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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 At approximately 05:00 hours on the 18th of July 2005, Mr. Charlie Boyle put to
sea from Kincasslagh, Co. Donegal in a borrowed 18ft. punt to engage in a days
salmon fishing. The weather at the time was: Wind West to South West Force 5
or 6 with scattered showers and a significant wave height estimated in the
region of 2.4 metres increasing to 3.8 metres. (See Met Eireann weather report
at appendix 8.1).

1.2 At approximately 20:00 hours the body of Mr. Charlie Boyle was recovered by
Aranmore lifeboat west of Owey Island. C.P.R was carried out on Mr. Boyle. 
Mr Boyle’s body was airlifted to Letterkenny hospital where all supportive
measures were instituted until 01:20 hours on the morning of the 19th when 
Mr. Boyle was pronounced dead.

4

SYNOPSIS



2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Description of fishing vessel:
Name: "Catherine L"

The vessel was an open boat of glass reinforced plastic
(G.R.P.) construction with a white hull and a red band
below the gunwale. The vessel was also fitted with an
internal buoyancy chamber running longitudinally on
either side.

L.O.A: 5.96 meters
Breadth: 1.90 meters
Depth: 0.72 meters
Date keel was laid: 2001
Engine Type: Yamaha 15 outboard.
Engine power: 11.19 Kw.
Area of operation: Burtonport/Aranmore/Rosse’s coast.

2.2 Name of deceased: Mr. Charlie Boyle.
Age: 63 years.
Address: Burtonport, Co. Donegal.

2.3 Registered owner: Mr. John Michael O’Donnell
Burtonport, Co. Donegal.

2.4 The vessel complied with the Code of Practice with respect to design,
construction and equipment carried for fishing vessels under 15 meters in
length as per declaration of inspection carried out in Burtonport - dated 2nd of
May 2005. The declaration lists the following equipment being onboard at the
time of inspection. (See appendix 8.2). 

1. Number fire extinguisher – dry powder type. Rating 13A.
1. Number fire bucket
1. Number lifejacket
2. Number lifebuoys one with 18 meter buoyant line attached
1. Number personal floatation device
6. Number red star flares
1. Number V.H.F. radio
1. Number E.P.I.R.B. 406 MHz. Manual.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 At approximately 05:00 hours on the morning of the 18th of July 2005, 
Mr. Charlie Boyle left his home at Lower Keadue, Burtonport and proceeded to
Kincasslagh. From here Mr. Boyle put to sea in the 18-foot open punt MFV
"Catherine L" which he borrowed from Mr. John O’Donnell. Mr. Boyle had an
arrangement with Mr. John O’ Donnell, another local fisherman, to borrow the
latter’s boat for the purpose of carrying out his fishing trips to engage in a days
salmon fishing.

3.2 Although Mr. Boyle was not known to possess any formal fishing qualifications,
he was none the less regarded as an experienced fisherman and a well-
respected member of the local fishing community.

3.3 It is believed that Mr. Boyle put to sea shortly after 05:00 hours that morning.
The weather at the time was described as wind direction West to South West
force 5 to 6 with a significant wave height of 2.4 meters increasing to 3.8
meters during the course of the morning. The weather reports indicate an
increase in wind velocity to a possible force 7 during the afternoon with an
accompanying significant wave height increase of 3.7 meters to 4.0 meters.
(See Met Eireann Report at Appendix 8.1).

3.4 At approximately 11:20 hours that morning Mr. Boyle is known to have spoken
via mobile phone to another fisherman, Mr. Philip Boyle, who was at the time
fishing close inshore. Although the conversation was fraught with interference
Mr. Charlie Boyle indicated his position as in the middle of the bay (believed to
be referring to Rosse’s Bay) but there was no indication that he was in any
difficulty at that time.

3.5 Although the MFV "Catherine L" was in all probability no more than two miles
from where Mr. Philip Boyle was fishing, it could not be seen. Mr. Philip Boyle
recalls sea conditions at the time being poor as indicated by the carpet of
"white horses" synonymous with high winds and rough seas.

