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Maritime New Zealand (MNZ) is a Crown Entity appointed under section 429 of the Maritime Transport 
Act 1994, with the responsibility to promote maritime safety, security and the protection of the marine 
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investigate and review maritime transport accidents and incidents. 
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Executive summary 

1. Between 1700 and 1800 hours on Sunday, 27 March 2011, an unnamed recreational 
vessel (from this point on to be referred to as Redrec) departed from Deep Cove in 
Doubtful Sound. Two men, the owner/skipper and his friend, both commercial mariners, 
were on board and planned to head into the sound to visit some of their friends and 
acquaintances on other vessels. 

2. The two men were last seen at between 2330 and 2345 hours, as they departed after 
visiting their last acquaintance in Precipice Cove. They were bound for Deep Cove, 
approximately 18 nautical miles away. 

3. At 0830 hours on Monday, 28 March, Redrec was found drifting, with the passenger 
having sustained serious head injuries and the skipper deceased. 

4. The injured man was taken to hospital by helicopter. The deceased was taken from the 
scene and a post-mortem examination conducted. A subsequent examination of the vessel 
by Maritime New Zealand (MNZ) investigators determined that it had collided with a solid 
object, possibly a rock face, while underway. 

 

Figure 1  Vessel on trailer after recovery 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 

5. Marks found on Espinosa Point appeared to indicate the likely area of impact. 

6. The report concludes that mechanical, structural or electronic failures were not a 
contributing factor in this accident. 

7. Post-mortem results show that the deceased had a blood alcohol count (BAC) of 0.102. 
This amount of alcohol in the bloodstream could have resulted in mental and physical 
performance being impaired, causing a behavioural error in the safe navigation of the 
vessel.  
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8. Overcast conditions and the global positioning system (GPS) brilliance setting created 
conditions where the deceased’s ability to observe approaching land masses and points 
would have been reduced.  

9. The GPS was not being operated in waypoint navigation mode with the associated cross-
track error alarm function. 

10. Recommendations include that a copy of this report be provided to the National Pleasure 
Boat Forum and an article published in Lookout! to highlight: 

• the dangers of alcohol consumption 

• the best-practice use of GPS. 

.



 

1 
Investigation Report, Redrec 

High-speed grounding resulting in one fatality and one serious injury 
 

26 August 2011 12.00 p.m. 

Narrative 

11. The deceased, Jason Nilsen, was the skipper and part-owner of a commercial fishing 
vessel. He also owned a 5.8 metre aluminium recreational vessel, Redrec. He used this 
vessel predominantly for travelling across Lake Manapouri after driving over the hill in a 
vehicle from the berth of his commercial fishing vessel in Deep Cove, Doubtful Sound. He 
then drove his car to his home in Invercargill. On this occasion, Redrec had been relocated 
to Deep Cove and it is this vessel that was involved in this grounding. 

12. The injured party was Mr Nilsen’s friend, who is the skipper of another commercial charter 
vessel.  

13. Both men held New Zealand commercial maritime qualifications. 

14. On 27 March 2011, both commercial vessels were moored in Deep Cove, Doubtful Sound, 
having recently finished fishing trips. Mr Nilsen spoke with his friend (the passenger) and 
convinced him to go for a ride in his boat Redrec and visit some other vessels further out in 
the sound. 

15. Between 1700 and 1800 hours, they departed Deep Cove on board Redrec and headed 
into Doubtful Sound. 

16. The men took a 24-pack of 330ml cans of beer with them, which the passenger said they 
were drinking as they headed out. 

17. About half an hour into the trip, they visited one of their friends on board the fishing vessel 
Jasmine, which was anchored in Blanket Bay on the southern side of Secretary Island. 
The passenger said they consumed a couple of cans each during this visit, which lasted 
about one hour. 

18. The men then travelled round into Bradshaw Sound and boarded another friend’s vessel, 
Maggie Rose, which was situated near Macdonell Island. The passenger believes they 
consumed three to four cans of beer each while on board this vessel. 

19. At about 2130 hours, Mr Nilsen and the passenger arrived at the charter vessel Tutuko, 
which was anchored in Precipice Cove. 

20. The passenger believes they each consumed about six cans of beer while on board. They 
also ate a serving of sticky date pudding. 

