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1. I would like to begin by acknowledging the eight lives lost in the Easy 

Rider tragedy, and the continuing grief of whanau, friends and the 

community of which the deceased were members.   

2. The Commissioners and staff of the Transport Accident Investigation 

Commission sincerely hope that the inquiry findings and 

recommendations being released here will help stop a similar event 

happening again. 

3. Thank you for making the time to be here today.  The news media has 

an important role in ensuring that the learning from this accident is 

shared widely and considered for its relevance by the many 

organisations and individuals involved with marine activities in New 

Zealand, whether for income or for fun. 

4. I need to emphasise that the Commission’s inquiry and report are 

independent of other agencies’ investigations and actions, including 

Maritime New Zealand’s prosecutions relating to this accident.  While 

the Commission has considered evidence and made findings on similar 

matters, our job has been for a different purpose and it has been 
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performed observing different legal requirements. Essentially our job is 

to investigate and determine the causes and circumstances of 

accidents and incidents with a view to avoiding similar occurrences in 

the future, rather than ascribing blame to any person. 

5. Shortly Captain Burfoot will describe in some detail how the accident 

came about. 

6. However, in summary, the primary cause of the accident was that the 

Easy Rider was loaded with too much weight, too high in the vessel, 

resulting in it having insufficient reserve stability for the intended 

voyage.  When the vessel was hit by a large wave, its lack of stability 

meant that it capsized and later sank. 

7. The Commission also found: 

(i) The vessel put to sea at 8pm when the weather forecast was for 

gale force winds in Foveaux Strait. 

(ii) The skipper did not have the required maritime qualification to be 

in charge of the Easy Rider when it was operating as a commercial 

fishing vessel, and the fishing deckhand certificate which he had, 

did not cover the fundamentals of stability. From the way the 

vessel was loaded it appears that the skipper did not understand 

the concept of vessel stability. 

(iii) The Easy Rider was operating as a commercial fishing vessel and 

should not have been carrying the six passengers and their 

equipment on the accident trip to the Titi Islands.   

(iv) There was insufficient life-saving equipment for the number of 

people on board, including as few as four approved lifejackets to 
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share between nine persons, and these were probably too small 

for several of the larger persons on board.   

(v) The four-person self-inflating life raft – which unfortunately 

became trapped and prevented from activating during the capsize 

– would not have been sufficient for those on board. 

(vi) There was no evidence that alcohol or drugs were a cause of the 

accident.  However, of the four bodies recovered, one crew 

member was found to have a high level of THC, the active 

ingredient of cannabis, in his blood.  In addition, a passenger was 

found to have a level of THC, and one passenger was found to 

have a high level of alcohol in his blood. Alcohol and cannabis 

affect decision making and alcohol affects the ability of people to 

survive in cold water.  Crew, in particular, have safety 

responsibilities to all on board and should never be on duty when 

their judgment may be impaired. 

8. The Commission is recommending that Maritime New Zealand do more 

to educate water users about life jacket requirements and options. In 

particular life jackets should be of a size to fit those who are on board. 

9. The Commission is concerned that the rules and processes for 

switching a vessel between commercial and recreational use have not 

been as clear as they could have been, but notes that work is underway 

to clarify this. 

10. In the early years, when vessels of the Easy Rider’s design were built, 

surveyors realised that the vessels had limited reserves of stability. This 

information appears to have been lost over time.  You will recall that 

the Commission made an urgent safety recommendation early in the 

inquiry for Maritime New Zealand to ensure that this situation was 
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rectified, and we have made a further recommendation that issues 

around the retention and disposal of important maritime records be 

addressed. 

11. There are several key lessons that can be learnt from this accident: 

 skippers and persons in charge of vessels must have at least a 

basic understanding of ship stability and how the loading of people 

and equipment can affect this stability 

 small vessels, especially those with less stability, should not put to 

sea in the face of gale or storm weather forecasts 

 navigating small craft in rough sea conditions at night is an 

inherently dangerous activity and should be avoided if and when 

possible 

 the life-saving equipment – life jackets and life rafts -  on a vessel of 

any description being used for any purpose must be suitable for the 

intended trip and for the number and size of persons on board 

 Maritime Rules specify the bare minimum requirements for life-

saving equipment.  Operators should consider purchasing a higher 

standard of equipment that can improve the chances of detection 

and rescue in the event of a mishap : Float-free EPIRBs and people 

carrying a personal locator beacon will improve the chances of 

being noticed and rescued, particularly in the event of a sudden or 

catastrophic event such as a capsize. 

 individuals and entities, including companies and directors, that own 

and operate commercial vessels must ensure that they fully 

understand and comply with all legal requirements arising from this 

ownership and operation.  
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12. As we know, the Easy Rider was transporting extended family to an 

island where they were to prepare for the upcoming muttonbird 

harvest.  The accident happened six years after the Kotuku tragedy, in 

which six members of an extended family had also lost their lives in 

Foveaux Strait while returning, by fishing vessel, from islands after 

completing the muttonbird harvest.   

13. The circumstances of the two tragedies were different.  Nevertheless, 

in each case a fishing vessel not normally used for transporting 

passengers and their equipment was involved, and in each case the 

standards of the day and the Maritime Rules were not met.   

14. During the course of this investigation the Commission talked to the 

owners, and inspected the operation, of four vessels that were being 

prepared to transport passengers and their effects to Titi Islands for the 

2012 season.   

15. Those inspections showed that many of the lessons from the Kotuku 

tragedy had been heeded, at least by those operators.   

16. The report details, and the Commission acknowledges, what a number 

of organisations and participants have been doing to ensure that 

maritime transport in support of the muttonbird harvest is safe. 

17. Thank you. I would now invite the Commission’s Chief Investigator of 

Accidents, Captain Tim Burfoot, to explain the accident in more detail 

before we open the floor up for discussion/questions. 


