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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On 18th February 2011 whilst fishing for mussels close to the shore in Waterford
Estuary approximately 0.5 nautical miles (NM) North of Duncannon, the MFV
“Na Buachaillí” capsized and sank. The Skipper, Mr. Richard McNamara survived
the incident but his crewman, Mr. John Ennis, was lost. His body was recovered
from the water on 21st March 2011.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Vessel Details:

Name: “Na Buachaillí”

Type of vessel: Motor Fishing Vessel.
Wooden Construction – Decked – Forward Wheelhouse.

Port of Registry/Reg No: Wexford/WD 217.

Make: Built 1976 at Carrolls Boat Yard Ballyhack.

Dimensions: LOA 9.32 mtrs. Beam 3.04 mtrs. Depth 1 mtr. 

Engine/Make/Capacity: Caterpillar/31 kw.

Navigational & Safety In compliance with the Department of 
Equipment: Transport, Tourism and Sport’s Code of Practice 

(COP) for small fishing vessels under 15 mtrs.
Overall length. 
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Photographs 1 and 2 taken by the MCIB on 25th February 2011 where the vessel
was being stored after it had been raised, pumped-out and brought ashore after
the sinking.

2.2 Mr. McNamara, an experienced fisherman, purchased the vessel in 2005 and
registered it under its current name. He used the vessel to fish for species such
as sprats, salmon, cockles, mussels, and clams. At the time that Mr. McNamara
purchased the vessel, he replaced the stern fishing gantry with a new custom
made structure that included an “A’’ frame. Fig 1 below is a sketch of how the
vessel was rigged for mussel dredging. In the sketch the mussel dredge is
partially submerged and being towed by the vessel. The “A’’ frame was attached
to the gantry and supported by a steel wire rope attached to the mast. A sheave
block mounted at the apex of the “A’’ frame accommodated the hoist wire that
was attached to the dredge and back to the hoist winch.

2.3 The vessel was surveyed under the COP in 2005 and again in 2009 and was found
to be in compliance. At the time of the last survey in 2009 the surveyor
questioned the Breadth to Depth ratio of the vessel. The dimensions give a ratio 
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of 2.73, while the Stability Check for Survey of vessels under 15-mtrs calls for a
ratio between 1.75 and 2.15. Having discussed this with Mr. McNamara the
surveyor was satisfied by the fact that this had been the situation since the
vessel was built in 1976 and no stability problems had been encountered in
service.

2.4 Mr. McNamara recounted that the floating equilibrium of the vessel was slightly to
Starboard. This suited the operation of the vessel as the net hauler was located
on the Port side and the increased lift on the port side was of assistance when
operating the net hauler.

2.5 After the vessel was surveyed in 2009, Mr. McNamara occasionally fitted a mussel
washer/sorter unit on the port side deck, forward of the gantry, when dredging
for shell fish. This item was in use on the vessel at the time of the incident and
can be seen in Photographs 1 and 2. The mussel washer/sorter was mounted on
the Port side of the vessel and Mr. McNamara estimates that it weighed
approximately 250-kgs but that this weight on the vessel was off-set by the fact
that the fishing net had been removed and was not on-board at the time of the
incident.

2.6 The weather in the area on the 18th February 2011, between 6-12 hrs., was as
follows:

Winds: Force 3 to 5 from the south-east direction.

Weather: Rather cloudy but dry at first, outbreaks of rain and drizzle, some
heavy.

Visibility: Moderate, occasionally poor.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 Mr. McNamara and Mr. Ennis set out to fish for mussels at about 07.15 hrs on 18th
February 2011. The mussel beds located off Duncannon/Arthurstown Co. Wexford
on the Northern shore of the estuary was the area of operation. 

3.2 The mode of fishing employed was to lower the dredge and steam up-river close-
in to the shore against the tide. The vessel was then brought to Port, stopped
and the dredge was hauled up astern using the winch. The bottom of the dredge
was connected to the net drum by a line and then up-ended to allow the catch to
spill out of the dredge onto the deck at the stern. The vessel then drifted down
stream while the catch was washed, sorted and bagged. The dredge would then
be re-deployed and the process repeated. The intention was to continue fishing
until 80 x 25-KG bags of mussels had been harvested. 

3.3 The fishing progressed well and other than a recurrent minor problem with the
winch control, whereby the winch would occasionally allow the dredge to drop
suddenly when it was being hoisted, the trip was uneventful. 

3.4 58 of the anticipated 80 bags of mussels had been harvested and stored on deck.
The bags were stacked on the Port and Starboard sides of the deck allowing for a
central clear walkway between the wheel house and the stern area.
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 At about 11.30 hrs. Mr. McNamara noted that a merchant ship and the Waterford
pilot boat were coming down river. The dredge was due to be hoisted. He
proceeded to bring the vessel to Port and stopped. The dredge was hoisted by
means of the winch and Mr. Ennis was in the process of attaching the line to the
bottom of the dredge. Mr. Ennis was encountering difficulty in making the
attachment and Mr. McNamara left the winch control at the rear of the
wheelhouse and went aft to the stern to assist Mr. Ennis. The attachment was
made and as Mr. McNamara was making his way forward to operate the winch
controls, he noted that the vessel was listing to Starboard and Mr. Ennis shouted
to him to “watch it now’’. Mr. McNamara looked astern and saw Mr. Ennis
bracing himself against the list of the vessel, holding onto the gantry and he also
saw that the suspended dredge was swinging out to Starboard. Mr. McNamara
tried, without success, to get to the winch controls to drop the dredge. The
vessel continued its rapid list to starboard, it was inundated and sank.

