
ACTIVITY: Lifesaving drill 
CASE: GSAF 2006.08.13 
DATE: Sunday August 13, 2006 
LOCATION: The attack took place 
in False Bay at Sunrise Beach, 
Muizenberg, Western Cape 
Province, South Africa. Sunrise 
Beach is 106 kilometres southeast 
of Cape Town.  
34°06,6'S, 18°28,2'E 
 
NAME: Achmat Hassiem 
DESCRIPTION: He is a 24-year-
old lifesaver from Strandfontein, a 
cor respondence market ing 
student. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: At 11h00, Cape Point recorded a 
clear sunny sky, air temperature was 60.8ºF 
[16ºC], dew point 50ºF [10ºC], humidity 68%, 
sea level pressure was 29.92 inches [1013 
hPa], and there was no wind, although there 
was a slight on-shore breeze at Muizenberg.   
MOON PHASE: Waning Gibbous, 79% of the 
Moon was illuminated. 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was glassy with approximately half a metre swell. The water 
was clear except for a patch of murky water due to runoff from a nearby river mouth. Mean 
high tides for Simon’s Town occurred at 03h01 and 16h15. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 200 metres, beyond the breakers. 
DEPTH OF WATER: Two to three metres 
TIME: Between 10h45 and 11h00 
 
NARRATIVE: Two surf lifesavers, Achmat Hassiem and his 17-year-old brother Taariq 
were on a training exercise with a team from the False Bay Lifesaving Club. They were in 
deep water, acting as ‘patients’ for two lifesavers in a boat: Kishan Kalan and Kim 
Calderwood. “We were meant to be the patients that had to be rescued in the training 
exercise,” explained Taariq. “Another lifesaver, Nic Pemberton, was meant to be the 
unconscious patient, I was the patient that couldn't swim and Achmat was the one who was 
meant to be conscious and could swim. The boat picked up Nic first, then, as they were 
coming for me, Achmat suddenly shouted a warning.” 
 

Achmat saw the fin of the shark slicing through the water towards his brother. “I shouted: 
‘Taariq! Shark!’ and then started splashing about in the water so that I would attract the 
shark to me,” said Achmat. “The shark turned around and came towards me. It grabbed my 
ankle and shook me, then pulled me under water. I thought the game was over. But as I 
went down, I told myself, ‘No, you're not going to die now’, and I started kicking it. It had my 
right leg and I kicked at its head with my left leg,” Achmat said. “I don't know how many 
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times I kicked it, maybe four times. 
But I needed to get a breath, I could 
feel I had already taken in seawater. 
And then [the shark] let go.”  
 

In the meantime, Taariq had been 
hauled into the boat and Achmat 
had disappeared beneath the 
surface. Seeing a dark patch, Taariq 
reached down into the water for his 
brother. “I stuck my hand in the 
water and Achmat grabbed on to my 
hand,” he said. “As I came up I saw 
my brother's hand in the water and 
g ra bbed  i t ”  sa i d  Achm at .  
“I looked back and saw the shark 
coming towards me for a second 
time, but the guys in the boat pulled 
me in before [the shark] got to me.”  
 
“As we pulled him out of the water, I saw there were no bites on his upper body and I 
thought: ‘Thank God.’ Then he got his left leg into the boat and that was also okay and then 
when his right leg came out, I saw his foot was gone,” said Taariq. “We were holding 
Achmat and he was looking up at me and he said: ‘What's wrong? Tell me what's wrong!’ 
He didn't want to look. And then I told him: ‘The shark's taken your right foot’. Then, instead 
of swimming away, the shark actually turned around and came for us again,” said Taariq. “It 
actually knocked the boat quite hard, but there were five of us in it so it couldn't knock it 
over.”  
 
INJURY: Achmat’s right foot was severed by the shark. 
 
FIRST AID: As soon as Achmat was brought onboard the lifesaver’s rigid inflatable boat, 
treatment began for the injury. Lifeguard medics controlled the bleeding, elevated his leg, 
stabilized his condition, and notified emergency services.  
 

Help arrived by land, sea and air: ambulances and fire rescue vehicles by land, the NSRI's 
deep-sea rescue vessel by sea, and the Metro Red Cross AMS Helicopter by air. Before 
Achmat was airlifted to Constantiaberg Medi-Clinic by Metro Red Cross AMS helicopter his 
condition was stable, according to Paramedic Ian Klopper. 
 
