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Glossary of Abbreviations and Acronyms 
AED                 Automated External Defibrillator 
C                     Celsius 
CI                    Canoeing Ireland  
CGU                Coast Guard Unit 
CoP                  Code of Practice: The Safe Operation of Recreational Craft (2017)1 
CPR                 Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation  
HSE                 Health Service Executive 
ICF                  International Canoe Federation 
IRCG               Irish Coast Guard  
IWW                Irish White Water 
LOA                 Length Overall 
MCIB               Marine Casualty Investigation Board  
MRCC               Marine Rescue Co-ordination Centre 
MRSC               Marine Rescue Sub-Centre 
NEOC               National Emergency Operations Centre 
PFD                 Personal Flotation Device 
PRA                 Principal Response Agency 
QQI                  Quality and Qualifications Ireland 
REC                 Rescue Emergency Care (certificates)  
RSR                  River Safety and Rescue (certificates) 
SITREP             Situation Report  
UL                   University of Limerick 
ULKC               University of Limerick Kayak Club 
ULSU               University of Limerick Students’ Union 
UTC                 Universal Co-ordinated Time 
 
Feet                ft 
Inches             ins 
Kilogram          kg 
Kilometres       km 
Litres               lts 
Metres             m 
Millimetre       mm 
 
Glossary of Terminology 
Drop                     Change in level of river downwards, usually over a waterfall between 

boulders and rocks 
Portage                 Walking kayak along the bank around obstacles 
Put-in                   The point on the river where kayaks are launched 
Rapids                   Sections of water with waves formed by rocks on riverbed 
River-run               Planned river route for kayakers 
Spray-deck            A waterproof apron worn by kayakers designed to clip around the kayak 

coaming in order to keep water out of the kayak’s cockpit 
Strainer                 Tree branches in the current that allow water to flow through but trap a 

kayaker 
Take-out               The point on a river where kayaks are taken out of water 
Truck and Trailer   Kayaking beginners/intermediates paddling between leaders and seconds  
 
Note: All times are local time = Co-ordinated Universal Time (UTC). 
 
1. Updates to the Code of Practice: The Safe Operation of Recreational Craft (2017), (Marine Notice (MN) No.51 refers), were 

published in November 2019. The updates can be downloaded in electronic format at: 
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/66ff7e-safe-operation-of-recreational-craft/ 
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1. SUMMARY 
 

1.1       On 2 November 2019 a group of 27 kayakers set out on a down-river trip of the 
Upper Caragh River, Co. Kerry. The kayakers consisted of experienced and 
beginner kayakers, split into three sub-groups. The first sub-group (sub-group 1) 
successfully navigated the river-run. The second and third sub-groups 
experienced difficulties. Two kayakers became distressed, and the emergency 
services were called. One kayaker was resuscitated but a second kayaker, who 
was trapped under a tree branch, was rendered unconscious and stopped 
breathing. The latter Casualty was recovered from the water, resuscitated and 
transferred to hospital but subsequently died.  

1.2       Conclusions Part 5 of this report sets out the contributory factors that led to this 
outcome. In summary, the prevailing conditions including the features of the river 
were not suitable for all the members of the trip to manage safely. The trip was 
not properly assessed for the risks attached to the prevailing conditions and 
having regard to the skills and experience of the group taking part in what is a 
high-risk sport. The persons in charge of identifying and assessing the risks in 
advance, and on the day, were insufficiently trained and experienced themselves 
to be able to assess the risks given the combined factors of river conditions and 
the nature of the group. This arose as there was a lack of adherence to the 
University of Limerick Kayak Club (ULKC) Safety Statement and Trips Policy and 
Procedure which set out control measures, which led to a lack of accredited 
training, which in turn led to poor decision making. Had there been Canoeing 
Ireland (CI) qualified instructors available (or persons with recognisable 
equivalent training and experience) they would have identified that the group 
was too large and its makeup too inexperienced and would not have approved a 
trip that involved a group of beginners in those conditions, and/or, having 
embarked would have realised that the conditions being experienced were not 
suitable and would have terminated the trip.  

1.3       The gaps in the Club safety environment were contributed to by the lack of any 
supervision/audit, or capacity to effectively supervise or audit, the safety of 
University students engaged in high risk activities by the University of Limerick 
Students' Union (ULSU), and by the absence of any overarching, agreed, and 
communicated, spheres of responsibility between the ULSU and University of 
Limerick (UL), leading to an environment at club level where there was a serious 
disregard of the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 and the Trips Policy and Procedure, 
and CI recommended standards.  

 

 

SUMMARY
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FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.       FACTUAL INFORMATION 
 

2.1       The Kayaks 

            A kayak is a small narrow boat propelled by means of a bladed paddle. The kayaks 
used by the group were of two types, type A and type B, as follows:  

 
            Type A:                        ZET RAPTOR 8.6.  

            Builder:                       Zet Kayaks. 

            Length Overall (LOA):   2.55 metres (m). 

            Breadth:                      0.68 m. 

            Weight:                        19 Kilogram (kg). 

            Volume:                       303 Litres (lts). 

            Construction:               Roto-Moulded/Polyethylene. 

            This craft is an 8 feet (ft) 6 inches (ins) Kayak with spray deck designed for river 
descents. 

 
            Type B:                        MAMBA 8.  

            Builder:                       Dagger. 

            LOA:                            2.44 m. 

            Breadth:                      0.66 m. 

            Weight:                        21 kg. 

            Volume:                       235 lts. 

            Construction:               Roto-Moulded/Polyethylene. 

            This craft is an 8 ft kayak with spray deck designed for river descents. 

            See Appendix 7.1 – Photograph No. 1 Kayak Types and Models. 

 
2.2       Incident Location  

            The Upper Caragh River is located on the Iveagh Peninsula, in County Kerry in 
southwest Ireland. The river has a water precipitation catchment system area of 
approximately 66 square miles. The River Caragh is lake fed and drains from 

5



Lough Caragh to the sea in Dingle Bay. According to the rating made by Irish White 
Water (IWW) (www.iww.ie), it is graded a Grade 3 or Grade 4 river, meaning 
difficult to very difficult. 

            See Appendix 7.2- Incident Location. 

2.2.1     The incident occurred in the latter part of a river descent in a river section, 
approximately 3.87 kilometres (km) in length upstream of Blackstones Bridge in 
an area of over-hanging vegetation and trees.  

            See Appendix 7.3 - River Trip Route and Incident Site. 

            See Appendix 7.4 - Photograph No. 2 The Incident River Section. 

            See Appendix 7.5 - Photograph No. 3 The Tree Bough. 

            See Appendix 7.6 - Plan of Incident Area – Satellite Image. 

            See Appendix 7.7 - Photograph No. 4 Location where Casualty 1 was Brought 
Ashore. 

2.2.2     River Grades  

            Rivers are graded according to their difficulties for kayaking purposes. In 
describing levels of CI skills training/qualification and instructor training/ 
qualification, ULKC purports to adhere to CI safety guidelines. IWW is a well-
regarded website that records reports from kayakers on the conditions of rivers 
and is one of the tools commonly used by kayakers in planning a trip. The Upper 
Caragh River is recorded by IWW as a Grade 3-4, meaning Grade 3 (Difficult) with 
stretches of Grade 4 (Very Difficult) river. The river description is set out and 
where/how to evaluate the stretches. The descriptive terms used include “low 
hanging trees”, “rapids”, “a larger Grade 4 rapid”, “a meaty hole”. 

            Listed River Hazards are: 

            •  “The overhanging trees early on in the river 

            •  “Rocks on some of the rapids 

            •  “Potential for wire fencing to run across the river 

            •  “The big meaty hole on river right of Blackstones rapid” 

 
            See Appendix 7.8 - Irish White Water – River Grades. 

            See Appendix 7.9 - Irish White Water – Upper Caragh River Description. 

            See Appendix 7.10 - Irish White Water – Gearhameen River Description. 

Cont.FACTUAL INFORMATION
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            The Code of Practice (CoP): Safe Operation of Recreational Craft (2017) 
Chapter 7, page 88 describes, in table form, the grades of river referred to by 
IWW from Grade I (Flat Water) to Grade V (Extremely Difficult) as illustrated 
in the Table of River Grades below.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2.3       Casualty Information 

            This was a very serious casualty resulting in two casualties, one of whom 
subsequently died in hospital and the other who required medical 
resuscitation and hospitalisation. 

2.3.1     Location Information      

            Date:                            2 November 2019. 

            Time:                           14.25 hrs.  

            Position:                       Latitude 52.0073609° – Longitude -9.8710472°.  

            Location:                      Upper Caragh River Co. Kerry, 1.2 km upriver from 
Blackstones Bridge. 

            Boat Operation:            River kayaking on Grade 3-4 river, Difficult to Very 
Difficult. 

Cont. FACTUAL INFORMATION
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Grade I:  
Flat Water

Water is stationary or extremely slow moving and without 
any obstructions.

Grade II: 
Moderately Difficult

The way down a river is clear but simple obstructions do 
exist. Small stoppers and small drops can be present. 
There are places where the flow accelerates. There is a 
choice of routes.

Grade Ill: 
Difficult

There is a route that is easily recognisable from the 
water. Waves can be irregular. Boulders and obstructions 
can be numerous. Stoppers and small eddies exist. 
Inspection is advisable.

Grade IV: 
Very Difficult

The route is not always clear and inspection is advisable. 
Rapids are continuous and breakouts are few and small. 
Stoppers are powerful. Continual manoeuvring with 
precise control and good decision making is required.

Grade V:  
Extremely Difficult

Inspection is essential because serious dangers can 
exist. Large drops, narrow passages, very complex 
boulder fields, ever changing water and difficult holes are 
characteristic of this grade. Difficulties are continuous.



            Location Factor:           Obstacle in the river (tree bough). 

            Consequences:              One fatality, one near fatality. 

2.3.2     Environment Information  

            The Met Éireann estimate of weather between 06.00 hrs and 18.00 hrs local time 
was that a fresh to strong and gusty west to northwest airflow covered the area. 
Mostly cloudy with the odd limited bright spell breaking through the cloud. Rain 
occurred during the day with some heavy outbursts between 07.00 hrs and 12.00 
hrs. Total rainfall was estimated at between 10 to 15 millimetres (mm). A yellow 
rainfall warning was issued by Met Éireann at 08.00 hrs, valid until 23.59 hrs and 
in operation for County Kerry on 2 November 2019.  

            Air temperature was 11 degrees Celsius (C) at 06.00 hrs but between 9 to 10 
degrees C at 18.00 hrs. 

            See Appendix 7.11 – Met Éireann – Estimate of Weather Conditions. 

            See Appendix 7.12 – Met Éireann – Weather Alert.  

 
2.4       Emergency Services Involvement  

2.4.1     Irish Coast Guard (IRCG) 

            Reference: Glencar UIIN2241/19 – Situation Report (SITREP) One.  

            From Marine Rescue Sub-Centre (MRSC) VALENTIA Routine 02 1448Z Nov 19 to 
MRSC Valentia SITREP Group. 

            Day Time Group 02 1448Z Nov 19. 

            A – Identity of Casualty: Kayakers. 

            B – Position: 52°00.38'N 009°52.14'W. 

            C – Situation: Upturned Kayaker, Glencar. 

            D – Number of Persons: 2. 

            E – Assistance Required: Locate and Assist. 

            F - Coordinating RCC: MRSC Valentia. 

            G – Description of Casualty: 2 x Kayakers. 

            H – Weather on Scene:  /Wind: 5, West. 

                                               /Air Temp: 8.7°C.  

Cont.FACTUAL INFORMATION
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                                               /Visibility: Good. 

                                               /Cloud Cover: Overcast. 

                                               /Precipitation: Slight. 

                                               /SitRep Weather-Time: 02 1433Z NOV 19. 

            I - Initial Actions taken: Tasked IVERAGH Coast Guard Unit (CGU). 

            K – Search Area: LICKEEN WOOD, Glencar. 

            L - Coordinating Instructions: Assist Health Service Executive (HSE) ground 
crew. 

            M – Future Plans: Incident Closed. 

            N – Additional information:  

            14.30        National Emergency Operations Centre (NEOC) request assistance 
with upturned kayaker in Glencar, tasked IVERAGH CGU.  

            15.00        IVERAGH CGU proceeding. 

            15.06        NEOC advise of a second Casualty at the same incident. 

            15.31        NEOC advise first Casualty in care of HSE, second Casualty in 
cardiac arrest. 

            16.24        IVERAGH CGU advise second Casualty in the care of HSE. IVERAGH 
CGU stood down and returned to base. Incident Closed. 

            See Appendix 7.13 – Irish Coast Guard SITREP.  

2.4.2     Emergency Response (from various sources) 

            14.20        First Casualty observed under water in kayak (approximate time). 

            14.25        Call made to NEOC Limerick Ambulance service who tasked the 
IRCG and fire services.  

            14.39        Killorglin Fire Service tasked and responding. 

            14.51        Killorglin Fire Service Unit J1 at Blackstones Bridge rerouted to 
Glencar House. 

            14.53        Unit J1 at Glencar House met with Gardai in attendance. 

            14.57        Unit J1 assisting in resuscitation of first Casualty (Casualty No.1 in 
this report). 

Cont. FACTUAL INFORMATION
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            15.01        Killorglin Fire Service Unit KY19 A1 at Glencar House. 

            15.02        HSE ambulance at Glencar House. 

            15.04        Air Ambulance at Glencar House. 

            15.06        Emergency services informed of second Casualty at scene (Casualty 
No.2 in this report). 

            15.15        Kayakers & Fire service administering Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation 
(CPR) on second Casualty.  

            15.17(E)    Air Ambulance paramedics attending to second Casualty.  

            15.20        Iveragh CGU on scene. 

            15.58        First Casualty transferring to hospital via ambulance.  

            16.24        Second Casualty being transferred to hospital via air ambulance.  

 
2.5       The Kayaking Group Details & Skills Levels 

2.5.1     The kayaking group was on an organised outing from the ULKC and consisted of 
27 kayakers. The group of kayakers was split into three sub-groups each 
comprising nine kayakers.  

2.5.2     CI is the national accrediting body for paddle sports in Ireland and provides skills 
assessments and instructor accreditation which are set out in greater detail 
hereafter.  

            The ULKC Safety Statement 2014 (Academic year 2018-2019) provides: 

            Internal page 4: “The governing body for canoeing and kayaking in Ireland is 
Canoeing Ireland, herein referred to as the CI. They provide training and 
instruction to all kayakers nationwide and provide course syllabi that must be 
followed by all ULKC instructors during courses, as well as all CI safety guidelines 
that will be adhered to by all ULKC instructors and experienced members.” 

            At paragraph 2.1.3: 

            “Role of the ULKC Instructor  

            ULKC recognises that competent leadership by activity instructors is the most 
important safety factor of all. Instructors need to be able to safeguard the 
physical and psychological health of the people in their care.” 

            At paragraph 2.8.3.3.  
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            “Group/Skills requirements 

            •  Groups size of no less than 3 people. 

            •  There must be a ratio of 1:1 where there is one member who has passed 
proficiency assessments equivalent to the grade of water being paddled to 
one member who is less experienced. 

            •  Instructors; different ratios apply to qualified CI or C BCU instructors (as 
outlined in the CI syllabus). 

            •  Previous experience; in addition to proficiencies members need to ensure 
that there is sufficient experience in the group. Paddling members should 
have previous experience of similarly graded rivers. 

            •   Level 4 paddlers and above, if willing have the option to adopt a 2:1 ratio 
of less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler on water no higher 
than Grade 3, i.e. 2 less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler. 

            •  Surf Kayaking trips: One competent club paddler in order to borrow club 
gear. Surf conditions, weather conditions, location and paddler experience 
have to be taken into account by the Safety Officer. Two core committee 
members must be contacted. Safety Officer has last say on if trip goes 
ahead.” 

            At paragraph 3.4: 

            “7. The Club adheres to all Canoeing Ireland recommendations regarding 
teaching ratios (1:8 – Beginners, 1:6 – Improvers).” 

            The ULKC Trips Policy and Procedure provides for trips as follows:  

            “These trips are limited by safety ratios on rivers, spaces in vehicles and 
general logistics of a trip organised by volunteers. ………………………Trips are 
also limited by the availability of Experienced River Leaders and Advanced 
Intermediate Paddlers known as Seconds. River Leaders are defined as a 
person who is competent to instruct and lead a group of 
intermediate/beginner paddlers down a river suited to their skill level. 
Leaders should have the relevant qualifications and experience as outlined 
(here and or in our Safety Statement). A Leader is to be a Level 4 standard as 
accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent. A Second is defined as a person 
who is competent to look after themselves in Grade 3+ Water and be capable 
of assisting in a group with beginners present. A Second is to be a Level 3 
standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” 

            See Appendix 7.14 - University of Limerick Kayak Club Safety Statement 2014 
Edition.  
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            See Appendix 7.15 - University of Limerick Kayak Club Trips Policy and Procedure 
(April 2018).  

2.5.3    Each of the kayakers had individual and varying levels of kayaking competencies 
and skills, instructor and other qualifications and experience, summarised as 
follows and then set out in more detail by reference to each sub-group:  

            •  Four of the kayakers were qualified by CI as Level 2 Instructors. 

            •  Four of the kayakers had done their CI Level 2 instructor training (but were 
awaiting assessment with CI to qualify). 

            •  13 kayakers with Level 3 river kayaking skills qualifications (of whom four of 
these kayakers were the Level 2 qualified Instructors mentioned above). 

            •  Three kayakers with Level 2 Kayaking Skills awards qualifications. 

            •  13 of the 27 kayakers were qualified with a Rescue Emergency Care (REC) 
Certificate for emergency procedures.  

            •  21 of the 27 kayakers were qualified with a River Safety and Rescue (RSR) 
Certificate for rescue procedures.  

            •  11 kayakers with no kayaking qualifications (eight of these kayakers had up to 
two years kayaking experience each and two were novice beginner kayakers).  

            •  Ten of the kayakers had completed the 2019 Gene 17 Advanced Steep Creek 
Training Course. 

2.5.4     Sub-group 1 - comprising nine paddlers  

            Leader No.1/1     Level 2 Kayak Instructor.  
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Four years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Leader No.2/1     Level 2 Kayak Instructor.  
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Six years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Worked as sea kayaking guide/instructor summer 2019. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
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            Second No.1/1     Level 2 Kayak Instructor. 
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Six years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Worked as sea kayaking guide/instructor since 2012. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Second No.2/1    No CI skills grade.  
                                       RSR 1.  
                                       One and a half years’ kayak experience.  
                                       Grade 3+ rivers in Ireland and Europe. 
 
            Intermediates 
 
            Kayaker No.1/1    One and a half years’ kayak experience including Grade 3 

rivers in Ireland and Europe. 
 
            Kayaker No.2/1    No CI skills grade. 
                                       Two years’ kayak experience, Grade 3 rivers in Ireland.  
                                       RSR 1. 
 
            Kayaker No.3/1    Level 2 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Eight years’ kayak experience, Grade 2 rivers in Ireland.  
 
            Beginners 
 
            Kayaker No.4/1    No CI skills grade. 
                                       RSR 1. 
                                       One year’s experience on Irish rivers. 
 
