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1. SYNOPSIS.

1.1 The coastal tanker motor vessel "Whithaven" grounded outbound from New Ross,
Co. Wexford on the River Barrow close to Ferry Point on Saturday morning 9th
March 2002 at approximately 01.33 hours GMT. (See appendix 8.2). The vessel was
refloated on the next high water and had suffered bottom hull penetration and
damage. There were no apparent injuries to anyone on board and no pollution
occurred. 
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION 

2.1 Name: "Whithaven"
Flag: U.K.
Port of Registry: London 
Call Sign: GPHK
Official Number: 358523
Year of Build: 1972
Classification Society: Lloyds Registry (LR)
IMO Number: 7719088
Gross Tonnage: 1204
Deadweight: 1933 
Owner/Operator: John H. Whitaker (Tankers) Limited,

Crown Dry Dock, Tower Street,
Hull, England.  HU9 1TY.

Full Sea Speed: 10 knots (230 rpm)
Number of Crew: 6 plus 1 river pilot.
Length Over All: 66.20 metres
Breadth: 11.51 metres    

Type of Ship: Single Hull Coastal Tanker with capacity for 
Light and Heavy Fuel Oils to be carried in 5 sets 
of wing tanks – Nos. 1 to 5 port and starboard. 
There are no centre tanks. 
(See appendix 8.8 for photograph of vessel)

2.2 The ship was well equipped with operational bridge instrumentation and
navigational equipment. Charts and nautical publications were on board and
corrected to the Admiralty Notices to Mariners. (See appendices 8.5 and 8.9)

2.3 The ship was manned in compliance with the Safe Manning Document (SMD)
issued by the UK Maritime Coastguard Agency 4/06/1996.

The Master Captain Robert Wilcox holds a UK STCW 78/95 certificate of
competency No. CoC 0015425 and a tanker endorsement relating to specialized
training for oil tankers. This ship has been trading regularly between Ireland and
the UK.

The Chief Mate and second mate were off watch and resting. The navigating
watch keeping rating was on standby in the mess room.   

The river Pilot, Mr. John Tyrrell, is employed by New Ross Port Company and was
licensed as a Pilot in December 1996. Previously Mr. Tyrrell had been Harbour
Master and Pilot at Arklow and relief Pilot at Roadstone Jetty, Arklow. He holds a
valid Irish STCW 78/95 certificate of competency.
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2.4 All applicable certification was in force and issued by the relevant authority i.e.
Ship Construction; International Load Line; International Oil Pollution Prevention
certificates issued by LR on behalf of Flag and Safety Equipment; Safety Radio
(issued by Marconi Marine); Safe Manning and International Safety Management
certificates issued by Flag.

2.5 CREW LIST

Name Rank Nationality

Robert Wilcox Master British
David McEachran Chief Officer British
William Jones 2nd Officer British
Philip Riley Able Seaman British
John Faber Chief Engineer British
Colin Harper 2nd Engineer British
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3. THE EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 The entrance to the River Barrow lies between Kilmokea Point and Drumdowney
Point and is approached from the River Suir through the span of Barrow Bridge.
The river is navigable by vessels of moderate draft from the Barrow Bridge for a
distance of 9 miles upstream to New Ross. 

3.2 Navigation of the river is intricate and pilotage compulsory. British Admiralty
Chart No. 2046 covers the River Barrow. (See appendices 8.3 and 8.10)

3.3 The Admiralty List of Lights Volume A lists a number of floodlights on the River
Barrow e.g. Ferry Point, Dollar Point, Pilltown, Dempsey, Carrick Cloney, Mead
Quay, Pink Rock. They should not be considered as navigational marks. (See
appendix 8.7)

3.4 On departure the forward draft was 2.8 metres and the aft draft was 4.00 metres. 

3.5 Pre sailing checks were carried out. The bridge and steering gear was tested and
entered in the deck logbook. Pilot Tyrrell boarded at 00.20 hours on Saturday
morning 9th and the ship left the Town Quay at 00.36 hours. On the outward river
passage the Pilot was on the wheel, which is normal River Barrow pilotage
practice. The Master was standing in a position to the right of the Pilot and at the
engine controls.   

3.6 The radar was operating and sited to the port side of the wheelhouse control
console and to the left of where the Pilot was standing. 

3.7 The vessel was in hand-steering mode proceeding downriver at approximately 8
knots (190 rpm). Weather conditions were good with wind South, South Westerly
at force 2 and visibility was good. There were no other ships navigating in the
river. 