TREATMENT: By afternoon the patient was in surgery at the Constantiaberg Medi-Clinic in 
Cape Town while his mother, Thoraiya, and father, Moegseen, waited with relatives in the 
hospital. “The surgeon said they have to amputate another bit of his leg so he will be able to 
wear a prosthesis. It's terrible, but at least he is alive,” said his father. His mother said he 
had major surgery to his leg two years ago. “He had to have a vascular bypass. He was in a 
wheelchair for two months and the doctors said he might never walk again. But he wanted 
to go back to lifesaving and he did. He said he wanted to save people. Now this. It's very 
sad,” she said. While Taariq waited at the hospital with his parents, the other lifeguards 
involved in the incident were being given trauma counseling. 
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 Fellow lifesaver and friend Shirwyn Weber said the patient was joking as he was wheeled 
into hospital. “I play soccer with him and he said: ‘How are we going to play soccer now, 
hey?’” Achmat told him that he could still feel his toes although he knew his foot was gone.  
 

By nightfall, the patient was out of surgery and stable. It was expected that he would remain 
hospitalized for four weeks, but he was discharged from the hospital on Saturday August 
19, 2006. 
 
SPECIES: The attack was thought to involve a white shark. “There were two teeth stuck 
into the bone,” said the boy’s father. “So, they're going to send them away and see what 
kind of shark it was.”  
 
NOTE: The shark spotters were on duty at the time of the 
attack, “but this was much too far away for them to see,” said 
Ian Klopper. Greg Oelofse of the Shark Working Group said 
the shark spotters used four different flags to advise swimmers 
and surfers: a green flag indicated that visibility was good and 
no sharks had been seen; a black flag meant no sharks had 
been seen but visibility was poor; a red flag meant that sharks 
had been spotted, but could no longer be seen; a white flag 
with a black shark on it meant sharks were in the water and 
the beach was closed. When this flag was raised, it was 
accompanied by a siren to alert swimmers and surfers. The beaches in the area were 
closed after the incident, and a white flag bearing the image of a black shark was draped 
from the window of False Bay Lifesaving clubhouse, a warning that sharks were present. 
 
COMMENT: After attack incident, surfer Paul Botha advocated ‘selective’ killing of sharks 
bigger than five metres, about six a year, which could be offered to hunters for $50,000 
each. He believes this would raise money for research and protection of humans, and would 
remove the sharks that attack, and reduce the ‘overpopulation’ of white sharks. Asked what 
he thought about calls for shark killing, Achmat said: “You can't kill something for just doing 
what it does. You can't blame them for what they are. They are a top predator. They don't 
have hands to feel. They use their mouths to feel, and unluckily as humans we bleed.”  
 
“Unfortunately,” adds shark researcher Geremy Cliff, “we humans have very thin skins and 
we don't take very well to these ‘gentle’ mouthings.” 
 
Shark researcher Alison Koch also maintains Botha has no basis for such claims. “Sharks 
do not see humans as prey. If they were turning to people for food, we would be seeing 
attacks every day,” Koch said. There was no merit in ‘selective’ killing of big sharks. White 
sharks are in decline worldwide, and in her six years researching in False Bay, she has 
seen only three sharks over five metres. “Female white sharks under five metres and males 
under four to 4.5 metres are not yet sexually mature. If you kill those over five metres, 
you're taking out the sexually mature animals and the population will come crashing down.” 
 
Dr. Leonard Compagno, currently based in Cape Town and considered to be the foremost 
authority on sharks in the world, says killing white sharks in False Bay would be simply a 
‘symbolic gesture’ that would in no way prevent shark attacks. “Sharks move up and down 
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the coast and cover vast distances, and occasionally one bites someone. No one knows 
why. It could be aggression. It could even be play behaviour.” Two divers in South Africa 
have had sharks grab their hands and drag them along through the water without biting 
down before letting go. 
 
Asked why sharks did not see humans as food, Compagno replied: “It's a good question, 
but I don't know the answer. If you go to Seal Island in False Bay, you can see bouts of 
predation, when sharks will take out 20 to 30 seals in a day. It is fairly obvious that seals are 
a natural prey and that they feed on them regularly.” While scientists do not know what 
induces a shark bite a person, Compagno says, it is clear that they do not regard humans 
as food because people are rarely eaten after being bitten. 
 
Also, he says, sharks do not target humans in ‘serial attacks’. “If they did, we would know 
about it soon enough and there would be attacks every few days. This does not happen. 
Generally, the pattern is that one person is bitten in, say, the Eastern Cape and then some 
months later another person is bitten down here. That is not the behaviour of an animal 
targeting humans. There is also a misperception that there are ‘rogue’ sharks that 
specifically target people. “Sharks are not like some land predators, lions for instance, 
where one animal may begin to prey on people, as I understand certain lions have done 
with refugees moving through the Kruger National Park,” said Compagno. “If this were the 
case with sharks, we would have a shark taking out a person every few days, over and over 
again. But this does not happen.”  