            Kayaker No.5/1    No CI skills grade.  
                                       One year’s experience on Irish rivers. 
 
            Sub-group 2- comprising nine paddlers 
 
            Leader No.1/2     Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Four years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
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            Leader No.2/2     Level 2 Kayak Instructor training. 
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Leader No.3/2     Level 2 Kayak Instructor training. 
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 3.  
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Second No.1/2     Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Ten years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
 
            Intermediates 
 
            Kayaker No.1/2    Level 2 Kayak Skills, one year’s experience on Irish rivers. 
                                       RSR 1.  
                                       (Casualty No. 2, deceased). 
 
            Kayaker No.2/2   No Grade. 
                                       One year’s kayak experience including Grade 3 rivers in 

Ireland and Europe. 
                                       RSR 1. 
 
            Kayaker No.3/2    No CI skills grade. 
                                       One year’s kayak experience, including Grade 3 rivers in 

Ireland and Europe. 
                                       RSR 1. 
 
            Beginners 
             
            Kayaker No.4/2   No CI skills grade. 
                                       Training at Castleconnell. 
                                       RSR 1. 
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            Kayaker No.5/2    No CI skills grade. 
                                       Two years’ kayak experience, Grade 3 rivers in Ireland. 
 
Sub-group 3 - comprising nine paddlers 
 
            Leader No.1/3     Level 2 Kayak Instructor training. 
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers. 
                                       RSR 2, REC 5. 
                                       Expedition Medic (Pre-Hospital Care Council registered 

practitioner at Emergency Technician Level). 
                                       Five years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019.  
 
            Leader No.2/3     Level 2 Kayak Instructor.  
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3.  
                                       Seven years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland 

and Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Second No.1/3     Level 2 Kayak Instructor training. 
                                       Level 3 Kayak Skills.  
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland 

and Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Second No.2/3     Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland 

and Europe. 
                                       Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019. 
 
            Second No.3/3     Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 4 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland 

and Europe. 
                                       (Casualty No.3, rescued from tree – no injuries). 
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            Intermediates 
 
            Kayaker No.1/3    Level 3 Kayak Skills. 
                                       Paddling Grade 3 Rivers.  
                                       RSR 2, REC 3. 
                                       Three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and 

Europe. 
                                       (Casualty No.1, resuscitated at scene and hospitalised). 
 
            Beginners 
 
            Kayaker No.2/3   No CI skills grade. 
                                       Level 2 Kayak Skills course.  
                                       Beginner from September 2019. 
 
            Kayaker No.3/3    Level 2 Kayak Skills. 
                                          One year’s experience on Irish rivers. 
                                       RSR 1. 
 
            Kayaker No.4/3    No CI skills grade.  
                                       Beginner from September 2019. 

 
            The above CI qualifications are explained in greater detail later in the report. The 

additional qualifications are as follows:  

            •  River Safety and Rescue Certificate (RSR) Levels 1 – 3. 

            •  Rescue Emergency Care (REC) Certificate Levels 1 – 5. 

            •  Gene 17 - Advanced steep creek training in Italy 2019.  

            •  Beginners – Weekly pool training and/or open water training on River Shannon 
behind College (out-back) and on Grade 2/3 section at Castleconnell, Shannon 
River. 

            CI note that RSR Level 2 is a Grade 2 river qualification. RSR Level 3 would be the 
more suitable qualification for people paddling Grade 3 or higher rivers. The Gene 
17 course is not recognised by CI who note that it may have been a bespoke course 
for ULKC and while arguably it could be equivalent to Level 4 Skills certification, 
it would not be equivalent to CI Level 4 Instructor certification. 
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2.6       Safety Practices, Guidelines and Rules  

2.6.1.   The CoP was published by the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport in 
2017 (with updates in 2019). It is a code of practice for the safe operation of 
recreational craft. This guidance was prepared with the assistance of CI, CH 
Marine Ltd., Inland Waterways Association of Ireland, Irish Sailing Association, 
Water Safety Ireland (now Irish Water Safety), Maritime and Coastguard Agency 
UK, Met Éireann, Royal National Lifeboat Institution and Waterways Ireland. 
While not mandatory in terms of legal enforceability, it is a code that 
encourages compliance with safety recommendations. Kayaks are recreational 
craft. The Recreational Craft EU Directive (DIRECTIVE 2013/53/EU OF THE 
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 20 November 2013 on 
recreational craft and personal watercraft and repealing Directive 94/25/EC2) 
defines “recreational craft” as any watercraft of any type, excluding personal 
watercraft, intended for sports and leisure purposes of hull length from 2.5 m 
to 24 m, regardless of the means of propulsion. So, the Type A kayaks are 
within the scope of the Directive being more than 2.5 m in length. However, 
Article 2 of the Directive limits the scope of the Directive so that, with regard 
to the design and construction requirements set out in Part A of Annex I, it 
does not apply to the following products: 

            (i) watercraft intended solely for racing, including rowing racing boats and 
training rowing boats, labelled as such by the manufacturer; 

            (ii) canoes and kayaks designed to be propelled solely by human power, 
gondolas and pedalos; 

2.6.2    Chapter 7 of the CoP sets out recommendations for canoeing/kayaking. In the 
case of training, the CoP recommends that recognised training courses be 
undertaken so that participants are completely familiar with relevant 
rescue/recovery drills and notes that CI has a comprehensive training and 
accreditation scheme which covers river kayaking, sea kayaking and open 
canoes. Chapter 7, paragraphs 7.1 to 7.6 apply specifically to 
Canoeing/Kayaking and Safety Guidelines. Among other matters it includes the 
following:  

            “River kayaking ranges from touring on slow moving Grade 1 water in either 
open canoes or recreational kayaks, to the more extreme white water river 
running, which can include white water rapids, waterfalls and features such 
as stoppers and undercuts. Freestyle kayaking is at the more extreme end of 
the canoeing spectrum. Trained and competent persons only should attempt 
this activity. 

            In addition to the basic safety precautions mentioned previously, 
operators should observe the following additional checks and advice: 
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            Potential courses should be studied for hidden dangers, snags, currents, etc., 
prior to putting boats in the water; 

            Be aware of the river’s grading and of the water level before committing. The 
different grades are listed in the Table on the following page. 

            The CI website has more detail on the levels of river grading 
(http://canoe.ie/rivergrading-and-area-definitions). 

            •  Be particularly cautious during flood water conditions. 

            •  Inspect unknown drops before running them; be aware that drops may change 
or that new hazards may have formed (e.g. fallen trees, etc.). Set up bank 
based rescue, where appropriate. 

            •  Consult Waterways Ireland Marine Notices and lockkeepers for local 
information. 

            •  Kayaking groups making descents on remote rivers of Grade 3 and higher 
should carry registered Personal Locator Beacons (PLBs). This will enable early 
alerting of the rescue services in the event of an emergency. 

            •  In rivers of a high flow rate, with extended periods of rapids, it is 
recommended that kayaking groups should consider using waterproof radios to 
allow communication between group members when line of sight is not 
possible.” 

            See Appendix 7.16 - Code of Practice: The Safe Operation of Recreational Craft 
(2017) Chapter 7 – River Grades. 

 
2.7       Canoeing Ireland Training and Accreditation Schemes 

2.7.1     CI is recognised by the Irish Sports Council and the Olympian Federation of Ireland 
as the governing body of the sport and recreation of canoeing and paddle sports 
in Ireland and is affiliated to the International Canoe Federation (ICF) and the 
European Canoe Association. It is an acknowledged contributor to the CoP. The 
level of qualification CI considers appropriate is described as “recommended”. It 
has no statutory remit and qualifications are not mandatory except within its own 
regime. As noted at Section 7.1 of the CoP, CI has a comprehensive training and 
accreditation scheme which covers river, sea kayaking and open canoes.  

2.7.2    CI makes a distinction between Sea as compared to River qualifications. The 
reason for the classification system adopted by CI is as follows: 

            “The main reason for the classification system we use when defining the scope 
of our awards is to promote safe practice both at personal skills level and as 
Instructors in any of the disciplines. It is our view that Sea and River are two 
entirely separate disciplines, thus our training and assessment scheme reflects 
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that difference.” 

            “While some of the skills are transferrable across the two disciplines, there is a 
requirement for an individual to be trained and assessed for the specific 
environment in which they are paddling in order to comply with our safety 
guidelines.” 

2.7.3     CI have identified the criteria for each type of activity and the reasons for the 
difference in their training and qualifications regime as follows: 

            “The difference between River and Sea Awards is quite distinct. For example, 
the kayaks themselves, have substantial differences in how you paddle, operate 
and rescue them. River or whitewater kayaking takes place on fresh water with 
challenges such as rapids, boulders, drops, stoppers etc. to navigate. Sea kayak 
training focuses on wind, weather and tides.” 

2.7.4     The following is an extract from CI’s website under the section “Education” 
“Instructor and Coach Qualifications”. As can be seen, this summarises instructor 
qualifications accredited by CI and in the case of river kayaking, categorises the 
competencies of the levels of instructor as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.7.5     The CI skills qualifications are different to Instructor skill and are described as 
follows: 
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Level 1 Fundam ental Kayaking skills on flat water.

Level 2 Basic Kayaking skills for Grade I water.

Level 3 Interm ediate Kayaking skills on Grade II water as part of a group.

Level 4
Advanced Kayaking and Safety skills on Grade III rivers with a group of 
peers.

Level 5
Advanced Kayaking and Safety & Rescue skills on Grade IV and 
advanced white water.
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            See Appendix 7.17 - Canoeing Ireland Kayaking Skill Levels and Awards – Level 1 
to 4 – Requirements and Syllabi. 

            See Appendix 7.18 - Canoeing Ireland – Instructor Level 1-4. 

            See Appendix 7.19 - Canoeing Ireland River Safety and Rescue Course 
Description. 

            See Appendix 7.20 - Canoeing Ireland Rescue and Emergency Care Course 
Description. 

            CI have commented that Level 2 Kayak instructor is not directly relevant as it is 
for leading and instructing groups in flat water. The training does not cover 
safety and rescue techniques for advanced dynamic water environment as 
encountered on the river on 2 November 2019. The Level 3 Kayak skill certifies 
that the person is competent to paddle Grade 2 rivers as a member of a group of 
peers, but not with a group of lesser ability.  

 
2.8       Safety Equipment and Protective Clothing  

            Each kayaker wore safety equipment which comprised:  

            •  Personal Flotation Devices (PFDs) rated at 55 newtons, CE marked and to ISO 
12402-5:2006. These type of flotation devices are designed for good swimmers 
and for use near to a riverbank or shore where help is close at hand in 
accordance with Appendix 5 of the CoP.  

            •  Safety Helmets – PEAK UK Predator Centre Helmet – CE marked and approved. 

 
            The clothing worn by Casualty 2 (the deceased Kayaker) comprised:  

            •  Shoes:                      Converse/Vans (Canvas Shoes). 

            •  Socks:                       No socks. 

            •  Outerwear:               Club Wetsuit (CrewSaver Centre 3.5 mm Wetsuit, new 
2019).  

            •  Club overcoat:          Splash Cag (Yak) – for wind protection and worn over 
wetsuit. 

            •  Underclothes:           Polyester and/or Fleece layers.  
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3.        NARRATIVE 
 
The University of Limerick Kayak Club  
 
3.1         ULKC is an autonomous club which operates under the ULSU and has been in 

operation in UL since 1975. ULKC is affiliated with CI (www.canoe.ie) and the 
ICF (www.canoeicf.com). At the time of the incident, it operated the Common 
Constitution for University of Limerick Clubs and Societies (February 2012 with 
adopted additions in 2015). 

 
3.2         ULKC had at the time two documents that were applicable, the ULKC’s Safety 

Statement 2014 (Academic year 2018-2019) (updated in November 2018) and a 
Trips Policy and Procedure (April 2018) which describe the Club’s philosophy 
about trips.  

 
             See Appendix 7.14 - University of Limerick Kayak Club Safety Statement 2014 

Edition.  
 
             See Appendix 7.15 - University of Limerick Kayak Club Trips Policy and Procedure 

(April 2018).  
 
             The Club adopts a “Challenge by Choice” philosophy in all its activities, thus 

students are never pushed beyond their limits allowing full participation at the 
discretion of the participants own knowledge of the risks involved. CI observes 
that while this is a philosophy that is widespread within the outdoor sector, it 
calls into question how beginners/novices could provide informed consent unless 
they were fully advised of all risks to be able to make an accurate risk 
calculation based on likelihood versus consequences. The ULKC Safety 
Statement 2014 provides at internal Page 4 that “The governing body for 
canoeing and kayaking in Ireland is Canoeing Ireland, herein referred to as the 
CI. They provide training and instruction to all kayakers nationwide and provide 
course syllabi that must be followed by all ULKC instructors during courses, as 
well as all CI safety guidelines that will be adhered to by all ULKC instructors 
and experienced members.” 

 
3.3         Paragraph 3.2 of the ULKC Safety Statement states - “Kayaking/Canoeing is 

deemed a high-risk activity.” Paragraph 3.1 of the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 
headed “Kayaking/Canoeing Hazards” recognises a total of ten hazards 
identified as being associated with kayaking and canoeing activities. These are: 

             •    “Drowning 
             •    “Injury from equipment or capsizing (concussion etc.) 
             •    “Separation of person from kayak/canoe 
             •    “Manual handling injury 
             •    “Capsizing and entrapment 
             •    “Slips, trips and falls 
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             •    “Collisions 
             •    “Weather and conditions 
             •    “Hypothermia 
             •    “Bacterial and viral infections (i.e. leptospirosis)” 
 
             Five of these hazards were present during the incidents occurring during this 

river trip. These particular hazards are: 
             •    Drowning. 
             •    Separation of person from kayak/canoe. 
             •    Capsizing and entrapment. 
             •    Hypothermia. 
             •    Weather and conditions. 
 
3.4         The ULKC Trips Policy and Procedure states: 
 
             “Trips are also limited by the availability of Experienced River Leaders and 

Advanced Intermediate Paddlers known as Seconds. River Leaders are defined 
as a person who is competent to instruct and lead a group of 
intermediate/beginner paddlers down a river suited to their skill level. Leaders 
should have the relevant qualifications and experience as outlined (here and or 
in our Safety Statement). A Leader is to be a Level 4 standard as accredited by 
Canoeing Ireland or equivalent. A Second is defined as a person who is 
competent to look after themselves in Grade 3+ Water and be capable of 
assisting in a group with beginners present. A Second is to be a Level 3 standard 
as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” 

 
             Both CI and the Marine Casualty Investigation Board (MCIB) read the following 

sentences from the above section, as referring to CI Skills rather than Instructor 
levels: “A Leader is to be a Level 4 standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland 
or equivalent.”…… “A Second is to be a Level 3 standard as accredited by 
Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” CI also considered the following sentence to be 
confusing: “A Second is defined as a person who is competent to look after 
themselves in Grade 3+ Water and be capable of assisting in a group with 
beginners present” as CI do not currently have a leader award for moving water 
and Leading and Instructing lesser skilled paddlers is not included in the CI Level 
4 Skills Award. CI note that under their guidelines, a person competent to look 
after themselves in Grade 3+ rivers would be a person with Level 4 Skills, not a 
Level 3 as stated in the sentence that follows: “A Second is to be a Level 3 
standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” Seconds therefore 
should have Level 4 Skills to comply with the policy, which means that both 
Leaders and Seconds would all be Level 4 Skills with no requirement for CI 
instructor qualifications. The lack of clarity is added to by the terminology used 
in the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 extracts that are set out below, where there 
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is reference to qualified CI instructors, and Level 4 paddlers although the ULKC 
Safety Statement 2014 at page 42 correctly sets out the skills levels to river 
grade. 

 
3.5         CI Level 4 Skills only provides for “Advanced Kayaking and Safety skills on Grade 

III rivers with a group of peers.” Clearly the group here were not “peers” as this 
was a mixed ability group. By contrast, the CI Level 4 Kayak Instructor would 
have had the following abilities: 

 
             “The Level 4 Kayak Instructor Qualification aims to enable candidates to: 
 
             1.   Become qualified to instruct advanced kayaking skills and lead safe kayaking 

trips on Grade III/ IV water with groups of up to 4 students. 
 
             2.   Train and Assess for the Canoeing Ireland Levels 1, 2, 3 and 4 Kayak Skills 

Awards. 
 
             3.   Teach advanced River Safety and Rescue and run RSR 1, RSR 2 and RSR 3 

Training Courses. 
 
             4.   Promote safe kayaking standards, foster further participation and 

improvement in kayaking standards.” 
 
             As set out above, IWW recorded the Upper Caragh River as being a Grade 3 or 

Grade 4 depending on environmental conditions at the time of assessment, 
which would, according to CI guidelines, require groups (or up to four students) 
to be led by a Grade 4 Instructor. ULKC consider that standards applicable to CI 
instructors are being incorrectly referred to in this report when they did not 
apply to the Leaders on this trip. ULKC assert that the requisite numbers of 
Leaders and Seconds had the equivalent of CI Level 4 Skills. The Safety 
Statement 2014 refers to instructors in a number of places. The ULKC Trips 
Policy and Procedure, an extract from which is set out above, includes the 
following “….River Leaders are defined as a person who is competent to instruct 
and lead a group of intermediate/beginner paddlers down a river suited to 
their skill level. Leaders should have the relevant qualifications and experience 
as outlined (here and or in our Safety Statement). A Leader is to be a Level 4 
standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” This issue is 
analysed in greater detail in part 4 Analysis.  

 
3.6         Paragraph 2.3 of the ULKC Safety Statement is headed “Personal Trip Safety 

Requirements” and includes the following:  
 
             “……Members must have the trip approved as a club trip by either the Captain 

and Safety Officer, or Captain or Safety Officer and one other committee 
member in verbal and or written form. 
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             • Members should comply with the guidelines 2.8.3.2, 2.8.3.3, 2.8.3.4, 2.8.3.5 
and 2.8.3.6.” 

 
             (2.8.3.2 and 2.8.3.6 deal with equipment which is not relevant here)  
 
             2.8.3.3 provides:  
 
             “Group/Skills requirements 
 
             •    Groups size of no less than 3 people 
 
             •    There must be a ratio of 1:1 where there is one member who has passed 

proficiency assessments equivalent to the grade of water being paddled to 
one member who is less experienced. 

 
             •    Instructors; different ratios apply to qualified CI or C BCU instructors (as 

outlined in the CI syllabus)  
 
             •    Previous experience; in addition to proficiencies members need to ensure 

that there is sufficient experience in the group. Paddling members should 
have previous experience of similarly graded rivers. 

 
             •    Level 4 paddlers and above, if willing have the option to adopt a 2:1 ratio 

of less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler on water no higher 
than Grade 3, i.e. 2 less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler. 

 
             •    Surf Kayaking trips: One competent club paddler in order to borrow club 

gear. Surf conditions, weather conditions, location and paddler experience 
have to be taken into account by the Safety Officer. Two core committee 
members must be contacted. Safety Officer has last say on if trip goes 
ahead. 

 
             2.8.3.4 River levels and weather  
 
             The river in question has to be assessed on the day and paddled ‘within its 

grade’. If the river looks high, the river grading may have to be adjusted 
upwards. This has to be reflected in group members’ proficiency levels." 