21. The passenger is not sure when they departed from Tutuko; the witnesses on board that 
vessel state that it was between 2330 and 2345 hours. The passenger said he “felt a bit 
tiddly”, but was not concerned about the ability of Mr Nilsen to drive the vessel after having 
consumed beer during the evening. The witnesses also did not think the men were 
intoxicated. They are believed to have consumed about 12 cans of beer each by this stage. 

22. The two men headed away, intending to return to Deep Cove, which was approximately 18 
nautical miles away. The passenger said that Mr Nilsen liked to travel fast and estimated 
they were travelling somewhere at a speed between 35 and 40 knots.   

23. The next day, 28 March, the Department of Conservation (DOC) vessel Southern Winds 
was operating in the Blanket Bay area. Those on board noticed a red vessel in the distance 
that looked as though it was drifting. At 0830 hours, after leaving Blanket Bay, the DOC 
vessel came alongside Redrec and found Mr Nilsen deceased and the passenger injured 
and in a very serious condition. 

24. Emergency services were notified and the two men were flown out by helicopter. The 
Police took Redrec to secure storage at Te Anau, where it was later examined by Police 
and Maritime New Zealand. 
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Figure 2  Chart of Doubtful and Bradshaw Sounds 
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Comment and analysis 

25. Information was gathered from an examination of the vessel and the impact scene, and 
statements were taken from witnesses. A statement was taken from the passenger 
following his recovery from surgery. Information was downloaded from the vessel’s GPS 
and this was analysed with the assistance of the manufacturer’s agents. Information was 
also obtained from post-mortem findings. 

Vessel 
26. Redrec, the recreational vessel involved in the collision, was a red aluminium Image Boats 

Ltd ‘Elite’ model, which was 5.8 metres long. The vessel was powered by a 115 
horsepower four-stroke Suzuki outboard motor. 

27. The vessel was equipped with port and starboard navigation lights. The passenger and 
other witnesses stated that the lights were operating at the time of departing Tutuko. 
Examination of Redrec confirmed this. 

28. Redrec had a VHF radio that, when examined, did not have the external aerial attached, 
which meant it could not transmit in that state. The aerial was found inside the cabin and 
was screwed onto the fitting, making it operational. The vessel is normally stored totally 
enclosed by a large silver boat cover and the aerial may have been removed for storage 
and then not reattached when the vessel was uncovered in preparation for the trip. No VHF 
or cell phone calls were received following the accident. 

29. The passenger stated that they were travelling at a speed of about 35 to 40 knots most of 
the time, which equates to approximately 20 metres per second. He does not recall 
travelling at a reduced speed in the hours of darkness. 

Global positioning system (GPS) 
30. A Lowrance Global map 5150c GPS/chart plotter was the only form of navigational aid on 

board the vessel. It was situated immediately in front of the helm position. Testing 
confirmed that it was fully operational. The passenger stated that it was turned on for the 
return journey. 

31. Data was retrieved from the GPS unit and displayed on charting software. The unit is 
described as a baseline entry model. It has a finite number of memory track marks that it 
can leave on the screen. This means that as each new dot is formed, the oldest one is 
removed from the system. Each mark was examined, but this unit does not have the ability 
to assign a date and time to a mark. 

32. The tracks do show a waypoint, which is a user-created navigational mark used to indicate 
a position that stays in the system until it is manually deleted. The data recovered shows a 
waypoint on the exact position that is believed to be the impact position. There are two 
possible explanations for this. One is that the waypoint could have been created on 
purpose. The other is that the GPS unit was struck during the impact and the waypoint 
button could have been activated accidentally. This suggests that the other tracks in the 
unit could be valid for the period leading up to the impact and until the vessel was 
recovered.  