3.6 At 19:24 hours local time MRSC Malin Head received a VHF CH 16 call from
fishing vessel "Grainne" operated by Mr. Paddy Boyle, son of the deceased
reporting that his father was overdue. He also reported that his mother had,
despite numerous efforts, failed to make contact with him throughout the day.
This failure to make contact by mobile phone was not unusual in itself due to
the topography of the area and would not normally have given cause for
concern.
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 Little is known in relation to the circumstances leading up to this tragic event
due to the absence of witnesses. The last known contact with Mr. Boyle was at
approximately 11:20 hours that morning. At that time Mr. Boyle gave no
indication that anything was wrong.

4.2 It was not until 19:24 hours that evening when, having failed to return to port,
Mr. Boyle was reported missing. In response to this alert, the Irish Coast Guard
immediately initiated a search and rescue operation. The Aranmore lifeboat and
SAR Helicopter 118 from Sligo were tasked. A Pan Pan radio warning was
broadcast advising shipping of the now overdue boat and requesting any
information, which might be of assistance to the search and rescue operation.

4.3 At this stage, Mr. Philip Boyle was searching an area approximately 1 mile north
of Kincasslagh in the fishing vessel "Grainne" in an effort to retrace the route
Mr. Charlie Boyle would have taken. The weather was now South West force 6 to
7 with rough seas and heavy swell. Visibility was reported to be good. Aranmore
lifeboat concentrated their search in the sound of Owey and from there
searched in a westerly direction. At least two other local fishing vessels were
engaged in a search of Cruit Bay.

4.4 At approximately 20:00 hours a local resident on Owey Island reported the
sighting of a boat and some nets west of the Island in the vicinity of what was
later identified as Tornagarayan Rocks. (See chartlet at Appendix 8.3).



5. EVENTS AFTER THE INCIDENT

5.1 The Aranmore lifeboat made its way to this position and located the boat
floating upside down close to the shore. A substantial quantity of
netting/fishing gear was also observed floating in the vicinity of the boat.
Shortly thereafter at 20:10 hours, the body of Mr. Charlie Boyle was located a
mere 15 to 20 metres from the boat floating freely and lying face up. Mr. Boyle
was fully dressed wearing yellow oilskins and a fully inflated lifejacket.

5.2 The body of Mr. Charlie Boyle was taken onboard the Aranmore lifeboat. As
there was no visible sign of life, C.P.R. (Cardiac Pulmonary Resuscitation) was
carried out. Mr. Boyle remained in an unconscious state. Due to mounting
concern Mr. Boyle was airlifted to Letterkenny General Hospital. Notes indicate
that the helicopter crew provided artificial respiration and cardiac compression
en route.

5.3 On arrival at Letterkenny Hospital at 20:47 hours supportive measures
continued including defibrillation until 01:20 hours the following morning when
Mr. Boyle was pronounced dead.

5.4 An autopsy conducted later that morning concluded the cause of death as
drowning.

5.5 The boat was recovered later that afternoon and towed to an island just off
Burtonport to facilitate an inspection. During the course of this inspection it
was discovered that Mr. Boyle at the time did not have with him a V.H.F. radio.
The Emergency Position Indicator Radio Beacon (E.P.I.R.B.) and distress flares
had also been left ashore.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 The cause of this tragedy cannot be determined but the weather conditions
which prevailed on the day of the 18th of July 2005 must have played a
significant role in the capsizing of the vessel with the resultant death of Mr.
Charlie Boyle.

6.2 The fact that the vessel was located in the upturned position with her fishing
nets floating in a pile, in close proximity, suggests that Mr. Boyle was not
fishing when disaster struck but was in all probability attempting to return to
port. It is our opinion that the vessel was swamped by the sea causing the
vessel to fill with water and subsequently capsize in the rough/rolling seas. The
absence of any substantial hull damage rules out the possibility that she struck
rocks.

6.3 A fact noted by the investigation is that the engine was seized in reverse but
nothing conclusive can be drawn from this as the possibility exists that items of
gear could have struck the control lever setting it in the reverse mode.

