STATEMENT OF CHIEF OFFICER BENITO LA FAUCI TO THE USCG
RE FIRE ABOARD THE M/V GRANDE COSTA D’AVORIO ON 5 JULY 2023

1. My name is Benito La Fauci. Iam 29 years old. My home is in the City of

Messina on Sicily in Italy. I was the Chief Officer aboard the Grande Costa D’Avorio when the

Jeep fire started on 5 July 2023.

2. I first went to sea aboard a commercial ship in 2014. T have been sailing aboard

Grimaldi ships since 2017. I obtained the rank of Chief Officer in 2020.

3. I joined the Grande Costa D’Avorio as the Chief Officer on April 18, 2023.

Captain Alessandro Moretti was the ship’s Master. As the ship’s Chief Officer, one of my jobs

was to oversee the loading of cargo onto the ship.

4. At about 2100 hours local time on 5 July 2023, I was passing through deck 10 as

part of the ship’s cargo loading operations when I saw the Jeep on fire.

5. When the fire started, the J eep was in the center starboard side of the deck 10
garage. One of the stevedores was driving the Jeep and it was pushing a non-running cargo-
vehicle that was being steered by another stevedore. I saw flames coming from under the Jeep’s
engine. There was no fire coming from the car being pushed, only from the Jeep. Iyelled
“FIRE” to the stevedore who was driving the Jeep. He immediately stopped the Jeep and
jumped out. The cargo-vehicle being pushed rolled about another meter, stopped, and its driver
jumped out. Both stevedore-drivers then quickly retreated from deck 10. Timmediately
retrieved the closest portable fire extinguisher. While I was grabbing the fire extinguisher, I

called the duty officer, Marian Ciumala, on my hand-held radio, and told him to shut down the
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exhaust system and to call Captain Moretti directly on the ship’s telephone to alert him of the
fire. At the same time, I announced on my radio that there was a fire on deck 10. I discharged
the fire extinguisher on the Jeep fire. The flames went down, but not out. One of the ship’s crew

working on deck 10, ordinary seaman Ray Baclay, ran to retrieve another fire extinguisher.

6. To give you accurate times, I have reviewed the Voyage Data Recorder or “VDR”

and the times I am about to give are taken from the VDR.

7. At about 2103 hours the Captain called me on the radio from the Bridge. T told
him that a fire had started on deck 10 with one of the stevedore’s cars. I told him that the O/S
and I were using portable fire extinguishers, but the fire was not out. He told me he would start
the fire pumps so we could attack the fire with water. We continued to fight the Jeep fire with
portable fire extinguishers, but each time I came back with another extinguisher, the flames were
high again. The stevedore who was driving the Jeep when it caught fire, may have left its engine
running when he jumped out, because every time I returned with a new extinguisher, I saw that
the flames had grown again, like they were being fed by fuel, and eventually the flames grew out
and around the hood of the engine. In total we used 4-5 extinguishers on the Jeep fire. Deck 10,
which is only about 2 meters high, began to fill with black smoke and dangerous fumes pouring

out from the burning Jeep.

8. Over the next few minutes, other crew members arrived at deck 10. They
immediately began to hook up fire hoses to nearby hydrants, and when the hoses were charged,
we started to spray water on the Jeep. The heavy smoke made it difficult to get very close to the

burning Jeep. And the fire would not go out.




93 At about 2108 hours I reported by radio to the Captain that the crew was now
using two water hoses to try to extinguish the fire. The bosun was finishing getting dressed with

the ship’s fire protection suit and equipping the breathing apparatus.

10. At about 2110 hours I reported to the Captain that there was heavy smoke, but we
were continuing to fight the fire with the water hoses. The VDR shows that at about 2112 hours,
I reported to the Captain that the bosun was assisting me on deck 10. The bosun was able to

walk a short distance into the garage with a fire hose and we kept a lifeline wrapped around his

waist.

11. Atabout 2113 hours I called the Captain and told him that there was too much
smoke on deck 10 to continue fighting the fire there. The smoke was so thick that I couldn’t see
into the garage from the ramp. I also started to hear explosions, that I thought might be the sound

of tires popping.

