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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On 27th January 2007, three people departed in a boat, at about 15.30 hours
from near Fore, Co. Westmeath. While returning on the boat to their departure
point, the boat took on water and capsized. All three persons in the boat were
thrown into the water. The three survived initially and used the upturned boat
to support themselves. Hypothermia was affecting all three persons but one
seemingly worse than the other two. He slipped off the boat unnoticed and
when his absence was discovered, he could not be found. The surviving two
persons decided to swim the remaining distance to shore and raised the alarm.
Units of Coast Guard, the Gardai, the Civil Defence and the Fire Brigade
commenced a search.

1.2. Members of the Civil Defence recovered his body early on the following day at
about 02.30 hours. Personal flotation devices or lifejackets were not being worn
by any members of the party on the trip.

All times given are local.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1. Particulars of the boat:

Maker: Quintrex.

Length: 2.52m.

Owner: Mr. Andrew Mitchell, 

Monilea, Mullingar, Co. Westmeath.

Purchased: New in approximately 2005.

Engine:  Yamaha outboard – petrol, 1.8 Kw.

Description of boat: Aluminum construction with built in buoyancy in 
seats. The boat could carry up to three adults. 
Photographs of the boat are given in Appendix
8.1.

2.2. The occupants of the boat at the time of the incident were:

1.  Mr. Andrew Mitchell

2.  Mr. Christopher Scally

3.  Mr. Martin Griffith

All three were from Co. Westmeath.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1. On Saturday 27th January 2007, Mr. Andrew Mitchell, Mr. Christopher Scally and
Mr. Martin Griffith met and travelled in Mr. Mitchell’s van to the North West
shore of Lough Lene, Co. Westmeath, to a point near Fore, Co. Westmeath. The
boat and engine were transported in the van.

3.2. On arrival at their launching site (marked by arrow on map Appendix 8.2), the
boat was put into the water, the engine attached and the guns and ammunition
for the shooting expedition loaded. The weather was fine, dry with light winds.
They set off at about 15.30 hours towards the opposite shore of the lake. This
arm of the lake is narrow at this point (circa 500 m. from point of departure to
the point of landing) near Winter’s Point. They travelled across with Mr. Scally
and Mr. Griffith sitting left and right respectively on the centre seat with Mr.
Mitchell sitting astride the aft seat controlling the engine. This journey across
the lake was completed in about 15 to 20 minutes without incident.

3.3. On arrival at Winter’s Point, they unloaded the boat and spent about two hours
shooting vermin in the area around the point. At about 18.00 hours they
returned to the boat. It was now getting dark. The boat was reloaded with
shooting gear. All three assumed the same positions they had occupied in the
boat on the way across. They then pushed off from shore and commenced their
journey back to the point of original departure.
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1. Mr. Mitchell headed the boat back towards their original point of departure
near where his van was parked. The survivors maintain that after about five
minutes, when they had gone about 100 m. from the shore, the bow seemed to
dip and water started to flow over it into the boat. The boat filled with water
and capsized very quickly probably within only a few seconds.

4.2. After the capsize, the upturned boat came quickly to the surface. All three
men surfaced and clung to the boat. It was decided not to try to right the boat
because Mr. Griffith could not swim and it was felt that he might not be able to
stay afloat while the righting was done. Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Scally managed to
move round and position themselves at the stern and bow respectively and
managed to get their heavy wellington waders off while still maintaining a hold
on the boat.

4.3. Using the boat for support, all three men then started to paddle back towards
the nearest point of shore namely Winter’s point. Moving the boat through the
water while upturned proved very difficult and progress was very slow. The low
temperature of the water was affecting all three but it became apparent that
Mr. Griffith was most incapacitated by the cold water. At one stage, he lost his
grip on the boat, but on seeing this, Mr. Mitchell was able to support him and
help him back to the boat. When back holding on to the boat, Mr. Griffith said
he was all right so the paddling back to shore continued

