
1

REPORT OF INVESTIGATION

INTO THE SINKING OF THE

FISHING VESSEL 

‘LÉIM AN BHRADÁN’ 

ON 30th OCTOBER 2010

The Marine Casualty Investigation
Board was established on the 
25th March, 2003 under the
Merchant Shipping (Investigation
of Marine Casualties) Act, 2000.

The copyright in the enclosed
report remains with the Marine
Casualty Investigation Board by
virtue of section 35(5) of the
Merchant Shipping (Investigation
of Marine Casualties) Act, 2000. No
person may produce, reproduce or
transmit in any form or by any
means this report or any part
thereof without the express
permission of the Marine Casualty
Investigation Board. This report
may be freely used for educational
purposes.

Leeson Lane, Dublin 2. 

Telephone: 01-678 3485/86. 

Fax: 01-678 3493. 

email: info@mcib.ie

www.mcib.ie

REPORT No. MCIB/193
(No.8 of 2011)



2

Report MCIB/193 published by The Marine Casualty Investigation Board
Published 20th July 2011



PAGE

1. SYNOPSIS 4

2. FACTUAL INFORMATION 5

3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT 7

4. THE INCIDENT 8

5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT 10

6. FINDINGS 12

7. CONCLUSIONS 13

8. RECOMMENDATIONS 14

9. APPENDICES 15

10. CORRESPONDENCE RECEIVED 42

3

CONTENTS



1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On the morning of Saturday 30th October 2010, the 33 m crabber ‘Léim an
Bhradán’ put to sea from Porturlin, Ballina, Co. Mayo, Ireland, on a routine
fishing trip to lift, empty and reset crab and lobster pots approximately 12 to
15 miles north of Porturlin. A canister-type 4 man liferaft was stored in a cradle
on top of the wheelhouse. The vessel was manned by Skipper, John O’Donnell
and Crew, Nathan Flannery, both young men but with many years of fishing
experience between them. Having successfully hauled and re-shot one tow of
pots, a second tow, in the process of being hauled, was partially aboard being
emptied and re-baited prior to shooting. The vessel was lying beam on to the
breeze and large swell and listing slightly to starboard due to the pots being
hauled over that side when a large wave broke over the starboard quarter and
flooded the working deck. This caused the vessel to list further to starboard
allowing more water over the side and causing the stacked pots and boxes to
shift. The vessel continued to list further, throwing both men into the water
before capsizing and sinking rapidly.

1.2 The liferaft canister, which was not secured to the vessel, floated to the
surface. Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery managed to inflate the raft although to
do so they found it necessary to cut the canister securing straps with a key.
Both men managed to climb aboard.

1.3 Several hours later, the alarm was raised ashore when the ‘Léim an Bhradán’
had not returned to port. A rescue helicopter and lifeboat were tasked to the
scene and the liferaft was located. Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery were picked
up and brought ashore by the lifeboat. There were no injuries or fatalities
associated with this incident. All times are quoted as local time. 
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Vessel particulars:

Vessel name: ‘Léim an Bhradán’

Vessel description: Motor Fishing Vessel, partial deck

Construction: Timber, Carvel

Year built: 1975

Engine: Single engine, 44hp Ruston

LOA: 34' 7"

Beam: 10' 9"

Draught: Approx. 3'

Tonnage: 8.62 Gross, 7.66 Registered

Owner: Mr. Caden O’Donnell,
Ballina,
Co. Mayo
Purchased February 2010.

Skipper: Mr. John O’Donnell,
Ballina,
Co. Mayo

Crew: Mr. Nathan Flannery,
Ballina,
Co. Mayo
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Photograph of similar vessel, however, "Leim an Bhradán" had a transom stern, not a
canoe stern as shown in the photo. 
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2.2 Equipment on board: 

In wheelhouse: Sat Nav/GPS Plotter

Echo Sounder

Fish Finder

Fixed VHF set x 2 equipped with GMDSS

Handheld VHF set

EPIRB (Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon)

On deck: Life ring

Radar reflector

Fixed navigation lights

Personal Flotation Devices (Lifejackets)

4 man Sea-Safe liferaft, model KHY – 4, manufactured to ISO
9650.1, stored in cradle on top of wheelhouse

2.3 Code of Practice Declaration of Compliance 

A Code of Practice Declaration of Compliance for MFV ‘Léim an Bhradán’ was
carried out on 23rd April 2010 and was valid until 5th February 2014. The vessel
was restricted to A1 area of operation within 5 miles NW of Mayo.