 
             2.8.3.5 Outback sessions Solo paddling on Grade 1 directly behind the boat 

house (from below the rapids at Kilmurry to Corbally Bridge) is low risk both in 
terms of likelihood and magnitude of any dangers. Despite this we regard it as 
necessary to take a cautious step by requiring paddlers to go a step further in 
skills requirements by needing a minimum of level 3 proficiency and an RSR 
course (or equivalent).” 

 
             There are therefore three key aspects that must be taken into account; the 
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grade of the river on the day, the instructor qualification level, and the ratio of 
instructor/leader to less experienced persons. 

 
3.7         Kayaker Competencies and Leader Selection. 
 
             Per the ULKC Trips Policy and Procedure “A River Leader is defined as a person 

who is competent to instruct and lead a group of intermediate/beginner 
paddlers down a river suited to their skill level”. MCIB learned from the ULKC 
river trip Leaders that the appointment of ULKC Group Leaders is based on their 
qualifications by having:  

              
             •    Minimum of Level 3 (CI) Kayaking Skills. 
 
             •    RSR certificate 2 (RSR 2) and REC certificate 3 (REC 3).  
 
             •    Further competency training, for example ULKC have engaged with the Gene 

17, a three day course comprising advanced steep creek training course in 
Italy and a three day White Water Techniques Course 
(www.gene17kayaking.com).  

 
             •    Regularly paddled Grade III and Grade IV rivers and are usually 3rd and 4th 

year UL students.  
 
3.8        CI Level 3 Kayak Skills award enables the kayaker to safely and competently 

kayak on rivers up to and including Grade 2 as a member of a group of peers. 
The Level 4 Kayak Skills award enables the kayaker to safely and proficiently 
paddle on rivers up to and including Grade 3 rivers as part of a group of peers.  

 
3.9         Four ULKC Leaders on this river trip were CI qualified as Level 2 Instructors. 

Level 2 qualification is considered by CI to be in the ‘Beginner Instructor’ 
category and enables the instructor to instruct basic kayaking skills and lead 
kayaking journeys on flat water with groups of up to six students.  

 
3.10       The CI Level 2 Kayak Instructor Qualification requires that the Level 2 Instructor 

must have successfully completed a 32 hour, eight module, Level 1 Kayak 
Instructor Training Course and Assessment and completed logbook requirements 
prior to taking the Level 2 Kayak Instructor training course and a half day Level 
2 assessment by CI. According to CI, the option outlined here is the pathway 
usually undertaken by people who are engaged in a long-term education 
programme or instructor training at Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) 
level five and six. The general aims of the Level 2 Kayak Instructor qualification 
are to enable successful candidates to:  

 
             •    Become qualified to instruct basic kayaking skills and lead kayaking journeys 

on flat water with groups of up to six students. 
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             •    Train and assess for the Levels 1 and 2 Kayak Skills Award. 
 
             •    Teach basic flat water Safety and Rescue and run RSR 1 training courses. 
 
             •    Mentor Level 1 and 2 Kayak Instructor trainees. 
 
3.11       For a Level 2 Kayak Instructor the CI definition of flat water operating areas is 

described as “Very Sheltered Inland Water” and further defined for Rivers as 
being “Sections of slow moving rivers that do not include rapids or weirs.” In 
summary, a Level 2 Kayak Instructor is qualified under the CI awards scheme to:  

 
             •    Lead and teach on flat water journeys on inland and sheltered waters that 

remain close to the bank/shore. 
 
             •    Train and assess students for Level 1 and Level 2 Skills Awards. 
 
             •    Instruct students on flat water with a ratio of 1:6. 
 
             By contrast, CI sets out the following to qualify as a Level 4 River Instructor: 
 
             “The Level 4 Kayak Instructor Qualification requires that a candidate attend a 

registered four day Level 4 Kayak Instructor training course and a one day 
assessment. 

 
             Applying to attend a Level 4 Kayak Instructor Training Course 
 
             Before applying to attend a Level 4 Kayak Instructor Training Course a 

candidate must 
 
             1.   Be currently registered with the Canoeing Ireland Office as a Level 3 Kayak 

Instructor. 
 
             2.   Have completed Level 5 Kayak Skills Training. 
 
             3.   Have unrestricted access to a suitable kayak, personal equipment and 

additional equipment as listed for the Level 5 Kayak Skills award. 
 
             4.   Be at least 18 years of age at the time of application. 
 
             5.   Be registered as a member with the Canoeing Ireland. 
 
             6.   Complete a course application and return to Canoeing Ireland office. 
 
             7.   Submitted your Garda vetting form. 
 
             Candidates will only be invited to attend an assessment on the satisfactory 
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attainment of Level 5 Kayak Skills award and hold the Level 3 Kayak Instructor 
qualification for at least one year. 

 
             Before applying to attend a Level 4 Kayak Instructor Assessment, a candidate 

must: 
 
             1.   Be a Level 3 Kayak Instructor for a minimum of one year. 
 
             2.   Be currently registered as a member with Canoeing Ireland Training & 

Development Unit. 
 
             3.   Hold the Level 5 Kayak Skills award. 
 
             4.   Attend two Level 4 Kayak Skills Training Courses. 
 
             5.   Attended two Level 4 Kayak Skills Assessments. 
 
             6.   Attend two RSR 3 courses 
 
             7.   Participate in five Irish Canoeing Competitions or hold two Level 3 Skills 

Awards in other disciplines, or hold a Level 4 Skills Award in another 
discipline. 

 
             8.   Be at least 18 years of age at the time of application. 
 
             9.   Have unrestricted access to a suitable kayak, personal equipment and 

additional equipment as listed for the Level 5 Kayak Skills award 
 
             10. Possess a current Canoeing Ireland approved First Aid Certificate (REC 3 or 

equivalent) 
 
             11. Have completed a Sport Ireland approved Child Protection Awareness 

Workshop.” 
 
             See Appendix 7.17 - Canoeing Ireland Kayaking Skill Levels and Awards- Level 1-

4 – Requirements and Syllabi.  
 
3.12       The ULKC river trip Leaders advised that all the Leaders (four of whom had Level 

2 Instructor qualifications and four who had completed the training but had not 
been assessed) on the trip to the Upper Caragh River on 2 November 2019 
considered that, having attended the Gene 17 Advanced Steep Creek training 
course, they would pass a CI Level 4 Skills assessment. The Club Leaders viewed 
this as a level of higher competency enabling them to paddle higher grade 
rivers. Ten of the river trip Leaders and Seconds had completed the Gene 17 
training in Italy earlier in 2019. There is no written record maintained of these 
skills nor is there any audit system in the Club. 
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3.13       Two of the Leaders had applied to CI to be assessed to the CI Level 4 Skills 
award. Reasons given by the Leaders for not getting assessed by CI included:  

 
             •    Difficulty experienced in getting on an assessment day from CI. 
 
             •    Finding time off college to do the assessment. 
 
             •    Cost involved. 
 
             •    Perceived lack of relevance of the Level 4 Grade to their (ULKC) kayaking 

activities. 
 
3.14       CI have noted that Level 4 Skills (personal competency) assessments are carried 

out according to the availability of white-water river conditions and are 
therefore weather dependent and notice of assessment dates is at short notice. 
White-water river conditions need to be at a level where the paddlers can be 
tested in the right but safe environment. When the levels are present there is 
usually no shortage of assessments available. Because Level 4 Skills assessments 
are weather dependent and therefore at short notice; assessments are, by 
necessity, advertised (on short notice) on social media and relevant websites. 
Depending on the prevailing weather and the river height levels, it is normal for 
these assessments to occur during autumn and winter. 

 
3.15       On the day of the incident the following ULKC criteria were considered by the 

Leaders as having been met within the ULKC river trip group and complied with 
the ULKC Safety Statement:  

 
             •    The ratio of persons with Level 3 Kayak Skills to Level 2 Kayak Skills grade/no 

grade was 1:1.  
 
             •    All Leaders on the trip had Level 3 Kayak Skills and RSR and REC certificates.  
 
             •    Ten of the Leaders and Seconds had completed the Gene 17 - Advanced Steep 

Creek Training Course in Italy earlier that year (2019) which the Leaders 
considered as being equivalent to CI Level 4 Skills standard.  

  
             The presence of CI Level 2 Instructors was not taken into consideration as it was 

considered irrelevant, and also considered that Leaders did not require to be 
instructors or have instructor qualifications. The group Leaders and Seconds 
stated that they all had experience paddling Grade 3 and Grade 4 rivers both in 
Ireland, UK and Europe. The European river experience was in Slovenia and the 
Italian Alps. Four of the group had paddled the Upper Caragh River in recent 
years prior to the incident, but not with the river at such high levels and with 
the state of flood experienced on that day. 
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3.16      As set out above, 13 of the 27 kayakers had Level 3 River Kayaking Skills 
qualifications (of whom four of these kayakers were Level 2 Instructors and 
another four who had done the CI Level 2 Instructor training). The remaining 14 
included three kayakers with CI Level 2 Kayaking Skills, and 11 kayakers with no 
kayaking qualifications. The Trips Policy and Procedure provided that “A Leader 
is to be a Level 4 grade competency standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland 
or equivalent.” The Level 2 Instructor was, according to CI accreditation, 
qualified to lead and teach on flat water journeys on inland and sheltered 
waters that remain close to the bank/shore, and could instruct on flat water at 
a ratio 1:6. On a Grade 3-4 river, instructors have to be Grade 4 Level or Grade 
5 Level Instructors with a ratio of 1:4. 

 
3.17       The ULKC Safety Statement also provided for ratios and required “a ratio of 1:1 

where there is one member who has passed proficiency assessments equivalent 
to the grade of water being paddled to one member who is less experienced.” 
There were 13 kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills which meant they had 
Intermediate Kayaking skills on Grade 2 water as part of a group (although many 
reported that they had paddled on Grade 4 rivers). According to the CI skill 
descriptions the 13 kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills were not qualified on a Grade 
3 river to “pair” with less experienced paddler. Even if the 13 had CI Level 4 
Skills that would only have qualified them for “Advanced Kayaking and Safety 
skills on Grade III rivers with a group of peers.”  

 
3.18       In addition to the foregoing analysis of instructor level and ratios, the groups 

should be assessed by reference to their individual makeup. While the ratio of 
CI Level 2 Instructor to kayakers in the entire group was four instructors to 23 
kayakers, i.e. 1:6, however, three of the Level 2 Instructors were in sub-group 
1; none were in sub-group 2 (there were two who had done the training). One 
of the Level 2 Instructors was in sub-group 3 (with two who had done the 
training). The division of persons with CI River Kayak Level 3 Skills was as 
follows: 

 
             •    Sub-group 1 had three kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills. 
 
             •    Sub-group 2 had four kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills.  
 
             •    Sub-group 3 had six kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills.  
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River Grade and Weather Conditions  
 
3.19       The Upper Caragh River is recorded on IWW as a Grade 3-4, meaning Grade 3 

(Difficult) with stretches of Grade 4 (Very Difficult) river. The river description 
is set out and where/how to evaluate the stretches. The descriptive terms used 
include “low hanging trees”, “rapids”, “a larger Grade 4 rapid”, “a meaty hole”. 
Listed River Hazards are: 

 
             •    “The overhanging trees early on in the river 
 
             •    “Rocks on some of the rapids 
 
             •    “Potential for wire fencing to run across the river 
 
             •    “The big meaty hole on river right of Blackstone rapids”. 
 
3.20 Met Éireann estimate of weather conditions that day was inclement with strong 

west to northwest gusty winds and recent rainfall and with a yellow weather 
alert in force. The river was swollen due to overnight rain and had flooded over 
its banks. As set out in more detail in the Analysis of this report, the weather 
changed the river from mostly Grade 3 to Grade 4. The ULKC Leaders assessed 
that the river could be treated as a lesser grade primarily as some of the sections 
would be “portaged”, i.e., kayaks are lifted out and carried along the bank 
around the obstacle and then re-launched into the river again on the other side 
of the obstacle. They assessed the river to be run, as safe for the experience 
levels of the members of the group. This assessment is analysed in part 4 
Analysis. 

 
3.21       The ULKC Safety Statement 2014 at internal page 42 states the following 

proficiency (skill) levels for ULKC kayakers and the local rivers they can paddle 
on: 

 
             Level 2 - ability to kayak on Grade 1 river, i.e. out-back at Castleconnell. 
 
             Level 3 - ability to kayak up to Grade 2 river, i.e. Rapids out-back, 

Castleconnell in low water.  
 
             Level 4 - ability to kayak up to Grade 3 river, i.e. Castleconnell, Deel, Clare 

Glens in low water. 
 
             Level 5 - ability to safely kayak advanced Whitewater, Grade 4 river, i.e. Glens 

in higher levels.  
 
3.22      Paragraph 2.8.3.4 of the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 - River levels and weather, 

states:  
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             “The river in question has to be assessed on the day and paddled ‘within its 
grade’. If the river looks high, the river grading may have to be adjusted 
upwards. This has to be reflected in group members’ proficiency levels.”  

 
             It also provides, at page 42:  
 
             “Make sure you have observed the following safety regulations:  
 
             • The river is running within its grade (not too low, not in spate: if in doubt, 

consult safety committee)  
 
             • The weather is not likely to increase the grade of the river drastically  
 
             • The group members have the appropriate proficiency levels  
 
             • The appropriate ratios have to be observed.” 
  
3.23       Selection of rivers for river trips: the ULKC river trip Leaders stated that suitable 

rivers for trips are selected using the following criteria:  
 
             •    By river grading (Grade I to Grade 5). 
 
             •    And additionally, by special knowledge acquired from Club members who 

have paddled the river before.  
 
3.24       In general, Grade 3 rivers are chosen, and sections of river above the grade of 

the paddlers competency or that have obstructions (such as overhanging trees), 
are portaged. 

 
The River Trip on 2 November 2019 
 
3.25       The Leaders planned a methodology for the trip taking into consideration the 

ratio of beginners to experienced kayakers and the number of competent 
kayakers available as follows: 

 
             •    Grouping: a river trip might be run as a singular group or with a number of 

sub-groups, or smaller, run with beginners/intermediates between Leaders 
and Seconds ‘truck and trailer’. However, on this particular river trip it was 
decided to run with three sub-groups, each comprised of a balance of 
beginners and Level 3 experienced kayakers (set out in detail above). 

 
             •    White water/rapids river sections: Occasionally sections of white water or 

rapids would be run with beginner/intermediates rafted to a 
Leader/Second. Otherwise, these sections would be treated as an obstacle 
or a difficult section and portaged around (lifting out the kayaks and walking 
along the bank around the difficult section and then re-launching). 
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             •    If a section was considered too difficult it would be portaged. 
 
             The Leaders stated that they expected a Grade 2 - 3 river trip on the basis that 

the more difficult stretches of the river would be portaged and that they would 
exit before the more difficult final section. ULKC advise that there was no 
documented Trip Plan as provided for in Paragraph 2.3 of the ULKC Safety 
Statement (“……Members must have the trip approved as a club trip by either 
the Captain and Safety Officer, or Captain or Safety Officer and one other 
committee member in verbal and or written form.”). 

 
3.26       The ULKC river trip on 2 November 2019 was described in the ULKC calendar as 

“Week 8 trip” (the 8th week of the first term). The Week 8 trip involved an 
overnight journey away from Limerick and was at least the fourth trip of the 
college year and open to all members.  

 
3.27       The region of County Kerry was selected as the 2019 venue and a group of 27 

kayakers travelled on Friday night 1 November 2019 and stayed overnight at the 
Black Valley Hostel near Killarney which was well positioned for a choice of 
rivers the following day.  

 
3.28       Local river levels were running high as there had been a heavy downfall of rain 

the night before. Weather was inclement and Met Éireann had a yellow rain alert 
in force for the Kerry area between 08.00 hrs and 23.59 hrs on 2 November 2019. 

 
3.29       On Saturday morning 2 November 2019 the Leaders planned to look at the Upper 

Caragh River (approximately 1½ hours away by road) as one of the Leaders had 
paddled the river some weeks before and other members also had experience of 
it. It is described as being “probably one of the best Grade 3 rivers in Ireland 
with the occasional stretch of Grade 4. This river requires plenty of recent rain 
to bring it up.” River hazards included, “overhanging trees early on in the 
river” and “Rocks on some of the rapids.” 

 
             See Appendix 7.9 - Irish White Water – Upper Caragh River Description. 
 
3.30      The Leaders planned the River Gearhameen situated close by Killarney for the 

second day of the trip. IWW rate this river as a Grade 3-4 river and describes it 
as “mainly Grade three with some Grade four drops. There is a lot of flat 
sections, but these are broken by great whitewater”. River hazards for the 
Gearhameen are described as “Major pinning potential on slot drop” and “lots 
of trees.” 

 
             See Appendix 7.10 - Irish White Water – Gearhameen River Description.  
 
3.31       The IWW information on the Upper Caragh river grades it as a Grade 3 river with 

occasional stretches of Grade 4 sections. The IWW recommended put-in point is 
at Bealalaw Bridge. There is a particular warning about evaluating water height 
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at Blackstones Bridge (“if the water is on the road upstream of the bridge its 
very height and the trees upstream will be a serious hazard”). The Bealalaw 
Bridge has a river water level/height gauge installed. On arrival at Bealalaw 
Bridge the river level was found to be elevated. The Leaders used the bridge 
river water level gauge to assess the river height. On this day the river height 
was not up to the high end of gauge. No estimation of flow or water volume was 
usually made, and none was made on this occasion. 

 
3.32       River conditions were considered by the instructor Leaders of the group who 

assessed that the river was suitable (as gauged from Bealalaw Bridge). The 
planning group expected Grade 2-3 river conditions despite the grades 
associated with this river, described in the IWW site on the basis that the more 
difficult stretches of the river would be portaged and that they would exit 
before the more difficult final section. At the outset the Leaders observed and 
discussed the condition of the river and were satisfied that it was safe for this 
group to kayak on that basis. A plan and methodology was developed for the 
downriver trip. The river conditions further downstream were not assessed at 
that time as the methodology adopted allowed for a pathfinding group to 
navigate the downriver section in stages, reporting back to the main body of 
conditions found and obstacles encountered. The Leaders considered that a 
comprehensive risk assessment was made for the Upper Caragh River trip.  

 
3.33       After unloading all the kayaks and equipment some of the vehicles were 

transferred to the take-out point at Blackstones Bridge and parked up about 4.2 
km downriver.  

 
3.34       The kayaking group was sub-divided into three sub-groups, each with leaders, 

seconds, and novices. The composition of the three sub-groups is set out above 
together with the allocation of CI Level 2 Instructors. As noted above the key 
aspects of the ULKC Safety Statement was i) a mandatory “ratio of 1:1 where 
there is one member who has passed proficiency assessments equivalent to the 
grade of water being paddled to one member who is less experienced.” ii) 
“Paddling members should have previous experience of similarly graded rivers. 
iii) Level 4 paddlers could adopt a 2:1 ratio of less experienced members to 
each Level 4 paddler on water no higher than Grade 3”. 