33. From the GPS data recovered, it appears that the vessel travelled from Deep Cove to 
Blanket Bay, then to nearby Macdonell Bay and into Precipice Cove. The return trip shows 
a run from Precipice Cove around Evans Head and Pack Point, and on towards Espinosa 
Point. The track clearly shows that the vessel failed to go around Espinosa Point and 
impacted with the rock wall east of this point before drifting south west. The vessel was 
found at 0830 hours in the open area west of Seymour Island. 
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Figure 3  Chart of tracks from recovered GPS unit 

Photo from Google Earth 
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Figure 4  User–created waypoint (001) at impact site 

Photo from Google Earth 

34. The GPS data shows that the deceased was not using the waypoint track navigation 
function. This allows the user to plot a line between two known waypoints and set a 
navigational course between the two. A function ensures that if the vessel strays off this 
pre-set line an alarm sounds, along with a visual error on screen. Mr Nilsen was instead 
using the chart plotter, displaying the vessel travelling across a standard navigational chart. 

35. When the unit was first examined by MNZ, it was noted that the screen brilliance was on 
the highest (or brightest) of three possible settings. The passenger does not recall it being 
too bright during the return trip. However, this may have contributed to loss of night vision 
from the helm station. 
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36. GPS accuracy is affected by a number of factors, including satellite positions, noise in the 
signal, atmospheric conditions and natural barriers to the signal. Noise can create an error 
of between 1 and 10 metres and results from static or interference from something near the 
receiver or something on the same frequency. Objects such as mountains or buildings 
between the satellite and the receiver can also produce errors, sometimes up to 30 metres. 
The most accurate determination of position occurs when the satellite and receiver have a 
clear view of each other and no other objects interfere.  

37. Obviously, mountains and clouds cannot be controlled or moved, nor can interference and 
blockage from buildings always be prevented. These factors will affect GPS accuracy. 

38. This GPS unit was equipped with a 12-channel satellite receiver, which is standard for this 
type of model. This means that the receiver can search for and interact with up to 12 
satellites at the same time. The more satellite signals, the better the fix will be. The unit had 
the no-fix alarm enabled, which alerts the user to the fact that the unit was unable to fix a 
position. The passenger does not recall any GPS alarms sounding during the trip. This 
suggests that the unit was providing a satisfactory fix that was within satellite error 
parameters of the GPS. 

39. Previous accident data shows that over-reliance on GPS data is a contributing factor in a 
number of groundings. Users have blindly followed the information displayed by the GPS 
without independently verifying the information. 

40. When operating at night, in restricted visibility or where natural signal barriers exist, 
precautions such as navigating further offshore and reducing speed should be taken. 

Damage 
41. The vessel sustained damage to the bow below the waterline, which is consistent with it 

striking a solid object. There was also damage to the internal bow-strengthening cross 
member that corresponds with the outer damage area.  

42. There are some markings to the hull near the centre line, which might suggest the vessel 
rode up on the impact area and then slipped either sideways or astern back into the water. 
The GPS track does show that the vessel may have been in contact with land some time 
after the initial impact. 

43. The GPS unit sustained damage to the top left corner. A number of gauges were broken, 
along with the plastic steering wheel, which had broken off during impact and was found 
with Mr Nilsen’s body. It is believed that he struck both of these items during the impact. 

44. The port side passenger handrail was struck with enough force to bend it forward. The 
entranceway to the small cuddy cabin also sustained structural cracking. This damage is 
consistent with the passenger being thrown forward and striking the rail as the vessel came 
to an abrupt stop. 
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Figure 5  Bow damage 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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Figure 6  Internal damage, passenger side 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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Figure 7  Internal damage, skipper’s side 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 

45. The vessel was found by the DOC vessel staff with the outboard motor turned off and the 
gearbox lever set to neutral. The passenger has no recollection of events immediately 
before and after the impact. 

46. All three blades of the outboard motor propeller sustained significant damage, which is 
consistent with striking a solid object while still turning. The skeg of the outboard motor was 
also offset to the starboard side and the tip sheared off. This could indicate that the vessel 
was making a slight turn to starboard at the time of contact, or it could have occurred as 
part of the severe impact undergone by the vessel and its occupants. 

47. There is no evidence in the immediate impact area indicating where the propeller may have 
sustained the damage. 



 

10 
Investigation Report, Redrec 
High-speed grounding resulting in one fatality and one serious injury 
26 August 2011 12.00 p.m. 

 

Figure 8  Propeller damage 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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Figure 9  Skeg damage 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 

48. When the vessel was examined, the outboard motor was fully tested in the water and found 
to be operating satisfactorily. The engine raised and lowered on the trim and tilt switch and 
started at the first turn of the key. The gearbox engaged both ahead and astern, without 
fault. 

