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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On 31st July 2004, four people departed in a boat from Finnea, Co. Westmeath
to camp out overnight on the shores of Lough Sheelin, Co. Cavan. On the
following morning, while returning on the boat to Finnea, one of the party fell
overboard. Another party member entered the water in an attempt to rescue
the first person but he too got into difficulty. The second person, who entered
the water, was subsequently rescued by the two remaining members on the
boat but there was no sign of the first person that fell overboard.

1.2 Divers recovered his body on the following day. Neither personal flotation
devices nor lifejackets were 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: Sheelin Boats.
Length: 19 feet.
Owner: Mr. Stephen Reilly, Mullingar, Co. Westmeath.
Purchased: New in 2000.
Engine:   Mercury outboard - petrol.
Description of boat: Fibreglass construction with timber seats.

The boat would hold up to four people.
(See photographs of the boat at Appendix 8.1.).

2.2 The crew of the boat at the time of the incident were:
1.  Mr. Darren Nugent from Co. Cavan.
2.  Mr. Stuart Higgins from Co. Louth.
3.  Mr. Stephen Campbell from Co. Louth and
4.  Mr. Kenneth Carney from Co. Louth.
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3. CIRCUMSTANCES PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 On 31st July 2004, Mr. Stuart Higgins, Mr. Stephen Campbell and Mr. Kenneth
Carney travelled to Mr. Darren Nugent's house in Co. Cavan and from there the
four travelled the short distance to Finnea. They arrived in Finnea at
approximately 15:45 hours and Mr. Darren Nugent spoke to Mr. Stephen Reilly
and enquired about hiring a boat. Mr. Stephen Reilly directed Mr. Darren Nugent
to his son Mr. Noel Reilly, who was down at the water. Mr. Noel Reilly arranged a
boat for the party of four and provided an outboard engine.

3.2 Mr. Stephen Reilly stated that he has been operating a hire boat business for 34
years and that on the 31st July 2004 he had eight boats available for hire. He
had a total of eighteen personal flotation devices available for use on the
above date, which comprised a mix of buoyancy aids and lifejackets and
included approximately five for children. His son, Mr. Noel Reilly was assisting
him in the boat hire business and they would ask customers if they had personal
flotation devices especially if there were children in the party. If the customers
did not have personal flotation devices then they would offer the use of the
Reilly's personal flotation devices. If there were no personal flotation devices
available the Reilly's stated that they would not hire out the boat. They would
ask the party to wait for the return of another boat, which would release
personal flotation devices for use. Mr. Noel Reilly stated that they would always
have personal flotation devices in the boats when they were hired out.

3.3 Mr. Darren Nugent states that he asked Mr. Noel Reilly about lifejackets and
that he was told that there were only twelve lifejackets and they were all out
on other boats. Mr. Darren Nugent states that Mr. Noel Reilly told him that it
was a flat calm day and that they would be all right. Mr. Darren Nugent told
the others in the party about there being no lifejackets available. None of the
party were concerned and so they loaded up the boat and departed for a
fishing trip.

3.4 Mr. Noel Reilly states that he was not asked about lifejackets and further states
that he checked and that there were four lifejackets in the stowage
compartment in the forward end of the boat. (See photograph in Appendix 8.1.)

3.5 The party stayed out fishing until about 19:00 hours when they returned to
Finnea. They left the boat and went back to Mr. Darren Nugent’s house. They
collected supplies, petrol, food and drink and returned to Finnea. Mr. Darren
Nugent recalls speaking to Mr. Noel Reilly and explaining that the party wanted
to go out camping and wanted to keep the boat overnight. Mr. Darren Nugent
recalls that Mr. Noel Reilly arranged a boat with a better engine for the party.
The party never thought about lifejackets on this occasion.

3.6 The three surviving members of the fishing party state that they went out on a
different boat on the second occasion. Mr. Noel Reilly states that they were in
the same boat with the same engine as they had had previously.
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3.7 Mr. Stephen Campbell, Mr. Stuart Higgins, Mr. Kenneth Carney and Mr. Darren
Nugent left Finnea on the boat at approximately 20:00 hours. They headed for
the lake, stopping off to pick up some turf, which they saw and then headed for
the shore in the vicinity of the "Sporting Rock". They landed and set up camp
and lit a fire. They stayed the night and consumed six or seven 0.5 litre cans of
cider each and some of them ate food. The four of them were in a two-man
tent and some of them got some sleep. (See Appendix 8.2. for a map of the
Lough Sheelin area).



4. THE INCIDENT

4.1. Mr. Stuart Higgins and Mr. Stephen Campbell woke the other two and said that
they wanted to go back to Finnea. They packed up and all four got in the boat.
Mr. Darren Nugent was driving/steering the outboard engine. They headed back
towards Finnea at about 06:00 hours. The boat was going at full speed. Mr.
Kenneth Carney was wrapped in a blanket and was sitting at the after end of
the boat with Mr. Darren Nugent. The other two were at the forward end of the
boat. The Met. Eireann weather report for Lough Sheelin at the time gives
generally light southeast to east winds Force 2 to 3, but with strong gusts in
showers. The weather was mostly dry although some showers passed over the
general area during the period. The visibility was generally good, poor in
showers. (See copy of the Met. Eireann weather report at Appendix 8.3.)

