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1. SYNOPSIS

Mr. Tomás Mannion arrived at Bealkelly Woods on the 12th February 2008 and it
is presumed that on the 13th February 2008 he borrowed a canoe and went out
on the lake. He was reported missing on the 23rd February 2008 and after a
brief search his body was recovered in shallow water close to where he is
presumed to have departed originally in the canoe.
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2. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

2.1 Mr. Mannion arrived at the privately owned Bealkelly Wood on the 12th February
2008. He obtained permission from the owner of the wood, Mr. Del Harding, to
camp on his property and having been shown a campsite began working with 
Mr. Harding trimming branches and cutting timber. Mr. Harding observed that 
Mr. Mannion was in good form and very fit.

2.2 The following day Mr. Harding was away from Bealkelly Wood and did not see 
Mr. Mannion. When Mr. Mannion did not appear on subsequent days he presumed
he had found the weather too severe for camping and had returned to Ennis.
(Appendix 7.1 Weather Report refers).

2.3 A high pressure system was stable over Ireland at this time and the wind was
Easterly. The fetch from Dromineer with wind direction is about 9 miles and can
give rise to a short choppy sea between Holy Island and another small island
closer to the Scarriff side of the lake.
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3. THE INCIDENT

3.1 On 22nd February 2008 Mr. Mannion’s friend called at Bealkelly enquiring after
Tomás. He informed Mr. Harding that he had been unable to contact him on his
mobile ‘phone and that he had not been seen in any of his usual locations. Later
that evening Mr. Harding met Mr. Mannion’s sister who with a group of friends
then returned to Bealkelly Wood to search for her brother. His tent was located
and his belongings were found in the tent.

3.2 It was not possible to search the wood properly during the night but at first light
after the Gardái were notified, the search was resumed. During the course of the
search of the wood Mr. Harding noticed a kayak was missing from its usual
location. A spade type single blade paddle was also missing. Mr. Del Harding
immediately directed the Gardái to the most likely location for the canoe to
wash up on the shore.

3.3 The Killaloe Coast Guard were alerted at 12.28 hrs. At 13.46 hrs. Coastguard
helicopter R115 tasked to the search located Mr. Mannion’s body and the canoe.
The body was recovered by the Killaloe Coast Guard Unit.
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4. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

4.1 Mr. Mannion’s body was recovered fully clothed wearing a small backpack and a
50N zip front waistcoat type PFD. The backpack contained a fleece jacket and
other clothing and packaging from a meal.

4.2 The canoe sank while attempts were made to salvage it. Attempts to locate the
canoe subsequently failed. The water is stained with peat in the location where
the canoe sank in a depth of 10 feet. The paddle was not located.



5. CONCLUSIONS

5.1 Mr. Mannion had borrowed the kayak canoe without permission so was unaware
the canoe leaked. The canoe was not in good condition and had not been used
for two years. Mr. Mannion had probably reached Holy Island or the neighbouring
island as he had appeared to have consumed a small meal and had packed the
detritus and wrappings in the backpack.

5.2 The canoe probably broached and capsized on the return journey to the
mainland. The paddle chosen by Mr. Mannion was not a kayak paddle but a single
bladed spade paddle suitable for a Canadian river canoe. The single blade paddle
is designed for use from the aft position or in tandem with another canoeist. It
cannot retrieve a kayak canoe once it has broached and due to the lack of
steering from the mid ships position with such a paddle it may have contributed
to the canoe broaching. A single blade paddle does not have the balance
properties of a kayak paddle.

5.3 It is likely that Mr. Mannion was unable to right the canoe due to the backpack he
was wearing. The backpack may also have contributed to the capsize as it caused
his centre of gravity to be higher on the canoe which is an inherently unstable
craft in its normal operating condition. The backpack should have been placed in
the canoe (sea going kayaks may carry small packs on the top canopy of the
craft) but due to the leak in the hull Mr. Mannion probably carried it on his back
to keep the contents as dry as possible.

5.4 The autopsy carried out at Limerick Regional Hospital revealed Mr. Mannion had
drowned. This may have occurred as the backpack became waterlogged and
overcame the limited buoyancy of the 50 newton PFD or Mr. Mannion lost
consciousness due to hypothermia and subsequently drowned.

5.5 The last communication between Mr. Mannion’s mobile ‘phone and the nearest
mast at Scarriff occurred at 14.40 hrs. on 13th February 2008. The Gardái were
not alerted until 11.20 hrs. on 23rd February 2008. The Killaloe Coast Guard were
not tasked to the search until 12.28 hrs.

5.6 While in this case it would not have been significant, in practice the Gardái and
Irish Coast Guard should be notified immediately there is concern for a missing
person whether on the water or in rugged country. The Irish Coast Guard is well
equipped to carry out night searches both on land and on the water.
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Any one setting out on the water should always notify a responsible person of
their proposed route and return time. They should also ensure they are familiar
and proficient in the operation and limitations of the craft being used and its
equipment.

6.2 All participants in an adventure activity such as canoeing should undertake basic
training in rescue and survival techniques in respect of their chosen activity.
Information on basic training courses and proficiency courses for canoeists can be
obtained from the Irish Canoe Union.

6.3 A full risk assessment should be carried out prior to all river, lake and open sea
canoe/kayak trips. Fundamental to any such risk, assessment should be the
ability of the individual to cope with the worst conditions likely to be
experienced. Users of PFDs should make themselves fully aware of the limitations
of these devices. These or similar recommendations have been made in a number
of other incidents involving canoeists.

6.4 Recreational craft users should comply with the Department of Transport Code of
Practise for Safe Operation of Recreational Craft.
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