49. Mechanical or structural issues are not considered to be contributing factors in this 
accident.  

Likely site of impact  
50. Police were able to identify and examine a possible impact scene at Espinosa Point in the 

days following the accident. Scrape markings were found that indicate a likely impact with 
the hull of the vessel. The position taken at the impact site is almost exactly the same as 
the waypoint found on the GPS. Espinosa Point is the turning point between Bradshaw 
Sound and Doubtful Sound. The point needed to be rounded on the port side of Redrec to 
then transit back towards Deep Cove. 
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Figure 10  Impact viewed along direction of travel 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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Figure 11  Angle of rock face 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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Figure 12  Impact marks facing along reciprocal course 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 
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travel 
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Figure 13  Close-up of markings from vessel 

Photo courtesy of NZ Police 

51. The impact site faces the reciprocal course that the vessel would have approached from. 

Personnel on board 
52. The autopsy report revealed that Mr Nilsen died of injuries that were consistent with striking 

a solid object at speed.  

53. He was an experienced fisherman and mariner, and very familiar with safe navigational 
practices for the Fiordland area. He held a Commercial Launch Masters (CLM) certificate 
of competency, issued in February 1998. The holder of this certificate has the privileges of 
master of a fishing vessel of up to 15 metres, out to 12 nautical miles off New Zealand’s 
coast. 

54. The passenger sustained severe blunt force trauma injuries, which were caused by his 
head striking the handrail and cabin surround. He was treated in Dunedin Hospital for 
multiple facial fractures, skull fractures, severe bruising and blood clots, and multiple 
contusions. He had no recollection of the impact until his recovery in hospital.  
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55. The passenger holds an Inshore Launch Masters (ILM) certificate of competency. This 
allows him to act as master of a fishing vessel of up to 20 metres, out to 12 nautical miles 
off New Zealand’s coast. He was sufficiently knowledgeable about maritime operations to 
make his own assessment of Mr Nilsen’s actions during the trip back. 

Alcohol 
56. A post-mortem blood alcohol test was conducted and Mr Nilsen’s blood was found to 

contain 102 milligrams per 100 millilitres, This is also known as blood alcohol content 
(BAC), which was 0.102. For comparison, the legal blood alcohol limit for a New Zealand 
driver aged 20 years or older is 80 milligrams, or BAC 0.08 per 100 millilitres of blood.  

57. The precise effects and level of impairment at a specific BAC level varies between 
individuals. However, at a BAC level of 0.10 percent, you can reliably expect the driver (of 
a boat) to be impaired, in relation to their being sober, on a range of behaviour associated 
with driving/maintaining control of a vehicle. At that level of consumption, the risk of a crash 
is estimated to be between four and ten times higher than when sober, based on motor 
vehicle and recreational boating risk analysis, respectively. Given Mr Nilsen’s level of BAC, 
the consumption of alcohol was at least an important contributing factor to the crash. 

58. The effect of alcohol on driving performance has been comprehensively researched over 
the last 50 years. MNZ is aware of reviews examining the findings of nearly 300 studies 
that look at the impairment effects of alcohol at different levels of BAC while driving 
vehicles. After drinking, the brain works less efficiently, taking longer to receive messages 
from the eyes; processing information becomes more difficult, and instructions to the 
muscles are delayed. In driving, alcohol results in reduced vision, poor judgement of speed 
and distance, increased risk-taking behaviour, lower attention and slower driver reaction 
time.  

59. The findings from this extensive body of research are very consistent. It concludes that 
impairment starts at very low BACs and the vast majority of drivers are affected or impaired 
at a BAC of 0.05, with significant impairment at BAC 0.08.  

