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1. Facts
A Sailing yacht, Xela, which had been mooring at Górki Zachodnie, set sail on 20 June 2019 at
03:001 heading to the port of Klaipeda, as planned.
After mooring in Klaipeda on 21 June 2019 at 04:30 and a short stop, on the same day the yacht
left the port and at 19:06 began the return voyage to Poland.
Due to worsening weather conditions, it was decided to reduce the area of the mainsail. The
sail was jammed in the slot which prevented the reefing of the sail and dropping it.
After setting the yacht against the wind, the engine was started. Attempts to unlock jammed
mainsail failed. While navigating with the engine, there appeared an intense smell resembling
toilet stench, about 15 cm of water was found in the bilge near the foot of the mast. Some
members of the crew began to feel the effects of seasickness very intensively. The condition of
one of the female members the crew was so severe that they began to fear for her life.
The failure of the autopilot device, the failure of GPS indications, strong odour in the internal
spaces of the yacht, fear for the life of a female member of the crew, and the observed slight
rise of water caused the yacht’s captain to call for help. The Mayday message was broadcasted
on 22 June 2019 at 5:02.
The signal was received by MRCC Klaipeda, MRCC Kaliningrad, the Witowo Radio shore
radio station, the Russian Navy vessel and the nearby Athena Seaways ferry.
Athena Seaways ferry approached the yacht at 05:42, shielded it and transported the crew
members of the yacht to the ferry on a fast rescue boat.
A female member of the yacht, exhausted by seasickness, was taken from the ferry by the
Lithuanian air force helicopter and transported to the hospital. The remaining members of the
yacht’s crew reached Klaipeda by the ferry and were hospitalized. After leaving the hospitals,
all members of the crew of the Xela yacht returned to Poland.
The fate of the drifting yacht was not registered. It must have sunk.
2. General Information
2.1. Yacht Particulars
Name:

Xela

Flag:

Polish

Owner:

private property

1

CEST (UTC+2) is the time used in the report.
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Classification society:

PZŻ Technical Marine Team

Type of yacht:

X-402

Call sign:

SPG4343

Displacement:

ca. 6,000 kg

PZŻ Registration Number:

POL 16212

Year of built:

1985

Power:

20,6 kW (built-in engine)

Length overall:

11.98 m

Width:

3.95 m

Hull material:

polyester-fiberglass laminate

Minimum crew:

not defined

2.2. Voyage Particulars
Ports en route:

Klaipeda (Lithuania)

Port of destiny:

Górki Zachodnie

Type of navigation:

seagoing

Information about the crew:

8 Poles

Information about passengers:

no passengers

www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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Photograph 1: The sailing yacht, „Xela”

2.3. Information About the Accident
Kind:

very serious marine casualty

Date and time of the event:

22 June 2019, ca. 06:00

Geographical position during the event:

φ = 55°31’0 N λ = 020°08’0 E

Geographical area of the event:

Baltic Sea, South-Eastern region

Weather during the event:

Wind direction W to NW 4-5°B, at times
6°B, sea state 3-4, ambient temperature +
(16 - 17)°C,

Operational status of the yacht during the event:

recreational sailing

Effects of the accident:

short stay at the hospital of the crew members
The abandoned yacht was lost; it must have sunk.

