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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On the morning of 21st April 2009, whilst attending to fishing pots off Aughris
Point, Claddaghduff, Co. Galway, two men, Mr. Fechin Mulkerrins and 
Mr. Anthony Coohill got into difficulties. Their currach capsized and as a result
both men drowned. Neither man was wearing a Personal Flotation
Device/Approved Life Jacket.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Description of vessel

The vessel was a 20ft currach of traditional design, wooden internal
construction with fibre glass hull. It was built by a local boat builder and
delivered just three weeks prior to the incident.

2.2 Equipment

8 Horse Power Mercury Marine outboard motor.
P.V.C. fuel tank and feed hose.
Two oars.
Foot lock.
Bilge pump.
Various lengths of rope.
Crab gauge.
Ball floats.

The vessel was not named.

2.3 Crew List

Mr. Fechin Mulkerrins, Claddaghduff, Co. Galway.

Mr. Anthony Coohill, Claddaghduff, Co. Galway.
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FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.4 Tidal Information

Low water - approx 09.00 hrs.
High water - approx 15.00 hrs.
Low water - approx 21.00 hrs.
Strong flood tide setting Northwesterly in direction.
Sea Temp 9°C.

2.5 Time line of incident

08.00 - 08.30 - Mr. Tony Coohill and Mr. Fechin Mulkerins left Aughris Pier to
go the short distance to relocate their pots.

08.30 - 09.00 - A local fisherman sighted both men working their pots.

10.04 - Another fisherman located the upturned currach and the
alarm was raised.

10.05 - A MayDay Relay message was broadcast.

10.26 - First search and rescue vessel on scene.

10.27 - Two oars found floating 200 metres Southwest of Omey Island.

10.30 - Currach located on the Southwest side of Aughris.

11.04 - Fuel tank found floating.

11.05 - Missing piece of transom found.

13.10 - The remains of Mr. Coohill found on Southwest side of Omey
Island.

16.20 - The remains of Mr. Mulkerrins found in general incident area.

16.30 - All search and rescue units stood down.

Cont.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 On the morning of 21st April 2009. Mr. Tony Coohill and Mr. Fechin Mulkerrins
decided to check the condition of their lobster pots off Aughris Point. It is believed
that they were concerned about the location of the pots in view of the weather
forecast, which indicated fresh South to South West winds for later that day.

3.2 They left from Aughris Pier some time around 08.00 hrs that morning to make the
short passage to the pots in their newly acquired fibre glass currach.

3.3 The vessel was not fitted with buoyancy tanks.

3.4 Both men wore fishermens' oilskins over their clothes and were believed to be
wearing Wellington boots.

3.5 Neither man was wearing a life jacket/personal floatation device (PFD).

3.6 Weather conditions at the time were as follows - 

Between 08.00 and 10.00 hrs the wind direction started Southwesterly and veered
80 degrees to a Northwesterly direction. Wind strength was Force 4 i.e. 12 to 15
kts with gust of 19 kts. 

Between 10.00 and 14.00 hrs the wind direction oscillated between Northwest
and West-northwest in direction. The fact that the wind direction changed more
than 80 degrees between 08.00 and 10.00 hrs is likely to have contributed to a
confused sea state.

3.7 Another fisherman, who also happened to be an uncle of Mr. Tony Coohill, sighted
both men between 08.30 and 09.00 hrs in the vicinity of Aughris Point. This is
consistent with the location of their lobster pots.



4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 At 10.04 hrs. a local fisherman reported sighting an upturned currach between
Aughris Mór Pier and Omey Island in approximate position Lat 53°32.1 N 
Long 010°11.4 W about 1 nautical mile west of Omey Island, Clifden, Co. Galway.
After a brief search nobody was found. The fisherman then made his way ashore
to raise the alarm.

4.2 Almost immediately Malin Head Coast Guard issued a May Day relay and a full-
scale search operation was mounted. This involved:
● Rescue Helicopter 118 from Sligo.

● Rescue Helicopter 115 from Shannon.

● An Air Corps Casa Fixed wing aeroplane.

● Clifden, Achill and Costello Bay lifeboats, and a number of local boats.

4.3 It became apparent very soon that two local fishermen were missing. At 10.27
two oars were located approximately 200 metres offshore on the Southwesterly
side of Omey Island. By 10.30 hrs the upturned currach was located on breakers
on the SW of Aughris Pier. The vessel had to be freed by the lifeboat crew by
cutting away a line of 10 pots, which by now had become fast to the rocks.

