
ACTIVITY: Sea disaster 
CASE: GSAF 1987.10.06 
DATE: Tuesday October 6, 1987 
LOCATION: The incident took place in 
Mona Passage between the Dominican 
Republic and Puerto Rico. 
 
BOAT: A 40-foot boat 
OCCUPANTS: 160 Dominicans 
 
BACKGROUND 
The island of Hispaniola lies in the Caribbean Sea between Cuba and Puerto Rico and is 
shared by the Dominican Republic and Haiti. Poor citizens of the two countries, unable to 
get visas to the United States legally, have for years set off for Puerto Rico in fragile boats, 
sometimes even rafts, in hopes of a better life. Every year Dominicans attempt the 90 mile 
crossing of the Mona Passage to Puerto Rico. One survivor of this sea disaster told 
authorities passengers had paid the boat’s operators $300 to $500 to make the trip. 
 
NARRATIVE: The boat left Nagua, about 60 miles north of the capital of the Dominican 
Republic, in the early morning hours. It was heading for Puerto Rico. The boat caught fire 
when its motor exploded and capsized as those on board were attempting to douse the 
flames. A female survivor said the captain was intoxicated and gas canisters spilled at the 
time of the explosion, spreading the flames. “Between 40 and 50 sharks attacked the 
survivors as they clung to wreckage or floated as currents pulled them 20 miles offshore”, 
said Luis Rolon, civil defense director for San Juan. Eugenio Cabral, Dominican civil 
defense director said, “We saw sharks chewing up people in the water”. Cabral reported 
that rescuers in helicopters and fishermen in small boats pulled some survivors from the 
water amid the shark attack.  
 
INJURIES: It was reported that about 100 people perished as result of explosion, fire, shark 
bites or drowning. Three bodies were recovered, 35 people were rescued unharmed, and 
18 women and four men were in hospital suffering from cuts, bruises, shock and burns, 
according to Rolon.  
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Not identified. 
 
SOURCES: Orlando Sentinel, October 7, 1987, page A4 
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