3.8 At 01.05 hours the ship passed Pink Rock Channel and continued downriver. The
Master was watching the vessels track in relation to the buoyage and shore lights
ahead in the river channel. As "Whithaven" approached Ferry Point with No. 1
green light buoy on the port side the Master began to reference the fixed white
floodlight on Ferry Point. 
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THE INCIDENT

4. THE INCIDENT

4.1 The Pilot states that on approaching the corner at Ferry Point the light of the
middle red buoy was obscured and the white floodlight on the Fish Trap was
mistaken for the white floodlight at Ferry Point. The white floodlight at Ferry
Point was mistaken for the white road light at Ballinlaw. Port helm was applied
when the actual Fish Trap floodlight (then taken to be the Ferry Point floodlight)
was bearing approximately 4 points (45 degrees) on the port bow. In the
meantime the Master could see the white shore light on a road (Ballinlaw) almost
ahead and the white floodlight at Ferry Point to port. He was then aware of a
helm movement beside him and then saw the two white lights move across to the
starboard bow. The Master called to the Pilot and said that the ship must come
to starboard. As he said this more port wheel was being applied. However the
Pilot immediately applied starboard wheel bringing the rudder back from port
through ‘midships and across to starboard. The bow stopped swinging to port and
started to turn to starboard.  (See appendix 8.4)

4.2 The Pilot stated that on becoming aware that he was not in the channel the helm
was immediately put hard to starboard and the vessel travelled a short distance
parallel to the shore before grounding port side to the shoreline between the
floodlight on the Fish Trap and the floodlight on Ferry Point. The Pilot stated that
the engine was immediately stopped. The vessel came to rest approximately 20
to 30 metres from Ferry Point floodlight and parallel to the shore. The grounding
was recorded as occurring at 01.33 hours on Saturday morning 9th March 2002. 

4.3 At the time of grounding the ship’s heading was 245 degrees true. High water
estimated at 02.04 hours and the tide in the vicinity was said to be slack.  
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5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

Immediately after grounding the Master informed his Operations Director Captain
Harry Williams in Hull that "Whithaven" had grounded. (See appendix 8.6)

02.04 hrs. High Water with a range of falling tide of 2.0 metres.

02.10 hrs. The Master having initiated the on board emergency procedure for
grounding completed his assessment and condition of the tanks. He had
sounded tanks and sounded outside the ship and also established that there
was no pollution. The ship was aground on rock, shingle and sand. Ballasted
wing tanks Nos.3 and 4, containing dirty ballast water, were intact. Empty
wing tanks Nos. 1 and 2 were open to the river.

02.45 hrs. New Ross Harbour Master boarded "Whithaven". 

07.35 hrs. Due to a falling tide the ship developed an excessive list said to be up to 30
degrees to starboard and as a precaution the Master instructed the crew,
Pilot, Harbour Master to transfer from "Whithaven" to the pilot boat. The
Master followed. Earlier the liferaft was launched and prepared in
anticipation of this controlled disembarkation and before the pilot boat
arrived on the scene.

08.43 hrs. Low Water at Ferry Point.

12.05 hrs.   Helicopter completes initial pollution inspection of river.

12.35 hrs. Crew, Pilot and ship’s Master return on board "Whithaven". 

13.10 hrs. Tugs "Port Lairge II" and "Inglesby Cross" arrived.

13.15 hrs.  A Marine Surveyor from the Marine Survey Office arrived on the scene and
following a brief discussion with the Harbour Master arranged a briefing with
interested parties to consider and agree a plan of action. 

13.50 hrs  Tug "Port Lairge II" in position with towline long stretched out from the stern
of "Whithaven". 

14.00 hrs.  The towline on "Port Lairge II" parted and was promptly reconnected at
14.22 hours for the second pull. Second tug "Inglesby Cross" assisting tug
"Port Lairge II".

14.24 hrs. Tug "Inglesby Cross" transfers and connects up forward to "Whithaven".

14.25 hrs. "Whithaven" afloat fore and aft and moving out into the river. No  pollution
was observed.

14.36 hrs. Main engine on "Whithaven" operational and let go tugs to standby. 
Director General of Maritime Safety Directorate informed.

9

EVENTS FOLLOWING



14.49 hrs. High Water at Ferry Point.

15.25 hrs. Coast Guard helicopter flies over area and reports that no pollution
observed.

15.35 hrs. "Whithaven" alongside ESB power station berth on Great Island. 

15.40 hrs. Coastguard arrive on board "Whithaven"

Following temporary repairs and agreement with Coast Guard, LR, owners
and MSO the MV "Whithaven" was permitted to sail for Rosslare in order to
make additional repairs to permit the ship to continue to an agreed repair
yard in Manchester. In consultation with the UK MCA at Beverly an Irish Load
Line Exemption was issued on 20th March for a single voyage from Rosslare
to Liverpool.