 
3.35       Sub-group 1 was considered by the Leaders to be a ‘strong’ group in that it was 

led by two Leaders qualified to Level 2 Instructor competency (and a Second 
also qualified to Level 2 Instructor) and who had completed the Gene 17 Steep 
Creek Training Course. The group included three kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills. 
The presence of CI Level 2 Instructors was not taken into consideration as it was 
considered irrelevant, and that Leaders did not require to be instructors or have 
instructor qualifications. The nominated Leader had paddled the river a few 
weeks previously and was familiar with the route. Sub-group 1 Leader was 
tasked to lead sub-group 1 and ‘path-find’ down the river and report the 
conditions ahead by mobile phone to the Leaders of the other two sub-groups. 

 
3.36       Sub-group 1 launched and set off at approximately 10.45 hrs and immediately 
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encountered obstacles presented by over-reaching trees along the riverbanks. 
The kayakers lifted out and portaged around the obstacles and while doing so 
shouted back advising the other two sub-groups to portage until they had by-
passed the tree obstacles.  

 
3.37       After approximately another 30 minutes, sub-group 1 encountered rapids 

approximately 1 km downriver and the Leader/Seconds rafted up with the 
beginners and ran the rapids successfully. Sub-group 1 then paddled into the 
bank at the bend of the river, halted and waited until sub-group 2 (which 
included Casualty No.2) came into sight, meanwhile communicating with them 
by mobile phone. One of the Leaders of sub-group 2 walked across to sub-group 
1 for a consultation regarding the grade of the rapids.  

 
3.38       Sub-group 2 was sighted by sub-group 1 across the river bend moving down river. 

Sub-group 1 then paddled on and proceeded down river, keeping to the mid 
channel without incident until they came to the bridge at the Glencar Resort 
Hotel (Glencar, Co. Kerry, V93 EH95, hereafter called Glencar Resort) about 800 
m downstream. Sub-group 1 then proceeded further down river (and thereafter 
were not involved with the events unfolding within the other two groups) but 
encountered more rapids and two of the novices capsized. The novices and their 
kayaks were recovered but shortly afterwards the sub-group 1 Leader found that 
the river water was faster flowing at that point and sub-group 1 got out and 
portaged to the vehicles at Blackstones Bridge, arriving there at approximately 
14.15 hrs.  

 
3.39       By this time some of sub-group 1 kayakers were cold. Although one of the group 

transport vehicles was parked up at Blackstones Bridge no one in the sub-group 
had keys for the vehicle. The cold kayakers were wrapped into bivvy bags to 
warm-up in the care of the Seconds while the Leader walked back along an 
overland track to Glencar Resort bridge. Subsequent interviews with the Leaders 
ascertained that novices wearing wetsuits often suffered from the cold. The 
more experienced kayakers, typically the Leaders and Seconds, who had 
kayaked for a number of years wore dry or semi dry pants and tops.  

               
3.40       Sub-group 2 put-in to the river at Bealalaw Bridge at about 11.00 hrs. Sub-group 

3 (which included Casualty No.1) followed shortly after and put-in to the river 
at about 11.20 hrs. Both sub-groups were behind sub-group 1 by approximately 
15 minutes and 35 minutes respectively. Sub-group 2 had no CI Level 2 
Instructors (it included two who had done the training) and had four kayakers 
with CI Level 3 Skills. Sub-group 3 had one Level 2 Instructor (with two who had 
done the training) and had six kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills. 

 
3.41       Each sub-group (sub-group 1 and sub-group 2) paddled in turn to the early over-

reaching trees obstacle section, the sub-group kayakers portaged around the 
tree obstacles, re-launched and then paddled until they arrived at the rapids 
approximately 1 km downriver. During this 1 km run downriver some of the 
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kayakers in both sub-groups became caught in riverbank undergrowth and trees 
and a number capsized. In all cases the capsized kayakers were recovered and 
all kayakers from both sub-groups headed for the riverbank above the rapids 
where they all got out.  

 
3.42       In the case of sub-group 2, kayakers in this sub-group sighted sub-group 1 

kayakers across the field of the river bend at the down-river end of the rapids. 
One of the Leaders of sub-group 2 walked across to sub-group 1 for a 
consultation regarding the grade of the rapids. After some discussion, the 
Leader instructed sub-group 2 to portage around the rapids a distance of 
approximately 900 m. 

 
3.43       Before sub-group 2 started their portage to by-pass the 900 m section of rapids, 

sub-group 3 arrived on the scene. There followed a general discussion between 
the Leaders regarding the way to progress the river trip at this point. The 
Leaders of both sub-group 2 and sub-group 3 decided that some of them (the 
Leaders) would press ahead on the river and paddle the rapids while the rest of 
the Leaders and all the Seconds and novice kayakers of both sub-groups took the 
overland route and portaged. The sub-groups would rendezvous with their 
Leaders immediately below the rapids where sub-group 1 had previously waited 
after the river bend. This plan was followed without mishap and both sub-groups 
which had by now consolidated into one large sub-group assembled on the 
riverbank below the rapids and about 800 m from Glencar Bridge. 

 
3.44       The Leaders of the consolidated sub-group (sub-group 2 and sub-group 3) now 

conferred with the leader of sub-group 1 by mobile phone to swop information 
about progress so far and the way ahead to the Glencar Resort bridge, a distance 
of approximately 800 m downriver. The plan settled on was that sub-groups 2 
and 3 should stick to the centre of the river, that there was a left-hand bend, 
that they could get out on the right-hand side, and that the rapid was 
manageable and easy going. The instructions given to the consolidated sub-
group by the Leaders were that the rapid had a left-hand bend and the centre 
line was recommended. There was an eddy identified on the right-hand side 
from where the group could exit the water. Presumably it was after this, sub-
group 1 departed from the bridge and headed further downstream. 

 
3.45       With this plan based on the information from sub-group 1, the consolidated sub-

group joined together as a flotilla with some Leaders at the front. The group 
(with five Leaders, four Seconds, and nine others) followed down in pairs, “truck 
and trailer” fashion behind them (this is where a novice kayaker is followed by 
an experienced kayaker, Leader or Second). Two of the Leaders went ahead to 
set up a safety zone to help people ashore and another two Leaders were at the 
rear of the flotilla to help stragglers.  

 
3.46       During this final run to the bridge at least six of the kayakers in the flotilla 

strayed from the middle of the river into the riverbank where they became 
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entangled in undergrowth and trees, some of them on more than one occasion. 
At least three of the kayakers capsized and exited their boats. As the flotilla 
rounded a left-hand bend in the river the kayakers experienced further 
difficulties in staying in the centre of the river away from the trees on the 
riverbanks. A situation rapidly developed where the two Leaders at the rear 
were attending to two of the kayaks entangled in trees while the rest of the 
flotilla spread out ahead. Three kayakers ended up in critical situations by 
getting caught in overhanging trees and capsizing in three separate incidents. 

 
The Incidents 
 
3.47       On the flotilla’s (sub-groups 2 and 3) final run of the river trip from below the 

rapids to Glencar Bridge, three incidents occurred in quick succession which 
rapidly developed into serious situations. 

 
Incident 1  
 
3.48       Two kayaks, one paddled by a beginner/novice Kayaker accompanied by another 

kayak, paddled by an intermediate/novice Kayaker (Casualty No. 3 who had 
been in sub-group 3 and who was a Second, had Level 3 Kayak Skills, been 
paddling Grade 4 rivers, had RSR 2, REC 3 and had three years’ kayak experience 
including rivers in Ireland and Europe) were experiencing difficulties with the 
river current flow which was pushing them both towards the right riverbank as 
they approached the left-hand bend on this final stretch of the river. The 
beginner/novice was experiencing the most difficulty while the accompanying 
intermediate/novice Kayaker was giving advice to the novice on how to get out 
of the strong current flow. They were trying to turn their kayaks to the other 
side (river left) where the current flow was less powerful, but the 
intermediate/novice Kayaker was distracted by the difficulties experienced by 
the beginner/novice and inadvertently crashed into a low overhanging tree 
branch on the right riverbank, lost her paddle and while trying to extricate 
herself from the branch capsized the kayak.  

 
3.49       The intermediate/novice Kayaker grabbed the tree branch and exited the 

capsized kayak which was taken away by the current. The Kayaker had her arms 
wrapped around the branch, with head and shoulders above the water but was 
unable to pull herself up on to the branch due to the force of the current flow 
dragging her legs and body underneath the branch. The Kayaker was stuck on 
the branch unable to pull herself out of the river.  

 
3.50       An accompanying Leader, seeing the plight of the intermediate/novice Kayaker 

in the tree branches, exited his boat and managed to haul himself onto a group 
of branches that were just behind the immobilised Kayaker. He grabbed onto the 
Kayaker’s buoyancy aid, waited until the intermediate/novice Kayaker had 
calmed down and regained some strength back before hauling her up onto the 
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tree branches. They both took a minute or two to catch their breath before 
climbing along the tree branch and making their way from the riverbank. Both 
kayaks were washed downriver, so the two Kayakers (1 Leader and 1 
intermediate/novice Kayaker) then made their way overland towards the 
Glencar Resort bridge rendezvous.  

 
Incident 2 
 
3.51       This incident commenced when an Intermediate Level 3 Skills Kayaker (Casualty 

No. 1) spotted a kayaker with Level 2 Kayaker Skills stuck in some trees on the 
right side of the downriver side. Casualty No. 1 paddled over to assist the stuck 
Kayaker. Before he rendered assistance, he was instructed by one of the Leaders 
of the consolidated sub-group to continue on down with the flotilla and the 
Leader would attend to the stuck Kayaker. Casualty No. 1 had CI Level 3 Kayak 
Skills, had been paddling Grade 3 rivers, held RSR 2, REC 3 certificates and had 
three years’ kayak experience including rivers in Ireland and Europe. 

 
3.52       Casualty No.1 proceeded downriver but paddled too far over from the centre of 

the river and became quickly entangled in branches from an overhanging tree 
on the left side of the river. The kayak capsized and the paddle was caught in a 
branch. The Kayaker hung on to a branch of the tree with his body trapped in 
the boat. He tried to remove the spray deck and release himself, but the water 
pressure on the boat was too strong. When his head became submerged, he let 
go of the branch and floated free with the kayak in an inverted position. He did 
not have the strength to exit the inverted kayak and had no paddle with which 
to right himself.  

 
             See Appendix 7.3 - River Trip Route and Incident Site. 
 
             See Appendix 7.4 - Photograph No. 2 The Incident River Section. 
 
             See Appendix 7.5 - Photograph No. 3 The Tree Bough. 
 
             See Appendix 7.7 - Photograph No. 4 Location where Casualty No. 1 was Brought 

Ashore. 
 
3.53       Just as he submerged, Casualty No. 1 recalls how he saw another Kayaker (whom 

he subsequently believed to be Casualty No. 2 from Incident 3 described below) 
becoming entangled and caught in the upstream side of the same branch. The 
Kayaker remembers being under the water about 30 seconds, during which time 
he tried desperately to pull himself up out of the water. After roughly 30 seconds 
he was unable to hold his breath any longer and started swallowing water into 
his stomach first and then into his lungs after which he lost consciousness.  

 
3.54       Fortunately, the upturned hull of the kayak containing the unconscious Casualty 

No. 1 was spotted by the Leaders who had paddled ahead of the flotilla to set 
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up the safety zone at Glencar Resort bridge. They immediately set out to 
recover the upturned kayak which, by now was swept out from under the 
overhanging tree and was approximately 50 m downstream with the Kayaker 
inverted inside the kayak. The Leaders caught up with the drifting kayak and as 
a result found the trapped Kayaker who was by then, unconscious and not 
breathing when the rescuers brought him ashore on a grassy part of the right 
bank of the river; the opposite bank to the overhanging tree. 

 
3.55       One of the Leaders called the emergency services. The call was timed at 14.25 

hrs. The Leader stayed in direct contact with the operator at the NEOC and was 
able to inform it of the exact location of Casualty No.1. While doing so Incident 
3 was unfolding and this Leader updated the NEOC as the seriousness of this 
incident became apparent and that there was another casualty (Casualty No. 2).  

 
3.56       Casualty No. 1’s situation was serious. ULKC rescuers initiated CPR and obtained 

a pulse and breathing but Casualty No.1 remained unconscious. The rescue party 
erected a storm shelter (a pop-up tent) and put Casualty No.1 inside in the 
recovery position while talking and encouraging him. The Casualty’s wet clothing 
was removed, and he was wrapped in dry clothing, and he became responsive 
shortly afterwards. This was the situation when the crew from Killorglin Fire 
Service J1 unit arrived on scene at 14.57 hrs and when the Casualty was strong 
enough, he was brought to the ambulance at Glencar Resort about 500 m away. 

 
Incident 3 
 
3.57       As the upturned kayak (with Casualty No. 1 trapped in the kayak) was spotted, 

another Kayaker (Casualty No. 2) capsized above the overhanging tree bough 
and this Kayaker was swept by the current flow into the overhanging branches 
and became lodged around the tree bough. She was pinned to the bough by the 
strong flow of water. Casualty No. 2 was reported as having capsized on an 
earlier occasion. Casualty No. 2 had Level 2 Kayak Skills and one year’s 
experience on Irish rivers, with an RSR 1 qualification. She had been in sub-
group 2 before the groups were consolidated.  

 
3.58       The Kayaker shouted for help and two of the experienced kayakers with ropes 

immediately went to assist her. Casualty No. 2 was pinned by the current against 
the horizontal bough of the tree at surface level. The Kayaker’s head was above 
water, and she was calm and responding to the rescuers.  

 
3.59       The kayaker rescuers tied ropes to the Casualty’s buoyancy aid but efforts to 

pull her upwards failed as the ropes were only pulling the buoyancy aid upwards. 
The rescuers cut off the buoyancy aid and tied a rope sling under her arms. 
However, all attempts to pull the Casualty up and out of the water were 
unsuccessful as they could not get a good or firm purchase.  
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3.60       As the rescuers tired, they were relieved by others who renewed efforts to 
extricate the Kayaker. After about 20 minutes, Casualty No. 2 became 
unresponsive, and her head started to drop.  

 
3.61       A decision was made to push Casualty No. 2 under the bough, and when this was 

done, she floated free and was pulled from the water on to the bank on the 
opposite side of the river (the left bank) where Casualty No.1 was being treated. 
Killorglin Fire Service J1 unit arrived on scene at 14.57 hrs.  

 
3.62       Casualty No.2 was unconscious, not breathing and had no pulse. CPR was 

initiated immediately, and the kayaker rescuers were joined by a member of the 
fire service at 15.15 hrs. A member of the fire service asked one of the kayakers 
to get his defibrillator. When this arrived, it was used to monitor the presence 
of a heartbeat. Shortly afterward two paramedics from the Air Ambulance 
arrived with their defibrillator. They attached it and administered adrenaline. 
Shortly afterwards a heartbeat was detected, and the defibrillator was used 
which resulted in restoring a continuous beat. Casualty No.2’s breathing was 
restored with the aid of an oxygen breather and some colour returned to her 
face. When the paramedics considered Casualty No. 2 was stable enough, she 
was put on a stretcher and carried over rough boggy ground for about 400 m to 
the air ambulance landing site and airlifted to hospital.  

 
Events post incidents 
 
3.63       Both Casualty No. 1 and Casualty No. 2 were transported by HSE emergency 

services to University Hospital Kerry, located in Tralee, for treatment. The 
remaining kayakers re-grouped at Glencar Resort, boarded their transport and 
returned to the Black Valley Hostel where the Leaders briefed them on the 
events that occurred. On return to the university campus the kayakers were 
offered counselling. 

 
3.64       Casualty No. 1 was discharged from hospital later that week.  
 
3.65       Casualty No. 2 died in hospital on Monday 4 November 2019. The cause of death 

is a matter for the coroner, the post mortem report records the death of 
Casualty No 2 “….following cardiac arrest due to drowning in a kayaking 
accident.” 
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4.        ANALYSIS 
 
4.1         Canoeing/Kayaking is a high-risk activity. The risks can be mitigated by good 

planning, having control measures in place, kayaker training and experience. 
The occurrence of this incident had a number of contributory factors which 
stretch beyond the morning of 2 November 2019 when ULKC embarked on its 
down-river trip on the Upper Caragh River. Working with young people, 
particularly in a water training environment, demands special skills and 
expertise, not just from the Leaders at the coal face, but also in the culture and 
ethos of the organisations promoting young people’s engagement with sports. 
The incident contained two distinct events; firstly, the series of kayak capsizes 
occurring immediately prior to the incident and secondly the serious incidents 
involving two kayakers, Casualty No. 1 who capsized and was unable to exit his 
upturned kayak and Casualty No. 2 who exited her kayak and became entangled 
under a tree bough. Causative and contributory factors identified and analysed 
in this report extend beyond the decisions of the Leaders of the river trip to 
higher levels of the Club’s safety culture and the guidelines and education 
provided by CI. Analysis of this incident will consider the relevant causative and 
contributory factors that arose from: 

 
             •   Planning the river trip including risk assessment.  
             •   Selection of and assessment of the river. 
             •   Arrangements for the large group. 
             •   Control measures in place. 
             •   Kayaker training. 
             •   Kayaker leader experience. 
             •   Emergency actions around the incident. 
             •   The safety environment.  
             •   The regulatory/oversight environment. 
 
Planning the River Trip Including River Assessment  
 
4.2         The river trip on 2 November 2019 was at least the fourth trip away from the 

local UL area. The group of 27 kayakers stayed overnight near Killarney which 
was well positioned for a choice of rivers the following day.  

 
4.3         The river trip planners did not carry out a formal or effective risk assessment for 

the river trip. Had the planners done so the following hazards would have been 
identified and risk assessed:  

             •   Prevailing river grade on the day. 
             •   Recent rainfall effect on river conditions. 
             •   River rapids and overhanging tree branches. 
             •   Inexperience of the beginner/novice kayakers. 
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             •   Winter environmental conditions and protective clothing. 
             •   Effects of cold-water immersion. 
 
             Had there been a comprehensive risk assessment, it would have significantly 

affected the planning of this river trip and either re-directed the trip to a more 
suitable venue, altered the composition of the river trip groups, and/or the 
conduct during the river trip. The absence of a comprehensive risk assessment 
was a causative factor in the capsize incidents. 

 
4.4         CI does not grade rivers, and the CI website carries a direct link to IWW which 

has an online river guide, aimed at kayaking and canoeing enthusiasts. The site 
has river guides for many rivers all over Ireland, along with grades, ratings, 
descriptions of hazards, features and photographs. IWW (www.iww.ie) is an 
independent website. The website does not operate or record real-time 
conditions and rivers change with time and prevailing weather conditions. The 
site is considered a good tool when planning a river trip particularly when novice 
and beginner kayakers are involved and the website’s river grades, hazards and 
descriptions are a good guide for planners. However, kayakers are advised to 
gauge the river on the day of their river trip as to its suitability to their skills 
level.  

 
4.5         The IWW website grades the Upper Caragh River as a Grade 3-4 river and 

mentions a variety of hazards including overhanging trees. The grade usually 
refers to the difficulty in paddling and the extent of rapids and drops. There will 
be stretches of river with smooth water and with the higher water, many of the 
rapids would be less severe due to the depth. The day before the expedition 
there was heavy rain, a yellow rain warning in the locality was in place from 
08.00 hrs to 23.59 hrs on 2 November 2019. This resulted in high water levels 
which overflowed the low-lying riverbanks and submerged the branches of trees. 
Objective assessment of river conditions such as flow/volume rate or height of 
river above normal are difficult to measure and without these metrics the 
assessment can only be subjective.  

