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By Doug Thompson

Boating has a
therapeutic effect that
can change the lives of
children and veterans.

Safe Waters

Nonprofit groups use the power of water to enhance life.
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ater is life on earth. It nourishes our
bodies, grows food, generates power,
and floats the boats we love. Yet

water also serves as the main stage where lives

are rehabilitated, character is built, and self-
esteem is restored.

Nonprofit groups in the United States have
successfully harnessed the power of water,
ranging from conquering the challenges of
adolescence and addiction, to learning skills that
build confidence, to inhaling a snootful of salt
air during a boat ride that many of us take for
granted. Here are a few of those stories.

Safe Harbor Academy
Discuss “troubled boys” in a social setting
and most people look away or pretend not
to hear. The stereotypical thought is these
boys disrespect their parents, fight, and steal.
Surviving their sons’ teenage years becomes a
goal of mothers and fathers who don’t know
where to get help.
Safe Harbor Academy, founded in 1984
by Executive Director Robbie Smith and her
husband, is a place parents can go to get that
help. The Jacksonville, Florida-based facility is
a “maritime-based boarding school for troubled
boys,” and has 15 beds for boys ages 14 to 17.
Safe Harbor students thrive in the marine
environment. That doesn’t surprise experienced
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boaters who know boating is an allegory for the
ups and downs of life. Think about the joys of
smooth sailing on a perfect day—life is grand.
Contrast that to the threat of disaster during a
difficult situation on the water and the feeling of
accomplishment when it is resolved. You learn to
not fight the sea, but work with it, and in doing
s0, share its power.

When a boy enters Safe Harbor, what’s the
first activity? Rowing a boat.

“Our motto is a tired boy is a good boy,”
explains Smith. “They work hard to figure out
how to make their brains direct their bodies to
make the boat go where they want.”

Gas-powered boats are off-limits until Safe
Harbor students get the proper training. Smith
knows that allowing a teenager behind the wheel
of a prop-driven boat without a lot of instruction
would have her labeled as stupid, or worse.

“They start rowing, then learn to sail a Sunfish,
and then a larger sailboat,” Smith says. “The
boys learn sailing skills and to respect the water.
You get more utility out of a sailboat, and you
don’t use expensive fuel. When we trust them to
be safe, then we graduate them into power. Our
marina is three-to-one sailboats to powerboats.”

One-third of Safe Harbor graduates go right
into military service. For example, one student
came to Safe Harbor as a teenager in 2014. He
was angry, sullen, not interested in anything
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about life, and had a poor relationship with

his parents. After spending two years at Safe
Harbor, he entered the U.S. Navy and finished his
commission in Jacksonville.

“He chose the Navy because he loves being out
on the water,” says Smith. “Seven years later, he
is a sweet, kind man, a veteran who served our
country, and a husband. He just wants to give

but with cognitive behavioral therapy and the
structure of Safe Harbor, he became the greatest
kid with the greatest smile. Getting away from
the computer screens and learning how to

sail helped him become a great young man.”
safebarboracademy.com
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back, so he is volunteering here at Safe Harbor
and teaching sailing. Many Safe Harbor graduates
get marine degrees at four-year colleges or trade
schools,” she continues. “Another graduate,
considered special needs, is finishing a maritime
maintenance program in Orlando. He will go on
to find employment in the marine industry.”
Today’s new challenges for teens range
from dependence on illegal drugs to digital-
screen addiction. “They just cannot separate
themselves from any kind of screen, whether it
is a computer screen or phone screen,” Smith
says. “Studies show the brain lights up areas
that are activated by these screens, identical to
a lot of the drugs. One boy was here for three
years, and no one had a clue what to do the first
three months. Prescription medication failed,

Safe Harbor, the Movie
The story of how Safe Harbor began in 1984 is covered in the 2009 Hallmark Channel movie Safe Harbor.
Treat Williams plays Doug Smith, Nancy Travis plays Robbie Smith, and the late Orson Bean appears in the
film as Judge David Roberts.

The movie begins with the Smiths preparing to sail the country on their yacht after selling Doug’s
successful business and retiring early. Before they can begin their adventure, a friend who Robbie knew
from her career as a child therapist asks them to look after two teenage boys in trouble.

“These couple of boys come into our lives, which subsequently changes the whole direction of our life,”

Smith says. “But we really feel like at that point, that is when we start to work on God’s plan. Not that we knew it
because if we knew it, we might have sabotaged it.”

The review in Variety magazine said: “Safe Harbor is exactly what it purports to be—a haven of feel-good
sentiments amid an onslaught of real-world bad news. A sound vehicle whose solid cast and based-on-real-
life morality keep it afloat, this Hallmark Channel movie ultimately works.”
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