4.2 The last sighting of Mr. Ennis by Mr. McNamara was of him holding onto the
gantry.

4.3 When Mr. McNamara tried to get to the winch controls and failed he then tried
to enter the wheelhouse to activate the EPIRB (Emergency Position Indicating
Radio Beacon) but the rapidity of the list to starboard was such that the violent
rush of seawater into the vessel forced Mr. McNamara into the wheelhouse,
down the starboard side of the engine and into the area forward of the engine
under the forward deck, trapping him there. A quirk of fate then reversed the
flow of water and Mr. McNamara was pushed back up and was ejected out the
wheelhouse doorway. He managed to get to one of the life rings that had been
mounted on the wheelhouse roof and make it ashore to raise the alarm.

4.4 The position was
52°11' N 006°56' W
approximately 0.5 NM
North of Duncannon.
Please see (Fig. 2).
This is a sketch of the
estuary showing the
approximate position
of the vessel and the
tidal/wind directions.
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 Mr. McNamara raised the alarm and the emergency services were mobilised
immediately.

5.2 Rescue helicopter R117, Lifeboats and the Coast Guard Units stationed at Fethard
and Dunmore East were tasked to commence a search of the estuary along with
the Waterford port pilot boat and local fishing vessels. 

5.3 Naval divers were also called upon to survey the seabed and to search within the
sunken vessel.

5.4 Following extensive searches, the body of Mr. Ennis was recovered from the
water on 21st March 2011.

5.5 The sunken vessel was located. Naval divers attached wire cables to a number of
points on the vessel. It was raised sufficiently to allow it to be towed to shore. It
was then pumped free of seawater, loaded onto a low-loader and transported on
to dry land. The hull was found to be intact and had not been breached. During
the salvage operation, the mast, the “A’’ frame attached to the gantry that
supported the dredge hoist wire rope and the dredge itself were removed and
the steel wire rope that attached the dredge to the winch was also cut away.

5.6 The Naval divers did not see any evidence that the dredge or any part of the
vessel had been snagged by a submerged hazard such as a wire rope that caused
it to capsize and sink.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 The vessel had the requisite safety equipment on board but both Mr. McNamara
and Mr. Ennis were not wearing life jackets at the time of the incident.

6.2 The EPIRB was located in the wheelhouse in a designated holding bracket. 
Mr. McNamara did not have time to reach it and activate it before he was swept
into the wheelhouse.

6.3 The hull of the vessel was not breached and it did not suffer any sort of
mechanical failure.

6.4 It would appear, based on the evidence, that the reason for the capsize was a
combination of the following:

• The vessel had been turned to port out into the channel for the hoisting of
the dredge and in order to best ride over the wake of the merchant vessel as
the latter proceeded down the estuary.

• The tide was ebbing so that there was a downstream tidal flow. The wind was
from a South Easterly direction, that is, up the estuary, so that the tide and
the wind were opposite to each other across the hull of the vessel and
possibly creating a clockwise turning moment on the hull.

• Mr. McNamara estimates that the fuel tanks were about 1/3 full,
approximately 80-Kgs of fuel in each tank. The two tanks are interconnected.
As the vessel listed to starboard the fuel would flow from the port tank and
into the starboard tank increasing the list to starboard. There would also be a
free surface effect in the fuel tanks adding to the instability of the vessel.

• The water pump for the mussel wash/sorter was operating. Normally the
water was directed over the port side. As the vessel listed to starboard the
water may have come onto the deck, flowing to the starboard side and
increasing the list to starboard. This may have been exacerbated by a plastic
mesh that had been fitted to the starboard side freeing ports to prevent
mussels passing through the freeing ports and over the starboard side of the
vessel, although Mr. McNamara’s recollection is that the deck was relatively
free of water at the time of the incident so that this may not have been the
case.

• The accumulated catch, up to the time of the incident was 58-bags of mussels
at 25-Kgs each, giving a total weight of 1,450-Kgs. The distribution of which is
uncertain and may have been more-so to starboard as the mussel washer/
sorter may have restricted the amount of bags that could be stacked on the
port side.
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• Mr. McNamara estimates that the dredge and the catch weighed
approximately 250-Kgs. The dredge had been fully hoisted up in order to
attach the line at the bottom of the dredge. Thus the apex of the dredge was
3-mtrs above the deck at the stern of the vessel. In the normal course, the
bottom line would have been attached, the dredge up-ended and the catch
landed on the deck. On this occasion there was a delay in the operation and
the dredge was left suspended and swinging free above the deck. 
Mr. McNamara’s recollection is that, when he looked astern at the dredge, it
was not hanging vertically but rather that it was hanging to starboard tending
to pull the vessel over to starboard.

• With a breadth to depth ratio of 2.73, the vessel would probably have been a
beamy, “tender’’ vessel that would have had a low rate of rotational
acceleration when righting itself and returning to neutrality.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 That lifejackets (personal floatation devices) be worn at all times whilst on a
vessel. Consideration should be given to the provision of crotch straps on all
lifejackets. 

7.2 That any physical alterations or change of use that might have an effect on the
stability of a vessel are overseen and authorised by a competent properly
qualified person in accordance with the Department of Transport, Tourism and
Sport’s Code of Practice for small fishing vessels under 15 mtrs.

7.3 That EPIRB instruments are mounted outside the wheelhouse and preferably be
of the automatic float free type.

7.4 The Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport’s Code of Practice for small
fishing vessels less than 15m should be revised with particular reference to the
sections dealing with EPIRBs, vessel stability and life rafts.

13

RECOMMENDATIONS



8. LIST OF APPENDICES
PAGE

8.1 Met Éireann Weather Report. 15

14

LIST OF APPENDICES



15

APPENDIX 8.1

Extract from Chart No. 1777, Showing Approximate Position of Sinking.

Appendix 8.1 Met Éireann Weather Report.
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