4.4 The line of pots was made fast to the currach between pots 4 and 5 indicating
that during the hauling of these pots, for whatever reason, it became necessary
to tie them off. Each pot when empty and dry weighs approximately 10 kg. These
pots would have been manhandled, as the currach did not have a mechanical
hauler.

4.5 The vessel was, for the most part, found intact apart from some damage to the
transom at the mounting for the outboard engine. The engine was not attached
to the boat. Local fishermen eventually towed the vessel into port.

4.6 At approximately 11.04 hrs the fuel tank was located followed almost
immediately by the missing piece of transom. Some time later the currach's
outboard engine was recovered.
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 With a full-scale search now well under way the search area was expanded to
ensure that a thorough combing of the area was carried out.

5.2 At 13.21 hrs a body was seen floating in the water face down in a location
known as Mweemnuar, about half a mile from where the currach was found. This
body was taken onboard a RIB and was immediately recognised as that of 
Mr. Tony Coohill, who was then brought to the Clifden lifeboat and thereafter
brought to the lifeboat station at Clifden. At 15.10 hrs Mr. Tony Coohill was
officially pronounced dead by Doctor Ciarán Mac Loughlin and his remains were
transferred to University College Hospital, Galway, for post mortem
examination.

5.3 The search continued until 16.10 hrs when divers located a second body
approximately 4-6 metres below the surface in the general area of the incident.
This body was brought onboard a local RIB and identified as that of Mr. Fechin
Mulkerrins. He was later transferred to Clifden lifeboat station. At 17.50 hrs 
Mr. Mulkerrins was officially pronounced dead by Doctor Ciarán Mac Loughlin.
His remains were transferred to University College Hospital, Galway, for post
mortem examination.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 The currach had been bought only three weeks before the incident and was in
excellent condition. 

However, it should be borne in mind that currachs made from fibre glass, as the
subject vessel was, pose difficultly in being classified as “traditionally built” and
which could cause them to come within the scope of the Recreational Craft Code
(RCD). If the vessel is subsequently used for commercial fishing, the principles in
paragraph 6.8 below apply. 

6.2 Both men are considered to be moderate swimmers.

6.3 Sea conditions at the time were marginal in that there was a confused sea and
heavy swell running.

6.4 Although both men were considered to be well experienced in fishing from larger
half decked boats some local fishermen indicated that they were relatively
inexperienced in fishing from currachs. Anecdotal evidence further suggests that
concern for the safety of the pots was unfounded in that the pots were well
sheltered in their original location and as such did not need to be relocated.

6.5 Neither man wore a life jacket or approved personal floatation device (PFD).

6.6 No records could be found to indicate that either man had attended a basic sea
survival course.

6.7 The autopsy report concluded that both men died as a result of drowning.

6.8 No records could be found to show that the vessel held a commercial fishing
licence although it is understood that arrangements may have been in place for
the purchase of the catch locally. It was reported that it was the intention of
the deceased to apply for a commercial fishing licence. The significance of this
is that had a commercial licence been granted, the vessel would have been
required to obtain a Certificate of Compliance under the Code of Practice for
Fishing Vessels of less than 15 metres in length. This would have required that
limited life saving appliances be carried onboard.

6.9 The most significant factor in establishing the cause of this incident is the fact
that when the vessel was found, a line of pots were tied off to the thwart (seat)
between pots number 4 and 5. This indicates that of the string of 10 pots, (each
pot weighing approximately 10 kg when dry and empty), 4 were onboard and
the remaining 6 were hanging over the side and along the seabed in an
approximate depth of 8 to 10 metres. This would at best restrict the vessel's
vertical motion in a seaway and at worst snag the seabed thus compromising
the stability/survivability of the vessel. Eventually the rolling accelerations
would result in the vessel capsizing. See simplified explanation at Appendix 8.4.
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6.10 As the vessel capsized both men entered the water. What happened next is
unclear. However, the men's chances of survival were dramatically reduced due
to the type of clothing they were wearing and the fact that they were not
wearing life jackets or an approved Personal Flotation Device (PFD).
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 Unfortunately this is another incident involving fishermen not wearing a
Lifejacket/PFD which could well have saved these unfortunate men's lives. Clearly
a greater awareness by all boat users is required. A proper educational/promotion
advertising campaign is urgently required to highlight this issue.