4.4. After being in the water for about two hours by which time it was dark, Mr.
Griffith was noticed missing. Despite looking round the boat and calling to him,
he could not be located. At this point the boat was close to the reeds growing
some way out from the shore. Mr. Scally tested the depth of water with an oar
recovered from under the boat. Due to the difficulty found moving the boat on
through the reeds to shore, it was decided to abandon the boat when they
could feel the bottom with their feet. Both Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Scally made it
to shore.
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1. On reaching the shore, both Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Scally were very weak and
adversely affected by the cold. Mr. Scally could not walk properly so it was
decided that Mr. Mitchell would go on ahead to find someone and raise the
alarm. As the terrain was very difficult along this section of the shore at the
inner end of the point, it took some time for Mr. Mitchell to get back to the
road on which his van was parked. He had to try a couple of houses before the
alarm was raised at 21.08 hours in a 999 call routed to the Marine Rescue Co-
ordination Centre (MRCC) in Dublin.

5.2. Shortly after raising the alarm, Mr. Mitchell met Mr. Scally’s brother on the road
near where the van was parked. Mr. Scally’s family had become concerned
when he did not return home at the expected time. Mr. Scally’s brother had
come to find out why he was late. Both Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Scally’s brother
then went to help Mr. Scally back to the road.

5.3. MRCC Dublin subsequently notified the Granard Gardai and Ambulance Control.
A search was commenced involving members of the Gardai, Fire Service and the
Coast Guard helicopter R116 from Dublin. The helicopter remained at the scene
until 00.18 hours when it had reached its fuel limits. The Civil Defence then
arrived with boats to continue the search.

5.4. At approximately 02.05 hours on Sunday 28th January, the body of Mr. Griffith
was found on the lake bottom in about 10 - 15 feet depth of water and
recovered from the lake by a Civil Defence boat party.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1. The occupants of the boat were not wearing any personal flotation devices
during the trip. S.I. No. 921 of 2005 Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation Devices
and Operation) (Safety) Regulations 2005 requires all occupants of a pleasure
craft of less than 7.0 metres length overall to wear suitable personal flotation
devices or lifejackets while on board an open craft when not made fast to the
shore or at anchor. S.I. No. 921 of 2005 is given in Appendix 8.3.

6.2. Weather and water surface conditions on the lake on the night of the incident
were good so this cannot be considered a factor in the sinking.

6.3. At the time of the capsize, it was dark. It would have been difficult for the
driver of the boat to see any obstacles in the water or any changes in the
sailing condition of the boat.

6.4. The boat was in good condition and operated within the manufacturer’s
recommended loading and engine size – maximum three persons and engine size
1.8 Kw. These recommendations are advisory only and reflect ideal or near
ideal conditions of operation and hence allowances should be made when
applying maximum recommended loadings from manufacturers.

6.5. The party completed one traverse of the lake safely with similar loading and
weather conditions to that pertaining at the time of the sinking. It is likely that
since the boat was small and light and carried the designed maximum number
of people, small changes to its loaded condition, such as one or more of the
occupants being seated slightly to one side or their personal kit being stowed in
a different position, may have been enough to give rise to the loss of freeboard
condition and subsequent swamping.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1. A suitable PFD/Lifejacket must always be worn by occupants on this type of
craft.

7.2. The requirements by law to wear a lifejacket on any recreational craft less
than 7.0 metres has been in place for some years. However, it is apparent that
many people are unaware of its existence. The MCIB strongly recommends a
public awareness campaign should be put in place to highlight the law, and
advise the boating public of their obligations.

7.3. It is strongly recommended that the Department of Transport make freely
available to all recreational bodies and groups a copy of the recently published
Code of Practice for the Safe Operation of Recreational Craft.

7.4. Owners of small craft are advised to be aware of the safe loading of their craft
and to be aware of the dangers of operating small craft at night.
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Appendix 8.1 Photographs of the boat.
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Fig 1 Manufacturer’s promotional photo of boat

Fig 2 Boat and engine recovered from lake



Appendix 8.1  Photographs of the boat.
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Fig 3 Side view of boat with engine details
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Appendix 8.2 Map extract showing Lough Lene.
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Appendix 8.3 S.I. No. 921 of 2005 Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation Devices and
Operation) (Safety) Regulations 2005.
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MCIB RESPONSE to letter from An Garda Siochána dated 21st September 2007.

The MCIB notes the contents of this letter.
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The MCIB notes the contents of this letter and has modified the report accordingly.
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