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HOW THE CREW OF

 
MIGHT HAVE 
BEEN SAVED
The Marine Accident 
Investigation Branch’s dossier 
on the loss of Ouzo makes 
chilling reading. YM Editor Paul 
Gelder reports on what every 
sailor now needs to know

 Pride of Bilbao dwarves a small 
cruising yacht off Portsmouth
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HOW THE CREW OF

 
MIGHT HAVE 
BEEN SAVED

S
everal vital life-saving 
lessons emerge from 
the Marine Accident 
Investigation Branch’s long-

awaited report into the loss of the 
25ft yacht Ouzo and the drowning 
of her three crew on the night of 26 
August last year. 

The 124-page dossier makes 
chilling reading for yachtsmen. The 
report concludes that the lookout 
on the P&O ferry Pride of Bilbao may 
not have seen the yacht soon enough 
when they were on a collision course 
because he was wearing the wrong 
sort of glasses – with photochromatic 
lenses, which darken in light .

A fatal chain of factors on the 
bridge of the 37,000-tonne ferry, 
as well as aboard the 27ft yacht, 
combined to cause the tragedy.

Just before the collision the ferry, 
travelling at 19 knots, made a course 
alteration which may have confused 
Ouzo’s crew about the ship’s 
intentions. Visibility was very good, 
the night was dark and the well-lit 
ferry was approaching from astern, 
not obscured by the sails. ‘In any 
case,’ adds the report, ‘any attempts 
by the yachtsmen to attract the ferry’s 
attention were ineffective as the 
watchkeeping offi cer and lookout 
only saw the yacht’s lights at the last 
minute,’ when it was too late.

  THE TIMELINE OF A SAILING TRAGEDY
2030 (26 August) Ouzo leaves her mooring 

at  Bembridge.

2230 A mobile-phone call from a crew member 

confi rms her position in Sandown Bay as she sails out 

of range of Southampton VTS radar.

2325 Pride of Bilbao with 1,490 passengers leaves 

Portsmouth over two hours late, due to a technical 

fault.

0022 Approaching Nab Tower, the Ship’s Master rang 

full away on sea passage, normal procedure.

0030 Master handed the con over to second offi cer 

Michael Hubble (61) and said he’d be in his cabin if 

needed.

0059 Change-over of lookout on ship’s bridge.

0101 Radar reveals no close targets. Course change 

made from 221° to 243°. Takes three minutes using 

autopilot.

0107 Lookout on port side spots dim white light 

on starboard bow... then red brighter light. Second 

offi cer uses joystick to turn bow of vessel. Lookout 

sees yacht with two white sails passing down 

starboard. Second offi cer alters course other way, 

thinking ferry’s stern might strike yacht. Seeing a light 

off the stern, second offi cer believes yacht is safely 

clear.

Noon (22 August) Forty hours after Ouzo left 

Bembridge, the body of a man is found in the sea, 

later identifi ed as James Meaby.

1900 (23 August) Bodies of two other crew 

recovered 10m south of the Nab Tower.

 ON THE PRIDE OF BILBAO
•  The yacht didn’t show up on 
the ferry’s radars. The report says 
GRP yachts the size of Ouzo have 
poor radar refl ectivity, even with a 
radar refl ector displayed (which is 
believed to be the case: Ouzo had 
an octahedral refl ector.) ‘The signal 
is reduced further in moderate or 
rough conditions. At least one of 
the ferry’s radars was adjusted using 
automatic clutter control.’
Recommendation: Ships’ ‘radars 
should be routinely switched to 

manual clutter control to check for 
small targets’.
• ‘Poor blackout procedures’. 
Light pollution on the ship’s 
bridge affected the lookout and 
watchkeeper’s vision. A red light 
in the chart room was switched to 
white because the second offi cer 
found it gave him headaches. Some 
blackout curtains were not drawn, 
impairing night  vision.
 Recommendation: ‘Keep stray 
light to a minimum.’

