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1. SUMMARY

1.1 At approximately 16:30hrs on the 13th of August 2012, Mr John O’Leary and his
son Mr Christy O’Leary set sail from Tra Na Phearla, Co. Cork in their Enterprise
sailing dingy. 

1.2 Mr John O’Leary was a sailing enthusiast with many years experience which
included dingy racing. 

1.3 Approximately one hour after departure Mr John O’Leary’s sailing dingy
capsized and both he and his son entered the water. 

1.4 Despite several attempts Mr John O’Leary and his son Mr Christy O’Leary failed
to right the dingy. 

1.5 After several hours sitting on the upturned hull, the two crew decided to swim
to shore. 

1.6 Mr Christy O’Leary managed to swim to shore and raise the alarm however 
Mr John O’Leary perished. 

1.7 Mr John O’Leary’s body was found in the early hours of the following morning.
A post mortem examination confirmed that Mr O’Leary died from drowning.

SUMMARY
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FACTUAL INFORMATION

2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Parties Involved:

Mr John O’Leary, Allihies, Co. Cork 

Mr Christy O’Leary, Inchicore, Dublin 8

2.2 Ship Particulars: 

Type: Enterprise Sailing 

Length: 4.04m

Beam: 1.60m 

Draft: 1.17m 

Weight: 94Kg

Rig Type: Sloop

Sail Area: 10.7m2

Hull Material: GRP and Plywood

Year of Build: unknown

2.3 Safety Equipment:

2 x Life jackets 

1 x Sponge

1 x Paddle 
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3. NARRATIVE

3.1 On the day of the incident the weather was fair with some spells of rain and
showers. The wind was from the southwest between 11 to 16 knots. Visibility was
good. The sea state was moderate. 

3.2 Mr John O’Leary and his son set sail from the slip at Tra Na Phearla and spent an
hour or so sailing in the area between Cod’s Head and the Cullogh Rock.

3.3 At approximately 17:30hrs, during a gust of wind, their sailing dingy capsized and
the men set about trying to right the boat.

3.4 At about 18:00hrs, having failed to successfully right their sailing dingy, both
men rested on the hull and waited for assistance.

3.5 Between 20:00hrs and 21:00hrs Mr John O’Leary began to suspect that the
upturned dingy was beginning to sink and decided that the best course of action
was to abandon the vessel and swim for shore, a distance of approximately
800m.

3.6 The party swam together for approximately 30 minutes, however in the last
200m Mr John O'Leary encouraged his son to swim on and raise the alarm.

3.7 At 21:30hrs Mr Christy O'Leary reached the shore and ran to Mrs Nuala
O’Sullivan’s house and raised the alarm.

3.8 At 21:32hrs the alarm was raised via an emergency call to 999. 

3.9 At 22.12hrs Derrynane Community Inshore Rescue Service arrive on scene shortly
followed by Castletownbere RNLI lifeboat.

3.10 At 22:15hrs the search and rescue helicopter arrive on scene.

3.11 At 22:37hrs the Castletownbere Coast Guard launch from Allihies slipway near
Blue Islands.

3.12 At 22:51hrs the crew of the Castletownbere Coast Guard locate the upturned
sailing dingy.

3.13 Between 23:00hrs and 01:25hrs the Coast Guard finds Mr John O’Leary’s life
jacket.

3.14 At 01:25hrs the search and rescue helicopter reports spotting Mr John O’Leary in
the water.

3.15 At 01:45hrs the Derrynane Community Inshore Rescue Service recovers Mr John
O’Leary’s body and shortly afterwards transfers the casualty to the
Castletownbere RNLI lifeboat.

3.16 At 01:58hrs the Castletownbere RNLI life boat reports that they have arrived
back in Castletownbere and that Mr John O’Leary’s body is ashore. 

NARRATIVE

6



4. ANALYSIS

4.1 When inspected, the sailing dingy was found to be very badly damaged.
However, in interview with both Mr Christy O’Leary and Mr Julian Brown of the
Castletownbere Coast Guard, it was determined that the vessel was in good
order prior to the incident. Mr Julian Brown went on to explain that the vessel
was in good condition at 12:00hrs on Tuesday the 14th when Julian and his
colleague Derek Lowes found the upturned vessel wedged in the rocks close to
where Christy O’Leary had come ashore. 

