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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On the 21st August 2005 at about 21.30 hours, Mr. Ronnie O’Connor returned
alone by boat to the Ballyteige burrow off the south Wexford coast to continue
fishing for bass. He had dropped home his brother Michael, who had been
fishing with him earlier. At about 22.30 or 22.45 hours, Mr. Michael O’Connor
had a telephone conversation with his brother, who informed him that he was
returning home. Mr. Ronnie O’Connor failed to return and his upturned boat was
found about six hours later.

1.2 There were spring tides around the time of the incident and there was a severe
ebb tide running in the river at the time Mr. O’Connor went missing. On 31st
August 2005, Mr. Ronnie O’Connor’s body was recovered close to the area where
his boat had been located. No personal flotation device (PFD) or lifejacket was
worn.

All times given are local
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Particulars of the boat:
Length: 2.86 metres.
Breadth: 1.35 metres.
Depth: 0.48 metres
Owner: Mr. Michael O’Connor, Duncormick, Co. Wexford.
Engine: Suzuki 3.7 kW. Mass 27-28 kg.
Description of boat: Open boat of fibreglass construction with one timber 

thwart and buoyancy chambers fore and aft. 
Photographs of the boat are given in Appendix 8.1.

2.2 The following gear is believed to have been in the boat at the time of the
incident:
• 1 Aqualux beachcaster in green holder 3.90 metres long in 3 sections

(maroon).
• 1 Shakespeare Mustang beachcaster 3.60 metres long in 3 sections (black).
• 1 tripod for beach use.
• 1 fork.
• 1 torch.
• 1 flask.
• 1 bag of assorted fishing parts.
• 1 petrol fuel tank.
• 1 blue rain mac.
• 1 anchor and length of rope.
• Two oars
• Two rowlocks

2.3 The lone person on the boat at the time of the incident was Mr. Ronnie
O’Connor aged 44 years from Co. Wexford.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 On the afternoon of Sunday 21st August 2005, Mr. Ronnie O’Connor together
with his brother, Mr. Michael O’Connor, went from Michael’s house on the boat
down river towards the area known as "Bar of Lough" and they stopped and
beached the boat about 50 metres from the end of the sand spit, which is
known as the Ballyteige burrow. They walked across the gravel and sand to the
other side of the burrow and arrived there at about 17.45 or 18.00 hours BST.
(See copy of chart of area at Appendix 8.2).  

3.2 Mr. Michael O’Connor was spinning for trout and bass and Mr. Ronnie O’ Connor
was fishing on the seabed for bass. They remained fishing until about 21.30
hours and both travelled back by boat to Michael O’Connor’s house where 
Mr. Ronnie O’Connor dropped off his brother and returned to Ballyteige burrow.
Mr. Ronnie O’Connor was an experienced boatman.

3.3 Mr. Michael O’Connor recalls that high water in the area was close to 21.30
hours and that there was a slight fog and a slight breeze at this time. (See
Appendix 8.3 for the Met Eireann weather report on conditions pertaining in the
area at the time of the incident).
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 At about 22.30 or 22.45 hours, Michael O’Connor rang his brother and asked him
how he was doing. He was informed that Mr. Ronnie O’ Connor had caught a 4
or 5 lb bass and was coming home at that time. Mr. Michael O’Connor could
hear his brother walking across the gravel towards the boat during the
telephone conversation. Mr. Ronnie O’ Connor rang his partner, Geraldine,
around this time in order to arrange to be picked up at his brother Michael’s
house. 

4.2 At about 23.15 hours there was no sign of Mr. Ronnie O’Connor coming ashore.
It was raining heavily at this time. Mr. Michael O’Connor then searched the river
with a torch but there was no sign of his brother. Mr. Michael O’Connor and
Geraldine tried on a number of occasions to contact Mr. Ronnie O’ Connor by
telephone, without success.

4.3 They also went to Cullenstown Strand to search for him. Mr. Michael O’Connor
recalls that there was a severe ebb tide running at this time and it was also
raining.

4.4 They returned to Mr. Michael O’ Connor’s house and checked the river again.
Shortly afterwards they contacted the rescue services. 