• The lookout fi rst saw Ouzo when 
he’d been on the bridge for nine 
minutes. His eyes were still adapting 
to the dark – a possible reason he 
didn’t spot Ouzo earlier.
Recommendation: ‘Handovers of 
15 minutes, so a lookout’s eyes are 
well adapted to the dark.’ It takes 10-
15 minutes to get full night vision.

• After the incident, the ferry failed 
to stop and assist or communicate 
with the yacht. The offi cer saw a 
light astern, but this didn’t mean 
the yacht was safe. Ouzo’s battery 
compartment was well-protected 
and her lights may have been lit 
despite being swamped or capsized 
with crew in the water in desperate 

need of help.  The lack of an 
‘aggrieved’ VHF radio call from the 
yacht may have indicated the yacht 
was not safe.
Recommendation: ‘The effect of 
a large, fast ship passing close to a 
small boat can be dangerous... every 
effort should be made to ensure the 
safety of small vessels after a near 
collision.’
• Research commissioned from the 
Institute of Ophthalmology shows 
the lookout’s photochromatic 
glasses stopped at least 20% of light 
transmission. 
Recommendation: ‘Such glasses 
should not be worn by bridge 
lookouts at night’.

Poor blackout procedures in the 
bridge chart room affected the 

lookout’s night vision BELOW: The 
lookout’s tinted glasses stopped 

20% of light transmission 

The MAIB recommends ships’ radars need to be 
regularly set to manual to check for small targets

  SEE NEXT PAGE
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  ANATOMY OF A DISASTER
The MAIB report cost more than £150,000 

and took seven months to complete. This 

excludes the cost of searching 95 square 

miles of seabed for the wreck, with the 

Navy, merchant ships and aircraft. No 

wreck has been found.

Six MAIB inspectors carried out 

painstaking checks. Voyage Data Recorder 

(VDR) records from all ships traced in the 

Solent on the fateful night were examined. 

A detailed inspection was made of the 

Pride of Bilbao’s hull, looking for paint 

samples and scratches. Several nights 

were spent at sea on the ferry in varying 

conditions, assessing blind spots on the 

bridge. Passenger questionnaires were 

checked for clues to what happened that 

night. The lookout’s eyes were tested and 

his prescription glasses sent for tests. The 

ferry’s radar was examined. 

The MAIB reconstructed Ouzo’s 

probable track from Bembridge on a 

sister yacht, Pandit, and assessed the 

yacht’s survivability in various swamping 

scenarios. Coastguard computer software 

was used to calculate the drift of a 

partially submerged 25ft yacht, as well as 

the bodies of crew. James Meaby’s body 

drifted 40 miles in wind and tide.

They tested the most commonly used 

radar refl ectors; yacht navigation lights 

and investigated sea survival and the 

psychological impact of collision at sea on 

lookouts and watch offi cers and whether 

or not ‘denial’ was a factor in this case.

• The MAIB was set-up in 1987 after the 

capsize of the Herald of Free Enterprise 

ferry, when 193 passengers died on 

passage from Zeebrugge for Dover.

partially submerged 25ft yacht, as well as 

the bodies of crew. James Meaby’s body 

They tested the most commonly used 

psychological impact of collision at sea on 

lookouts and watch offi cers and whether 

 The MAIB was set-up in 1987 after the 
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WHAT HAPPENED 
ON THE OUZO?
Why wasn’t the yacht seen until the 
last minute? 

• Masthead tricolour navigation 
light lenses, similar to Ouzo’s, 
are prone to crazing, 
reducing their effi ciency. 
Bulbs fi tted can be 
accidentally replaced with 
ones of lower luminosity or 
with damaged fi laments
Recommendation: 
Check lenses and make sure 
bulbs are constantly bright 
and there are no loose 
connections.

• In a yacht heeled more 
than 5°, the horizontal 
intensity of her navigation 
lights may be decreased. 
Ouzo was probably close-
hauled and heeling to 20° 
or more, so her masthead 
light may well have been 
compromised. 

• Even if Ouzo had 
deployed her octahedral 
radar refl ector, it would 
not have been very 
effective in the ‘clutter’ of 
moderate sea conditions.
Recommendation: Fit the 
best radar you can afford. Consider 
the Sea-Me active radar refl ector, 
which came top in YM’s group 
test ( June, 2005  issue). MAIB is 
publishing its own report on radar 
refl ectors on 1 May on its website. 