www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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2.4. Shore Services and Rescue Action Information
The Mayday signal transmitted from the yacht was first received by the SSR of Lithuania at
05:02, but because of a weak signal, the message was not fully understood. It was understood
that the vessel, Stella was on the position φ = 55 ° 30'39 "N λ = 020 ° 12'45" E, it reported the
damage of the mast and asked for help.
Two minutes later (at 5:04) a car and passenger ferry, Athena Seaways confirmed they had
received the Mayday signal. The master of the ferry reported that they were sailing about 40
min. away from the yacht’s position, they changed their course and were sailing towards the
yacht for the purpose of rendering assistance. The coordination of the action was initiated by
MRCC Klaipeda.
At 05:05 the first signal from the EPIRB radio was received. The signal did not contain the
position, the yacht name was not confirmed via MMSI due to the lack of entry in the EPIRB
database.
Witowo Radio shore rescue station joined the action. The station operator called the yacht
several times, but there was no response.
At 05:12 MRCC Kaliningrad confirmed Distress message on DSC VHF. Category Undesignated distress.
At 05:16 MRCC Kaliningrad confirmed the receipt of the next Distress message on DCS VHF
in the Abandoning ship category.
At 05:22 ARCC Warsaw announced the receipt of the Cospas Sarsat message from EPIRB and
confirmed the MMSI and the position.
At 05:31 the Athena Seaways ferry established VHF communication with the yacht.
Information was received that there were 8 people on the yacht, and 3 of them needed
assistance.
At 05:39 the master of the ferry confirmed to the MRCC that their position was 9 minutes away
from the yacht. The yacht was already visible from the deck of the ferry.
At 05:42 the captain of the Athena Seaways ferry reported to MRCC Klaipeda that he launched
the evacuation of the yacht’s crew aboard the ferry using a fast rescue boat.
One of the yacht’s female members of the crew was transported by a Lithuanian SAR helicopter
to the hospital in Klaipeda.
At 08:31 MRCC Klaipeda sent information to MRCC Gdynia about finishing the rescue action
along with a summary of its course.

www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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3. Circumstances of the Accident
The cruise on the Xela sailing yacht was organized by the sailor in charge of the yacht who held
the diploma of a yacht’s captain. The crew consisted of the captain’s friends. The cruise was
not of a commercial nature and was to take place during a long weekend including the Catholic
holiday of Corpus Christi.
The crew, after arriving in the evening of 19 June 19 2019 (Wednesday) to the yacht moored at
the marina of the Gdańsk Shipyard Yacht in Górki Zachodnie, underwent a safety training
course conducted by the captain.
They discussed the watch keeping procedure and it was agreed that the watch would be kept by
two persons for 3 hours each.
After taking provisions, on Thursday, 20 June 2019 at ca 03:00 the yacht set sail on a cruise to
Klaipeda. In the Gulf of Gdańsk, the captain conducted an additional training explaining the
principles of performing Man overboard emergency maneuvers. In favorable conditions with a
westerly wind of 2-3° B, the yacht reached Klaipeda without any problems.
On Friday, 21 June 2019, at 04:30, the yacht was moored at Castel Marina Klaipeda.
On the same day, i.e. on 21 June 2019, the crew was informed by the captain of the expected
weather conditions on the return journey. According to the weather forecast downloaded from
the Internet, among others from the NavSim website (http://www.navsim.pl/), at night the wind
force was to increase, and then the wind would weaken significantly.
At ca 18:15, after supplying water and making technical inspection, the yacht set sail on its way
back to Poland.
At 19:06 the yacht passed the heads of the Klaipeda port, the engine was put aside and the yacht
under sail continued its voyage at the 220° course at a speed of about 5 w. At that time the wind
was blowing from the west with a force of 3° B.
After about half an hour later, the autopilot stopped working, and after another few minutes the
alarm started in the DSC VHF radio of lack of GPS position. The captain tried to diagnose the
failure, but could not determine what was the cause.
At ca 23:15, due to the increasing wind, the captain ordered to set up the first reef on the
mainsail, and after another 30 minutes, he ordered further reduction of the mainsail. The attempt

www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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to set up a second reef failed because the creepers of the mainsail got stuck in the slot. In such
a situation the mainsail could not have been reduced.

