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INTERVIETW

(2:08 p.m.)

LT REED: Good afternoon, today is July 25th, 2023. The time
is 14:08. We are at the Port Authority Building 260 in Newark,
New Jersey. I am Lieutenant Brandon Reed with the U.S. Coast
Guard and I'm here with --

MR. KUPKO: Battalion Chief James Kupko, K-u-p-k-o.

LT REED: And he is represented by —--

MR. TARANTINO: Captain Anthony Tarantino, President, Newark
Fire Officers Union. T-a-r-a-n-t-i-n-o.

MS. RIVERS: And Corinne Rivers, R-i-v-e-r-s, city attorney
with the City of Newark, here for Battalion Chief Kupko.

LT REED: Do you agree to have these representatives present
during the interview?

MR. KUPKO: I do.

LT REED: Okay. We are conducting this joint agency
interview as part of the Coast Guard/NTSB investigation into the
facts surrounding the fire and subsequent firefighter deaths on
board the Grande Costa D'Avorio on July 5th, 2023.

Do you consent to this interview being recorded?

MR. KUPKO: I do.

LT REED: Okay, we'll go around the room for introductions.

MR. LALLO: Good afternoon, Chief. Greg Lallo, Compliance
Officer, PEOSH Safety. Last name is L-a-1-1-o0.

MR. WELLS: Good afternoon, Adam Wells, Essex County
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Prosecutor's Office.

MR. KESELICA: Good afternoon, Detective Joseph Keselica,
K-e-s-e-1-i-c-a, Essex County Prosecutor's Office.

MR. VILLEGAS: Captain Braulio Villegas, V-i-l-l-e-g-a-s,
State Division of Fire Safety.

MS. MALINOSKI: Terri Malinoski, Compliance Officer with
PEOSH Health. M-a-l-i-n-o-s-k-i.

MR. RICHARDSON: Mike Richardson, R-i-c-h-a-r-d-s-o-n,
firefighter fatality investigator, NIOSH.

MS. RIOS: Detective Phyllis Rios, R-i-o-s, Port Authority
Police.

MR. PALERMO: Detective Sergeant Fabio Palermo, Port
Authority Police. P-a-l-e-r-m-o.

LT REED: And virtually we have Commander Barger.

CDR BARGER: Good afternoon, Chris Barger, B-a-r-g-e-r,
investigating officer for the U.S. Coast Guard.

LT REED: And Mr. Pittman.

MR. PITTMAN: Willie Pittman, U.S. Coast Guard. Last name,
P-i-t-t-m-a-n.

LT REED: And again, I'm Brandon Reed, R-e-e-d, with the U.S.
Coast Guard.

Mr. Mike Richardson with NIOSH, as the technical expert on
firefighting, will lead the initial portion of the interview.
Afterwards, we'll go around the room for each agency to have an

opportunity to ask some questions.
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INTERVIEW OF JAMES KUPKO
BY LT REED:
Q. First, a couple background questions for the record. Who are

you employed by?

A. The City of Newark.
Q. And what position do you hold?
A. Battalion chief.
Q. How long have you held this position?
A. Approximately 8 years.
Q. And which battalion?
A. Battalion 5, Tour 1 is my regular assignment.
Q. Okay. And how long have you worked with the Newark Fire
Department?
A. I'm in my 22nd year.
LT REED: All right, Mr. Richardson.
BY MR. RICHARDSON:
Q. Chief, we're just here to have a conversation about what took

place, we do not have a set of scripted questions, so we're just
going to ask you, to the best of your ability, to recall the
events that took place that night. We'll kind of take it in some
steps and stages. When we kind of hit a pause or a break area,
we'll see if anybody has any questions needed to clarify on
anything, okay?

A. Okay.

Q. So we'll just start. Dispatch response, initial on-scene
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impressions, what you saw, and then your initial actions in maybe
the first 5 minutes or so.

A. Okay. It is a long response, I'm sure you've probably gotten
that from some of the other companies' comments, it would take us,
as the first arriving company, approximately 3 to 4 minutes from
the time we received that call to get on scene, depending on the
traffic conditions.

Q. Okay.

A. Nine thirty at night, you know, pretty smooth sailing.

Received a report of four to six vehicles on fire on a container

ship.
Q. Okay.
A. We roll up with our first new assignment and then I pulled in

right behind, Engine 27 was the first engine, Ladder 4 directly
behind them, so it was the 27, myself, the truck. As we were
pulling up to the scene, the dispatcher requested 27 to take up
from the scene and report to the fireboat and we subsequently
snubbed that request, they were already on the scene, they were my
first two companies to get eyes and ears on things as quickly as
they possibly could.

While I was en route, okay, now Jjust to preface this, I was
one of the few people that was probably on the ship that was set
for some level of shipboard firefighting training. I got through
my paperwork a couple weeks ago, knowing that I was going to be

here, that was in 2015, that was the last time I was trained for
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that course, it was a l-week course, I believe, 3 or 4 days
practical and 1 day over at the training center in FDNY. So
recalling what I could remember from that course 8 years ago, I
requested, en route, to have the ship's manifest and a blueprint

document brought to the command post.

