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By email 

4 March 2026  

Hon Mark Mitchell 
Minister of Police 
M.Mitchell@ministers.govt.nz 

Tēnā Koe Minister 

Reduction in operating hours of the maritime unit and police vessel Lady Elizabeth 
IV and implications for maritime safety 

I am writing to express our concern regarding the reduction in operating hours of the 
police vessel Lady Elizabeth and the implications this has for security and maritime 
safety. 

The Police Maritime Unit and Lady Elizabeth IV are important contributors to ensuring 
maritime safety within our harbour and beyond to the Marlborough Sounds. Its presence 
provides essential support for law enforcement, emergency response, and compliance 
with maritime regulations. The recent decision to reduce its operating hours leaves a gap 
after 6pm particularly in the summer months when recreational boaties are often out on 
the water until the sun sets. 

We have concerns over the ‘overnight’ statistics used to support the reduction of hours, 
i.e. that there was only one call out overnight. We understand this data related to tasks or 
call outs after 11pm until 8am the next morning instead of the number of call outs after 
6pm, which is the end time of the new shift. 

Reduced availability of the police vessel creates several risks relating to harbour security 
and safety: 

Emergency response - Delays in responding to incidents or rescue operations. The 
responsibility of the Coastguard – a volunteer organisation – has taken on more 
significance with the police boat crewed for fewer hours. By their own admission the 
Coastguard has said their response times may be slightly slower than those of the 
Wellington Police Maritime Unit, due to their vessels being crewed by volunteers who 
often have to leave work, family and other commitments when a call comes in. 
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In addition, the Coastguard’s capability is focused on rescuing people, not property. 
While this is understandable and not a criticism, the Maritime Unit and Lady Elizabeth 
had the ability to support larger recreational vessels that get into trouble, and recovering 
the vessel can often be the best (and lowest risk) option for keeping the crew safe.  Lady 
Elizabeth IV is the most capable of the various rescue vessels in the area and their loss 
for 14 hours of the day (6pm – 8am) poses significant risk. 

For large recreational craft in distress in the Cook Strait after 6pm, their only option now 
is to abandon their vessel to get rescued or attempt a boat-to-boat transfer, often in 
hazardous conditions. This is a challenging situation for people in good health, and high 
risk for anyone who might be injured.  In most situations, it is safer for people to remain 
on their boat and getting that boat towed, rather than entering the water. Entering the 
water exposes people to hypothermia, rough seas, and other hazards. 

Law enforcement - Limited ability to enforce maritime laws and deter unsafe and 
illegal behaviour.  Lady Elizabeth IV has previously been deployed in a joint role with 
Customs, Immigration NZ and Fisheries NZ (MPI).  This provided broader coverage and 
increased support for those functions, at a relatively reasonable all-of-government cost. 
Recently it was announced that Ministers were concerned about increased incursions at 
the border - work that sits under the Wellington Maritime Unit.  Not only did Lady Elizabeth 
IV and her crew improve border protection, but they were a visible deterrent throughout 
the Wellington region and the Marlborough Sounds and a reassuring presence for the 
boating public. These patrols enhanced their knowledge of bays and tides on both sides 
of Cook Strait, strengthening their ability to respond to a stricken vessel or incident at 
night.   

Public confidence - Erosion of trust in the safety of our harbour and coast for 
recreational and commercial users. There’s a reasonable public expectation of safety 
and security of recreational and commercial users in Wellington harbour and beyond.  

Impact on Harbour Master and related operations 

The Harbour Master’s office works closely with the Maritime Unit for response to safety-
related incidents and they also provide an experienced and well-equipped service that 
can support vessels in trouble, previously at any time.  This has reduced the options that 
Greater Wellington has to support vessels in trouble in some circumstances and could 
result in incidents, that could have been quickly resolved with Lady Elizabeth’s presence, 
now escalating to a worse outcome for people, property and the environment.   
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We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss Lady Elizabeth’s 
operating hours further and work collaboratively to find a solution that safeguards our 
harbour and its users. We recommend you review the operating hours particularly over 
the summer months and weekends to ensure that NZ Police is still able to carry out its 
role in Search and Rescue operations. 

Ngā mihi 

Daran Ponter 
Heamana | Chair 

Copy to: 
Chris Bishop, MP for Hutt South 
Julie-Anne Genter MP for Rongotai 
Tamatha Paul, MP for Wellington Central 
Greg O’Connor, MP for Ōhāriu 
Barbara Edmonds, MP for Mana 