7.2 It is recommended that where it is established that such vessels are designed to
engage in fishing for profit they must comply with the appropriate Code of
Practice for Fishing Vessels and all that it entails regarding manning, safety
equipment, radio equipment etc.

7.3 It is recommended that consideration should be given to producing a Marine
Notice pertaining to the dangers of potting from such vessels.

7.4 The MCIB notes that there are complex issues to be considered in relation to the
extent of application of the RCD to such vessels when used for recreational
activities and recommends that the Department of Transport as the competent
authority in Ireland for the implementation of the Recreational Craft Directive
should determine the applicability of the RCD to currachs used for recreational
purposes.
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Appendix 8.2 Chartlet of area.
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Second body recovered at 16.10

Position of upturned currach

Sighting at 08.30

Outboard engine recovered

First body recovered at 13.21



Appendix 8.3 Photographs of the currach, lobster pots, engine & location.

Photo 1: Damaged engine mounting on transom.

Photo 2: Engine fuel tank and feed hose. Also in the picture is the foot lock.
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Photo 3: Outboard engine recovered near scene of incident.

Photo 4: View from Aughris Pier with Omey Island in the background.
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Photo 5: String of pots recovered.

Photo 6: Single pot.
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Appendix 8.4 Simplified explanation of effect of rolling accelerations.
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Here the vessel is in the upright 

position engaged in hauling. Wave 

action will tend to lift and lower the

vessel and apply side or lateral forces,

which will result in rolling 

accelerations.

The weight of the pots now tethered to the side of 

the currach restricts that side of the vessel from

rising freely as a result of wave action. The rolling

period is also affected.

As the rolling increases due to energy dissipation 

combined with the vertical restriction, the net 

effect is to increase the movement of the 

extremities.

Eventually the accelerations become so great that

the vessel finally capsizes.



Appendix 8.4 Simplified explanation of effect of rolling accelerations.
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In actual fact the centre of gravity and buoyancy moving in relation to one another

eventually sets up an upsetting moment culminating in the vessel capsizing as follows: 

 G (gravity)

 B (buoyancy)

 G   Z 

 B 

Angle of

Heel

Direction 

of righting 

lever 

This is the static condition where the

forces of gravity and buoyancy are at 

equilibrium 

As the vessels is inclined or lists, the centre of

buoyancy shifts to the low side of the underwater

area producing a righting lever which restores the 

vessel to an upright position.



Appendix 8.4 Simplified explanation of effect of rolling accelerations.
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However: Conditions can exist where the centre of buoyancy does not move 

far enough in the direction in which the vessel rolls to place the buoyant force 

outside of the force of gravity. The net result of this is an upsetting moment,

which causes the vessel to eventually capsize. It is believed that this is what

occurred in the case of the currach capsize due to the pots been tied to the

vessel as demonstrated.
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Appendix 9.1 Royal National Lifeboat Institution.
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Appendix 9.2 An Garda Síochána.
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Appendix 9.3 Mr. William Hannon.
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Appendix 9.3 Mr. William Hannon.
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Appendix 9.3 Mr. William Hannon.
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MCIB RESPONSE TO LETTER RECEIVED FROM MR. HANNON:

Currach used for recreational fishing.

The MCIB notes these comments and have taken them into account in our
recommendations.

The Recreational Craft Directive (RCD) generally applies to a craft intended for sports
and leisure purposes. Currachs have evolved over the last century, originally being a
skin boat, and the skin being replaced by tarred canvas and in turn by GRP. 

Originally the hull of a currach was built of timber with ribs and stringers. They are
now generally made from sawn timber rather than hazel rods. As the currach evolved
and became larger so the stringer spacing reduced until finally the hulls were planked
and then GRP became the preferred skinning material. Therefore, it is clear that the
design and building of currachs has changed from the traditional methods. 

However, it is concluded that the construction method is traditional in that boats are
not built of GRP in female moulds and boats are not in series production. The design
was developed prior to 1950 but is evolving. The materials of construction are now
different from original and are evolving. So it is possible that it could be concluded
that the RCD may not apply when such currachs are used for recreational activities.
However, in such cases they must be labelled accordingly. Such currachs used for
commercial sea-fishing activties are covered by other legislation and must comply with
the Department of Transport Code of Practice for small fishing vessels.

Stability

The diagram given in Appendix 8.4 is illustrative.

The depth of water is indicated on the chart in the report as 13m.

In the illustration on stability in the Appendix 8.4 the usual notation of "Z" is given for
the keel. All vessels have such a point.
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