Q. Okay.
A. It was one of the things that they said they always have at
the deck of a superstructure. So this would at least give us,

ideally, some form of layout of the ship. Now again, the last
time I had seen any kind of document like this is 8 years prior.
My recollection of that date was fuzzy, I actually had to find the
paperwork.

Upon arrival, we saw light smoke emanating from the top deck
of the ship, I think, there was no other signs of any type of
issue. I held all companies up at the foot of the on-ramp where
the cars were being loaded and offloaded, sent my initial engine
company up only to give me a size-up and a radio report once they
got up there.

Twenty-seven Engine was escorted up by one of the members of
the ship crew, and another member stayed with me on the dock.
When they got up there, they confirmed what the initial dispatch
report was, which was a small body of vehicles on fire, said that
the ship's crew had already deployed lines and most of the fire
under control, there was just light smoke coming in. At that

point in time or shortly thereafter, Chief Carlucci had arrived on
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the scene and announced his arrival and he was set back a few
vehicles to the port. I did not have a face-to-face with him,
okay. He knew exactly what I knew based on the radio
transmissions. At that point in time, I took the escort up to go
up with Engine 27 to see if I could confirm through the report
that they gave. I got up there and it appeared to be exactly what
they said, not a whole bunch out of the ordinary.

I was able to finally approach and be introduced to the
ship's captain. Now, there's a language barrier there, okay,
difficult for him to decipher exactly what I was saying. Speaking
with a friend of mine that works for Customs and Border Patrol,
English, he told me, is required for the people on the ship, okay,
but the level to which they are competent in it is going to vary
from individual to individual.

So as long as I spoke slowly like this, it appeared that they
were able to kind of catch on to what I was saying a little bit
more, but that's just obviously going to slow down operations. If
it takes longer for the information to be relayed to me, it's
going to take -- it's harder for us to evolve, the situation's
evolving as we go and tactics may have to change. I asked if all
members were accounted for on the ship, he could not give a clear
answer on that. Asked how many members he should have on the
ship, there was 28, I did a quick visual and I counted what I saw
on the top deck, there was nowhere near 28 people. I can't tell

you exactly what the number was, but it was at least 10 short.
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At that point in time, he was able to communicate to me that
the fire, they believe, was initially reported by one of their
crew members on Deck 10. For his recollection, there was no
involvement on Deck 11. Then again, we had fire on Deck 12.
Whether that could've auto-exposed outside of the ship, there's no
way I could see that visually from the outside. Whether it
could've came up through vents or something interior and crossing
those vehicles, it's a possibility. There was light smoke puffing
at the roof line, okay, up above the ship line, whatever you want
to call it, the top deck.

At that point in time, he escorted us across to the opposite
side of the ship and said this is where the initial report came
from, two floors below. At this point in time they had several
units come up. Deputy Chief Carlucci asked me what type of
resources that I would need, okay, I asked him to just start
sending up bodies slowly with tanks and he mentioned that we need
tanks.

It was a hot day, 90-something degrees outside, okay. Going
up within the ship's stairwells, I'm going to estimate it was
probably well in excess of a hundred degrees and not everybody's
in top physical condition, some guys were tired and needed a blow
just by the time they got to the top deck, before they could even
be put into any kind of firefighting operation. So anticipating
that and the conditions that they might face inside, I wanted as

many bottles for when you get up there. Again, there was a lapse
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and delay, it took me about 10 minutes with an escort to get from
the base of the ship up to the 12th deck. At that point in time
we set up a staging post there, felt it was the most safe area,
(1), because we could see everything, we had an area of
familiarity with it and (2), again, not having access gquite yet to
the ship's blueprints, we had -- you know, the rest of the ship

was a mystery, it was a maze, essentially.

Q. Are you okay there if we kind of take a pause?
A. Sure.
Q. It's okay? Okay. So just to confirm, when you came up on

the ship, so this is looking to the rear, this is looking towards
the front, you would've come up the stairs that were closest to

the port, what would've been the starboard?

A. Correct, the land side.
0. The land side?
A. The ocean side is where we began setting the staging on the

base level where the fire was.

Q. Okay, so there was --

A. On the opposite side of the ship, right where they initially
brought us up.

Q. Okay, so there's a ramp here that comes up to that deck.
Here, you can see it here.

A. Correct.

Q. And there's cars here that were burned, so that was your

incipient stage fire area?
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A. Well, the fire area was actually here, up in the front here,
just above -- this is down a level or so. When you came up to
Deck 11 here, you have to --

Q. Yeah.

A. -— come up some stairs outside to get onto 12, it was the
majority right here just above that area. None of this had

actually been involved here.

Q. Okay, so that's where the initial fire was at.
A. Yes.
Q. Okay, okay. All right, okay. So we've confirmed that you

came up the stair side that was closest to the dock.