FACTUAL INFORMATION Cont.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 At 07.30 hrs. on Saturday 30th October 2010, the ‘Léim an Bhradán’ departed
Porturlin, Co. Mayo on her way to haul, empty and re-shoot 6 tows of crab/
lobster pots located approximately 12 to 13 nautical miles north of Porturlin. 
On board were Skipper John O’Donnell and Crew Nathan Flannery. It was also
intended to move some of the tows of pots closer to shore for the winter months.

3.2 The wind at the time of departure was west-south-west, force 4 to 6, gusting 7,
with isolated showers and good visibility. The sea state was slight inshore to
rough offshore. The conditions were slowly improving; however the sea state
remained rough offshore with wave heights in the region of 2.5 to 4 metres.

3.3 The boat was loaded with 8 or 10 boxes of bait and several empty fish boxes for
the catch of crab.

3.4 The journey to the fishing grounds took 2 to 3 hours. As neither crew member
was wearing a watch, exact times were not recorded. On arrival at the location
of the pots, Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery hauled the first tow of 50 pots and
emptied them of crab before re-baiting the pots. This tow was then successfully
shot. Approximately 5 to 6 boxes had been filled with crab, each box containing
approximately 25 kg. 

3.5 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ then moved to the next tow of pots. The boat’s engine
was put into neutral and Mr. O’Donnell operated the pot hauler mounted on the
starboard side abaft the wheelhouse. As the pots were brought aboard, the crabs
were removed before they were re-baited by Mr. Flannery. The pots were laid out
across the working deck and stacked up to 3 high as they were brought aboard. 

3.6 The weather conditions had moderated significantly by this stage, however the
sea state was still rough with a large swell running. Wave heights were still in the
region of 2.5 to 4 metres reaching a maximum height of approximately 5 metres.



4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ was lying beam on to the wind and sea and listing
somewhat to starboard due to the effect of the pot hauler pulling the heavy pots
in over the side.

4.2 At approximately 13.00 to 13.45 hrs., a large wave (up to 5 metres in height)
broke over the starboard quarter of the vessel and quickly flooded the working
deck. This contributed to the vessel listing further and caused the pots and boxes
to slide to the starboard side increasing the angle of list. The ‘Léim an Bhradán’
continued to list heavily to starboard, so much so that Messrs. O’Donnell and
Flannery were thrown over the side into the sea. It is likely that the engine room
and hold filled rapidly and negated any buoyancy in the vessel. She capsized and
sank within approximately 5 minutes of taking on water from the wave, watched
by Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery from the water. There was no time to retrieve
the EPIRB or handheld VHF set from the wheelhouse, or any of their other
belongings (including mobile phones) or to activate the GMDSS.

4.3 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ sank approximately 12 nautical miles north of Porturlin,
Co. Mayo.

4.4 Mr. O’Donnell and Mr. Flannery were both wearing lifejackets when they entered
the water.

4.5 As the ‘Léim an Bhradán’ sank below the waves, the liferaft canister, that had
been stored in a cradle on top of the wheelhouse, floated to the surface along
with a life ring.

4.6 Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery swam to the liferaft canister and began attempts
to deploy it. In order to inflate a liferaft, it is necessary to pull the inflate cord/
painter sharply, which releases CO2 gas stored in a pressurised cylinder into the
raft, thus forcing open the canister and inflating the raft.

4.7 Mr. O’Donnell and Mr. Flannery each took it in turns to hold the canister whilst
the other pulled on the painter in an attempt to operate the gas release
mechanism. However, because there was nothing to brace against, the one
pulling the painter was effectively ‘towing’ the liferaft canister and his
companion through the water. After approximately 5 minutes, they finally
succeeded in pulling the painter sufficiently to partially operate the gas release
mechanism, which relies on the painter triggering a pin which opens the top of
the CO2 gas cylinder allowing the gas to escape into the raft. Unfortunately on
this occasion, because Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery could not give the painter
the required sharp tug, the release mechanism only partially operated in that the
pin opened the valve but did not withdraw as it is designed to do and effectively
partially blocked the passage of the gas such that it seeped into the liferaft
slowly instead of the usual rapid gush. This resulted in the slow inflation of the 
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raft which was insufficient to cause the canister securing strap clips to fail as
they are designed to do. 