60. A summary of the effects of different levels of alcohol on the abilities needed for safe 
driving is given in Table 1. 
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Blood alcohol content Typical effects Predictable effects on 
driving 

0.2 • Some loss of 
judgement 

• Relaxation 

• Slight body warmth 

• Altered mood 

• Decline in visual 
functions 

• Decline in ability to 
perform two tasks at 
the same time 

0.5 • Exaggerated behaviour 

• May have loss of small 
muscle control 

• Impaired judgement 

• Usually good feeling 

• Lowered alertness 

• Release of inhibition 

• Reduced coordination 

• Reduced ability to track 
moving objects 

• Difficulty steering 

• Reduced response to 
emergency driving 
situations 

0.8 • Muscle coordination 
becomes poor 

• Harder to detect danger 

• Judgement, self-
control, reasoning and 
memory impaired 

• Concentration 

• Short-term memory 
loss 

• Speed control 

• Reduced information-
processing capability 

• Impaired perception 

0.10 • Clear deterioration of 
reaction time and 
control 

• Slurred speech, poor 
coordination and slow 
thinking 

• Reduced ability to 
maintain lane position 
and brake appropriately 

0.15 • Far less muscle control 
than normal 

• Vomiting may occur 

• Major loss of balance 

• Substantial impairment 
in vehicle control, 
attention to driving task 
and in necessary visual 
and auditory 
information processing 

Table 1  Blood alcohol content impairment chart 

Data from United States National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 

Environmental 
61. Witnesses reported the conditions at the time as a dark, calm night. The passenger said 

the sea was calm with no wind, and the sky was overcast but not raining. It was considered 
by witnesses experienced in the area to be a good night for travelling in the sound, 
although cold. 
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62. Information from the New Zealand MetService states that earlier on 27 March, a cold front 
moved north east of the South Island. It passed the station at Secretary Island between 
6pm and 7pm. From then until the end of 28 March, the wind speed was mostly less than 5 
knots and only occasionally reached 10 knots. The direction overnight was mostly south 
west and gusts were quite high, at 15 to 27 knots. The weather station is situated on the 
Tasman Sea or western side of Secretary Island, about eight nautical miles away from the 
relatively sheltered impact site. 

63. The overnight satellite images show cloud moving from the south west past Secretary 
Island and Doubtful Sound. The relative humidity overnight was between 68 and 75 
percent, indicating that there was no fog and the cloud base was reasonably high.  

64. Secretary Island is on the boundary between the coastal weather forecast areas Milford 
and Puysegur. The forecast for the area Milford issued at 1652 hours was: 

Southwest 40 knots, easing to 30 knots early morning and to 20 knots Monday 
evening. Very rough sea easing. Southwest swell rising to 4 metres. Fair visibility 
in showers developing in the morning.  

65. The forecast for the area Puysegur issued at 1652 hours was: 

Southwest 40 knots easing to westerly 30 knots in the morning. Very rough sea 
easing. Southwest swell rising to 4 metres. Fair visibility in showers. 

66. This weather forecast formed part of the coastal weather bulletin, which extends out to 50 
nautical miles from the coastline of New Zealand. Weather conditions are considered to be 
a contributing factor for this accident, particularly given the poor demarcation of land 
masses because of a lack of ambient starlight on this overcast night. 

Navigational marks and lights 
67. There were no navigational marks or lights available in the immediate area for mariners to 

use when navigating at night, and particularly nothing marking Espinosa Point. This is not 
considered to be a contributing factor in this accident. 
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Conclusions 

The following conclusions have been drawn from the information obtained during this investigation. 

68. The vessel collided with a rock face near Espinosa Point while underway. It is likely that the 
two occupants were involuntarily thrown against the vessel, forward of their positions. Mr 
Nilsen sustained fatal blunt force injuries and the passenger received serious head injuries. 
It is estimated that this collision took place some time around midnight on 27 March 2011. 

69. Mechanical, structural or electronic failures were not a contributing factor in this accident. 

70. Post-mortem results show that Mr Nilsen had a BAC of 0.102. This amount of alcohol in the 
bloodstream would have resulted in impaired mental and physical performance, which 
could have caused a behavioural error in the safe navigation of the vessel. 

71. Overcast conditions and the GPS brilliance setting created conditions where the deceased 
would have had a reduced ability to observe approaching land masses and points.  

72. The GPS was not being operated in a waypoint navigation mode with the associated cross-
track error alarm function. 
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Recommendations 

73. It is recommended that: 

a) a copy of this report is provided to the National Pleasure Boat Forum and an article is 
published in Lookout! to highlight: 

i) the dangers of alcohol consumption 

ii) the best-practice use of GPS for the use of waypoint and cross-track error 
navigation and the effects of display brilliance on night vision. 
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