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1. SYNOPSIS.

1.1 On May 9th 2000, the Irish registered fishing vessel "Spailpin Fanach" sailed
from Castletownbere, Co. Cork with a crew of four on board. 

1.2 On 13th May 2000, while preparing to haul nets in position 52º 52 North, 011º
14 West, one of the crew, John O’Leary fell overboard.

1.3 After some time Mr O’Leary’s body was recovered and was subsequently landed
at Castletownbere.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION 
DESCRIPTION OF THE VESSEL

2.1 Vessel Name: "Spailpin Fanach"
Built: 1972 in Killybegs, Co. Donegal.
Owner: Denis O’Regan, Toormore, 

Castletownbere, Co. Cork.
Purchased: 1996
Registered Length: 62.40 feet.
Registered Breadth: 20.00 feet.
Registered Depth: 7.30 feet.
Gross Tonnage: 66.66 tons.
Register Tonnage: 32.24 tons
Port of Registry: Tralee.
Official Number: 401202.

Machinery: Single Kelvin Diesel (Glasgow) 8 
Cylinder Main Engine. B.H.P.: 435. 
Engine made in 1979. The engine gives 
an estimated speed of 10 knots.

Description: Carvel built, wooden fishing vessel with 
a cruiser stern. The vessel has no 
watertight bulkheads fitted. The vessel 
was being used as a stern trawler 
fishing for monk and megrims.

2.2 Lifesaving Appliances available on board.

Lifejackets: Eight
Lifebuoys: Two
Pyrotechnics: Twelve parachute flares
Line throwing apparatus: One 
Liferafts: Two inflatable liferafts.

2.3 Navigational aids provided on board.

One Magnetic Compass. One NT 921 Autopilot.
One Furuno Radar. One Koden 106 sounder.
One Koden 8831 sounder. One Sodena fish plotter.
One Shipmate RS 2500 fish plotter. One Furuno DGPS Navigator.
One Raystar 920 GPS Navigator One Raytheon GPS backup.
One ICOM VHF Installation. One Sailor VHF Installation.
One Hand VHF Swiftech. 3-minute watchkeepers alarm.
One ICOM IC-M700 MF Installation.
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2.4 The crew of the "Spailpin Fanach" on 13th May 2000 consisted of the following
persons:

2.4.1 Mr. Denis O’Regan aged 51 years is the holder of a Second Hand Special
Certificate of Service No. 157, which he obtained in 1990. He has been fishing
at sea since 1969 and was the Skipper of the vessel. He had been sailing on the
vessel for four years. He is also the holder of Lifeboat, E.D.H. and A.B.
Certificates. He had successfully completed a L.R.C. GMDSS course in January
2000.

2.4.2 Mr. John Kelly aged 46 years has been fishing periodically for about 9 years but
holds no formal sea going qualifications. He had been on the vessel for two
weeks.

2.4.3 Mr. John O’Leary aged 48 years has been fishing periodically since 1969 and had
been on the vessel for only 12 days. He is not known to hold any formal sea
going qualifications.    

2.4.4 Mr. Carlos Pesqueira Area has been fishing for about 16 years and had been on
board the vessel for six weeks. He is not known to hold any formal sea going
qualifications.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT 

3.1 The "Spailpin Fanach" sailed from Castletownbere, Co. Cork at about 21.00
hours on 09-05-2000.

3.2 On the 13th May, 2000 The "Spailpin Fanach" went fishing in the vicinity where
the incident occurred around 53º 00 N and 11º 00 W. (See Appendix 8.1)

3.3 The starboard net had been shot at about 06.30 hours on and the vessel towed
in a SE direction into the weather.  The Skipper called the other three
crewmembers at 11.45 hours.

3.4 The weather conditions at this time were winds from the Southeast to South-
south-east force 5 to 6, possibly force 7 for short periods. The visibility was
good with a moderate to rough sea. (See the Met Eireann weather report in
Appendix 2).
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4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 4.1 The crew commenced hauling nets with Mr. Area on the winch forward.
There was 225 fathoms of wire out, as well as 90 fathoms of combination rope,
doors and the net. This hauling of nets was carried out several times each day
and took approximately 20 minutes. 