6.4 Of grave concern to the investigation is the absence of what is regarded and
required as the basic essentials for safety of life at sea as per the Code of
Practice for fishing vessels of less than 15 meters in length, namely; 
(i) Distress flares 
(ii) V.H.F. radio
(iii) E.P.I.R.B. 
Had these items been onboard and used individually or collectively the result
may have been very different. It is known that Mr. Boyle carried a mobile phone
but it is not known if he was in a position to use it as no further communication
was made after 11:20 hrs.

6.5 The fact that Mr. Boyle was not carrying a V.H.F. radio meant he was neither in
a position to communicate nor to receive weather warnings that would have
indicated a strengthening of wind. According to eye witness and weather
reports for the area the MFV "Catherine L", an 18 foot open punt with very
little freeboard, would have experienced very heavy sea conditions as her
position west of Owey exposed her to the full force of the weather.

6.6 Finally the investigation concluded that the vessel was in the first instance ill
equipped and secondly, the weather conditions at the time were more than a
match for the 18-foot open punt, which culminated in a tragic loss of life.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 Single handed operation should be discouraged but at a minimum if undertaken
the skipper should adhere to the following:

(i) Ensure that the vessel is equipped with the required safety items of
equipment.

(ii) Arrange to fish in company with at least one other vessel so that one is in
sight of the other at all times.

(iii) Carry out routine communications with the partner vessel(s).

(iv) Prepare in advance for the intended fishing trip ensuring that the latest
weather report has been received and studied. Tidal conditions should be
factored in at this stage for the area of operation. A study of the weather
report will determine shelter areas, safe anchorages and more importantly
no-go areas.

(v) In addition to the above adequate fuel should be onboard with a reserve for
undue delays.

(vi) It is further recommended that a brief Traffic Report is made to the Coast
Guard advising them of the following:

1. Name of vessel.
2. Departure point.
3. Number of persons on board.
4. Destination
5. Estimated time of arrival.

(vii) A brief call should then be made when arrived at the fishing grounds. The
process should be repeated for the return leg of the trip.

(viii) All proper safety equipment be kept on board the vessel and utilised when
necessary (set out as in section 6.4).

7.2 The Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources (DCMNR)
published a Code of Practice in June 2004 detailing design, construction and
equipment criteria for fishing vessels of less than 15 meters in length. The
contents of this "code" should be read and fully understood by all concerned
with the safe operation of such fishing vessels. The DCMNR should fully
publicise this Code of Practice and make it freely available to the leisure and
fishing communities.

7.3 In an attempt to address this particular tragedy, we recommend that the
Emergency Position Indicator Radio Beacon (E.P.I.R.B.) be of the automatic
float free type, which activates when in contact with water. This allows for
situations where due to the nature of the distress there may be insufficient
time to manually activate the EPIRB or get off a distress message or distress
flare.
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7.4 It is further recommended that all fishermen wear a personal radio beacon, in  
addition to and not in place of an EPIRB.

7.5 Other safety features recommended in particular for lone operators are the use
of emergency engine stops attached to the individual and the wearing of safety
lines in addition to the compulsory wearing of a personal floatation device.

7.6 In order to ensure that nothing is omitted a checklist should be drawn up based
on the above. This will also act as an "aide memoir" with respect to carrying
out safety checks on radio equipment etc,

7.7 It is recommended that a Marine Notice with respect to single-handed
operation of fishing vessels and the inherent dangers associated therein should
be published.
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8. LIST OF APPENDICES

8.1 Weather reports for time and place.

8.2 Code of Practice declaration of compliance.

8.3 Chartlet of area indicating where vessel was located.

8.4 Photographs of boat.
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Appendix 8.1 Weather reports for time and place.
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Appendix 8.2 Code of Practice declaration of compliance.
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Appendix 8.2 cont. Code of Practice declaration of compliance.
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Appendix 8.2 cont. Code of Practice declaration of compliance.
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Appendix 8.2 cont. Code of Practice declaration of compliance.
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Appendix 8.2 cont. Code of Practice declaration of compliance.
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Appendix 8.3   Chartlet of area indicating where vessel was located.
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Appendix 8.4   Photographs of boat.
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Appendix 8.4 cont.   Photographs of boat.
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Appendix 8.4   Photographs of boat.
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Appendix 8.4   Photographs of boat.
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