Figure 1: The route of the yacht after leaving Klaipeda until the time of abandoning the yacht
The captain ordered to roll the maisail, the engine was started and the mainsail was set in the
yacht’s plane of symmetry. The yacht’s course was changed to upwind (ca 270°), and the captain
and the first officer attempted to unlock the mainsail but their attempts failed.
The yacht driven by the engine was following the upwind course at 270 ° at a speed of 1.0 - 1.5
knots.
The symptoms of seasickness began to increase among crew members. Only two people did
not get sick and had no symptoms of seasickness.
At 4:30 the captain found in the cockpit was informed about strong smell coming from the toilet
area. The captain inspected the toilet, but the source of the unpleasant smell could not be
determined. While under the deck, the captain also suffered from seasickness. Because on
www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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previous voyages the captain had not suffered from seasickness, he interpreted it as the effect
of poisoning with stinking gas escaping from an unknown source.
While inspecting the toilet, the captain found a small amount of water in the bilge. He inspected
the remaining channels and pipes finding no visible leakage. He decided to start the electric
bilge pump.
Due to deteriorating health of the crew and nagging smell below deck causing vomiting, the
captain ordered to put on pneumatic life jackets.
The condition of one of the female members of the crew started to raise concerns about her
health. In addition to severe seasickness, there appeared additional symptoms such as
convulsions and lack of contact. She looked very exhausted.
At 05:02 the captain, using a VHF radio, sent a Mayday signal which was received by MRCC
Klaipeda. The quality of communication was very poor. The captain did not hear the questions
asked by the MRCC.
After a few minutes, the captain sent a Distress message of unspecified type via DSC VHF.
In the next few minutes, the captain was sending DSC Distress messages of unspecified type
and the Abandoning Ship specific emergency message.
The emergency signal was received by the MRCC Klaipeda, MRCC Kaliningrad, Witowo
Radio, a navy frigate flying the Russian flag and the Athena Seaways ferry.
At 05:04 Athena Seaways established communication with MRCC Klaipeda. The captain of the
ferry informed that he was 40 minutes away from the yacht, and that he was changing the course
to go into their direction.
At around 05:04 at the captain’s command, the second officer started the EPIRB.
At 05:12 MRCC Klaipeda confirmed the Distress message of the Undesignated distress
category and two minutes later at 05:14 there was sent a confirmation of the reception of two
DSC Distress messages, of the Abandoning Ship category.
At 05:31 the Athena Seaways ferry established communication with the yacht and informed
that they were 16 minutes from the yacht’s position and heading towards the yacht. The
information was provided from the yacht that the crew consisted of 8 people, of which 3
required medical assistance. According to the captain of the yacht, there was a slight increase
in water inside the yacht despite starting the electric bilge pump.
Also, a Lithuanian air force helicopter reached the yacht. The doctor on its board asked for a
medical history and inquired about the health condition of the sickest female member of the

www.pkbwm.gov.pl
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crew. Due to the decision of the yacht’s captain to evacuate the entire crew, it was decided to
transport the patient onto the helicopter only when she had been moved on board the ferry.
Since the yacht had still its mainsail on the mast, which was an obstacle in the evacuation of
the crew member onto a helicopter, and the ferry was approaching the yacht, they decided not
to transport such a sick and practically unconscious and chilled person to the helicopter directly
from the yacht or a life raft.
At 05:42 the Athena Seaways ferry started a rescue operation. It stopped leewardly at a distance
of about 100 m, shielding it from wind and wave, and then a fast rescue boat (FRB) was
launched. Despite the cover given by the ferry, the metal, fast rescue boat had trouble to stay
on the side for a sufficient time for evacuated people to step from the yacht to the rescue boat.
Due to extensive waving, the rescue boat repeatedly hit the bow and the yacht’s transom,
causing damage and unsealing of the yacht’s hull, which caused water to flow inside the yacht.
The captain of the yacht evacuated as the last one, turned off the engine and found a
significantly increased water level inside the yacht.
After transporting all crew members of Xela on board the ferry, the crew was given first aid.
The doctor and rescuer who in the meantime were dropped aboard ferry from the helicopter,
assessed the state of health of the yacht’s crew taken to the ferry, and stated that the sickest
person needed specialized hospital assistance. She was transported from the ferry to the
helicopter and transferred to the hospital, where she was given necessary help.
The remaining crew, after reaching the port of Klaipeda by the ferry, was also transported to
hospitals where their health was examined. The next day, all crew members were discharged
from hospitals and returned to Poland.
The lady who had been taken by the helicopter, recovered very quickly thanks to professional
medical assistance. She had no signs of toxication.
After the evacuation of the crew, the yacht was not watched until the end, but most likely it
sank. It was still visible on the radar screens operated by the Lithuanian army for four hours.2