4.8 As the liferaft slowly inflated, the canister began to swell. Fearing that the
securing straps on the canister would prevent the raft from fully inflating, 
Mr. Flannery found a key in his pocket and used it to cut through the thin nylon
straps. This allowed the canister to fall away and the liferaft inflated fully,
albeit more slowly than it was designed to due to the partially blocked valve.
As soon as the liferaft was fully inflated, Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery
climbed aboard. They estimated the time to be approximately 14.00 hrs.
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 Once they had taken stock of their surroundings, Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery
opened the SOLAS B equipment pack stowed in the liferaft and set off a red
parachute flare. Approximately 20 minutes later, they set off a second red
parachute flare. Unfortunately, there were no other vessels in the area to see
the flares. They estimated that they were drifting slowly in a north-easterly
direction and could see the North Mayo coast.

5.2 The weather was improving and the sea state was moderating during the
afternoon.

5.3 At approximately 15.00 hrs., Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery spotted a Coast
Guard helicopter on the landward side of their raft. They found an orange smoke
signal in the SOLAS B equipment pack which they released; however, it was not
spotted by the helicopter. It later transpired that the helicopter was the Sligo
based Coast Guard helicopter on a training exercise.

5.4 In order to stay warm and active, Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery assembled the
paddles also included in the SOLAS B equipment pack and paddled the raft for a
while in the general direction of the shore.

5.5 Darkness began to fall at approximately 17.30 hrs. Messrs. O’Donnell and
Flannery donned the thermal protective aids (plastic suits –included in the
equipment pack) to protect themselves from the cold. Between the two of them,
Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery kept a regular lookout through the door of the
liferaft canopy; however, they saw no other vessel either close by or in the
distance. They were still confident that when they did not return to port by
approximately 23.00 hrs., the alarm would be raised and someone would start to
look for them.

5.6 As the night wore on, they were joined by a pod of dolphins. They were glad of
the company but unconcerned by their presence as they were no threat to them.

5.7 From approximately 18.00 hrs., Mr. Caden O’Donnell and other local fishermen
ashore attempted to make contact with the ‘Léim an Bhradán’ by VHF radio and
by mobile phone without success.

5.8 At approximately 23.00 hrs., a volunteer member of the Ballyglass lifeboat met
Mr. Caden O’Donnell and they agreed that the ‘Léim an Bhradán’ was now well
overdue.

5.9 At 23.35 hrs., MRSC Malin Coast Guard received a report that the ‘Léim an
Bhradán’ was overdue and not contactable. 

10

EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT



5.10 At 23.47 hrs., MRSC Malin tasked Ballyglass lifeboat and at 23.54 hrs. tasked R118
rescue helicopter to search for the missing vessel.

5.11 At 01.36 hrs., R118 located the liferaft approximately 12 nautical miles north
north east of Porturlin, Co. Mayo and guided the Ballyglass lifeboat to its
location.

5.12 At 01.55 hrs., the Ballyglass lifeboat arrived at the liferaft and Messrs. O’Donnell
and Flannery were transferred safely to the lifeboat. R118 returned to base.

5.13 At 03.15 hrs., the Ballyglass lifeboat returned to Ballyglass and put Mr. O’Donnell
and Mr. Flannery ashore at the pier where they were met by Mr. Caden O’Donnell
and members of their families from where they returned home. Neither 
Mr. O’Donnell nor Mr. Flannery were injured or required to be hospitalised.

11

EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENTCont.



6. FINDINGS

6.1 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ took on a large amount of water when the wave broke
over the starboard quarter. Due to the relatively large open space of the
working deck, even a small depth of water on the deck can have a significant
effect on stability due to the free surface effect. There were two or three
freeing ports along either side of the deck which may have been totally or
partially blocked by the pots already on board or by the boxes containing crab
already removed from the pots, thus restricting the flow of water off the deck.

6.2 When ‘Léim an Bhradán’ became swamped and listed heavily, the pots, stacked
3 high and the boxes of crab (containing approximately 150 kg in total), slid to
the starboard side, further increasing the list and affecting stability. 

6.3 The combination of the free surface effect of the water on deck, the shifting
cargo and the list created by hauling the pots was sufficient to overcome the
righting moment of the vessel and cause her to capsize.