4.2 When the net came up the wing ends were twisted.  The crew took the twist
out by dipping one of the drum end ropes and then reconnecting it. This was
carried out in the stern area. The Skipper then left the stern area to go to the
wheelhouse and turn the vessel around to run before the weather while hauling
the nets. He took the vessel out of autopilot and went hard to port and
increased engine speed from 500 to 850 or 900revs.

4.3 After about one minute, the Skipper heard John Kelly, who was aft with John
O’Leary, shouting "man in the water". The vessel was in position 52º 52 North
and 011º 14 West (See Appendix 8.1.). John Kelly recalls that he and John
O’Leary were standing on the poop deck, with John O’Leary on the starboard
side aft and John Kelly on the port side. The skipper was in the wheelhouse and
Mr. Area was forward on the winch controls. The power block was in the raised
position, the only obstacle between Mr. John O’Leary and Mr. John Kelly was
the spare net ends (See letter from Mr. John Kelly dated 06/11/03 on page 61).
The deck under John O’Leary was clear but wet. The starboard net was out and
was above their heads. Both men were looking up towards the net reel. 

4.4 John Kelly recalls that about a minute or two after the Skipper started the
turning manoeuvre, John O’Leary fell out on his back over the rails. He did not
move after entering the water. John Kelly recalls that he did not slip before
falling over but appeared to lose his balance although there was not any big
rolling motion that could have knocked Mr. O’Leary over. John O’Leary did not
strike his head against anything. John O’Leary was wearing a full set of oilskins
and short knee length boots. Mr. O’Leary was not wearing a personal flotation
device or lifejacket. John Kelly raised the alarm by shouting. The Skipper came
to the wheelhouse door. Both men observed John O’Leary in the water. 
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EVENTS FOLLOWING

5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 The Skipper immediately took the engine out of gear.  He then looked aft on
the starboard side and saw John O’Leary in the water at an angle of about 45
degrees from the stern and at a distance of about 10 to 12 feet.  This distance
was increasing, as the vessel was still moving ahead.

5.2 He then reached out and took the lifebuoy and told one of the crew to throw it
towards John O’Leary.  However he then stopped them as he realised that John
O’Leary was now too far away.  Mr. O’Leary had by then turned over with his
face in the water and was showing no signs of life.

5.3 The Skipper then told Mr. Area to let the brakes go off the winch as fast as he
could.  Mr. Area did this and the vessel then made a full circle back to where
John O’Leary was. When he was close to the starboard side the crew tried to
catch him with the grapnel, but the grapnel kept slipping off his oilskins. 

5.4 Mr. O’Leary then went around the bow and the vessel circled back to him
again. The crew lost sight of him for a moment but eventually succeeded in
getting him alongside again on the starboard side and used the winch to lift him
back on board.

5.5 The crew tried for over 30 minutes to resuscitate him using mouth to mouth
artificial respiration and external heart massage by chest compression. They
took off his clothes and tried warming him and put him into two sleeping bags
but to no avail. It would appear that the grapnel had cut him under the chin.
They brought the body back into the galley. They then brought in the gear and
headed back to Castletownbere where they arrived at 06.45 hours on 14 May
2000.    

5.6 The Skipper recalls that when he was making the first turn, he sent out 3
Mayday calls on V.H.F. Channel 16. These were not answered. The VHF’s were
transmitting and receiving satisfactorily. He is unsure if he sent out these
Mayday calls correctly. The Coast Guard did not receive these Mayday calls. At
the time of the incident, the Skipper could hear Glen Head Radio and he
thought that they might have picked up the mayday calls. The position of the
incident in the Report is 52º 52n011º 14w. This location is approximately 60
nautical miles from the nearest Shannon and Clifden Coast Guard VHF radio
sites and, as such, would be outside the normal range for reception of VHF
radio signals from a fishing vessel transmitter. Marine VHF range is normally line
of site range between aerials. No mayday call was heard from the IFV "Spailpin
Fanach" at the time of the incident, at either of these sites that are remotely
operated by Valentia and Malin Head Coast Guard Stations respectively. The
published range for VHF coverage provided by the Irish Coast Guard around the
Irish coast is 30 nautical miles out from land. 
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The VHF site at Glen Head (referred to in paragraph 5.6), remotely operated
by MRSC Malin Head, is approximately 140 nautical miles from 52º 52n 011º
14w. It may be possible in certain situations, due to high atmospheric pressure,
the height above mean sea level of the Glen Head VHF site and the power of
the transmission equipment at this site, that transmissions could be heard
from Glen Head Radio by vessels operating in that location. It would not,
however, be normally possible for VHF signals from vessels in position 52º 52n
011º 14w to be received at Glen Head due to the relative low height of aerials
on fishing vessels, the low power of their transmitters and the distance
involved. Vessels operating outside normal VHF range should use their MF
equipment due to its greater range for transmission and reception." 
(Please see Coast Guard’s correspondence at page 58).