2

The information sent by the duty officer of the Lithuanian SAR to the captain of Xela (Captain’s report).
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4. Analysis and Comments about Factors Causing the Accident
According to the Commission, the necessity to provide assistance, in fear for her life, to the
female member of the crew who had had an extremely severe manifestation of the disease much
exceeding regular symptoms of the seasickness, was unquestionable.
4.1. Mechanical Factors
X-402 yachts are seaworthy vessels that combine the advantages of tourist yachts with the those
of regatta yachts.
Xela, the X-402 yacht, Bermuda sloope 11.98 m long, manufactured in 1985 at the X YACHTS
shipyard in Denmark, was registered under the Polish flag as a commercial sailing yacht. The
yacht had a Safety Card No 255/GDY/2019 valid until 7 May, 2024 and the Navigation
Certificate No DH/2019/33/OZŻ issued based on the inspection held by the inspector of the
Technical Maritime Team of the PZŻ.
The yacht was admitted to the sea-going navigation without any wind force restrictions. The
cruise was to be a test of the yacht’s preparedness for the Maristo Cup (Baltic regatta from
Sopot around Gotland).
A marine-type toilet with a hand pump was installed on the yacht. Litter from the toilet was
pumped directly overboard. The yacht did not have a sewage tank.
The yacht was equipped with two 12V batteries:
• starter battery: 66 Ah
• home battery: 280 Ah
The batteries were to be replaced immediately after the cruise. New batteries were already
purchased and were awaiting replacement in the warehouse, at the marina in Górki Zachodnie.
4.2. Human Factors (fault and neglect)
The crew consisted of people who had known each other from other cruises. All crew members
had maritime sailing experience.
The captain had a Yacht Captain Certificate issued by the PZŻ.
The officers had Yacht Helmsman Certificates issued by PZŻ.
Three crew members had Yacht Sailor Certificates issued by the PZŻ.
Only one member of the crew did not have a sailing certificate and little experience in sailing.

www.pkbwm.gov.pl

10

RAPORT KOŃCOWY 54/19

That person had already had symptoms of seasickness on the route from Górki Zachodnie to
Klaipeda despite favorable weather conditions and quiet operation of the yacht on the wave.
It was necessary to take into account her individual, strong sensitivity to seasickness when
planning the time of departure from Klaipeda and after getting acquainted with the predicted
weather conditions. It was possible for her to return to Poland by land or get appropriate
pharmaceutical protection.
The cause of seasickness is the excess of stimuli supplied to the labyrinth of the ear due to
waving and swaying of the yacht. The brain compares signals with visual information received
from the balance and locomotive organs. The incompatibility of signals received by the brain
may cause adverse psychosomatic reactions and the appearance of signs of seasickness. The
stronger the labyrinth stimulation caused by swaying of a vessel, the more serious symptoms
can be expected. The majority of people experience the effects of seasickness, but to a varying
degree. It is assumed that 3 percent of people are so sensitive to any movement of the body in
the communication means that it disenables them from travelling despite their taking medicine.
4.3. Organizational Factors
The owner of a commercial yacht, when turning a yacht over to a charterer (tenant), is obliged
to ensure technical efficiency of the vessel and to perform a number of administrative activities
required by law. Technical efficiency includes among others, reliable power supply for the
devices of a yacht. These devices include those which serve the purpose of calling for help (e.g.
VHF). Among the administrative tasks of the owner of a commercial yacht there are, among
others, tasks related to the organization of reviews and inspections as well as acquisition of
licenses and registration of devices.
The EPIRB that was on board the Xela yacht had been entered in the Radio License issued by
the Office of Electronic Communications (UKE), but had not been registered, i.e. entered in a
register kept by the Civil Aviation Office (ULC).3 When the yacht was in the A14 area at the