……………………………………. 
 

On August 19, 2006, Local press announced that orthotics and prosthetics company 
Progressive Ortho-paedics, based at Vincent Pallotti Hospital in Pinelands, Cape Town, had 
teamed up with Medactive, a national supplier of orthotic and prosthetic components, to 
offer Achmat a hi-tech artificial limb. They also arranged sponsorship for physiotherapy and 
biokinetic rehabilitation at Vincent Pallotti Hospital. The estimated cost of the limb and the 
sponsorship was approximately R60,000.  
 
Jayson Chin, owner of Progressive Orthopaedics, said the two companies had heard the 
Hassiem family did not have medical aid coverage for prosthetics and decided to come to 
his assistance. “Achmat is a lifesaver who at times puts his life on the line to save others, 
and his incredible courage in the wake of the attack prompted us to make this offer. We 
hope to be able to play a part in helping Achmat live a normal, active life again as soon as 
possible. We'll supply Achmat with his initial prosthesis and look after him for the next year 
in terms of all his prosthetic needs. We'll have our whole team look after him and arrange 
for his rehabilitation by a physiotherapist and biokinetist. He's a very positive guy and is 
happy to be able to get up and out of bed. His parents are also thrilled and his mum says 
he's already talking about taking part in upcoming lifesaving activities,” said Chin.  

……………………………………. 
 

NOTE: In 2014, at the opening ceremony of the United Nations Convention on Migratory 
Species (CMS), Achmat, a staunch shark conservationist, made an eloquent plea to the 
delegates, asking they extend protection for all species of sharks and rays then under 
consideration: reef manta ray, all species of mobula rays, great and scalloped hammerhead 
sharks, the three species of thresher sharks and the silky shark The delegates responded 
by approving protection for all the species of sharks that were proposed. 
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National Sea Rescue Institute (NSRI) Media release: 
Sunrise Beach, Muizenberg, False Bay, Cape Town, 13 August, 2006. Shark Encounter. 
 
At approximately 11h00 a 24 year old male, Achmat Hassiem, a surf lifeguard from Lifesaving 
SA's False Bay Lifesaving Club, suffered a complete amputation of his right foot following a shark 
encounter approximately 200 metres off-shore in glassy, clear seas with approximately half a 
metre swell and a slight on-shore breeze. Water depth at the site of the encounter was 
approximately 2 to 3 metres with good clear water visibility. A near-by river mouth flowing strongly 
into the sea due to recent rains is bringing with it some murky water causing murky water 
conditions in some areas near to the scene. 
 
Achmat's brother Taariq, also a lifeguard at False Bay Lifesaving Club,was in the water alongside 
his brother when the incident took place. 
 
The Metro Red Cross AMS Helicopter, Metro Ambulance and Rescue Services, False Bay EMS 
Metro volunteer paramedics, EMT (Emergency Medical Training) Metro volunteer paramedics, 
Cape Medical Response (CMR) paramedics, Cape Town Fire and Rescue Services, NSRI 
Simonstown, NSRI Strandfontein, SA Police Services and Netcare 911 Ambulance Services 
responded. 
 
NSRI Simonstowns 9 metre deep-sea rescue craft 'Spirit of Freemasonry' that was in the area at 
the time conducting a routine rescue exercise were diverted to the scene. 
 
On arrival on-scene the patient was being effectively treated on the beach by lifeguard 
medics from Lifesaving SA False Bay Lifesaving Club. Lifeguard medics had controlled the 
bleeding, elevated the patient's leg and had the patient in a stable condition. 
 
Although the injury is severe the patient is in a stable condition. He has been flown to a local 
hospital by the Metro Red Cross AMS helicopter. 
 
Graham Lewis, Chairman of Lifesaving SA's False Bay Lifesaving Club, said the lifeguardswere 
conducting a routine surf rescue exercise in the area when the incident occurred. 
 
The patient was immediately brought to shore aboard the Lifeguard's 4.2 metre rescue rigid 
inflatable boat while treatment began for the injury and Emergency Services were activated. 
 
Trauma counseling was arranged for all the lifeguards involved in this incident at the False Bay 
Lifesaving Club. 
 
Achmat's father Moegsien and his mother Thoraiya are at their Son's side at the hospital. He has 
undergone an operation in theatre and is recovering in intensive care. 
 
We are appealing to members of the public - bathers, surfers, paddlers and boaters to exercise 
the necessary precautions along that stretch of Coast. 
 