5.7 At about 22.00 hours, the Skipper phoned his cousin and asked him to inform
the Gardai and relations of Mr. O’Leary and to arrange a doctor. The Skipper
advised Valencia Radio of the incident at 00.54 hours BST on the 14 May while
returning to Castletownbere. (i.e. 12 hours after the incident)
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CONCLUSIONS

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FINDINGS

6.1 Mr. O’Leary appears to have lost his balance and fell overboard. His death was
recorded at an Inquest as being due to Cardiac Arrest in turn due to Vagal
Inhibition as a result of sudden immersion in cold water.
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7 RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 The mandatory wearing of personal flotation devices (PFD’s) is required by S.I.
No. 586 of 2001, which came into operation on 1st March 2002. Guidance on the
selection of PFD’s is given in Marine Notice No. 7 of 2002, which supersedes
Marine Notice No 14 of 2000. (See Appendix 8.4).

7.2 Marine Notice No. 16 of 2002, dealing with the dangers of falling overboard when
working on the deck of a fishing vessel, is attached at Appendix 8.5. 

7.3 All fishing vessels should carry the appropriate radio equipment as required by
S.I. No. 544 of 1998. (See Appendix 8.6).
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8. APPENDICES

8.1. Appendix 1 Chart extract showing position of man overboard.    

8.2. Appendix 2 Weather Report from Met. Eireann.

8.3. Appendix 3 Photograph showing deck area where Mr. O’Leary was standing 
prior to falling overboard.

8.4. Appendix 4 Copies of Marine Notices No’s. 14 of 2000 and 7 of 2002, dealing 
with the wearing of personal flotation devices.

8.5. Appendix 5 Marine Notice No. 16 of 2002, dealing with the dangers of falling 
overboard from the deck of a fishing vessel.

8.6. Appendix 6 Copy of S.I. No. 544 of 1998 dealing with Fishing Vessel (Radio 
Installations) Regulations, 1998.



8.1. Appendix 1 Chart extract showing position of man overboard.    
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(Reproduced  by kind permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationary Office and the UK Hydrographic Office)
NOT TO BE USED FOR NAVIGATION
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8.2. Appendix 2 Weather Report from Met. Eireann.
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8.3. Appendix 3 Photograph showing deck area where Mr. O’Leary was standing
prior to falling overboard.



8.4. Appendix 4 Copies of Marine Notices No’s. 14 of 2000 and 7 of 2002, dealing
with the wearing of personal flotation devices.
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8.5. Appendix 5 Marine Notice No. 16 of 2002, dealing with the dangers of falling
overboard from the deck of a fishing vessel.
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8.6. Appendix 6 Copy of S.I. No. 544 of 1998 dealing with Fishing Vessel (Radio
Installations) Regulations, 1998.
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MCIB RESPONSE TO IRISH COAST GUARD’S LETTER DATED
28TH NOVEMBER,2003

The MCIB has noted these comments and amended the report where
appropriate.
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MCIB RESPONSE TO SARA MCCARTY’S LETTER DATED 07TH
NOVEMBER,2003

The MCIB cannot answer this query, please see section 5 of this report for
Events after the Incident.
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MCIB RESPONSE TO MR. JOHN KELLY’S LETTER DATED 06TH
NOVEMBER,2003

The MCIB has noted these comments and amended the report where
appropriate.

CORRESPONDENCE
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