3

Legal basis: art. 140e paragraph 2 of the Act of 3 July 2002 on the Aviation Law (i.e. Journal of Laws: Dz.U. of
2019, item 1580 as amended) and the Ordinance of the Minister of Transport, Construction Industry and Maritime
Economy of 4 September 2013 on the On-board Records and Personal Distress Signal Transmitters (Journal of
Laws: Dz.U. item 1132).
4
A1 sea area - a sea area within the range of at least one VHF coastal station from which it is possible to provide
continuous and immediate emergency communication by means of digital selective call (DSC) conducted on
channel 70 (156.525 MHz) of the maritime VHF band (operating range is approximately 20-25 NM).
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time of the accident, it seems irrelevant that there had not been such an entry, although as the
accident of fire and sinking (about 20 NM north-east of Hel) of the Sunrise yacht shows (report
WIM 76/16), the truth is different.
4.4. Influence of External Factors on the Accident, Including Factors Related to the
Marine Environment
According to the forecast, the weather on 22 June since 02:00 to 08:00 about 40 NM southwest
of Klaipeda was to be the following: west-northwest wind 4-5°B, at times 6°B. Sea state 3-4.
Wave height 1.5 -2 m, single maximum 2.5 m. Air temperature 16-17°C. Little cloud cover,
initially moderate. Good visibility.
After 08:00 gradual weakening of the wind and general improvement of weather conditions.
Weather conditions presented in the marine weather forecast for the South and South-Eastern
Baltic and in the previous approximate forecast had not differed from the actual state.
5. Description of Examination Findings Including the Identification of Safety Issues and
Conclusions
As soon as the fact that the mainsail could not have been reefed and at the position of φ = 55°
29'N, λ = 020° 36'E, i.e. having on the leeward side of about 15 NM of open water, the captain
decided to set the sail in the axis of symmetry of the yacht and continue the voyage against the
wind and waves using the engine. Sailing at such a course in relation to the wind causes the
yacht to make uncoordinated movements - it pitches and rolls. Such swaying increases the
incidence of seasickness.
In that given situation of the yacht the best solution from the point of view of good seamanship
would be to set the yacht in a drift that reduces swaying and allows the crew to rest.5
Considering the weather forecast and expected wind reduction in the coming hours, standing in
a drift seems to be the most advantageous solution in that situation. What’s more - the storm
drifting did not require the use of an engine, whose operation could have been the cause (e.g.
by excessive, improperly regulated battery charging) of gas emission with a nagging smell from
the batteries on the yacht.
The Commission also noted that the account of the voyage and the circumstances of the accident
presented by crew members were different.
Adlard Coles, Peter Bruce „Żeglowanie w trudnych warunkach” („Heavy Weather Sailing”), Publishing House:
Oficyna Wydawnicza Almapress, Warsaw 2005 (p. 210), and also Krzysztof Baranowski, „Praktyka oceaniczna”
(„Ocean Practice”), Publishing House: Wydawnictwo Sport i Turystyka, Warsaw 1984 r. (p. 133).
5
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According to the captain’s account, there was a lack of tightness of the hull, through which so
much water was getting into the yacht that the electric bilge pump could not keep up with
pumping. None of the inquired crew members confirmed the rapid increase in water level in
the yacht before the evacuation. A small amount of water found in the bilge and its slight
increase could have been from the deck or untight mast ring along the mast.
The yacht’s water tightness had been maintained until the hull was damaged by a fast rescue
boat, which during the evacuation of subsequent crew members was hitting the yacht’s plating
with its bow.
Among the evacuated crew, two people had no symptoms of seasickness and three of them had
moderate symptoms.
It can be assumed with high probability that the odour mentioned by the crew members was the
smell of a damaged, battery releasing gas. Considering the fact that the batteries were to be
replaced due to their age, there could have been an internal short circuit or too high current for
charging. The emission of hydrogen sulfide is a very rare phenomenon during chemical
reactions that occur in the process of charging and discharging acid batteries. However, in the
case of used and old batteries or a damaged regulator of the charging voltage, this process may
be accompanied by an increase in the electrolyte temperature in the battery and, consequently,
the formation and emission of hydrogen sulfide.
At very low concentrations, hydrogen sulfide smells like rotten eggs, it irritates eyes and nose,
throat and the respiratory system. It is a colorless gas, heavier than air and accumulates at the
bottom of the rooms. At higher concentrations, the gas is not detectable because it destroys the
olfactory cells and causes changes in the human body that can lead to death.
Being unaware of the possible cause of the annoying and irritating smell, the crew did not check
the temperature of the battery housing and did not identify a potential source emitting poisonous
gas.
This has not been investigated, but it can be assumed that the autopilot and GPS failure in the
radio after leaving Klaipeda, could have been caused by voltage changes in the yacht’s electrical
system.