12: At about 2114 hours, the Captain ordered me and my crew to leave deck 10
because CO2 would be released. We closed the three weathertight doors below deck 10 as we

walked down to the ship’s main ramp on deck 3.

13.  Atabout 2116 hours Captain Moretti made the public announcement for the entire
crew to clear the garage and go to the designated muster station. He ordered the engineers to go
to the engine room. The crew with me remained on deck 3 by the main ramp to catch their

breath after fighting the fire and breathing the smoke.




14.  As confirmed by the VDR, at about 2122 hours the CO2 alarm for the Zone C

garage sounded, indicating to me that the Chief Engineer had started the procedure to release the

CO2.

15 I understand that the CO2 alarm will sound for one minute before the CO2 can
start to be released into Zone C of the garage, which includes decks 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11, and that
it will take approximately 10 minutes for all the CO2 for Zone C to be discharged. According to

the VDR, at around 2126 hours the CO2 was still being discharged into Zone C.

16.  While the CO2 was being released, I walked up the starboard center stairs from
deck 3 to deck 12. When I reached 12, I could see gray, not black, smoke coming out of the
open weathertight door on 12 and, if I remember well, it was already starting to break up and

disappear because of the CO2 being discharged.

197 As confirmed by the VDR, at about 2133 hours, sirens from fire trucks could be
heard on the bridge and the Captain ordered the A/B to give to the shore firefighters the Vessel’s

Fire Plan and explain to them what was going on. The A/B confirmed the order.

18.  Atabout 2134 hours, Richard Calanoy, the A/B who was stationed on watch at
the top of the ramp to deck 3, radioed me and the Captain that the shore firefighters were coming
aboard the ship. I volunteered to go back to deck 3 and meet the firefighters at the main ramp.

The Captain approved my request and I hurried down the starboard center stairs to meet them.

19.  When I reached the ramp at deck 3, I saw fire fighters on board the ship. I met

them and introduced myself as the vessel’s Chief Officer. Although my native language is
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Italian, I also speak English. T advised the leader of the firefighters, who was wearing a white

shirt, that;
a) the fire started with a car on deck 10 in the garage of the ship,
b) we had released CO2 into the garage space just before they boarded the ship, and
¢) no one was in the garage space now -- all crew members were accounted for.

As other groups of firefighters came up the ramp, I repeated this informatior to each

person I saw who was wearing a white shirt.

20.  Atabout 2146 hours according to the VDR, I radioed the bosun and asked him to
check the status of the aft port stairs from deck 12. I also checked the stairs for smoke. We
found that it was safe, and I then escorted the first group of firefighters to deck 12 via the port aft
staircase. When we arrived, there were no other firefighters there yet. The VDR does not record

precisely when I returned to deck 12, but I estimate it was only a few minutes after 2146.

21. When we reached deck 12, we stayed by the port aft stairs. We were about 10-15
meters from the open weather tight door. We could easily see the door, but we were far enough

away that the smoke did not reach us. By then, the smoke coming up the ramp on deck 12 was

everyone — firefighters, myself, and the crew, appeared calm. Standing there, I repeated to the
firefighters what I had told them on deck 3, I answered the firefighters> questions, and they did

5 grey and not very strong. It was apparent that the CO2 was working to extinguish the fire and f
not appear to have any difficulty understanding what I was saying. I[
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22.  The VDR shows that at around 2155 hours, I reported to Captain Moretti, who

was on the bridge, that the firefighters were almost ready to go down to deck 10 where the Jeep
fire started. The firefighter’s leader told me that they wanted to investigate deck 10. I do not
remember what exact words he used, but I understood that they wanted to check on the area

where the fire started. They were wearing firefighting gear and had breathing apparatus, so I did

not question their plan.

23> At the request of the Captain, while I was back on deck 12, the bosun and I tried

to close the powered weathertight garage door there. I was not wearing any fire protection suit
or breathing apparatus, but I was able to reach the control panel for the door without too much
difficulty. I started the hydraulic pump, but when I tried to close the door, a red “Fault Light”

appeared the control panel. The VDR shows a fault on the weathertight doors at 2208 hours.

