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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 Mr. John O’Brien & Mr. Pat Esmonde departed from Helvick Pier, Co. Waterford
on 23rd May 2010 in a small RIB to go angling close to Helvick Head. The alarm
was raised when the RIB was seen drifting and empty with one man close-by in
the water. Both men were lost overboard and their remains were recovered on
25th May 2010.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Description of the vessel

The vessel is a Force 3 GT Rigid Inflatable Boat (RIB) manufactured by Flatacraft
Ltd, Leicester, UK. The fibreglass hull is surrounded by inflated flexible tubes at
sides and front and a rigid transom carried an outboard engine. The engine fitted
was a Suzuki 8 outboard with a separate fuel tank connected to the engine by a
flexible tube. The boat is steered at the stern by direct control of the outboard
engine. A remote control lever at the steering position is used to control the
engine gears and throttle. The RIB is designed to carry up to four persons and to
use an engine up to 30 horsepower.

2.2 Technical specification

Boat maker: Flatacraft Ltd

Model: Force 3 GT

Length: 3m

Material: GRP Hull & Inflated Tubes

Engine type: Suzuki outboard motor

Engine power: 8 horsepower

Max allowed: 30 horsepower

2.3 Equipment

Equipment on board the day of the incident included

• 8 hp Suzuki outboard motor

• P.V.C. fuel tank and feed hose
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• 2 Paddles

• 2 Lifejackets. COSALT Premier, DOT (UK) approved with light & whistle

• Foot operated pump to inflate RIB tubes

• 1 Fishing Rod & Reel

No VHF Radio or flares were found aboard. 

2.4 Crew List

Mr. John O’Brien, Co.Waterford. 

Mr. Pat Esmonde, Co.Tipperary. 

2.5 Tidal Information

23rd May 2010

High water - 14:16 hrs.

Low water - 20:51 hrs.

2.6 Weather conditions

The weather at the time of the accident was calm and clear. Visibility was
greater than 10km. Met Éireann weather forecast and reports are attached in
Appendix 1.

2.7 Location

The location of the incident was noted as Lat 52°02.63N. Long 07°32.04W. This
position was taken as the search datum point.

2.8 Timeline of the incident

23 May 2010. (Local Time: GMT +1)

12:00 hrs. Two men departed home by road with RIB in tow.

13:15 hrs. RNLI Crew member spoke to two men launching the RIB at Helvick.

16:00 hrs. RIB located in the vicinity of Helvick Head. RIB sighted by a 
fisherman North East of Helvick Head, in Dungarvan Bay. 

17:00 hrs. RIB sighted by the Fisherman 200m East of Helvick Head.

17:15 hrs. RIB sighted by the Fisherman to West of Helvick Head.

17:16 hrs. Anglers noted RIB stopped with two men in the water.

17:18 hrs. The Fisherman noted RIB stopped with one man in the water.
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17:20 hrs. The Fisherman phoned Lifeboat to report empty RIB and one man
in distress in the water.

17:20 hrs. Whale watchers located at Helvick Head at the top of the
Headland by the Old Lookout Tower, phoned 999 to report empty
RIB and one man in distress in the water.

17:32 hrs. Lifeboat launched.

17:39hrs. First Lifeboat arrived on scene.

21:17 hrs. Search suspended for night.

24 May 2010

04:38 hrs. Search resumed.

21:00 hrs. Search suspended for night.

25 May 2010 

08:10 hrs. Search resumed.

11:25 hrs. Reported recovery of two bodies.

11:54 hrs. Remains of two men landed ashore and search stood down.

FACTUAL INFORMATIONCont.



3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 Mr. Pat Esmonde purchased the RIB on or about 15th May 2010.

3.2 Mr. Esmonde accompanied by Mr. John O’Brien left home at about noon on
Sunday 23rd May 2010. 

3.3 At 13:15 hrs. the two men launched the RIB at Helvick Pier where they were
approached by a member of the local RNLI crew. Mr. O’Brien told the RNLI
crewmember that he had not previously been to sea. Mr. Esmonde then described
his own experience of the sea. 

3.4 At about 17:15 hrs. the RIB passed close to a small fishing boat, "Emily Jane", to
the West of Helvick Head with the two men standing up in the RIB. They were
not wearing shirts or life jackets. They passed within 80m of the fisherman and a
point close to the shore to the West of Carrig a Scamall when they turned South.
The Fisherman had already noticed them on two occasions on the same day at
about 16:00 hrs. some distance to the North East of Helvick Head and at about
17:00 hrs. when the RIB was about 200m East of Helvick Head. 

3.5 The owner of an angling boat, "Mary O", reports that while fishing to the South
South East of Helvick Head he saw the RIB passing between him and the land
with two men sitting down. One was sitting on the starboard side tube and the
second low down in the RIB. Neither man was wearing a shirt or lifejacket. 
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 At about 17:18 hrs. the occupant of the "Emily Jane" was trolling with engine
power on when he saw the RIB about 200m away from him and to the South
West of Carrig a Scamall. The RIB was empty and one man was visible in the
water moving as if swimming. Evidence received states that Mr. Pat Esmonde
was a non-swimmer, see correspondence.