During dry dock in Wales the extent of the damage to the underside of the
hull plating was established. Holes were found in deep fore peak ballast
tank, empty cargo wing tanks Nos. 1 and 2 port and starboard. There was a
hole in the boiler feed tank, which is situated aft of the pump room and
forward of the engine room. Some plating mainly along the port side of the
hull was set up in places. Approximately 15 tonnes of steel plating was
renewed.
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6. CONCLUSIONS AND FINDINGS

6.1 There was no suitable river passage plan agreed which would include speed
adjustment at the acute bends and elsewhere in the river.

6.2 The Master and Pilot were not engaged in a continuous monitoring of proposed
helm manoeuvres and concurring identification of navigational marks through
voice interaction which is a function of good practice particularly during night
navigation of the River Barrow.

6.3 At the time of the occurrence the Pilot was relying on non-navigation marks and
in doing so had mistaken the Fish Trap floodlight for the Ferry Point floodlight and
then the white road light at Ballinlaw for Ferry Point floodlight.

6.4 The Pilot was not standing in a position to effectively utilise the radar to assist
in picking up all navigation buoys and then visually identify those navigation
marks. 

6.5 The quick flashing red light at Garraunbaun Rock (the West shore on the
Co.Kilkenny side) was extinguished.

6.6 The similarity of the floodlights and Fish Traps at Ferry Point gives rise to
confusion between the two and this may have contributed to this incident.

6.7 The incidence of backscatter from the shore floodlights increases the difficulty
in picking up the lights from the red can buoys.

6.8 Although navigational charts are available, a number of river navigational buoys
are not numbered or charted. Some buoys have lights extinguished or are of low
intensity. Adequate large-scale navigation charts are not available.

6.9 The grounding did not occur as a result of machinery, steering or equipment
failure on board "Whithaven".

6.10 The Marine Casualty Investigation Board is concerned that the Pilot acts as
helmsman thereby restricting his movement across the wheelhouse particularly
at nighttime and during critical sessions of the river passage.

CONCLUSIONS



7. RECOMMENDATIONS.

7.1 River, shore side and swing bridge navigational marks should comply with the
requirements and recommendations of the International Association of
Lighthouse Authorities (I.A.L.A)/Commissioners of Irish Lights. 

7.2 Adequate larger scale navigation charts with greater detail are required.

7.3 The Port authority should, in the absence of adequate large Admiralty scale
charts provide a local passage plan which may include courses and distances,
radar distances off and to go to navigational marks and next alter course
positions, speed reductions, approved passing places, abort and emergency
procedures. There should be a correct and accurate representation of navigation
marks.

7.4 New Ross river pilots should receive formal bridge management and teamwork
training. They should develop and apply this expertise positively so far as is
reasonably practicable. 

7.5 Wexford & Kilkenny County Councils, Iarnrod Eireann and New Ross Port Authority
should assess, confer, and consult with the Commissioners of Irish Lights to draw
up a plan/ design for the proper installation and maintenance of shore and
navigational lights for the limits of New Ross Port and the lifting railway bridge.

7.6 A risk assessment should be carried out by the owners / operators of tankers
operating in this area to ensure safe passage of such vessels at all times.
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8.1 Glossary of terms

Flood Tide: The movement of water in the river is from slack low 
water towards high water.

Range: The difference between high water and low water.

GMT: Greenwich Mean Time (Local Time)

IMO: International Maritime Organization        

Wheel: Helm - means of steering the ship

STCW: Standards of Training and Certification and Watch keeping 
for Seafarers.

LR: Lloyds Register Classification Society

Marks: Means approved IALA system, which may include shapes, 
topmarks, numbering, retro reflectors and radar 
reflectors. 

Master: Captain of a vessel, whom decisions concerning the actual 
navigation and manoeuvring of the vessel remains with.

Pilotage: A voluntary or compulsory service to provide a master 
with assistance in manoeuvring his vessel, in 
communication with ship/shore, based on local knowledge. 

Grounding: Stranding: Any prolonged contact between a ship’s hull 
and sea/river bed.

Passage: Voyage: A movement of a ship between the harbour of 
departure and the harbour of destination. 
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8.2 Abstracts from BA 2046. (UK Hydrographic Office, Taunton, Summerset).  
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8.3 Abstract of river survey by Hydrographic Surveys Ltd, The Cobbles, Crosshaven,
Co.Cork.
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8.4 Sketch of occurrence from Master of "Whithaven".
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8.5 Layout and legend to the navigating bridge equipment and instrumentation.
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8.6 MRCC SITREP
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8.7 Abstract from Volume A, Admiralty List of Lights. (UK Hydrographic Office) 
(see point 5813 - River Barrow)
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8.8 Photographs of "Whithaven" 
taken by Bilberry Shipping Waterford (Tug Company).