RAISING THE ALARM
Ouzo’s crew didn’t have time to send 
a Mayday on their VHF radio, or 
to fi re distress fl ares. They weren’t 
declared missing until some 36 
hours after the collision, when the 

• None of the lifejackets had lights. 
A light, a waterproof torch or 
personal mini- distress fl ares may 
have alerted one of the many craft 
in the area that night.
• A waterproof handheld VHF radio 
could have sent a Mayday from one 
of Ouzo’s survivors.
• An EPIRB or a Personal Locator 

fi rst body was found 10 miles south 
of the Nab Tower. 

Ouzo’s crew were all wearing 
lifejackets. It’s estimated James 
Meaby survived for at least 12 hours 
and his crewmates for only three 
hours. Why?

• Meaby had fi tted his lifejacket 
tightly.  The addition of  crotch 
straps (optional extras) would have 
signifi cantly increased survival time.
Recommendation: Fit crotch 
straps. They cost just £8.95, say 
Crewsaver, and can be retrofi tted. 
The British Standards Institute may 
make crotch straps standard.

Lifejacket 
crotch 
straps 
could save 
your life 

NEWSNEWS
 SPECIAL REPORT

Radar refl ectors (above) lose 
effectiveness when the boat 
is heeled. The Sea-me (left) 
came top in a YM group test

  TOM CUNLIFFE
REPORT IS ‘A WAKE-UP CALL’
YM ‘s columnist 

writes: The loss of 

the yacht  Ouzo 

is a ‘wake-up call’ 

for us all and the 

MAIB’s report 

has reassuring 

conclusions for small-craft sailors 

and makes a genuine contribution 

to safety. The report recommends:  

‘Yachtsmen should not hesitate 

to attract the attention of ships’ 

watchkeepers by whatever means 

available.’ This 

specifi cally includes 

calling on VHF radio, 

illuminating sails with 

spotlights and, as a 

last resort, directing the 

light at the bridge. You can’t beat 

an old-fashioned hand-held white  

fl are on a dark night, too. It may have 

been beyond MAIB’s brief to mention 

that while yachts sometimes have 

stand-on rights against larger ships, 

the COLREGS make crystal clear that 

if the give-way vessel offers no sign 

of complying, the stand-on vessel 

should take over the initiative with 

timely avoiding action. Deciding 

when and how to respond can be 

challenging. The lesson from this 

tragedy is that the sooner we act, the 

better our chances are of averting a 

close-quarters situation from which 

there may be no escape.
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OUZO: THE LESSONS 

Despite a masive 
search, no trace 

of Ouzo was 
found. It’s known 
she had DSC VHF 
radio, a 1million 

candela spotlight, 
octahedral radar 
refl ector, distress 

fl ares and a 
defl ated three-man 

infl atable dinghy, 
stowed in a locker

Beacon would also have raised the 
alarm. Some release and activate 
automatically when immersed.
• Ouzo did not have a liferaft rigged 
with an automatic hydrostatic 
release unit.  

The report concludes that any 
of these factors ‘would have 
dramatically increased the crew’s 
chances of survival.’

The MAIB report is not intended 
to determine liability or apportion 
blame, but to learn the lesson to 
prevent future accidents
Note: You can print out a copy of 
the report at www.maib.gov.uk

• Next month in YM, two yachtsmen 
who were consultants on the MAIB 
report – eye surgeon Dr James 
McGill and  ex-RN sea survival 
expert  Dr Frank Golden – give their 
expert view on further lessons we 
can learn from the Ouzo tragedy.

Ouzo did not have a liferaft because her owner didn’t think she was 
big enough to carry one. An automatic, hydrostatic release liferaft 
would have deployed itself if the crew didn’t have time. A four-man 
valise is 75x50x30cm and weighs about 40kg.

Mini fl ares, 
an EPIRB and 
lifejacket lights 
could all have 
saved the crew 
of Ouzo after the 
collision
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