5. EVENTS AFTER THE INCIDENT

5.1 The rescue services responded immediately and a search of the area
commenced.

5.2 At 05.00 hours on 22nd August 2005 the upturned boat, was located in position
52 12.73 North 006 42.84 West in a position off Cullenstown Beach. Shortly
afterward the upturned boat with engine, petrol tank and a flask were
recovered. The boat was found attached by a rope to the anchor that was lying
on the seabed. A buoy was attached to the anchor in order to mark the
position.

5.3 At about 17.30 hours on the same day the two fishing rods and other gear from
the boat were recovered, about 100 metres away from the marker buoy, by
naval divers who were assisting in the search.  

5.4 The search continued each day until 31st August 2005 when at 07.19 hours a
fishing vessel found the body of Mr. Ronnie O’Connor in position 52 12.30 North
006 43.05 West. The Kilmore Quay Lifeboat recovered the body from the water
and landed the remains at Kilmore Quay.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 There were spring tides around the time of the incident and there was a severe
ebb tide running at the time Mr. Ronnie O’Connor went missing. It would appear
that the boat was carried out to sea in the severe ebb tide and it was upturned
in the very turbulent waters that existed where the very strong ebb tide
entered the sea. There appears to be little doubt but that the boat was
upturned in the area where it was located and that its anchor held it there.
Also fishing and other gear belonging to the boat were found on the seabed
nearby. The upturned boat was located about six hours after the incident.

6.2 It is known that the engine on the boat was temperamental. It had to be
started on full choke and half throttle. As soon as the engine started, the choke
had to be put almost full in. When the engine was recovered it would appear
that the choke was fully open. Ronnie O’Connor was very familiar with the
operation of the engine. However it would appear that the engine might not
have been running immediately prior to the incident.

6.3 It cannot be established with certainty when Mr. Ronnie O’Connor entered the
water. He may have fallen in during his attempts to start the engine. If the
engine failed to start then he may have attempted to row the boat onto the
riverbank. If this failed or if, for some reason, he lost an oar or oars then the
boat would have been carried out on the ebb tide and Mr. Ronnie O’Connor may
have been in the boat when it reached the area where it was upturned. He
does not appear to have tried to use his mobile phone either through lack of
time or for some other reason.

6.4 When going to the bar on a high tide it was the practice to go in a bigger boat
and to avoid going on the ebb tide.

6.5 Mr. Ronnie O’Connor was not wearing any personal flotation device during the
trip. S.I. No. 259 of 2004 Merchant Shipping (pleasure craft) (lifejackets and
operation) (safety) Regulations 2004, requires the 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. However it does appear to have been the practice that
lifejackets were worn and also a spare engine was carried when proceeding
past the bar. 

6.6 If Mr. Ronnie O’Connor had been wearing a suitable personal flotation device or
lifejacket, it would have greatly increased his chances of being rescued from
the water alive.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 It is noted that revised regulations S.I. No. 921 of 2005 have been issued
updating the requirement of S.I. No. 259 of 2004. It is recommended that a
Marine Notice is published advising of the requirements of S.I. No. 921 of 2005
(Merchant Shipping) Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation Devices and Operation)
(Safety) Regulations 2005, and detailing the various flotation devices available
and considerations to be taken into account by the person in charge of a
pleasure craft when selecting what is a suitable personal flotation device for
the occupants of a boat taking into account area of operation, weather
conditions etc.

7.2 No matter how experienced a person may be, it is recommended that all
persons, before putting to sea, fully evaluate the weather and tidal conditions
present, taking into account the limitations of their craft, including engine
performance and possible associated engine problems, in the weather
conditions. No matter how familiar they are with the area, persons should
refrain from taking any risk in extreme weather or tidal conditions as should
something go wrong their chances of being rescued alive will be severely
reduced. All persons using boats alone should wear PFD’s or lifejackets at all
times regardless of weather conditions.  

7.3 Engines on all boats should be maintained in a good operational condition and
they should be serviced on a regular basis and also when any problems are
experienced with their safe operation.

7.4 A Marine Notice pointing out the above two matters should be published and
distributed to the appropriate sectors.
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