6.4 Once she had capsized, ‘Léim an Bhradán’ sank very quickly as there was no
inherent buoyancy.

6.5 The liferaft had been fully serviced on 13th September 2010 – 6 weeks prior to
this incident – by Swan Net-Gundry Ltd, Castletownbere, Co. Cork; approved
liferaft service station for SOLAS and MED inflatable liferafts (as noted in Marine
Notice No. 19 of 2010 issued by the Department of Transport). It was equipped
with a SOLAS B equipment pack and had been placed aboard the ‘Léim an
Bhradán’ on 15th September 2010.

6.6 The liferaft was not secured to the vessel, nor was the painter.

6.7 Had the liferaft been secured to the vessel or had Messrs. O’Donnell and
Flannery been in a position to pull the painter with sufficient force, the liferaft
inflation valve would have operated correctly and the raft would have inflated
immediately and fully as it was designed to do.

6.8 Once on board the liferaft, Messrs. O’Donnell and Flannery acted correctly in
the situation, however, the red parachute flares they released were effectively
wasted as there were no other vessels in the vicinity to see them. 

6.9 No formal arrangements existed whereby the crew of ‘Léim an Bhradán’ were
expected to ‘check in’ with anyone ashore on a regular basis nor was a latest
ETA for return to port set after which, had the vessel not made contact, the
alarm would have been raised.

6.10 The vessel was equipped with an EPIRB, registered to the vessel; however, it
was stored inside the wheelhouse. Thus when ‘Léim an Bhradán’ sank, it
remained in the wheelhouse and provided no assistance as it failed to deploy.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ sank due to the combined effect of a large free surface
of water on the deck and shifting cargo causing her to list heavily to starboard
and capsize.

7.2 Had the liferaft been secured to the top of the wheelhouse with an approved
hydrostatic release unit fitted with a weak link tether for the painter, it would
have floated to the surface and automatically inflated allowing Messrs.
O’Donnell and Flannery to board it immediately. 

7.3 If the EPIRB had been mounted in a ‘float free’ bracket on the outside of the
wheelhouse, it too would have floated to the surface and automatically
activated when the vessel sank, thus alerting the Coast Guard to the incident
and allowing them to pinpoint the location of the vessel immediately.

7.4 The ‘Léim an Bhradán’ was equipped with 2 fixed VHF sets in the wheelhouse –
one as backup in case of failure of the first one – and a handheld VHF set for
use around the boat, away from the wheelhouse. This was normally kept in its
charging cradle in the wheelhouse when not in use, as was the case during this
incident. Had either Mr. O’Donnell or Mr. Flannery kept this about their person
whilst working on deck, they would have been in a position to call for help and
to communicate with other vessels in the vicinity and with the rescue services.

7.5 Although the weather conditions were generally moderating throughout the day
and night of this incident, the sea state remained rough with significant wave
heights of 2.5 to 4 metres, reaching a maximum of approximately 5 metres. 

13



8. RECOMMENDATIONS

The Board recommends that the Minister reviews the requirements of the Code
of Practice for Fishing Vessels under 15m, with a view to establishing revised 
appropriate stability criteria, imposing an obligation to carry an appropriate
liferaft at all times, and the installation of a float free, self - activating EPIRB.
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Appendix 9.9 SOLAS B Equipment Pack List.

SOLAS B EQUIPMENT PACK

Contents:
Hand Pump
Paddles (2)
Spare Sea Anchor
Sponges (2)
Bailer (1 or 2 depending on raft capacity)
First Aid Kit
Signal Mirror
Repair Kit
Pressure Relief Valve Plugs
Whistle
Flashlight
Spare Flashlight Bulbs (2)
Flashlight Batteries (6)
Red Hand Flares (3)
Red Parachute Flares (2)
Orange Smoke Signals (1)
Anti Sea Sickness Tablets (6 per person)
Thermal Protective Aids (6-20 person- 2 / 25 person- 3)
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Appendix 9.10 Liferaft after deflation.
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Appendix 9.11 Liferaft as picked up by the Ballyglass Lifeboat



41

APPENDIX 9.12

Appendix 9.12 Location Chart.



10. CORRESPONDENCE RECEIVED

PAGE

10.1 Irish Coast Guard 43
MCIB Response 43

10.2 Royal National Lifeboat Institution 44
MCIB Response 44

10.3 An Garda Síochána 45
MCIB Response 45

CORRESPONDENCE

42



43

CORRESPONDENCE

MCIB RESPONSE 
The Board notes the contents of this Correspondence.  
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