 
4.6         The Club operated under a Safety Statement and a Trips Policy and Procedure. 

The former outlined the training, quality of equipment and risk assessment and 
mitigation procedures to be followed. Of particular note were the following 
control measures to be followed from paragraph 2.8.3.4 of the Safety 
Statement: 

 
             “The river in question has to be assessed on the day and paddled ‘within its 

grade’. If the river looks high, the river grading may have to be adjusted 
upwards. This has to be reflected in group members’ proficiency levels.” 

 
4.7         The Leaders first choice for the river trip was the River Gearhameen situated 

close to Killarney. IWW rate this river as a Grade 3-4 river and describes it as 
“mainly Grade three with some Grade four drops. There is a lot of flat sections, 
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but these are broken by great whitewater”. River hazards for the Gearhameen 
are described as “Major pinning potential on slot drop” and “lots of trees”. 
Local river levels were running high as there had been a heavy downfall of rain 
during the night and Met Éireann had an active yellow alert weather warning for 
the Kerry region on 2 November. The Leaders considered the River Gearhameen 
to be too high and the river also had many overhanging trees.  

  
4.8         The Leaders planned the first day of the trip on the Upper Caragh River 

(approximately 1½ hours away by road) as one of the Leaders had paddled the 
river some weeks before and other members also had experience of it. It is 
described as being “probably one of the best Grade 3 rivers in Ireland with the 
occasional stretch of Grade 4. This river requires plenty of recent rain to bring 
it up.” River hazards included, “overhanging trees early on in the river” and 
“Rocks on some of the rapids” (see Appendix 7.9 - Irish White Water – Upper 
Caragh River Description). The Leaders of the river trip were confident that the 
Upper Caragh River would be suitable for the river trip. The Leaders planned the 
River Gearhameen situated close to Killarney for the second day of the trip. IWW 
rate this river as a Grade 3-4 river and describes it as “mainly Grade three with 
some Grade four drops. There is a lot of flat sections, but these are broken by 
great whitewater”. River hazards for the Gearhameen are described as “Major 
pinning potential on slot drop” and “lots of trees”. 

 
             See Appendix 7.10 - Irish White Water - Gearhameen River Description. 
 
4.9         Four of the group had paddled the Upper Caragh River in recent years, but not 

at such high levels and state of flood as experienced on that day. The decision 
to run the river was mainly influenced by the experience of members of the 
group who had paddled on this river before and the expectation that the 
difficulty levels would be the same. There were sections of the river that were 
Grade 2, and the intention was to portage around the more difficult sections. 
The planning group expected Grade 2 - 3 river conditions on the basis that the 
more difficult stretches of the river would be portaged and that they would exit 
before the more difficult final section, despite the grades associated with this 
river, described in the IWW site and outlined above. Even in low water a Grade 
3 river would not become Grade 2. In fact, the lower water would expose more 
rocks and obstacles and may in fact make the river more technical and difficult 
to navigate for the novice paddler. Another factor in the planning of this trip was 
that due to the flooding of the river there were no eddies where normally a 
leader could wait to monitor and shepherd the less experienced kayakers past 
the river obstacles.  

 
4.10       ULKC stated that the decision to proceed down the last stretch by the combined 

sub-group was based on the requirement that they should stick to the centre of 
the river, that there was a left-hand bend, that they could get out on the right-
hand side, that the rapid was manageable and easy going, that the rapid had a 
left-hand bend and the centre line recommended, and finally, that there was an 

Cont.ANALYSIS

42



eddy on the right-hand side that the group could exit the water from. At this 
point on the trip each of sub-groups 1 and sub-group 2 had paddled to the early 
over-reaching trees obstacle section, had portaged around the tree obstacles, 
re-launched and paddled until they arrived at the rapids approximately 1 km 
downriver. During this 1 km run downriver some of the kayakers in both sub-
groups had become caught in riverbank undergrowth and trees and a number 
had capsized. The assessment by the Leaders of sub-group 1 of the last stretch 
before Glencar Bridge proved to be incorrect as in the event, experienced Level 
3 Skills kayakers (in the following combined sub-group) had difficulty with the 
high flow rate of water due to the recent rain. Even the first (scouting) group 
found the river water was faster flowing than expected and they encountered 
more rapids with two of the novices capsizing and got out and portaged to the 
vehicles at Blackstones Bridge. ULKC acknowledge the presence of tree 
obstacles and that the high flow of water made those obstacles more dangerous 
once encountered. The river should have been considered by the river trip 
Leaders as a Grade 4 for the complete river run and the overall conditions 
should not have been considered suitable for a group of its size and mixed 
experience. 

 
4.11       The river conditions on the Caragh River that day had advanced from the 

expected Grade 3 (Difficult) to the Grade 4 (Very Difficult) river conditions 
experienced that day. The planning group had not made plans for the Grade 4 
river conditions and the difficulties experienced and were unprepared for the 
contingency of providing more supervision on the river trip and of a higher level. 
It appears that by having novices portage difficult sections the trip was designed 
to make it suitable for those who had completed the Gene 17 course in Italy that 
year and for novices. Even the CI Grade 3 skills qualification only qualified the 
person to kayak on a Grade 2 river.  

 
4.12       In their observations on the draft report made to the MCIB, ULKC stated that in 

their opinion there “were three basic factors which had to combine to create 
the serious incidents which occurred: 

             1.  The presence of tree obstacles. 
             2.  High flow of water which made those obstacles more dangerous once 

encountered. 
             3.  Kayakers going off course from the middle of the river.” 
 
             These factors, which related to the suitability of conditions were not correctly 

assessed. CI observe that portaging is not an easy exercise as it frequently 
requires kayakers to exit at very specific spots which can be a very difficult task, 
as is keeping to particular channels in a fast-flowing river.  

 
4.13       Underestimating the grade of the Upper Caragh River, particularly after heavy 

rainfall had swollen river courses, was a causative factor in this incident. The 
river conditions experienced by the kayakers was a causative factor of the 
number of serious capsize incidents that day. The river trip planners did not 
correctly gauge the river grade or conditions on the day. The river trip planners 
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did not re-assess the suitability of the conditions when the consolidated sub-
group was allowed to procced down the final stretch. This was a causative factor 
in the capsize incidents that day. 

  
Instructor Levels and Skills Qualifications  
 
4.14       ULKC requires CI recommendations to be followed. In the ULKC Safety 

Statement at page 4 it states: “The governing body for canoeing and kayaking 
in Ireland is Canoeing Ireland, herein referred to as the CI. They provide 
training and instruction to all kayakers nationwide and provide course syllabi 
that must be followed by all ULKC instructors during courses, as well as all CI 
safety guidelines that will be adhered to by all ULKC instructors and 
experienced members.” At paragraph 2.1.3, it states under Role of the ULKC 
Instructor “ULKC recognises that competent leadership by activity instructors is 
the most important safety factor of all. Instructors need to be able to 
safeguard the physical and psychological health of the people in their care.” CI, 
as set out above has important guidelines to note in relation to the skills levels 
and in the context of river grades, as follows:  

 
             “• The skill level of the kayaker should be greater than the grade of river the 

kayaker can go on in a group without instruction, i.e., a Level 3 kayaker can 
canoe in a group on a Grade 2 river without instruction. 

 
             •   Instructor skill levels should be greater than the grade of river they are on, 

i.e., a Level 2 Instructor can instruct on Grade 1 river but not on a Grade 2 
river.” 

 
             The position of ULKC is that there is no requirement for an instructor 

qualification, that instructors are not required on trips, that leaders are what is 
required and are adequately skilled, and that in relation to CI Skills 
qualifications they may self-assess other courses as being equivalent. 

 
4.15       The group Leaders and Seconds all had experience paddling Grade 3 and Grade 

4 rivers in Ireland, UK and Europe. The European rivers were in Slovenia and the 
Italian Alps. The Leaders and Seconds had between three to six years paddling 
year-round experience in Irish and UK rivers from Autumn to Spring, and 
European rivers in the Summer. The intermediate paddlers had all paddled 
Grade 3 rivers. Two of the intermediate kayakers had worked as kayaking 
instructors/guides in Ireland. Four of the group had paddled the Upper Caragh 
River in recent years, but not at such high levels and state of flood as 
experienced on that day. While the Leaders and Seconds had Level 3 Kayak Skills 
Awards, they all had been paddling Grade 4 rivers for a number of years and the 
Leaders and four of the Seconds having completed the Gene 17 Steep Creek 
Course, were of the opinion that they had CI Level 4 Kayak Skills and exposure 
to Leadership skills. ULKC acknowledge that the Italian course is not equivalent 
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to CI level 4 Instructor but to the skills qualification. CI point out that there is 
significant difference in those qualifications. 

 
4.16       As set out above, the Leaders of the group self-assessed that the trip complied 

with ULKC criteria and was considered by them to comply with ULKC Safety 
Statement 2014 because they determined themselves that the Leaders and 
Seconds had the requisite skills. CI have commented as follows on: 

 
             “i) The ratio of persons with Level 3 Kayak Skills to Level 2 Kayak Skills 

grade/no grade was 1:1. CI observation: Level 3 paddlers were not paddling 
in the environment they are training in i.e. they were paddling in a Grade 
3-4 river. Level 3 paddlers are trained to paddle Grade 2 rivers, and the 
personal skills awards does not address paddling with people who are of 
lesser ability. 

 
             ii)  All Leaders on the trip had Level 3 Kayak Skills and River Safety and Rescue 

(RSR) and Rescue Emergency Care (REC) certificates. CI observation: Level 3 
Skills would permit paddling on a Grade 2 river with peers. RSR is a personal 
skills award and does not train for leadership of lesser experienced 
paddlers. RSR2 teaches river safety and recue skills on a Grade 2 river. 

 
             iii) Ten of the Leaders and four of the Seconds had completed the ‘Gene 17’ - 

Advanced steep creek training in Italy earlier that year (2019) which the 
Leaders considered as being equivalent to Canoeing Ireland Level 4 Skills 
standard’. CI observation: That would only qualify them to paddle on Grade 
3 rivers with peers. CI have no way of evaluating the content, training or 
assessment of Gene 17 or any other non-national course.” 

 
4.17       As set out previously no regard was had to the presence, or the ratio, of Level 

2 Instructors to Level 2 Kayak Skills grade/no grade students as ULKC did not 
consider any instructor qualification was required. CI observation in any case is: 
the presence of CI Level 2 Instructors had no relevance because the kayakers 
were on a river environment that is not covered in their training. Level 2 
Instructor is a flat water instructorship and the ratio is 1:6 in flat water. This 
ratio has no bearing as they are not on flat water. Even a Level 4 Instructor 
would be outside of their remit at 1:6. In this environment, the ratio for Level 
4 Instructor is 1:4 on the river as outlined in this report. It also appears that no 
regard was had to the requirement that even on a Grade 1 river, kayakers should 
have Level 3 Skills as set out in the Safety Statement. 

 
4.18       During this investigation the MCIB consulted with CI, the national governing body 

for the sport, who explained the importance of identifying the nature of the 
river event:  

 

Cont. ANALYSIS

45



             “In recreational kayaking, there are two scenarios which are usually present: 
  
             Scenario 1. The paddle group are peers of equal ability, no designated leader/s 

but everyone plays a role in decision making and ultimately looks after 
themselves and the team if need be. There is a strong group dynamic. Peers will 
normally always paddle together as a team.  

 
             Scenario 2. The group are of mixed abilities and are being led (shepherded) on 

the day. There will be designated Leaders. The group will be managed and 
guided on rivers that are suitable and safe. Designated Leaders should have had 
the required training and ability to carry out the tasks associated with this role. 

 
             Instruction, leading and guiding are all covered under the Canoeing Ireland 

instructor training programmes. A Level 3 Instructor can lead, guide and 
instruct kayakers on Grade II rivers. A Level 4 Instructor can lead, guide and 
instruct kayakers on Grade III rivers and in some more advanced white-water 
environments.” 

              
             It is a very different event to go on the river in a group of equal peers but 

bringing a group with lesser abilities requires upper-level leadership, risk 
assessment and instruction skills. In short, CI recommendations mean that a 
group which has a mixed ability should have Leaders with instructor 
qualifications and that there should be a Level 4 instructor in a mixed ability 
group on a Grade 3 river. ULKC state that the policy on the required experience 
of group Leaders and ratios of experienced to less experienced kayakers is set 
out in the Safety Statement at paragraphs 2.8.3.3. That paragraph however 
makes specific reference to instructors: “Instructors; different ratios apply to 
qualified CI or C BCU instructors (as outlined in the CI syllabus).” 

 
 
4.19       In the Safety Statement at paragraph 2.3 it also provides for CI instructors 

having the required first aid training. 
 
             Paragraph 3.4 which sets out control measures includes the following: 
  
             “3.  All kayaking/canoeing participants will be assessed by the instructor/senior 

member after launching and only participants of capable abilities will be 
allowed to continue. 

 
             “7.  The Club adheres to all Canoeing Ireland recommendations regarding 

teaching ratios (1:8 – Beginners, 1:6 – Improvers).” 
 
             Paragraph 3.5 which sets out how instructors fit in to the Club structure 

provides: 
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             “3.5 The Instructors 
 
             The kayaking/canoeing instructor has an important role in ensuring the safety 

of clients. The club aims to have a certain number of qualified CI instructors 
amongst their members. Trainee instructors or experienced members will be 
encouraged to follow REC 3 training. In addition to his/her responsibilities 
under Section 2.3 of the ULKC Safety Statement the kayaking/canoeing 
instructor should:  

 
             a. Be trained and be sufficiently competent to coach members to the 

appropriate level.  
 
             b.  Define a safe operational area on the water taking account of the nature of 

the activity, the ability of the group, water and weather conditions and the 
equipment available. Brief participants to stay at or within it.  

 
             c.  Ensure that safety and rescue equipment appropriate for the activity is 

available.  
 
             d.  Modify or curtail the activity if prevailing conditions are inappropriate for 

the customers or the planned activity.  
 
             e.  Ensure that all on-water activities occurs only during official daylight 

hours.” 
 
4.20       The position of ULKC that instructors were not required is not consistent with 

the Safety Statement terms that require compliance with CI safety standards or 
with other references to the term “instructor” set out above. There is no 
content in the Safety Statement that explains the position of ULKC or refers to 
the self-assessment of non CI qualifications as being permissible. No qualified CI 
Instructors able to take members out on Grade 3 - 4 waters have been identified 
to the MCIB as being present in the Club at the time that the trip was planned 
and approved.  

 
4.21       ULKC’s Trips Policy and Procedure does refer to the term ‘Leader’ and states 

that a Leader is to be of Level 4 competency standard as accredited by CI or an 
equivalent, he/she is to be competent “to instruct and lead a group of 
intermediate/beginner paddlers down a river suited to their skill level”. The 
Trips Policy and Procedure refers to Leaders and Seconds. The latter is to be a 
Level 3 CI standard or equivalent. There is no reference to persons with lesser 
skills being on trips. The Trips Policy does not refer to any variation in the 
content of the Safety Statement being permitted on a trip. It expressly states 
that “Leaders should have the relevant qualifications and experience as 
outlined (here and or in our Safety Statement)”. It cannot be the case that 
because the Club embarks on a trip that the requirements for safety set out in 
the Safety Statement can be set aside. The Trips Policy does not provide a basis 
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for what are accepted to be as self-assessed Leaders (without requisite 
instructor qualifications) taking out those with less that Level 3 CI Skills.  

 
4.22       While the Leaders and Seconds were to CI Level 3 Skills standard and four had 

Level 2 Instructor qualifications (with four more having done the Level 2 
Instructor training), the additional training and experience gained through 
engagement with the Gene 17 course of training pursued by the senior kayakers 
of ULKC was from a different competency assessment system and had no CI 
equivalence or recognition. It is accepted by ULKC that it is not equivalent to 
Level 4 Instructor level. The Level 3 Kayaking Skills qualification measures a 
kayaker’s ability to handle himself/herself on the water and is also a good 
qualification for giving peer to peer paddling (intermediate kayaking skills on 
Grade 2 water as part of a group). Level 4 Instructor River Kayaking qualification 
is a significant step up from Level 2 Instructor qualifications (and from Level 3 
Skills as it examines a person’s ability to lead groups and make risk assessments 
on river conditions).  

 
4.23       Had some of the Leaders passed a CI Level 4 Instructor River Kayaking 

Assessment the group may have decided not to run the river on that day. That, 
in turn raises a question as to the suitability of the criteria set out in the ULKC 
Safety Statement. The ULKC Safety Statement provides for “a ratio of 1:1 where 
there is one member who has passed proficiency assessments equivalent to the 
grade of water being paddled to one member who is less experienced.” This 
requirement is not in fact consistent with CI skills qualifications, which only 
recognises the skills as applicable to paddling with peers, not juniors. It appears 
that ULKC does not require groups to be led by persons with CI Instructor level 
skills notwithstanding certain references that suggest they intend standards to 
comply with CI recommendations. That position has not altered since this 
casualty. 

 
4.24       The assumption by ULKC senior kayakers (including Leaders and Seconds on this 

river trip) that their qualifications complied with the ULKC requirements was 
mistaken and a contributory factor in the incidents. Even if they were correct 
that Gene 17 was equivalent to CI Level 4 Skills, that evaluation should have 
been carried out by some objective method, probably in conjunction with CI. In 
any case it is a personal skills qualification to enable paddling on a Grade 3 river 
with peers, not leading/training those less experienced.  

 
4.25       CI point out that as the Club is affiliated to it, that it expects its 

recommendations as to standards and safety practises to be adhered to. It does 
not accept that clubs can themselves determine what courses are or are not 
equivalent to CI training. CI emphasises the importance it places not just on the 
course content but on the hands-on training carried out by experienced 
kayakers, and in particular the importance of the fact that assessments are 
carried out by experienced kayakers who are very experienced in safety 
matters. CI is the accredited national body for kayaking in Ireland. It has in 
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place a specific process for recognition of qualifications which have been 
approved by international federations affiliated to the ICF, the international 
umbrella body. The Gene 17 course qualification is listed as leadership training 
provided by a commercial operator. This specific award does not appear on the 
framework of any of the international counterparts to CI. CI advise that there 
was no application to CI for recognition of this qualification prior to the 
incident. The proposition by ULKC that self-assessment of courses and 
qualifications is permissible can only create an entirely unregulated situation. 

 
4.26       The skills shortfall for making a thorough risk assessment on the day highlighted 

the absence of adequate CI Level 4 Instructor River Kayaking in the leadership 
training amongst the Leaders. This shortfall resulted in several risk factors not 
being identified (particularly on that section of river after the bend which had 
trees on either side and, due to the flooding and high river levels, the presence 
of a number of ‘strainers’), which resulted in the three main capsize incidents. 
The absence of Leaders who were CI Level 4 Instructor River Kayaking qualified 
(or who had evaluated equivalent training) was a contributory factor in the 
incidents. The absence of such a requirement by ULKC was also a contributory 
factor. 

