-Natal coast which has an open mouth throughout 
most of the year. This allows juvenile fish to move between their nursery area within the 
estuary to the offshore breeding grounds. The rich food supply, higher water temperatures 
and comparative protection from predators inside the estuary ensure a high survival rate for 
a number of fish species. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 1,5 kilometres 
TIME: At sunset, after 18h30  
 

NARRATIVE: Van Niekerk, together with fellow Ngwelezana Hospital doctor Darryl Wood, 
and former Ngwelezana doctor Pieter Smith out from England on holiday, set off on their 
surfskis about 18h30 [6.30 pm], intending to paddle from the Mlalazi River mouth to 
Mtunzini beach. About 1,5km out to sea and with the sun setting, Van Niekerk stopped to 
wait for Smith to catch up with him and dangled his legs over the side of his fibreglass craft. 
"I felt something bump my leg and heard a big splash. Then I felt something tugging on my 
foot," explained Van Niekerk. He managed to maintain his balance with his paddle and 
tugged his leg out of the water. When his leg was out of the water he saw the large gash on 
his foot and realized what had happened. The young doctor told Wood, who was on a 
surfski near him, that he had been bitten and raced towards the shore. 
 
INJURY: Van Niekerk’s right foot was bitten, but all major nerves and tendons were intact.  
 

DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT: None 
 

FIRST AID: After beaching his craft, Van Niekerk crawled along the sand and waved down 
a passing 4x4 bakkie, whose driver wrapped his injured foot in a towel and drove him to 
friends who were waiting for the paddlers on the main beach. There they poured water over 
the wound and wrapped it up again and he was driven to hospital. 

© Global Shark Accident File, 2002. All rights reserved. This report may not be abridged or 
reproduced without written permission of the Global Shark Accident File. 



 

TREATMENT: Van Nierkerk’s wounds were surgically repaired in the Bay Hospital in 
Richards Bay where he is expected to remain for three days. 
 

SPECIES INVOLVED: It was speculated that the incident may have involved a Zambesi 
shark, Carcharhinus leucas. 
 

CASE INVESTIGATOR: Andrew Gifford, Shark Research Institute-South Africa 
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