Released by: 
Craig Lambinon 
Sea Rescue Spokesman 
0823803800 
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Shark attack survivor sets swimming records 
 

Shark attack survivor, Achmat Hassiem competed in 
the SA Nedbank National Disabled Championships in 
KwaZulu-Natal, winning eight gold medals in the 
eight events he had entered and setting six new all 
African records. Then he took part in the South 
African National Open Swimming Championships, 
also held in KZN, and treated as trials for both the 
Paralympic and Olympic Games for South African 
athletes wanting to compete in London. 
 
Achmat competed in these trials and won the 400m 
Freestyle in a Paralympic A-qualifying time as well as 
a new South African and Africa record. He also 
swam Paralympic A-qualifying time in 100m butterfly 
and set a new South African and Africa record. 
Achmat is currently the world champion for 200m 
butterfly Paralympics. 

 
Achmat lost his foot to a Great White shark when participating in a lifeguard training session at 
Sunrise Beach in Muizenberg in 2006. Since then, he has made an amazing recovery, learning to 
walk with his prosthetic foot, competing in the Beijing 2008 Paralympic Games and 2010 IPC World 
Swimming Championships in the Netherlands. He also conquered his fear of going back into the 
seas when he completed the 7.5km Cadiz Robben Island cold water swim in 2010 and 2011. He is 
captain of the Western Province Swimming Team, and has led them to victory for four years 
running. Achmat has qualified for the London 2012 Paralympic games and the team will be 
announced on 20 May 2012. He has set his sights on competing in the able-bodied Olympics too.  
 
Achmat does motivational talks where he talks about his experience with the shark attack, his road 
to recovery and his achievements.  
 
SOURCE: Leadership, May 4, 2012, http://www.leadershiponline.co.za/articles/environment/1943-
paralympic-trials 
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Shark attack survivor Achmat Hassiem  
wins Paralympic swimming bronze, aims for more medals 

 
LONDON — Paralympic swimmer Achmat 
Hassiem uses special motivation to go fast: He 
imagines being chased by the great white shark 
that bit off his right leg.  
 
The South African was attacked by a shark off the 
coast of Cape Town six years ago after he lured 
the great white away from his younger brother. 
Before then Hassiem had competed in various 
sports, including swimming, but wasn’t sure what 
to do after losing his leg. 
 
It was South African Paralympic swimming 
champion Natalie du Toit who encouraged 
Hassiem to get back into the water. Before long, 
he started breaking his country’s Paralympic 
records. “I took to the pool like a shark in the 
ocean,” he said with a laugh.  
 
The 30-year-old Hassiem came to the London Paralympics determined to do better than his ninth-
place finish at the Beijing Paralympics four years ago. On Saturday, he won bronze in the men’s 
100-meter butterfly. “My little secret is obviously that I just try and imagine I’m in the ocean and I’ve 
got a 4 ½-meter great white shark at my feet,” Hassiem said. “It’s definitely good motivation to 
swim fast.” 
 
In 2006, Hassiem was the first to spot the shark when he and his brother Taariq were on a 
lifeguard exercise off a popular beach in Cape Town. He shouted to colleagues in a nearby boat to 
get Taariq out of the water, while Hassiem distracted the shark by slapping the water. The shark 
then bit Hassiem’s right leg and dragged him about 50 meters. “I gave one last enormous push 
and heard a great snapping sound,” Hassiem said of the moment he lost his leg. As he was being 
pulled onto the boat by his brother, Hassiem said he looked back and saw the shark chewing on 
what must have been his foot. “I believe I lost my leg for a good reason,” he said. “Losing a leg is 
nothing compared to losing my brother, so I’m just trying to make the best of it.” 
 
Du Toit, one of the most decorated Paralympians who was also the first amputee to compete 
against able-bodied swimmers at the Olympics in 2008, said Hassiem was an inspiration to others. 
“It’s been great to see Achmat do better and better in the last couple of years,” she said. “I think 
he’s become a role model because people look at him and wonder how they would cope in that 
situation. He’s just gotten on with it and kept going.” 
 
Later this week, Hassiem will swim in the 100-meter and 400-meter freestyle events. “That shark 
turned my life around for a reason,” he said, “and I’ve got to make the best of all my opportunities 
now.” 
 
SOURCE: Washington Post, September 3, 2012, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/shark-attack-survivor-achmat-hassiem-wins-
paralympic-swimming-bronze-aims-for-more-medals/2012/09/03  
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Achmat Hassiem of South Africa swims in the 
men’s 100 meter butterfly S10 race at the 2012 
Paralympics games, Saturday, Sept. 1, 2012, in 

London  
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