 
Conduct of the Trip 
 
4.27       The Upper Caragh River, river trip was planned for a mixed ability group of 

kayakers with reliance on the capabilities of the experienced paddlers as being 
able to shepherd the less experienced kayakers over the course of the river run.  

 
4.28       The group comprised 27 kayakers which was considered to be a large group. The 

Leaders’ solution to managing the group was to split the 27 kayakers into three 
sub-groups each of nine kayakers and constitute a balance of experienced 
kayakers to intermediate/novice kayakers. The list of the sub-groups and their 
kayaker complement as set out above records that 13 of the 27 kayakers had 
Level 3 River Kayaking Skills qualifications (of whom four of these kayakers were 
also Level 2 qualified Instructors and four had done the Level 2 qualified 
Instructors training). The remaining 14 included three kayakers with CI Level 2 
Kayaking Skills, and 11 kayakers with no kayaking qualifications. While the ratio 
of CI Level 2 Instructor to kayakers in the entire group was four instructors to 
23 kayakers, i.e. 1:6, three of the Level 2 Instructors were in sub-group 1; none 
were in sub-group 2 (two who had done the training); one of the Level 2 
Instructors was in sub-group 3 (with two who had done the training). The spread 
of persons with CI River Kayak Level 3 Skills was as follows: 

 
                  Sub-group 1 had three kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills. 
 
                  Sub-group 2 had four kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills. 
 
                  Sub-group 3 had six kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills.  
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4.29       This division changed when the two groups consolidated which left the 
consolidated group with only one CI qualified Level 2 Instructor and the four who 
had done the training, and 14 other kayakers with varying degrees of skills and 
experience. The ULKC observation made in response to the draft report, that no 
instructor qualification was necessary and that it was permissible to self-assess 
their skills as equivalent to CI Level 4 Skill, is not supported by the contents of 
the Safety Statement, or the CI safety recommendations, and does not alter the 
analysis in relation to ratios addressed in this part. 

 
4.30       In addition to this, the ratios of instructor/skills to less experienced kayakers did 

not comply with either the ULKC Safety Statement or with CI recommendations 
for the level of Instructor required for this grade of river with the accompanying 
ratios. Paragraphs 2.8.3.3 of the ULKC Safety Statement provided that: 

 
             “Group/Skills requirements 
  
             •   Groups size of no less than 3 people. 
 
             •   There must be a ratio of 1:1 where there is one member who has passed 

proficiency assessments equivalent to the grade of water being paddled to 
one member who is less experienced. 

 
             •   Instructors; different ratios apply to qualified CI or C BCU instructors (as 

outlined in the CI syllabus)  
 
             •   Previous experience; in addition to proficiencies members need to ensure 

that there is sufficient experience in the group. Paddling members should 
have previous experience of similarly graded rivers. 

 
             •   Level 4 paddlers and above, if willing have the option to adopt a 2:1 ratio 

of less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler on water no higher 
than Grade 3, i.e. 2 less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler. 

 
             •   Surf Kayaking trips: One competent club paddler in order to borrow club 

gear. Surf conditions, weather conditions, location and paddler experience 
have to be taken into account by the Safety Officer. Two core committee 
members must be contacted. Safety Officer has last say on if trip goes 
ahead.” 

 
4.31       The Trips Policy provided that “A Leader is to be a Level 4 grade competency 

standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” He/she is to be 
‘competent’ “to instruct and lead a group of intermediate/beginner paddlers 
down a river suited to their skill level”. The Level 2 Instructor was, according 
to CI accreditation, qualified to lead and teach on flat water journeys on inland 
and sheltered waters that remain close to the bank/shore, and can instruct on 
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flat water at a ratio 1:6. On a Grade 3-4 river, instructors have to be Grade 4 
Level or Grade 5 Level Instructors with a ratio of 1:4 in both cases. 

 
4.32       For the entire group of 27, the ratio of Level 2 Instructors (four who were CI 

Level 2 qualified Instructors) to kayakers (23) who were Level 2/3 skills 
grade/no grade students was 1:6. This excludes the additional four kayakers 
who had done Level 2 Instructor training but had not been assessed by CI to 
qualify for the competency certificate. If the additional four are factored in 
then the ratio of 1:4 would have been achieved, but that still leaves the 
instructor level at Level 2 rather than Level 4 as recommended by CI. 

 
4.33       The ULKC Safety Statement also provided for ratios and required “a ratio of 1:1 

where there is one member who has passed proficiency assessments equivalent 
to the grade of water being paddled to one member who is less experienced”. 
This requirement is not in fact consistent with CI skills qualifications which only 
recognises the skills as applicable to paddling with peers, not juniors. There 
were 13 kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills which meant they had Intermediate 
Kayaking Skills on Grade 2 water as part of a group (although many reported that 
they had paddled on Grade 4 rivers). According to the CI skill descriptions the 
13 kayakers with CI Level 3 Skills were not qualified on a Grade 3 river to “pair” 
with less experienced paddler. Even if the 13 had CI Level 4 Skills that would 
only have qualified them for “Advanced Kayaking and Safety skills on Grade 3 
rivers with a group of peers.” There was no written audit of the skills and 
qualifications or any evidence of an objective evaluation of the varying 
experiences.  

 
4.34       In overall terms for the Group as a whole, the ratio of participants to instructors 

was not in keeping with that identified by CI, namely a ratio of 1:4, nor was the 
level of instructor as recommended, nor did the ratios and skill sets comply with 
the ULKC Safety Statement and prescribed by the ULKC Safety Statement, for 
this grade of river, or with the Trips Policy and Procedure. It is noted again that 
ULKC do not consider instructor qualifications to be necessary to lead a trip. 

 
4.35       In addition to the foregoing analysis of instructor level and ratios, the groups 

should be assessed by reference to their individual group makeup. To do 
otherwise would lead to a fundamentally incorrect interpretation of the CI 
recommendations and the ULKC policies. The composition of the three sub-
groups is set out above together with the allocation of CI Level 2 Instructors. As 
noted above, the key aspects of the ULKC Safety Statement was i) a mandatory 
“ratio of 1:1 where there is one member who has passed proficiency 
assessments equivalent to the grade of water being paddled to one member 
who is less experienced.” ii) “Paddling members should have previous 
experience of similarly graded rivers.” iii) “Level 4 paddlers could adopt a 2:1 
ratio of less experienced members to each Level 4 paddler on water no higher 
than Grade 3.” The ratios and instructor level within the sub-groups and within 
the consolidated group complied even less than that required by CI. The 
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consolidated group had one only CI qualified Level 2 Instructor and the four who 
had done the training, and 14 other kayakers with varying degrees of skills and 
experience unless the lack of CI qualification is overlooked (which still leaves 
the instructor level at 2 rather than at 4). The consolidated group did have the 
benefit of the Leaders of sub-group 1 before they set off down the final 800 m 
run to Glencar Bridge from below the rapids.  

 
4.36       As set out previously there were two points where there was conferral and 

decisions were taken. First, before the rapids there was general discussion 
between the Leaders regarding the way to progress the river trip at this point. 
The Leaders of both sub-group 2 and sub-group 3 decided that some of the 
Leaders would press ahead on the river and paddle the rapids while the 
remaining Leaders and all the Seconds and novice kayakers took the overland 
route and portage. It appears no assessment was carried out then to abandon 
the trip given the difficulties that had preceded it up to that point (shortly after 
which, further down river, below Glencar Bridge, sub-group 1 had retired after 
difficulties). The first phase of the plan was followed however without mishap. 
The Leaders of the consolidated sub-group (sub-group 2 and sub-group 3) then 
conferred with the Leader of sub-group 1 by mobile phone to swop information 
about progress so far and the way ahead to the Glencar Resort bridge, a distance 
of approximately 800 m downriver. The plan settled on was that Groups 2 and 3 
should stick to the centre of the river, that there was a left-hand bend, that they 
could get out on the right-hand side, and that the rapid was manageable and 
easy going. The instructions given to the consolidated sub-group by the Leaders 
were that the rapid had a left-hand bend and the centre line was recommended. 
There was an eddy identified on the right-hand side that the group could exit 
the water from. It did not turn out to be as planned. There appears to have been 
little regard to the fact that the experience of sub-group 1 had to be adjusted 
to reflect the fact that they were the stronger group and had the more 
experienced Leaders. CI have also expressed the view that the group was too 
large to be managed safely in the conditions with the makeup of its members. 

 
4.37       Had there been more and better qualified CI instructors on the trip different 

decisions might have been taken, and there would have been more skills and 
experience available to assist when the less experienced kayakers got into 
difficulties. The noncompliance with CI standards, and the ULKC policies was a 
contributory factor in this incident. 

 
4.38       The ULKC Safety Statement which, as set out above, provides for “a ratio of 1:1 

where there is one member who has passed proficiency assessments equivalent 
to the grade of water being paddled to one member who is less experienced” is 
not in fact consistent with CI Skills qualifications which only recognises the skills 
as applicable to paddling with peers of the same/higher skills qualification, not 
juniors. It appears from the Safety Statement and the Trips Policy and Procedure 
that ULKC does not require groups to be led by persons with CI Instructor level 
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skills notwithstanding certain references that suggest they intend standards to 
comply with CI recommendations. Further, the Trips Policy and Procedure is not 
clear on CI skills standards, and appears to approve of Leaders without any CI 
instructors’ skills where it states: 

 
             “River Leaders are defined as a person who is competent to instruct and lead a 

group of intermediate/beginner paddlers down a river suited to their skill 
level. Leaders should have the relevant qualifications and experience as 
outlined (here and or in our Safety Statement). A Leader is to be a Level 4 
standard as accredited by Canoeing Ireland or equivalent.” 

 
4.39       If ULKC intend that leaders should comply with CI accreditation then that should 

have been made very clear, and it appears not to have been the understanding 
of the actual Leaders at all. The inappropriate requirements and the lack of 
clarity in the ULKC documentation contributed to the incidents. 

 
Conduct of the Plan 
 
4.40       Sub-group 1 completed the run with only a few kayakers capsizing. Sub-group 2 

and sub-group 3 were consolidated into a flotilla for the last river section, and 
whilst the kayakers of this flotilla were paired into relatively experienced to less 
experienced ‘truck and trailer’, the risk of the flotilla becoming dispersed along 
the river during the final section of the river run from below the rapids to 
Glencar Bridge was heightened. In this situation the distance between the truck 
and trailer pairs became apparent. Leaders were strung out during the course 
of the last section of the river run with the result that when the kayakers got 
into difficulties, a more experienced leader was not close at hand to give advice 
or render immediate assistance (as they were in the first sub-group).  

 
4.41       Had sub-groups 2 and 3 remained separate, sub-group 2 could have completed 

the final 800 m river-run to Glencar Resort bridge independently. This would 
have:  

 
             •   reduced the number of kayakers on the water at any one time. 
 
             •   given the Leaders of the sub-group 2 time to report on any problems or 

obstacles encountered.  
 
             •   it would have created a reserve of Leaders from sub-group 3 available (with 

their less experienced people safely on the bank) to react and assist in an 
emergency situation. 

 
             CI observe that the combined group was too large for the size and nature of the 

river and the experience level of the group. Combing the two sub-groups would 
have caused line of sight and group management issues. Combining sub-groups 
2 and 3 was a contributory factor to the incident. 
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Absence of Contingency Planning 
 
4.42       Leaders in the planning group considered that the intermediate paddlers would 

be capable of looking after themselves leaving the more experienced Leaders 
and Seconds to focus on the novice beginner kayakers. The Leaders had made 
no contingency for the intermediate kayakers getting into difficulties. On the 
day, the Leaders made the decision that the river was runnable by their groups, 
based on past knowledge of the river and that a cautious approach to each 
section would be made. 

 
4.43       The Leaders reasonably accepted that some kayakers would capsize, but that is 

normal, and they assessed they had the rescue and safety cover to deal with 
minor incidents such as these. As this incident unfolded it became apparent that 
there was insufficient depth of capabilities available to control and mitigate the 
results of a multi capsize event. 

 
4.44       Another criterion to consider is the severity of a consequence if a kayaker gets 

into difficulty. The river had good access from the banks with only a few places 
with trees and bushes (on river left, as noted in the river description from 
www.iww.ie). This would enable rescue actions to remove people from the 
water. The presence of trees and strainers however, present a hazard to be 
avoided and would have severe consequences to a kayaker exiting their boat in 
their vicinity. This is what happened in this instance. 

 
4.45       The absence of a contingency plan in the event of the Leaders and Seconds 

requirement to closely supervise an increased number of inexperienced 
(intermediate plus beginner) kayakers due to the prevailing river conditions was 
a contributory factor in this incident.  

 
Emergency Training and Planning  
 
4.46       CI provides a comprehensive training scheme from beginners to advanced levels 

and instructor levels including river rescue courses. All but four 
beginner/novices had completed RSR training, and the Leaders had completed 
RSR to Level 2 certification. RSR is a personal skills award and does not train for 
leadership of lesser experienced paddlers. RSR 2 teaches river safety and recue 
skills on a Grade 2 river. All Leaders and Seconds had completed a REC course to 
at least Level 3 certification standard. Additional training of these skills was 
completed during Club training sessions. The immediacy and efficiency in which 
rescue and resuscitation were commenced on the two Casualties bears 
testimony to the proficiency and competence of these rescue and emergency 
skills within the group. 

 
             See Appendix 7.19 - Canoeing Ireland River Safety and Rescue Course 

Description.                                                                                                   
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             See Appendix 7.20 - Canoeing Ireland Rescue and Emergency Care Course 
Description. 

 
Emergency Equipment and Resources 
 
4.47       The group had brought ropes, rescue equipment, and survival shelters to shelter 

casualties and members of the group knew how to deploy them. The group 
included 13 people with REC 3 capable of administering CPR and use the 
equipment. The group was well equipped in emergency resources for the river 
trip. 

 
4.48       Communications were provided through mobile phones which were used 

extensively throughout the day to keep groups in contact with each other. When 
the emergency call was made to the emergency services the leader reporting 
the emergency situation kept communications to the NEOC open in order to 
direct the emergency services to the incident site. They were thus able to 
report the second Casualty (Casualty No. 2) quickly and alert the emergency 
services to the situation. The emergency services responded and were directed 
to the incident location accurately and expeditiously. 

 
Emergency Actions Around the Incident 
 
4.49       The emergency care from the ULKC kayakers was proficient. The first Casualty 

(Casualty No. 1 from incident 2) was brought ashore unconscious having ingested 
water and stopped breathing. CPR was administered and he was revived, stable 
and responsive and in the shelter tent by the time the first emergency team 
from the Killorglin Fire Service arrived on scene. 

 
4.50       The second Casualty (Casualty No. 2 from incident 3) was trapped against a 

horizontal bough of a tree. After about 20 minutes the Casualty became 
unresponsive. The Casualty’s head was under water for a period of time. The 
Casualty was quickly brought ashore, and CPR administered by the ULKC 
rescuers. The Casualty was revived by the Air Ambulance team with the aid of 
an Automated External Defibrillator (AED). She left the site unconscious but 
breathing with the aid of an oxygen breather, but subsequently died in hospital.  

 
Cold Shock and Hypothermia 
 
4.51       Irish Water Safety identifies two problems associated with sudden immersion in 

water, namely “cold shock” and “hypothermia” (where the body temperature 
drops by at least 2°C). Irish Water Safety identifies those two problems in the 
case of immersion for people not used to cold water (temperature less than 
15°C). The effect of immersion in cold water and hypothermia on a person is 
well known and recognised. If cold exposure is due to being immersed in cold 
water, heat loss can occur 25 times faster than it would if exposed to the same 
air temperature. The water temperature in a flowing river in Kerry in November 
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would be between +4°C and +10°C. The air temperature was 10.2°C. Table (1) 
gives between 30 and 60 minutes before the onset of exhaustion or 
unconsciousness at that temperature range. Casualty No. 2 was probably quite 
cold before the incident as it was reported she had capsized earlier and she had 
been in a wetsuit for over an hour, so a shorter time of 20 minutes before she 
became unresponsive is not unexpected. Poor fitting wetsuits are not adequate 
protection from repeated immersions in cold water. 

 
             See Appendix 7.21 - Irish Water Safety (extract): Cold Shock Hypothermia. 
 
             See Appendix 7.22 - Table 1 - Expected Survival Times in Cold Water. Source; SAR 

Task Force. 
 
4.52       The cause of death is a matter for the coroner. The coroner for West Kerry has 

advised the MCIB that her findings were that hypothermia was not a contributing 
factor to the cause of death of Casualty No. 2. 

 
4.53       Overall, the composition of the three sub-groups had a good dispersal of those 

with REC training. However, the river trip planners did not take into account the 
prevailing river environmental conditions, the effects of cold-water immersion 
on the kayakers with wetsuits and critically the multiple number of capsize 
events. CI point out that RSR 2 certification is applicable to river safety on a 
Grade 2 river and was therefore less than what was required on this trip with 
the makeup of the group. 

 
The Club Safety Environment: ULKC, ULSU and UL 
 
4.54       The content of ULKC Safety Statement 2014 (Academic year 2018/2019) and 

Trips Policy and Procedure indicates a proactive regard for safety practices, 
procedures and control measures and outwardly shows that a safety system was 
in operation within the Kayaking Club. The documents show the recognition by 
ULKC of kayaking as being a high-risk activity. However, the translation of the 
Club’s safety system to the planning, risk assessments and hazard identification 
processes adopted by the river trip planners was not to the required standards 
outlined in the Safety Statement 2014 and the Trips Policy and Procedure. River 
grades were underestimated, and Leader and Seconds CI qualifications were 
unsuitable for the river grades experienced that day, especially when paddling 
with less experienced paddlers. 

 
4.55       Compliance with the aforementioned requirements does not appear to have 

been audited by the Club or the ULSU (who were mandated to receive a copy of 
the Club’s Safety Statement annually, the receipt of which was a pre-condition 
for ULSU club funding) (see clause 2.11). The trip has no recorded pre-approval 
process as set out in the Safety Statement 2014. 
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4.56       In its engagement with the MCIB during this investigation, the ULSU adopted and 
endorsed the observations of the ULKC. The ULSU accepts that it has no person 
or persons having experience and training to be able to audit the ULKC safety 
practises, and ULSU endorses the ULKC proposition that it can self-assess and 
regulate its members without regard to CI. It would appear that once an annual 
Safety Statement is provided to the ULSU no further auditing in relation to 
safety practises is carried out by ULSU.  

 
4.57       The determination that CI safety standards can be disregarded and substituted 

by self-assessment based on courses outside Ireland that cannot in any way be 
assessed by CI is a matter of considerable concern. CI is the national accredited 
body for the sport in Ireland. The ULKC Safety Statement 2014 clearly recognises 
this on paper, but this is expressly disregarded by Club Officers and continues to 
be the position even after this marine casualty.  

 
4.58       UL made observations (on the draft of the report furnished to it) to the effect 

that it is unconnected with the ULSU, and university clubs, that it has no role in 
club management or safety, and that it is the ULSU, described as a wholly 
independent entity, that has the role in the management and/or audit of club 
activity including safety. The ULSU agrees with this.  