4.2 Some or all of the occupants of the boat appear to have been rolling the boat
from side to side. The boat rolled too far and Mr. Kenneth Carney fell out. His
arms were wrapped in the blanket and so he was unable to grab a hold of
anything. Almost straight away Mr. Stuart Higgins jumped in and swam back to
Mr. Kenneth Carney but was unable to hold onto him. The two in the boat tried
to get the boat back to Mr. Stuart Higgins and Mr. Kenneth Carney and as they
approached Mr. Darren Nugent stopped the engine, as he was afraid of the
propeller hitting the two in the water. Mr. Stuart Higgins grabbed hold of the
boats mooring rope but there was no sign of Mr. Kenneth Carney. The two in the
boat managed to get Mr. Stuart Higgins back onto the boat. Mr. Kenneth Carney
had disappeared so they headed back to Finnea for help.

4.2. When Mr. Stuart Higgins jumped into the water to attempt the rescue of Mr.
Kenneth Carney, both Mr. Stephen Campbell and Mr. Darren Nugent searched
the boat for suitable items to aid flotation. It appears that no flotation device
was on board.
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5. EVENTS AFTER THE INCIDENT

5.1 They restarted the engine and headed back to Finnea, which took about five
minutes arriving at 07:30 hours. Mr. Stephen Reilly’s wife took the three
survivors back to their house.

5.2 Mr. Noel Reilly states that he was woken by his mother at about 09:00 hours
and informed of the incident. He went down to the river briefly and saw the
boat but did not interfere with anything. He then returned to the house.
Shortly afterwards the Gardai arrived.

5.3 Mr. Stephen Reilly went down to the river with the Gardai and he saw three
lifejackets in the boat. Mr. Stephen Reilly recalls that he had hired this boat
out to a Latvian party at about 06:30 hours on 31st July 2004 and he had
supplied four lifejackets to them. He does not know what happened to the
fourth lifejacket.

5.4 Mr. Darren Nugent went back to the river and saw three lifejackets on the
riverbank and he told the two Gardai who were there that those three
lifejackets were not on the boat.

5.5 Four members of Westmeath Civil Defence together with a RIB arrived in Finnea
at about 14:20 hours and were the first to arrive there. A Garda from the Cavan
District Office had earlier informed them that a person had fallen overboard
from a boat on Lough Sheelin and was missing, presumed drowned.

5.6 The survivors identified the position where Mr. Kenneth Carney had fallen
overboard. The Westmeath Civil Defence unit marked the area with buoys and
proceeded to search this area from 15:00 hours until about 20:00 hours without
success. The visibility in the water was poor.

5.7 At about 12:20 hours on Monday 2nd August 2004, Westmeath Civil Defence unit
recovered a body from about 3 or 3.5 metres depth of water. There was no
lifejacket or personal flotation device on the body. They subsequently handed
the body over to the Gardai and the body was identified as being that of Mr.
Kenneth Carney.

5.8 A number of diving units also took part in the search of the Lough on both
Sunday 1st and Monday 2nd August 2004.

5.9 The inquest into the death of Mr. Kenneth Carney was held in the Courthouse,
Cavan on the 7th September 2005. The cause of death was found to be in
accordance with the medical evidence of drowning. An accidental verdict was
recorded.
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6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 It would appear that the rolling of the boat by the occupants had a major
impact on Mr. Kenneth Carney falling overboard.

6.2 The occupants of the boat were not wearing any personal flotation devices
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. There are conflicting statements from the
owners of the boat and from the occupants of the boat regarding the presence
of personal flotation devices in the boat at the time of the incident.

6.3 The occupants of the boat had consumed a quantity of alcohol through the
night and had had little sleep. The inquest into the death of Mr. Kenneth
Carney recorded that the cause of death was found to be in accordance with
the medical evidence of drowning. An accidental verdict was recorded.

6.4 If Mr. Kenneth Carney 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 personal 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.
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8. LIST OF APPENDICES

8.1. Photographs of the boat.

8.2. Map extract showing Lough Sheelin. 

8.3. Met Eireann weather report.

8.4 S.I. No. 921 of 2005 (Merchant Shipping) Pleasure Craft (Personal Flotation
Devices and Operation) (Safety) Regulations 2005
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Appendix 8.1 Photographs of the boat.
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Appendix 8.2 Map extract showing Lough Sheelin.
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Appendix 8.4 Statutory Instruments
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Mr. Stephen Campbell 31
MCIB Response 31

Mr. Stuart Higgins 32
MCIB Respons 32

Westmeath County Council 33
MCIB Response 33
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9. CORESPONDENCE RECEIVED
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MCIB RESPONSE
The MCIB notes the content of this letter and have amended the Report accordingly.

cont.
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MCIB RESPONSE
The MCIB notes the content of this letter and have amended the Report accordingly.

cont.
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MCIB RESPONSE to letter from Westmeath County Council of 16th December 2005.
The MCIB notes the content of this letter and have amended the Report accordingly.

cont.
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