8.9 Photograph of bridge components of "Whithaven".
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8.10 Working copy of Admiralty Chart abstract indicating the position of navigation
marks at the time of the incident. The chart was supplied by one of the pilots.
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9. INDEX OF CORRESPONDENCE RECEIVED

Correspondent

9.1 Commissioners of Irish Lights – letter dated 07th April, 2003

9.2 John H. Whitaker (tankers) Ltd. – letter dated 26th March, 2003

9.3 Mr. John Tyrell – letter dated 10 April, 2003

9.4 New Ross Port Company – letter dated 04 April, 2003 
(enclosing report from T.C. Nash and Associates 20/03/02)

THE MCIB RESPONSE TO EACH OF THE ABOVE IS SET OUT IMMEDIATELY AFTER
ALL CORRESPONDENCE
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9.1 Commissioners of Irish Lights – letter dated 07th April, 2003
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9.2 John H. Whitaker (tankers) Ltd. – letter dated 26th March, 2003
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9.3 Mr. John Tyrell – letter dated 10 April, 2003
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9.4 New Ross Port Company – letter dated 04 April, 2003 
(enclosing report from T.C. Nash and Associates 20/03/02)
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THE MCIB RESPONSE TO THE COMMISSIONER OF IRISH LIGHTS LETTER
OF 07 APRIL 2003.

The MCIB notes the contents of this letter and refers in particular to
Recommendation 7.5 of this report.

It should be noted that the Master informed the Investigator that the Pilot
reported during the inbound passage that the top marks of the red can bouys
were in his (the Pilots) opinion too close to the light and that this sometimes
affected the visibility of the flashing red lights.
The quick flashing light at Gurraunbaun Rock was extinguished. The Pilot
maintains that this light, had it been operating, would have indicated to him when
it opened over Ferry Point that it was then safe to alter course around Ferry
Point. 

This light had been extinguished eighteen months before this incident as a new
port hand buoy was established close by.
As a result of the grounding of the "Whithaven" a new flashing light was
established at Gurraunbaun on the 30th May 2002.

THE MCIB RESPONSE TO JOHN H. WHITAKER (TANKERS) LTD. LETTER
OF 26 MARCH 2003.

Corrections have been made in the draft report in accordance with this letter.

THE MCIB RESPONSE TO MR. JOHN TYRELL LETTER OF 10 APRIL 2003

Corrections have been made in the draft report in accordance with this letter.
The MCIB stands over the conclusion at paragraph 6.4.
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THE MCIB RESPONSE TO NEW ROSS PORT COMPANYS LETTER OF 04
APRIL 2003.

The MCIB rejects the contention that its conclusions are flawed.
The MCIB Investigator spoke to the Harbour Master at the scene. The Harbour
Master was unable to furnish any relevant evidence as he was not present at the
time of the incident. He did cooperate fully in furnishing all documentation
requested of him by the Investigator.

6.1 The MCIB is aware that no passage plan existed. However it should be
noted that no suitable scale charts are available to prepare such a plan.
New Ross Port Company should ensure that charts of a suitable scale for
the preparation of passage plans be made available.

6.4 The MCIB disagrees. The Pilot who was helming was not in a position to
efficiently or effectively use the radar as its location makes it difficult to use
from the helmsman’s position. See photographs of the bridge layout
supplied by New Ross Port Company in appendix 8.9. These clearly show
that the radar screen is at an obtuse angle to the helmsman’s position. 

The MCIB does not accept that it is best or acceptable practice for the
helmsman to helm in confined and difficult navigational waters in darkness
whilst having to monitor the radar at the same time.

6.5 The MCIB fails to see what point is being made in this paragraph. The red
light at Gurraunbaun Rock was extinguished. The fact that New Ross Port
Company established a new white flashing light at Gurraunbaun as a result
of the "Whithaven" incident clearly shows that a danger did exist. 

6.6 See 4.1 and 6.1 of this report and T.C. Nashs report paragrapgh 2 page 2
and "Factors Contributing". It is evident that some confusion existed which
resulted in the "Whithaven" grounding. This is  confirmed in the report from
the Pilot Mr. John Tyrell dated the 11th March 2002 which is attached to
T.C. Nash’s report.

6.7 The fact that a new starboard hand buoy was subsequently laid at Ferry
Point in may 2002 shows that a problem did exist.
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6.8 The MCIB disagrees. There is no evidence to show that all the buoys were
charted at the time of the incident as no up to date navigational chart had
been produced by either the Hydrographic Office or New Ross Port
Company. The absence of such a chart makes it extremely difficult to
formulate a passage plan.
The MCIB welcomes the fact that the lighted buoys on the River Barrow are
now solar powered.

7.1 The MCIB notes the response from the Commissioners of Irish Lights
which deals with this point. The comment in relation to the bridge is not
relevant as the bridge did not contribute to the incident in any way.
However the MCIB recognises New Ross Port Company’s concerns in this
regard. See recommendation 7.5 .

7.2 The MCIB awaits a report on what action is being taken by New Ross
Port Company in this regard. 
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