 
4.59       The ULKC operates out of UL as its name suggests. Its members are students of 

UL. The position of UL is that it does not hold responsibility for the governance, 
operation or oversight of the clubs and societies as it is not provided for in its 
statutory functions. The legal basis provided by UL for this is from sections 12 
and 13 of the Universities Act 1997 which sets out the University’s objects and 
functions. These include, inter alia, the advancement of knowledge through 
teaching and research and the promotion of learning in its student body and in 
society generally. The provision of sports and activities to its student body are 
not within the University’s objects and functions. UL acknowledges however that 
participation in sports and activities is an important part of student life and UL 
supports this participation by way of funding contribution to the student clubs 
and societies. A capitation grant is given to the ULSU by UL. 

 
4.60       Both UL and ULSU submitted that ULSU is a separate entity which is autonomous 

to the University. This reflects the principles of independence of the Student 
Union as the student representative body, and the students’ right to association, 
as is the case with most universities in this part of the world. UL’s position is 
that it actively facilitates the independence and autonomy of ULSU. ULSU 
employ its own staff, is responsible for the application of its resources and 
maintains its own insurance.  

 
4.61       ULSU has its own constitution which states that it derives its authority not from 

the university but from the student body (see the Constitution Preamble), and, 
inter alia, provides as follows: 
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             •   “One of the aims and objectives set out in ULSU’s constitution is to promote, 
encourage and facilitate student Clubs and Societies equally (Article 2.4) 

 
             •   Membership of ULSU shall be those students who are registered as students 

with the University (Article 3.1). 
 
             •   The Student Council is the supreme decision-making body of ULSU (Article 

7.1). This Student Council is made up exclusively of UL students. There is, 
in addition to the Student Council, an Executive elected by members of the 
Union who are, also, exclusively members of the UL student body. 

 
             •   ULSU shall facilitate the establishment of clubs and societies. For a club or 

society to be recognized by ULSU, the club or society must satisfy the 
conditions set out in the clubs and societies rulebook (Article 12.1). 

 
             •   ULSU will distribute two thirds of the entire student capitation received 

annually to clubs and societies (Article 12.17). 
 
             •   The Clubs and Societies Council of the Student’s Union consists of the Clubs 

and Societies Executive and at least one liaison officer from each club and 
society (Article 12.8.).” 

 
4.62       On 7 February 2012, the Clubs and Societies Council passed a Master or Common 

Constitution for all UL Clubs and Societies. On 22 October 2015, ULKC adopted 
this Common Constitution for itself. Paragraph 6 of the ULKC Constitution 
recognizes the existence of a duty of care owed by the ULKC Committee and 
further provides that the Club must have a Health and Safety Statement which 
was required to follow the template provided by the Health and Safety 
Consultants for Clubs and Societies. The ULKC Safety Statement applicable at 
the time of this incident, provided to the MCIB dates from 2014 and is entitled 
Safety Statement 2014 (for Academic year 2018-2019) having been updated in 
November 2018.  

 
4.63       The ULKC Safety Statement 2014 states in its Introduction that it should be read 

in conjunction with the UL Safety Statement stating that “The University Safety 
Statements sets out duties and responsibilities of staff, students, and visitors, 
as well as general policies and arrangements for safety within the University.” 
It also contains certain reporting aspects that are not consistent with an entire 
separation of function and obligations from UL. ULKC is obliged to report 
accidents to UL and is mandated to carry out an investigation.  

 
             “2.8 Reporting of Accidents and Near Miss Events All accidents and near misses 

(incidents that could have lead to a serious injury but didn’t) must be reported 
to the Club Safety Officer and must be recorded in the appropriate logbooks. 
The Club Safety Officer will investigate the causes of the incident and together 
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with the involved members fill out the University Accident Report Form or the 
University Dangerous Occurrence Form. Copies of the completed form should be 
forwarded to the University Safety Officer. The purpose of an investigation is 
to establish all the facts relating to the incident, to draw conclusions from the 
facts and make recommendations to prevent reoccurrence. Each accident will 
be looked at from the point of view of location, activity, procedures and 
people.” 

 
4.64       No records were provided to the MCIB evidencing any reporting documentation 

relating to this incident. Further, during the course of the investigation process 
under Section 36 of the Act (where a draft of the Report is provided to parties), 
both the ULSU and UL stated that there was no investigation into the trip.  

 
4.65       The Club advised that it decided that it was not appropriate for the Club to 

carry out a separate investigation which might overlap and interfere with the 
statutory investigation being carried out by the MCIB. Because there was no 
separate Club investigation, there was also no University Accident Report Form 
or University Dangerous Occurrence Form filled out by the Club. UL advised the 
MCIB that having sought advice in relation to the incident they were advised that 
the Gardai and the MCIB would assume responsibility for the investigation and 
that the University should liaise with the Gardai and the MCIB in the course of 
their investigation rather than initiate an internal review. UL, accordingly, 
decided to allow the statutory investigations to proceed, and advised that they 
would thereafter conduct an internal review of the Garda/MCIB reports. In those 
circumstances, UL did not expect that the investigation as provided for in the 
ULKC Safety Statement would proceed. It should be noted that the MCIB was not 
consulted in relation to the decision taken by UL and ULKC not to complete 
accident reporting documentation or to conduct an investigation and did not 
itself at any time seek any deferral of any reporting or investigation. 

 
4.66       Both UL and ULSU have stated in this investigation that their entities are 

entirely independent of each other. ULSU, in particular asserts that UL has no 
role in the safety functions of the ULSU and that no recommendations from this 
investigation should be addressed to UL. There are, however, a number of 
features that are not entirely consistent with this position. As can be seen from 
the ULSU constitution above, only UL students can be members of the ULSU (and 
in turn members of its clubs and societies). ULSU operates in some manner on 
UL premises and its clubs avail of UL facilities (playing pitches etc.). The Student 
Council is made up exclusively of UL students. ULSU receives funding from UL 
via a capitation grant, of which two thirds of capitation received annually must 
be given to its clubs and societies in accordance with the ULSU constitution. 
ULSU is therefore funded, at least in part, by UL. As set out above, the ULKC 
Safety Statement 2014 (which is stated to be subject to the more general UL 
Safety Statement) contains certain reporting aspects that are not consistent 
with an entire separation of function and obligation from UL. ULKC, as a club 
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operates under ULSU but is obliged to report accidents to UL and ULKC is 
entitled to conduct investigations. UL has also acknowledged it has a role in 
working with the ULSU to address recommendations from this investigation.  

 
4.67       ULSU in further observations made by it, as to its own remit in respect of safety 

within its affiliated clubs including the ULKC, asserted that the only affiliations 
that the ULKC has are with the ULSU solely for governance matters, and with CI 
in respect of kayaking matters. The latter assertion is inconsistent with the 
practise in the Club as is apparent from the disregard of the standards 
recommended by CI. The restricted role of the ULSU in respect of governance is 
also inconsistent with information provided by ULSU of the steps it has taken to 
improve safety, and its stated position as a leader in the administration of health 
and safety systems in the third level sector. The ULSU is also charged to receive 
the ULKC annual Safety Statement. The value of this is questionable if it has no 
expertise available to it to review/audit the safety statements and adherence 
to its contents.  

 
4.68       ULSU states that it does not have the necessary experience and training to audit 

ULKC safety practises because it is a students’ union which provides general 
support and governance advice to clubs which operate under their umbrella, and 
that they are not experts in kayaking or in water safety. It asserts that auditing 
of water safety requirements should only be carried out by external expert 
affiliating bodies such as CI. It does not believe it has any role in addressing any 
recommendation about safety supervision/auditing from this investigation as it 
has no expertise available to it in respect of kayaking or water safety. It also 
asserts that no recommendations should be addressed to UL stating that it would 
be “counterproductive for MCIB to make recommendations involving UL”. In 
effect, ULSU does not accept that it has any role in the safety within ULKC save 
in some general governance respects. This position, were it to operate, would 
result in ULKC being left to its own devices on the UL campus with no “on 
campus” safety supervision/audit from either ULSU or UL. The MCIB does not 
consider that this would provide an appropriate level of safety within ULKC 
having regard to the contents of this Report.  

 
4.69       ULSU has, however, advised that it and ULKC have engaged outside safety 

consultants. It has also provided information as to its engagement with 
numerous external health and safety bodies and consultants on how best to 
advise on minimising risk within clubs. Commencing before 2019, ULSU started 
a process, which is ongoing, to enhance education awareness and to carry out a 
review of processes around health & safety as they pertain to clubs and societies 
and their responsibilities as volunteers. While there is reference to a consultant 
having met specifically with clubs on the UL campus who engage in high risk 
activities, no details have been provided as to what learnings have been 
provided to ULKC. The actions taken by ULSU (which are to be welcomed) do not 
appear to be consistent with the much more limited role ascribed by ULSU to 

Cont.ANALYSIS

60



itself, in particular its role in being responsible to ensure that ULKC has an 
annual Safety Statement before any capitation monies are issued.  

 
4.70       ULKC itself has not identified any internal audit process or any investigation or 

review into this incident. The rules applicable at the time have not been altered 
in a later version provided for the academic year 2020-2021 (save for the 
updating of club officers and the inclusion of a section on Covid issues). The 
MCIB has not been furnished with any evidence of any changes in safety 
practises or learnings. It is however noted that external safety consultants have 
been engaged. ULSU has advised in September 2022 that they have engaged “a 
leading authority on kayaking with over 40 years’ experience” who is tasked 
with visiting Limerick to meet with ULKC. The planned training is described as 
exploring various risks, agreeing the process for authorising trips, and writing a 
new policy. Leadership will also be explored to ensure that there is a new and 
clear management system in place and plan for transitioning to the new system. 

 
4.71       While this development by ULSU, and ULKC, is to be welcomed it is of concern 

that no reference has been made to any process being planned or undertaken in 
concert with CI. CI has expressed the view that if so much responsibility for 
safety is in fact being left with the ULSU and ULKC officers that much greater 
engagement with CI and the embedding of CI safety guidelines is required. The 
somewhat inconsistent position of ULSU with regard to its role in club safety and 
its aversion to any input from UL may not lead to the optimum improvement in 
safety that is required. Further, while ULSU correctly points out that the remit 
of the MCIB is limited to recommendations arising out of this incident and hence 
to kayaking, the MCIB notes that the stated position of ULSU in relation to its 
lack of expertise is in respect of kayaking and water safety. 

 
4.72       MCIB investigations are not designed to find fault but to identify the causes of 

marine incidents with a view to making recommendations to improve safety. The 
MCIB does not propose to make any determination as to the legal correctness of 
the positions advanced by UL and the ULSU or as to the scope of their respective 
roles with regard to the safety of students in a club engaged in a high risk sport 
on/out of the UL campus. The assertion of independence by ULSU appears to 
derive from a concern about any diminution of the independence of its functions 
as a students union. While that is understandable, the MCIB does not agree that 
it should take precedence over ensuing the better safety of students attending 
a university campus, irrespective of the fact that the UL and ULSU have 
different objects and functions. There is an insufficient safety regime on a third 
level education campus if clubs carrying out kayaking, which is a high risk sport, 
are left to their own devices without any safety auditing from a clearly 
identified and empowered “on campus entity”. This absence was a contributory 
factor in this incident.  
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The Code of Practice for the Safe Operation of Recreational Craft 
 
4.73       The CoP for the Safe Operation of Recreational Craft was launched in 2006 as 

the result of a collaboration between the Maritime Safety Directorate and the 
Irish Coast Guard under the oversight of the then Department of Transport. The 
CoP was launched in order to advance the safety agenda which continues to this 
day through the latest 2017 edition of the CoP. Chapter 7 is dedicated to 
Canoeing and Kayaking activity. While the precepts and recommendations were 
largely followed by ULKC organisers, on this particular trip they did not heed 
advice relating to the river grading, kayaking Leader qualifications and skill sets, 
nor did they exercise particular caution during flood water conditions. The CoP 
is not referred to in the ULKC documentation, and while it is more important 
that the ULKC documentation and practise aligns with recommendations from 
CI, it would also be useful to ensure there is no inconsistency with the broader 
principles of the CoP. 

 
Canoeing Ireland  
 
4.74       CI is a non-statutory body and has no legislative power to regulate accredited 

instructors. It operates on the basis that its accreditation is recognised as the 
valued and respected accreditation, and that its accredited instructors are 
similarly recognised as valued and respected accredited instructors. CI rely on 
their accredited instructors to conduct themselves in accordance with their 
training and any standards, rules and regulations of CI. It has no legal basis to 
enforce standards of conduct. It reports that it believes its accredited 
instructors do conduct themselves in compliance with the CI safety regime, and 
thereby contribute to safety standards in clubs, and commercial providers of 
paddle sports. It has no regulatory remit in respect of commercial paddle sports 
providers, save indirectly through the voluntary conduct of its accredited 
instructors.  

 
4.75       As an accredited member of CI, CI was entitled to believe that ULKC would have 

regard to its safety standards. CI also points out that one of the reasons why 
clubs within third level institutions need to pay particular attention to their 
safety management systems is because of the likelihood that those clubs do not 
have more experienced kayakers due to the more transient nature of student 
members. CI expressed surprise that UL professed itself as having no 
involvement in university clubs and therefore no role in safety management or 
audit. 

 
4.76       CI describe themselves as having “a broad role in educating and information 

sharing to assist both the casual paddler and the enthusiast in water safety. As 
our inland and costal waterways are public spaces, we accept that our capacity 
to reach all paddlers is limited. We consistently promote safety on our website 
and in regular social media posts: https://www.canoe.ie/safety-on-the-water/. 
Any courses or events run by our partners and clubs are risk assessed to a very 
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high standard and safety is one of our key strategic priorities and is built into 
everything that we do.” 

 
4.77       CI also expressed some surprise at the position of UL which was not known to 

them and understood from its title that the ULKC was an entity within the 
University. As set out above, CI have concerns about the possible absence of 
sufficient experience being available to clubs in third level institutions because 
of the transient nature of student life. Had there been more experienced CI 
qualified instructors available, CI advise that they would have identified that 
group was too large and its makeup too inexperienced and would not have 
approved a trip that involved a group of beginners on a Grade 4 and even 
probably on a Grade 3 (even with portaging). There is in addition, the human 
factor of youth and inexperience leading to less regard for safety in what is a 
high-risk outdoor sport.  

 
4.78       ULSU recognises and accepts the need for ULKC to engage with CI. This is to be 

welcomed. The ULSU also suggested that CI should have been “supervising and 
evaluating the safety of members of their affiliated clubs” at the time of this 
incident. They advance no basis for this assertion, nowhere is that sort of role 
described in the Clubs’ Safety Policy 2014 (where other roles are identified). The 
ULKC Safety Statement 2014 provides at internal Page 4 that “The governing 
body for canoeing and kayaking in Ireland is Canoeing Ireland, herein referred 
to as the CI. They provide training and instruction to all kayakers nationwide 
and provide course syllabi that must be followed by all ULKC instructors during 
courses, as well as all CI safety guidelines that will be adhered to by all ULKC 
instructors and experienced members.” The duty to comply with CI is directed 
to ULKC instructors. There is no additional reference to any auditing by CI. If 
there had been such a system, one would expect to see evidence of ULKC 
engaging with CI to have such review/audit conducted.  

 
             The ULKC Safety Statement 2014 is therefore inconsistent with the proposition 

by ULSU. It is also a proposition that is not consistent with the stated position 
of ULKC that it can self-assess kayaking standards, which ULSU agrees with. It is 
not an assertion that the MCIB agrees with having regard to the aforementioned 
and to the remit of CI. However, the MCIB welcomes any moves to engage with 
CI to achieve the recommended safety standards. 

 
The General Safety Environment 
 
4.79       ULSU recognises and the MCIB has investigated a number of canoeing/kayaking 

incidents on fast flowing rivers since 2007 up to 2019 as a result of which six 
fatalities occurred. The incidents are as follows: 

 
             MCIB 155 – Gaddagh River, 2007. 
 
             MCIB 180 – Clodagh River, 2010. 
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             MCIB 241 – Inchavore River, 2014. 
 
             MCIB 275 – River Suir, 2017. 
 
             MCIB 283 – Roughty River, 2019. 
 
 
             See Appendix 7.23 - Synopsis of Kayaking Incidents on Fast Flowing Rivers 2007 

to 2019. 
 
4.80       The circumstances of the above canoeing incidents have some common features 

in that: 
 
             •   In winter or spring months the rivers are more likely to be in flood with 

higher water levels. 
 
             •   Incidents occurred in winter or spring months when there is sufficient water 

in Irish rivers for white water kayaking. This has implications for cold shock 
and the onset of hypothermia. 

 
             •   Skills level of kayaker/instructor are not sufficient for the grade of river.  
 
             •   Mixed ability groups do not have sufficiently qualified leaders/instructors. 
 
             •   Casualties capsized, exited their canoe and were subsequently caught by a 

river obstruction. 
 
             •   Incidents occurred during the latter half of the excursion.  
 
             All the above features were prevalent in some way during the course of the 

incident on the Upper Caragh River on 2 November 2019.  
 
4.81       The Maritime Safety Strategy published in 2015 recognised that safety is a wide-

ranging issue in the recreational sports domain which a number of organisations 
including CI and other national governing bodies, seek to improve. Lives 
continue to be lost on the water, despite regulation, inspections, training, 
certification, safety information and the work by the MCIB to investigate 
incidents and fatalities and to highlight their causes. Statistics show that 
between 2002 and 2013:  

 
             •   Recreational craft were involved in 49% of all fatal incidents in the marine 

sector. 
 
             •   Distress calls from recreational craft accounted for 65% of all distress calls in 

the marine sector. 
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             Incidents involving recreational craft account for a significant effort and costs 
to search and rescue organisations and a human cost to users, family and 
friends. Trends show that incidents involving recreational craft have been 
increasing steadily. The increase in the number of incidents coincided with the 
exponential growth in the economy since the 1990s. The MCIB continues to see 
an increasing number of incidents involving kayaking and canoeing. CI also 
reports a similar anecdotal observation. Many of these are incidents involving 
multiple persons. This is not surprising given the increase in outdoor activities 
which expanded greatly during the Covid pandemic.  

 
             See Appendix 7.24 - Maritime Safety Strategy 2015 – Statistical Pie Charts 

Showing Maritime Fatalities and Irish Coast Guard Distress Calls by Sector. 
 
             See Appendix 7.25 - Trends in Irish Coast Guard Distress/Urgency Calls by 

Vessel Type. 
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5.       CONCLUSIONS 
 
Summary 
 
5.1       The factors that led to the outcomes are set out in more detail hereafter. In 

summary, the prevailing conditions including the features of the river were not 
suitable for all the members of the trip to manage safely. The trip was not 
properly assessed for the risks attached to the prevailing conditions and having 
regard to the skills and experience of the group taking part in what is a high-risk 
sport. The persons in charge of identifying and assessing the risks in advance, and 
on the day, were insufficiently trained and experienced themselves to be able to 
assess the risks given the combined factors of river conditions and the nature of 
the group. This arose as there was a lack of adherence to the ULKC Safety 
Statement 2014 and the Trips Policy and Procedure which set out control 
measures, which led to a lack of accredited training, which in turn led to poor 
decision making. Had there being CI qualified instructors available (or persons 
with recognisable equivalent training and experience) they would have identified 
that the group was too large and its makeup too inexperienced and would not 
have approved a trip that involved a group of beginners in those conditions, 
and/or, having embarked would have realised that the conditions being 
experienced were not suitable and would have terminated the trip. 