24.  Ataround 2209 hours I reported to the Captain that the shore firefighters were

descending on the aft port stairs from deck 12 to enter deck 10. From 2222 hours to 2227 hours,
the VDR shows that I reported to the Captain that the firefighters were going in and out of deck
10. There were several groups of firefighters on board the ship by then, and they were reporting

to their superiors, not me, so I do not know what they were doing elsewhere on the ship or inside

the deck 10 garage.

25.  As confirmed by the VDR, at about 2227 hours I reported to Captain Moretti that

some firefighters were “missing”, and other firefighters were searching for them. The

firefighters may have gotten lost earlier than 2227 hours, but that was when I learned about it and

reported it to the Captain.
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26.  Atabout 2234 hours, I reported to Captain Moretti that the firefighters were not
fighting the fire anymore but were instead engaged in a search and rescue operation. Again, I do

not know when they stopped fighting the fire; I only know what time I reported it to the Captain.

27; The VDR shows that at about 2245 hours, I reported to Captain Moretti that two
firefighters are still missing, and he replied: what can we do to assist the fire fighters? I went

back to the firefighters and asked them what we could do to help. The firefighters replied that we

couldn’t do anything at this time.

28. I do not know the exact time, but before midnight on 5 July 2023, the search and

rescue firefighters found the first of the two missing firefighters. He was lowered to shore using

the ship’s provisions crane.

29.  After that, I recall hearing on the radio that the Captain was asked to open the
dampers and turn on the exhaust fans so the smoke could be removed from deck 10 to help find
the second missing firefighter. According to the VDR, the request from the firefighters was
relayed by 3/0 Ciumala to the Captain at about 2348 hours, and the Captain confirmed that the
extractor was on at about 2350 hours. The effect on the fire was immediate. Heavy black smoke
was soon pouring from the ship’s vents. I was on deck 3 when the vents were first opened and a
fire chief there asked that the Captain close the vents again, which he did for a few minutes.
Then, at the request of another fire chief, relayed to the Captain by 3/0 Ciumala, the Captain

turned on the extractor again, and it remained on for about 20 minutes more.

30. Sometime after midnight, the second firefighter was found, and he was lowered to

shore using the ship’s provisions crane.



31.  The fire continued to intensify and started again to ignite the cars on deck 12. It is
my recollection that at about 0630 on 6 July, the Captain gave the order for the crew to leave the

vessel. They did so and mustered on the dock to await help.

32.  The primary purpose of this statement is to provide you with an accurate

chronology of the fire, based upon what I saw myself, and what is shown on the VDR.

33. The Jeep fire started around 2100 hours. I tried my best, with the help of the
crew, to put it out using fire extinguishers and water hoses. But the Jeep fire could not be
stopped by us. At 2122, the Captain and Chief Engineer started the discharge of CO2 into zone
C. The shore firefighters came on board around 2134 hours, about 12 minutes later. They were
provided with the fire plan, told where and how the fire started, what efforts we had already
made to extinguish the fire, that CO2 had been released into the garage space, and that all crew
were accounted for. I escorted some of them to deck 12. We could see that the smoke coming
up the ramp was grey and very weak. No one was panicking. The firefighters then made the

decision to explore the deck 10 garage where the Jeep fire started.

34.  Ataround 2209, less than 1 hour after we initiated the discharge of the CO2, some
firefighters started to enter the deck 10 garage. Several firefighters went missing over the next 20
minutes. Around 2227 hours, I learned that some firefighters were not accounted for, and I
reported that to Captain Moretti. The firefighting operation was then converted to a search and

rescue operation. In the early hours of 6 July 2023, the body of the last missing firefighter was

recovered.

I am ready for your questions, but first I want to say this: On behalf of Grimaldi, myself,

and my crew, we are heartbroken that two brave firefighters, Wayne Brooks, Jr., and Augusto
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Acabou, lost their lives aboard the Grande Costa D ’Avorio. 1 am personally shaken by their

deaths. We offer our deepest condolences to their families and friends.

I declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct. Executed on Q_ January
2024,

Chief Officer Benito La Fauci
Messina, Italy