6. Safety Recommendations
The State Maritime Accident Investigation Commission found it justified to address a safety
recommendation, which is a proposal for action that may contribute to preventing a similar
accident in the future, to:
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6.1. Minister Competent for Sport
The Commission recommended to consider the change of the requirements for the rank of a
Marine Yacht Helmsman by increasing the internship requirements by at least 12 hours of
sailing in winds equal to or stronger than 6°B.
Current requirements - “making at least two voyages in the sea for a total of at least 200 hours
of sailing” - do not take into account the ability of future captains of yachts the weathering
techniques and behaviour when navigating at high sea state.
7. Recommendations Regarding the Registration of EPIRB.
The website of the COSPAS - SARSAT organization contains the following text in the section
devoted to radio broadcasting: “Registering your beacon may make the difference between life
and death. By registering your beacon you allow search-and-rescue authorities in an
emergency to retrieve crucial information about you, your aircraft or vessel, and people who
can provide valuable information about you (your emergency contacts).” 6
It should be remembered that in addition to the requirement to obtain an appropriate radio
license7 issued by the UKE8, it is also necessary to make an entry into the register9 kept by the
ULC10. The information provided for entry in the register is for the sole purpose of conducting
an effective rescue operation. Accurate contact details other than those of the owner, who may
be on the vessel and need help, would allow the rescue center to quickly contact people who
can provide information about the crew and the vessel from which the distress signal was
received.
The importance of this information is demonstrated by the situations related to two accidents
investigated by the SMAIC:
- WIM 76/16 fire and sinking of the SUNRISE yacht in the Baltic Sea, 20 October 2016.
- WIM 20/17 sinking of the REGINA R yacht in the Pacific Ocean on April 8, 2017.
Translation of the SMAIC – The registration of a radio beacon (here, broadly in relation to ELT, EPRB and
PLB) can make a difference between life and death. By registering your transmitter, you allow search and rescue
authorities to obtain in emergency situations important information about you, your aircraft or vessel, and about
people who can provide valuable information (your emergency contacts).”
7
A radio license for the use of radio equipment in the maritime radio communication service and inland navigation
is issued on the basis of art. 143 of the Act of 16 July 2004 - Telecommunications Law (Journal of Laws: Dz.U.
of 2019, item 2460, as amended).
8
https://bip.uke.gov.pl/jak-uzyskac-rezerwacje--pozwolenie--zezwolenie-tresc/pozwolenia-morskie-i-zeglugisrodladowej,4.html
9
Each on-board distress signal transmitter must be entered in the records kept pursuant to Article 140e of the Act
of 3 July 2002 - Aviation Law (Journal of Laws: Dz.U. of 2019, item 1580, as amended)
10
https://www.ulc.gov.pl/pl/zegluga-powietrzna/poszukiwanie-i-ratownictwo/316-rejestracja-beaconow2
6
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The Commission emphasizes that at present there is no other effective global device capable of
operating automatically when the life of the crew is in danger.
The footnotes provide links to the UKE and ULC for use by owners of the vessels to perform
the abovementioned activities.
Information for sailors regarding questions regarding registration of EPIRB and PLB have been
included in the study prepared by the Department of Maritime Economy of the Ministry of
Economy and Fishing Industry under the name” “A Guide for Sailors and Operators of Yachts”
which can be found on the websites of the Ministry and Maritime Offices. The Commission has
received information that an update of the guide is being prepared, including links to the UKE
and ULC.
8. List of Photographs
Photograph 1: The sailing yacht, „Xela” .................................................................................. 4
9. List of Figures
Figure 1: The route of the yacht after leaving Klaipeda until the time of abandoning the yacht
.................................................................................................................................................... 7
10. Information Sources
•

Depositions of the victims

•

Written report of the captain

•

Report from the rescue action – MRCC Gdynia

•

Expert opinion on meteorological condition in the region of the casualty
prepared by the Institute of Meteorology and Water Management (IMGW)

•

Photographs from the technical inspection

•

OpenCPN charts

•

Expert opinions made by Mr. Marek Grzywa – the SMAIC expert

11. Glossary and Abbreviations
ARCC - Aeronautical Rescue Coordination Centre (Warsaw)
CEST - Central European Summer Time
DSC - Digital Selective Calling
EPIRB - Emergency Position-Indicating Radio Beacon
FRB - Fast Rescue Boat
www.pkbwm.gov.pl

15

RAPORT KOŃCOWY 54/19

GPS - Global Positioning System
IMO - International Maritime Organization
LB – port side
Mm – Nautical mile
MMSI - Maritime Mobile Service Identity
MRCC -Maritime Rescue Coordination Center (Klaipeda, Kalinigrad)
MRCK – Maritime Rescue Coordination Center (Gdynia)
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UTC - Universal Time Coordinated
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