 
5.2       The gaps in the Club safety environment were contributed to by the lack of any 

supervision/audit, or capacity to effectively supervise or audit, of the safety of 
university students engaged in high risk activities by the ULSU, and by the 
absence of any overarching, agreed, and communicated, spheres of responsibility 
between the ULSU and UL, leading to an environment at club level where there 
was a serious disregard of the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 and Trips Policy and 
Procedure, and CI recommended standards.  

 
Causative Factors 
 
5.3       The Upper Caragh River was a Grade 4 river on the day and a Grade 3 with parts 

at Grade 4 normally. The river trip planners and Leaders did not correctly gauge 
the river as a Grade 4 river despite the elevated river levels. Incorrectly gauging 
the grade of the Upper Caragh River and underestimating the river conditions 
experienced by the beginner/novice kayakers, particularly after heavy rainfall 
had swollen river, were causative factors in the number of serious capsize 
incidents.  

 
5.4       The ULKC Leaders’ previous experience of the River Upper Caragh was gained at 

a time when the river was not in flood. The recent heavy rains in the locality 
resulted in the river level being higher, current flows being considerably faster 
and more powerful to the degree that the intermediate paddlers had difficulties 
in controlling their boats. Casualties No. 1 and No. 2 were intermediates at Level 
2 and Level 3 Skills competency. 
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5.5       The river trip planners and Leaders made no risk assessment for the river trip on 
the Upper Caragh River. Had they done so the assessment of the corrected river 
grade that day (Grade 4) would have significantly affected the planning of the 
river trip process and either altered the composition of the river trip groups 
and/or the conduct of the river trip or may have re-directed the trip to a more 
suitable venue. The absence of a comprehensive risk assessment was a causative 
factor in the capsize incidents.  

 
5.6       The ULKC Safety Statement (2014) and the Trips Policy and Procedure set out 

control measures which were not adhered to, which led to a lack of training, 
which in turn led to poor decision making by the group Leaders.  

 
5.7       The Club operated under a safety policy which enumerated several control 

measures by outlining the training, quality of equipment and risk assessment and 
mitigation procedures to be followed. The Leaders of the group did not observe 
or follow the ULKC control measures and was a causative factor in this capsize 
incident.  

 
5.8       The safety and risk assessment by the river trip planners and Leaders in which the 

river trip was undertaken was insufficient and not in line with ULKC’s safety 
system and was a causative factor in the capsize incidents.  

 
5.9       The absence of a clear, or any, requirement for CI instructor qualifications (which 

would have recommended Level 4 Instructors for this grade of river, and the 
correct ratio of instructors to less experienced paddlers) was a causative factor 
in the capsize incidents.  

 
5.10     ULKC submitted that “there were three basic factors which had to combine to 

create the serious incidents which occurred: 
           1.    The presence of tree obstacles. 

           2.    High flow of water which made those obstacles more dangerous once 
encountered. 

           3.    Kayakers going off course from the middle of the river.” 
 
           They also stated that: 
 
           “The most serious incidents involving Casualty 1 and Casualty 2 took place up at 

the same tree. This was an unusual and unexpected obstacle. The usual obstacle 
which kayakers face involves overhanging branches. But this was a large bough 
of a tree which extended out into the river and was mostly submerged. Group 1 
had not encountered this obstacle, so there was no warning of it.” 

 
           The point that arises from this investigation, and as emphasised by CI, is that it 

is the very nature of these type of unexpected features that creates the need for 
adherence to safety standards in a high-risk sport which includes having sufficient 
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experience to be able to assess when a trip should or should not take place with 
the makeup of the group. 

 
Contributory Factors 
 
5.11     The Leaders had made no contingency for the intermediate kayakers getting into 

difficulties. The absence of a contingency plan in the event of the Leaders and 
Seconds requiring closer supervision of an increased number of inexperienced 
kayakers due to the prevailing river conditions was a contributory factor in this 
incident.  

 
5.12     Combining sub-groups 2 and 3 increased the number of paddlers on the river 

during the latter section of the river descent and exacerbated the shepherding 
role of the remaining Leaders and Seconds of the group. Combining sub-groups 2 
and 3 was a contributory factor to the incident.  

            
5.13     The ULKC Leaders and Seconds had extensive experience and skills enhanced 

through attendance at courses abroad. However, the experience and additional 
courses were not a recognised equivalence for the defined leader training as 
promoted in CI Level 4 Instructor assessment training. The assumption by ULKC 
senior kayakers and the reliance of ULKC’s more experienced kayakers (including 
Leaders and Seconds on this river trip) on their experience and training gained 
during the Gene 17 Steep Creek Course, and the perceived equivalence of the 
Gene 17 course to the content and skills improvement offered through the CI 
Level 4 Skills training and awards scheme, was mistaken and was a contributory 
factor to the capsize incident.  

 
5.14     CI recommends that leaders of mixed ability kayaking groups should have leaders 

with instructor level qualifications appropriate to the grade of river being run. 
The grade of the river on the day was a Grade 4 river and the conditions in excess 
of the skills levels of the instructors present. The lack of adequate Level 4 
Instructor leadership skills training among the Leaders of the river trip was a 
contributory factor to the capsize incidents.  

 
5.15     Repeated immersion in cold water prior to the final incident resulted in the 

second Casualty (Casualty No. 2) becoming unconscious more quickly and 
complicated the resuscitation procedure.  

 
5.16     The gaps in the Club safety environment were contributed to by the lack of any 

supervision/audit, or capacity to effectively supervise or audit, the safety of 
university students engaged in high risk activities by the ULSU, and by the 
absence of any overarching, agreed, and communicated, spheres of responsibility 
between the ULSU and UL, leading to an environment at club level where there 
was a serious disregard of the ULKC Safety Statement 2014 and Trips Policy and 
Procedure, and CI recommended standards. This was a contributory factor to the 
capsize incidents.
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6.       SAFETY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Recommendations to University of Limerick Kayak Club  
 
6.1       That University of Limerick Kayak Club should immediately review its procedures 

and assessments prior to embarking on group river activities with respect to:  
 
           •    River grades. 
 
           •    Dynamic and pro-active risk assessment. 
 
           •    Control measures for large groups of kayakers. 
 
           •    Alignment and observance of Canoeing Ireland recommendations, advice and 

competency standards. 
 
           •    Instructor courses. 
 
           •    Kayaker protective clothing in inclement weather conditions. 
 
6.2       That University of Limerick Kayak Club should immediately audit its procedures 

and in particular the adherence to Canoeing Ireland standards with regard to 
Instructors and the skills sets mix and that it ensures there is no inconsistency 
with the broader principles of the Code of Practice. 

 
6.3       That University of Limerick Kayak Club should suspend its activities until its 

safety regime is audited to a standard acceptable to Canoeing Ireland. 
 
6.4       That University of Limerick Kayak Club should comply with the procedures 

applicable to the reporting of incidents to University of Limerick. 
 
Recommendations to University of Limerick Students’ Union  
 
6.5       That University of Limerick Students’ Union should equip itself to be able to 

provide appropriate auditing of safety standards in the University of Limerick 
Kayak Club given its high-risk activity and to be able to assess the policies and 
procedures and provide some auditing of compliance with same. University of 
Limerick Student Union should ensure there is a system in place to ensure that 
on a regular basis the University of Limerick Kayak Club is operating within the 
parameters of the safety arrangements. 

 
6.6       That University of Limerick Students’ Union and University of Limerick should 

engage to ensure there are clear, overarching, agreed, and communicated, 
spheres of responsibility between the University of Limerick Student Union and 
University of Limerick, with a view to achieving an improved safety environment 
within the University of Limerick Kayak Club.  
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Recommendations to University of Limerick  
 
6.7       That University of Limerick should consider the safety regime operating on its 

campus by University of Limerick Kayak Club. 
 
6.8       That University of Limerick and the University of Limerick Students’ Union should 

engage to ensure there are clear, overarching, agreed, and communicated, 
spheres of responsibility between the University of Limerick Students’ Union and 
University of Limerick, with a view to achieving an improved safety environment 
within the University of Limerick Kayak Club.  

 
6.9       That University of Limerick should ensure it receives the reports of incidents from 

the University of Limerick Kayak Club. 
 
Recommendations to the Minister for Transport 
 
6.10      That the Minister for Transport should review the effective delivery of the safety 

messages in the Code of Practise for the Safe Operation of recreational Craft. It 
should be noted that on 4 November 2022 the Irish Maritime Administration of the 
Department of Transport published a notification in relation to a public 
consultation on a review of the Code (see Marine Notice No. 75 of 2022: 

           https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/240190/35aee614-c479-
494e-b53d-db34183ffd16.pdf#page=null). 

 
6.11      That the Minister for Transport should engage with the Minister for Sport and the 

Minister for Education in relation to safety in water sports within third level 
establishments, and in relation to ensuring that Canoeing Ireland is resourced to 
provide the safety practises recommended in this Report. 

 
6.12      That the Minister for Transport should engage with the Irish Coast Guard to assess 

whether Principal Response Agencies should consider whether a winching 
capacity is potentially required when tasking a helicopter to similar incidents, 
and that Principal Response Agencies should incorporate same in their planning 
arrangements.  

 
Recommendations to Canoeing Ireland 
 
6.13      That Canoeing Ireland should engage with University of Limerick Kayak Club in 

relation to the proper adherence by University of Limerick Kayak Club in relation 
to the terms of their affiliation and should terminate that affiliation if there is 
not sufficient compliance with the safety standards set by Canoeing Ireland. 

 
6.14      That Canoeing Ireland, in conjunction with Sports Ireland, should consider 

establishing a programme to facilitate Canoeing Ireland in establishing a scheme 
for the mandatory audit of safety policies and practises in clubs in collaboration 
with related sport national governing bodies and, insofar as it is possible, the 
audit of instructors in commercial paddle sport providers. 
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6.15      That Canoeing Ireland should consider whether a safety audit and compliance 
system could be developed within its instructor training and registration system 
so that registered instructors have training in relation to safety requirements 
including those in the Code of Practice and Marine Notices, and so that Canoeing 
Ireland could better contribute to safety through its regulation of its 
accreditation and registration system. 

 
Issues Arising from the Recommendations  
 
The parties involved in this investigation received drafts of the Report including the draft 
recommendations and many submitted Observations. The Marine Casualty Investigation 
Board appreciates all the contributions. It is pertinent to address some of the 
observations here and to note the steps that have been taken by University of Limerick 
and the University of Limerick Student Union and the University of Limerick Kayak Club 
to improve safety since the commencement of this investigation (although it is not the 
role of the Marine Casualty Investigation Board to verify those steps). 
 
It should be noted that the position of University of Limerick is that it is not the relevant 
body for the purposes of the Marine Casualty Investigation Board investigation or to 
whom recommendations in respect of oversight, auditing or governance of the activities 
of the University of Limerick should be addressed. It has however acknowledged that it 
will engage with the University of Limerick Students’ Union about how the University of 
Limerick can better support the University of Limerick Students’ Union in dealing with 
the Report’s conclusions and in addressing the Marine Casualty Investigation Board’s final 
recommen dations. This is to be welcomed. 
 
University of Limerick has also correctly pointed out that the remit of the Marine 
Casualty Investigation Board is to make recommendations arising from the investigation. 
University of Limerick has however voluntarily agreed to give further consideration to the 
safety regime operating on the campus by clubs that engage in high-risk sports (including, 
but not limited to kayaking). This is to be welcomed. 
 
University of Limerick Students’ Union made Observations to the effect that it does not 
believe it has any role in addressing recommendations from this investigation, and that 
neither has University of Limerick. University of Limerick Students’ Union has however 
advised that it and University of Limerick Kayaking Club have engaged outside safety 
consultants. University of Limerick Students’ Union has, however, advised that they have 
engaged a leading authority on kayaking with over 40 years’ experience. The stated plan 
is to visit University of Limerick to meet with University of Limerick Kayaking Club. The 
training is described as exploring various risks, agreeing the process for authorising trips, 
and writing a new policy. Leadership will also be explored to ensure that there is a new 
and clear management system in place and plan for transitioning to the new system. This 
development by University of Limerick Students’ Union, and University of Limerick 
Kayaking Club, is to be welcomed but should be carried out in co-ordination with 
Canoeing Ireland to ensure compliance with Canoeing Ireland recommended standards. 
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University of Limerick Students’ Union stated, as set out above, that it does not have the 
necessary experience and training to audit University of Limerick Kayaking Club safety 
practises because it is a students’ union which provides general support and governance 
advice to clubs which operate under their umbrella, and that they are not experts in 
kayaking or in water safety. It asserts that auditing of water safety requirements should 
only be carried out by external expert affiliating bodies such as Canoeing Ireland. It does 
not believe it has any role in addressing recommendation about safety supervision/ 
auditing from this investigation as it has no expertise available to it in respect of kayaking 
or water safety. It also asserts that no recommendations should be addressed to 
University of Limerick stating that it would be “counterproductive for Marine Casualty 
Investigation Board to make recommendations involving University of Limerick”. The 
Marine Casualty Investigation Board does not consider that this would provide an 
appropriate level of safety within University of Limerick Kayaking Club having regard to 
the contents of this Report. 
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Appendix 7.1 Photograph No. 1 Kayak Types and Models
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Type A - ZET RAPTOR 8 ft 6 ins Kayak Type B - MAMBA 8 ft Kayak
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Appendix 7.3 River Trip Route and Incident Site 
 

APPENDIX 7.3

77



 
 
Appendix 7.4 Photograph No. 2 The Incident River Section  
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Showing the location of the tree bough with arrow (right of picture).



 
 
Appendix 7.5 Photograph No. 3 The Tree Bough 
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Red line shows approximate level of water at time of incident.



 
 
Appendix 7.6 Plan of Incident Area – Satellite Image 
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Appendix 7.7 Photograph No. 4 Location where Casualty 1 was Brought Ashore
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Appendix 7.8 Irish White Water – River Grades
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!

Level 3 River Instructor!
!

General Aims!
The Level 3 Kayak Instructor Qualification aims to enable participants to:!

"#! Become qualified to instruct intermediate kayaking skills and lead kayak trips on 
Grade II water with groups of up to 6 students.!

$#! Become qualified to instruct basic kayaking skills and lead kayaking journeys on 
flat water with groups of up to 8 students.!

%#! Train and Assess for the Canoeing Ireland Levels 1, 2 and 3 Kayak Skills Awards.!
&#! Teach intermediate River Safety and Rescue and run RSR 1 and RSR 2 Training 

Courses.!
'#! Mentor Level 1, 2 and 3 Kayak Instructor trainees.!
(#! Have an awareness of the competitive canoeing disciplines.!

Attendance Requirements!
Before applying to attend a Level 3 Kayak Instructor Training Course, a candidate must:!

"#! Hold the Level 2 Kayak Instructor Qualification.!
$#! Hold the Level 3 Kayak Skills Award.!
%#! Have begun training for the Level 4 Kayak Skills Award!
&#! Possess a current and Canoeing Ireland approved First Aid Certificate (REC 3, 

WFA 3 or equivalent)!
'#! Be registered as a member with the Canoeing Ireland.!
(#! Be at least 18 years of age at the time of application.!
)#! Have unrestricted access to a fully equipped kayak, personal equipment, and 

additional equipment as listed for a Level 3 Kayak Instructor Assessment.!
*#! Garda vetted.!

Course Outline!
The Level 3 Kayak Instructor Qualification requires that a candidate attend a registered 
four-day Level 3 Kayak Instructor training course (or a programme of similar duration), 
and a two-day Assessment.!
The training course is a mixed of indoor and outdoor practical and theory session, 
exploring various aspects of paddle sports instruction at the intermediate level. While 
all courses are tailored to the participant group there are a number of knowledges that 
are cover on the course. These are as follows:!

•! Personal skills and technical knowledge!
•! Logistics and planning!
•! Safety!
•! Coaching and teaching!
•! Leadership and guiding!
•! Mentorship and professional practice!
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Appendix 7.22 Table 1 - Expected Survival Times in Cold Water. Source; SAR Task Force
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Appendix 7.23 Synopsis of Kayaking Incidents on Fast Flowing Rivers 2007 to 2019
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Appendix 7.24 Maritime Safety Strategy 2015 – Statistical Pie Charts Showing Maritime 
Fatalities and Irish Coast Guard Distress Calls by Sector
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Appendix 7.25 Trends in Irish Coast Guard Distress/Urgency Calls by Vessel Type
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MSA 2000 SECTION 36
   
 
SECTION 36 PROCESS 
 
Section 36 of the Merchant Shipping (Investigation of Marine Casualties) Act, 2000 

It is a requirement under Section 36 that:  

(1)   Before publishing a report, the Board shall send a draft of the report or sections of 
the draft report to any person who, in its opinion, is likely to be adversely affected 
by the publishing of the report or sections or, if that person be deceased, then such 
person as appears to the Board best to represent that person’s interest.  

(2)   A person to whom the Board sends a draft in accordance with subsection (1) may, 
within a period of 28 days commencing on the date on which the draft is sent to the 
person, or such further period not exceeding 28 days, as the Board in its absolute 
discretion thinks fit, submit to the Board in writing his or her observations on the 
draft.  

(3)   A person to whom a draft has been sent in accordance with subsection (1) may apply 
to the Board for an extension, in accordance with subsection (2), of the period in 
which to submit his or her observations on the draft.  

(4)   Observations submitted to the Board in accordance with subsection (2) shall be 
included in an appendix to the published report, unless the person submitting the 
observations requests in writing that the observations be not published.  

(5)   Where observations are submitted to the Board in accordance with subsection (2), 
the Board may, at its discretion -  

       (a) alter the draft before publication or decide not to do so, or  

       (b) include in the published report such comments on the observations as it thinks 
fit.’  

The Board reviews and considers all observations received whether published or not 
published in the final report. When the Board considers an observation requires 
amendments to the report, those amendments are made. When the Board is satisfied that 
the report has adequately addressed the issue in the observation, then no amendment is 
made to the report. The Board may also make comments on observations in the report.  

Response(s) received following circulation of the draft report (excluding those where the 
Board has agreed to a request not to publish) are included in the following section.  

The Board has noted the contents of all observations, and amendments have been made 
to the report where required. 
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8.2 Observation from Casualty’s Next of Kin

OBSERVATION 8.2
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.



 
 
8.3 Observation from Kerry Fire & Rescue Services
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OBSERVATION 8.3
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.



 
 
8.4 Observation from Water Safety Ireland

OBSERVATION 8.4
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.



 
 
8.5 Observation from Coast Guard

OBSERVATION 8.5
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.



 
 
8.6 Observation from Casualty’s Next of Kin

OBSERVATION 8.6
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.



 
 
8.7 Observation from ULSU

OBSERVATION 8.7
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8.7 Observation from ULSU

OBSERVATION 8.7
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8.7 Observation from ULSU
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8.7 Observation from ULSU

OBSERVATION 8.7
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8.7 Observation from ULSU

OBSERVATION 8.7Cont.
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MCIB RESPONSE: 
The MCIB notes 
the contents of 
this observation.
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