At that time Mr Julian Brown was able to right the boat and tie it to some rocks
so that it could be recovered later. 

The night of the 14th and morning of the 15th saw high winds and heavy seas
which caused the majority of the damage.

4.2 The Enterprise is a two-man sloop-rigged hiking sailing dingy with distinctive
blue sails. Despite being one of the older classes of dinghies, it remains popular
in about a dozen countries, and is used for both cruising and racing. One of their
characteristics is that it is notoriously difficult to recover after a capsize. The
recovery method is to have the crew hold down the bow to force the aft
gunwals out of the water. With this forced trim it is possible to bail the water
from inside the vessel. However this becomes very difficult if there is not
enough passive buoyancy in the boat.

4.3 During the vessel inspection it was noted that the forward buoyancy tank and
the forward port buoyancy bag were in place. It was confirmed that before
departure, the forward starboard buoyancy bag was in place. Mr Julian Brown
confirms that, when he righted the boat on the 14th, both the forward buoyancy
bags were in place and inflated. It is assumed that the starboard bag was lost
during the recovery or during the bad weather the night before the recovery.

4.4 During the interview with Mr Christy O’Leary it was confirmed that both himself
and his father were aware that the vessel had strapping for two additional
buoyancy bags and that they had them on order. 

ANALYSIS
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5. CONCLUSIONS

5.1 The Enterprise sailing dingy had insufficient buoyancy bags and as a result it did
not have passive buoyancy to be bailed out after a capsize. 

5.2 Mr John O’Leary was an experienced sailor and was used to the Enterprise class.

5.3 Before departure Mr John O’Leary did not agree a return time or sailing area with
a responsible person ashore. If he had done this, the rescue may have occurred
before they decided to enter the water. 

5.4 Whilst Mr John O’Leary and his son were wearing good life jackets they were not
wearing wetsuits. The cold and the stresses from the cold would have impaired
their decision making process. This may have led to their discussion to attempt
the swim to shore.  

5.5 The vessel remained afloat after it capsized and did so until it drifted to shore. 

CONCLUSIONS
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6. SAFETY RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Before departure on any sailing trip the skipper should inform someone where
he or she is going and what time they plan to return.

6.2 In the event of an incident the crew of a vessel should stay with the vessel as
long as possible.

6.3 Certain sailing dinghies classes have their own characteristics. It is always a
good idea to speak with the Class Association where possible. 

6.4 When sailing small dinghies in an area of low population or limited marine
activity, the safety equipment list should include a grab bag with some rockets
and hand held flares.

6.5 Owners and operators of recreational craft should be aware of, and have
studied the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport’s Code of Practice for
the Safe Operation of Recreational Craft. 

SAFETY RECOMMENDATIONS
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Appendix 7.1  Aerial Photograph of Sailing Area.
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Appendix 7.3  Dinghy at time of inspection in Castletownbere Coast Guard station.
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The only remaining deflated buoyancy bag.

13



Appendix 7.4  Weather for the Period.

APPENDIX 7.4

14



Appendix 7.4  Weather for the Period.

APPENDIX 7.4Cont.

15



Appendix 7.4  Weather for the Period.

APPENDIX 7.4 Cont.

16



Appendix 7.4  Weather for the Period.

APPENDIX 7.4Cont.

17



CORRESPONDENCE

8. CORRESPONDENCE RECEIVED
PAGE

8.1 Irish Coast Guard and MCIB Response. 19

8.2 RNLI and MCIB Response. 20

18



CORRESPONDENCE 8.1

Correspondence 8.1  Irish Coast Guard and MCIB Response.

MCIB RESPONSE:
The MCIB notes the
contents of this
correspondence.

19



Correspondence 8.2  RNLI and MCIB Response

CORRESPONDENCE 8.2

MCIB RESPONSE:
The MCIB notes the
contents of this
correspondence.

20