4.2 At about the same time two people aboard the "Mary O" describe how they
were stopped close to, East or North East, of the RIB. They describe seeing two
men swimming close to the RIB. At that moment they decided to move to
another location to the East and closer to Helvick head. Evidence received
states that Mr. Pat Esmonde was a non-swimmer, see correspondence.

4.3 When the occupant on the "Emily Jane" had almost retrieved his gear, he
throttled back his engine and heard a cry for help. He immediately retrieved
the remainder of his line and proceeded at maximum speed towards the RIB
while telephoning the Lifeboat at Helvick. 

4.4 As the occupant of the "Emily Jane" made his way to the casualty the "Mary O"
started up and moved away towards Helvick Head.

4.5 Two local whale-watchers were standing on Helvick Head when they heard a cry
for help. They saw the empty RIB with one man close-by in the water clearly in
distress. They dialled 999 to raise the alarm. They also saw the "Mary O"
stopped in the water about 100m from the RIB before it started up and turned
away towards Helvick Head.

4.6 As the occupant of the "Emily Jane" approached the casualty, at a distance of
about 40m, he saw the drowning man go beneath the surface. This was also
witnessed by the whale-watchers above.

4.7 The occupant of the "Emily Jane" reported a tyre floating at the surface of the
water at a distance of 4 – 5m from the RIB. 
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 The Marine Rescue Coordination Centre (MRCC) Dublin launched a search
operation involving:

• Helvick Lifeboat

• Helvick Coastguard

• Local boats

• Rescue Helicopter R117 from Waterford

• Youghal Lifeboat

• An Air Corps Casa fixed wing aeroplane C253

• Irish Naval Service L.E. Orla

• Irish Naval Service Diving Unit

5.2 The search operation was carried out during all available daylight hours until
11:25 hrs. (local time) on 25th May 2010 when the recovery of two bodies by
Naval Divers was reported.

5.3 The remains of the two men were recovered by Naval Service divers and landed
ashore by Helvick Lifeboat at Helvick Lifeboat Station at 10:54 hrs. on 25th May
2010. The remains were identified by family members at Helvick Lifeboat
station. 

5.4 Post Mortem’s carried out on both men concluded that death was due to
drowning.
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6. FINDINGS

6.1 The weather at the time of the accident was calm with negligible wind or wave
action.

6.2 The RIB, though relatively small, was in good condition and suitable for use in
that area on that day. A "kill cord" arrangement is fitted to stop the engine in the
event of the driver being thrown clear. It was not in use. When the empty RIB
was picked up it was out of gear with the engine stopped.

6.3 Mr. Esmonde had boating experience while Mr. O’Brien did not. Neither man wore
a lifejacket or personal floatation device (PFD). 

6.4 The RIB travelled East across Dungarvan Bay from Helvick Pier before moving
South West to Helvick Head and on to Carrig a Scamall over a period of about
four hours.

6.5 The two persons aboard the "Mary O" state that they saw and heard the two men
swimming in the sea before deciding to move to another location to fish.

6.6 Three other witnesses state that they saw and heard one distressed man in the
water before they saw him descend below the surface. 

6.7 The floating tyre was a relatively large submerged obstacle compared to this
small RIB. Had the RIB struck this obstacle with both men standing, they may
both have been thrown overboard. However when the RIB was recovered the
engine was out of gear and stopped. This indicates that the RIB was not
underway when the two men entered the water.

6.8 Gardaí have had the data from the GPS of the "Mary O" downloaded from its
memory and are considering the implications of that information. 

6.9 The alarm was raised by the "Emily Jane" using a mobile phone. A distress call
put out by VHF on channel 16 will be picked up by the Coast Guard and any
vessel within range that may be in a position to render assistance. In this
instance the action of using the mobile phone made no difference to the
outcome.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1 The safety equipment carried on the RIB was inadequate. All personnel on
vessels of 7 metres and less in length are required to wear a personal floatation
device (PFD) when aboard such a vessel. [ref. Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation
Devices and Operation)(Safety) Regulations S.I. 921 of 2005)].

7.2 Neither man wore a (PFD) during their boat trip. If the reason they came to be
in the water was accidental their lives would probably have been saved by
wearing same. There were two lifejackets on board the RIB of a type suitable
for emergency use rather than constant wearing in such a vessel.

7.3 The "kill cord" provided with the outboard motor was not in use. 

7.4 There are inconsistencies in the various accounts of this incident in terms of the
location, tracks and relative positions of the vessels.

7.5 It is becoming more common that mobile phones are used in emergency
situations at sea. The closed nature of the communication can have a negative
influence on the outcome. 
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8. RECOMMENDATIONS

8.1 Safety awareness among leisure boat users must be increased in relation to the
need to wear a PFD as one of the basic steps needed to improve the chance of
survival when an accident occurs. It is recommended that the Minister undertakes
a highly visible information poster campaign on piers and launching areas relating
to lifejackets, VHF radio and emergency contact details. 

8.2 It is recommended that the Minister for Transport remind leisure boaters of their
obligations regarding the wearing of PFDs aboard pleasure craft as required by
S.I. No.921 of 2005 - Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation Devices and Operation)
(Safety) Regulations 2005.
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MCIB RESPONSE 
The Board notes the contents of this correspondence and has made the
necessary amendments. 
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