
• Ensure you have a good footing.
• Use your body efficiently.
• Avoid twisting.
• Avoid relying on pure muscle power.
• Recover the casualty at the lowest 

part of the boat.
• Use a boarding ladder or rig a short 

rope with a bowline as a foot loop.
• With the engine off and killcord 

removed, use the engine’s anti-
ventilation plate as a step.

The following method of recovering 
a person from the water is relatively 
new and has a number of advantages 
over other methods. In particular, if the 
person in the water is wearing a trapeze 
harness, this method avoids snagging 
the harness on the side of the boat. 
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Recovering people 
from the water
Recovery of a person from the water 
into a boat can be a challenge, 
even to the most experienced crew. 
Unless the boat carries specialist 
recovery equipment, the operation 
relies upon the strength and skill 
of the crew. Paul Mara gives a few 
tips for teaching safe recovery 
of a casualty, and an alternative 
approach to the traditional dunking 
and dragging onboard methods.

I remember, many years ago, being 
taught how to recover a person from 
the water. On that occasion, against my 
better judgement, I volunteered to be 
the casualty. Now, correct me if I am 
wrong, but I thought ducking witches 
was banned centuries ago. Needless to 
say, it was not a pleasant experience!

Safety First
• Never demonstrate or practise 

a moving MOB exercise with a 
person, always use a dummy.

• Switch off the engine when there 
is a casualty alongside the boat.

Teaching recovery 
techniques on RYA 
courses
If you demonstrate recovery of a 
person from the water, ensure that 
you have suitable conditions and are 
appropriately dressed. Then apply the 
following principles:
• Never demonstrate or practise 

a moving MOB exercise with a 
person, always use a dummy.

• Ensure the boat is stationary with 
the engine off and killcord removed.

• Choose a safe area to practice.
• Keep a good look out.
• Always wear suitable buoyancy.
• The demonstrator should carefully 

enter the water.
• Consider making this the last 

exercise of the day.

Think ergonomically
Consider the effects of the recovery 
process on the casualty and yourself, 
with equal importance. Good 
technique prevents injury.

Now grasp their other hand and 
gently lean back into the boat, pulling 

removed. With the person facing 
towards the back or front of the boat 
grasp the hand nearest to the boat.
Position the person’s legs on the tube, 
so that they are now facing the boat.

In March 2005, a man and his 
daughter were thrown overboard 
from their RIB while travelling 
at high speed on Loch Lomond. 
Despite extensive surface and 
underwater searches, their bodies 
have not been found.

On the day of the accident, the father 
and his two teenage daughters 
launched their 6.4m RIB, which was 
fitted with a 150hp outboard engine, 
giving a top speed of 50 knots.

The water temperature was 3˚c, the 
air temperature was about 5˚c and 
the wind was force 4 from the west, 
producing waves of about 30cm. They 
were all wearing warm clothing, but 
were not dressed for entering the water 
and were not wearing lifejackets, as 
these were accidentally left at home. 

The father was sitting at the steering 
wheel on the forward of two fore and 
aft seats. The younger daughter was 
sitting directly behind him, and the 
elder daughter was standing behind 
her sister holding on to a back rest. 
Soon after leaving the shore, at the 
request of his daughters, the father 
weaved the boat from side to side, 
after which he steadied the RIB on a 

Lessons to be learned – use your killcord
course and set the throttle at full speed. 
Soon afterwards, the RIB unexpectedly 
lurched to port, throwing the father and 
younger daughter into the water. 

Because the killcord had not been 
attached, the RIB carried on travelling 
away from the two people in the 
water. The elder daughter, who had 
been thrown to the bottom of the RIB, 
managed to reach the engine throttle 
control and stop the boat. Then, despite 
problems steering the RIB, she drove it 
back to the area where her father and 
sister had been thrown into the water. 

A passing cruiser had seen the RIB at 
a distance and saw the elder daughter 
raise an arm. However, the people on the 
cruiser mistook this gesture as a greeting, 
and not one of alarm, and they continued 
on passage, oblivious to the emergency. 

The girl manoeuvred the RIB close 
to her sister and entered the water. 
However, despite courageous attempts 
to rescue her sister, the effects of cold 
water forced her to re-board the RIB, 
after which she lost sight of both her 
younger sister and her father. She 
drove the RIB over to two fishermen 
in a boat to seek help and they called 

the emergency services. On-water and 
shoreline searches began and these 
were later joined by two helicopters. 
However, the father and younger 
daughter were not seen again. 

The MAIB report concluded that:
• The steering system was in 

poor condition and in need of 
maintenance or replacement.

• The cause of the accident was 
the loss of a significant quantity 
of hydraulic oil from the steering 
system.

• The effects of loss of hydraulic oil, the 
introduction of air into the steering 
system and damaged non-return 
valve springs combined to cause a 
sudden uncontrolled movement of 
the outboard engine, with the result 
that the RIB lurched violently to port.

• An in-water test showed that 
the steering system functioned 
satisfactorily when it had been 
topped up with hydraulic oil.

• Cold water shock severely reduces a 
person’s ability to stay afloat. Wearing 
a lifejacket is essential to extend 
survival time and hence improve the 
chances of being rescued.

• It was essential for the father and 
his younger daughter to be rescued 

quickly before the debilitating 
symptoms of cold water shock took 
effect. Had any or all of a number of 
safety items been in place (killcord, 
lifejackets and means of alerting 
others to an emergency), their 
chances of survival would have 
been greatly enhanced.

• Attendance on an RYA powerboat 
course would provide boat owners 
with the practical skills required 
for operating a RIB. It would also 
educate them on the safety issues 
relating to powerboats.

• Waterway authorities can assess the 
general risks caused by leisure craft 
activities, and they have the powers 
to put in place control measures to 
reduce those risks. 

Reproduced with permission from 
the MAIB. 

The MAIB regularly calls on the RYA 
to promulgate reports such as this 
in order to raise awareness of the 
causes of accidents. They are also 
a good teaching tool for instructors, 
helping you to highlight to your 
students just how important their 
training is. Copies of similar reports 
can be viewed on the MAIB’s website 
www.maib.gov.uk.

the person 
on to the side 
of the boat 
into a seated 
position.

In this instance the person in the water 
is brought alongside the boat. Ensure 
that the engine is off and the killcord 


