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Family hopes drowning death of
son will lead to greater awareness

T

Tim
O’Brien

in Athlone

Parents want people
toknowthata
stolen lifebuoy can
mean a stolen life

Some time in the early days of
June 2015, som ebody took a life-
buoy from its stand on the
banks of the Shannon, just
north of the railway bridge in
Athlone.

About the same time the life-
buoy was removed — it was later
found burned out on nearby
waste ground - local schoolboy
Caoldn Seoige Webster turned
15.

At 6ft lin, the blue-eyed Cao-
ldin was the apple of the eye of
his extended family at S5t Pat-
rick’s Terrace in Athlone. His
parents, Bernadette and Sedn,
lived next door to Caoldn’s un-
cle Pidraig and aunt Miire.
Cousins and siblings wandered
freely around both houses.
Both sets of parents, like many
in Athlone, warned the chil-
drenof the dangers of the river.

Caolin’s parents say their
son, who had just completed
second year in the local Marist
college, was proud of the way
his body was developing.

He played a lot of football
and was looking beyvond the

next year's Junior Certificate to
a career in the Army, perhaps
inspired by the town's Custume
Barracks. He wanted a small
house, a field and two ponies,
he told his mother.

Competent swimmer
None of that was to happen. On
June 10th, his parents under-
stond he was going to play foot-
ball, but Caoldn had met some
friends and gone to the river.
He was a competent swimimer,

Where the friends gathered
wasn't an approved swimming
place and Caolin's father
thinks he may not have known
the water was nine feet deep.

It was also his first swim of
the year and he may not have
known Ireland’s waterways are
still dangerously cold in June.
In seconds he was in shock and
struggling.

His mother thinks there was
an element of bravado in get-
ting into the river. He wouldn't
have wanted to appear “chick-
en”. His father says he was “just
two arms lengths from a jetty”

but nobody could reach him
and the lifebuoy was gone.

Caolin was in the water for
between 10 and 15 minutes, a
good portion of that time he
was not breathing. Members of
the nearby Athlone Sub Aqua
Club pulled him from the water
and he was taken to hospital in
Ballinasloe, before being trans-
ferred by helicopter to Temple
Street  hospital in Dublin,
where he died inthe early hours
of June 11th.

In Athlone yesterday, his par-
ents, his uncle Pidraig and aunt
Miire said they would like to
think publicising their loss
might help prevent such disas-
ter happening to others. Sein
was keen that people be educat-
ed tothe fact that a stolen lifebu-

oy could mean a stolen life.

He thinks phone numbers
should be displayed on lifebuoy
stands so people could report
when the buoys were missing,.
“And cameras, if they are going
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missing a lot,” he said.

Bernadette emphasised the
need for young people them-
selves to know and appreciate
the dangers of water and brava-
do. Thursday would have been
Caolin's 16th birthday and Pad-
raig said they had a gathering at
hisgrave, later releasing 16 bal-
loons from the house.

According to Roger Sweeney
of Irish Water Safety, Caolin’s
case is a stark example of the
many factors that can go horri-
bly wrong,

“People do underestimate

People underestimate
the coldness of the
water at this time of
year and this often
coincides with an
overestimation of
their own ability.
People just don’t
realise how

dangerous water is

the coldness of the water at this
time of year and this often coin-
cides with an overestimation of
their own ability. People just
don’t realise how dangerous wa-
teris,” he said.

Thirty-seven children aged
14 and under drowned in the
decade to 2014, In total 1,379
people drowned in that decade,
an average of 137 every year, or
11 every month.

Schoolbreak

Mr Sweeney is concerned that
in about a month's time, over
half a million primary school-
children will be released for the
summer break, “We created a
water safety curriculum and in-
troduced it in 2004 but we are

only scratching the surface in

terms of getting buy-in asitisa
non-mandatory part of the cur-
riculum.”

Mr Sweeney warned that
drowning risks increased dur-

ing bank holiday weekends,
with alcohol present in a third
of drowning wvictims. Some
62 per cent of drownings occur
inland, with 80 per cent of
drownings occurring close to
the victim's home.

He called for “a cultural
shift” around water safety, just
as that attributed to public per-
ception of road safety.
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® Sedn and Bernadette
Seoige Webster from Athlone,
holding a picture of their late
son Caolén. PHOTOGRAPH: JAMES

FLYNN/APX