A. Correct.

Q. Did you have a crew member specifically that took you up the
stairs or did you just kind of follow?

A. I did have a crew member that took me up and he actually took
off without me. I actually got turned around and lost for a
second on, say, Deck 8 or 9, it took me a minute to find which

door he actually went through --

Q. Okay.
A. -— before I was able to find my way up into the tunnel.
Q. Okay, okay. Let's see. Did you ever formally assume command

or did you just know, since Carlucci was coming, he was just going
to take his part?
A. Well, I established command until he --

Q. Okay.
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A. —-— took that command over.
Q. So you did have command, but then quickly, you transferred

that to him on his arrival?

A. Correct.
Q. Yeah.
A. Well, he assumed command. Once he arrived there, that was

when I boarded the ship initially, correct.

Q. Okay, great. Okay. At this point, and if I'm getting ahead,
I apologize, but has anyone said anything to you about the system
being used on the ship?

A. Yes. As the captain escorted me across the ship, he did say

that they deployed the CO system on Decks 10 and 11.

Q. Okay.

A. How effective it was, you know, that obviously remains to be
seen.

Q. Yeah.

A. But he did say that it was used.

Q. Okay. And so you were told that as he's taking you across

the deck and you're moving --
A. Correct.

MR. RICHARDSON: Okay, okay. Okay. Any questions at this
point based on what we've covered now, up to this point?

BY MR. KESELICA:

Q. Joe Keselica with the prosecutor's office. When you were

standing on the gangway there to go into the ship, did the chief

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

14

mate or anybody come over to you with the ship's plans?

A. No, that didn't arrive until after I was already on the
ship.

MR. KESELICA: Okay, thank you.

MR. RICHARDSON: Any other questions?

LT REED: And then the captain that was talking to you, what
did he look 1like? Was he like a skinnier guy or more a portly
guy?

MR. KUPKO: Heavier set, moustache, orange shirt, I believe.

LT REED: Okay, do you know who that is?

MR. PALERMO: Yeah, it's -- are you talking about the captain
of the ship? Yeah.

LT REED: Yeah, yeah.

MR. PALERMO: Yeah, I don't remember. I forget his name, I
don't remember.

LT REED: Okay, (indiscernible).

MR. PALERMO: Yeah.

LT REED: Okay.

MR. PALERMO: Yeah, that's him.

LT REED: Just clarifying to make sure (indiscernible).

MR. RICHARDSON: There's a port captain and a captain of the
ship and we think some people, at some point, that had kind of
gotten confused.

MR. PALERMO: The port captain had a hat on with glasses.

The captain of the ship is a bigger guy with a moustache.
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MR. KUPKO: Yeah, kind of looked like Superman, you know,
a moustache.
(Crosstalk)

MR. PALERMO: That's him. That's the captain of the ship,

MR. RICHARDSON: Good, okay.

BY MR. LALLO:

I have a question. Greg Lallo with PEOSH. Chief, do you
like manpower sheets? Excuse me. When you're ready.

I'm ready.

Manpower sheets, how does that go with allocating resources,

do you have like manpower sheets with you that you know --

A.

Q.

”

= © = ©

i O

are,

To wherever they are writing this?

Yeah, like the companies that would be assigned to you and --
Of course.

-- citywide, too.

I have access to the citywide, yes.

You had it with you?

Do I keep my own line sheet for my battalion with me? Yes --
Yeah.

-— so I'm aware of what the roll call is and what the changes
yes.

Just your battalion, though?

Correct.

MR. LALLO: Okay.
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BY MR. WELLS:

Q. Adam Wells, prosecutor's office. What did they -- when you
-—- so it would be captain -- we've now established it was the
captain of the ship you were talking to up on 12. You mentioned

that you were or the C0O2 deployed, you didn't know how effective

it had been. What, if anything, did you know about that system?

A. Only what I could remember from 8 years of training.
Q. Okay.
A. Eight years prior for the training. The area is supposed to

be completely sealed off, okay, before they deploy it. Obviously,
the CO system is designed to smother the fire, right, remove
oxygen from the room. So whether or not anything was left open,
whether or not anything was damaged on the ship prior to us
getting there, I was not made privy to that information nor, you
know, could I confirm it one way or another.

BY MR. RICHARDSON:
0. Were you aware at this point, Chief, that the hatch door,
which is right here, that comes from Deck 11 to Deck 12, that that

was not closed?

A. Was I aware that it was not closed? No.

Q. No, okay. So the captain didn't say anything about that to
you?

A. No.

MR. RICHARDSON: ©No, okay. Okay. Any others?

(No response.)
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MR. RICHARDSON:
Q. Okay, sir, if you can pick up from there for us?
A. Okay, so at that point, somewhere in that trip across the
ship, some of my resources started to come up, so members from the
first alarm started to make their way up along with the second
battalion chief on scene, which was Chief Moresca (ph.).
Q. Okay.
A. We were able to communicate well enough with the ship's crew,
okay, because we wanted to take a look down on Deck 10 where the
fire started to see how tenable it was, to see 1f we could make
entry into there and knock the fire out.
Q. Okay.
A. Based off the auxiliary appliances on the RIT, okay, I had to
relay down to our deputy chief, who initially set up the companies
with the project roles, that they would be completely ineffective
because we didn't have the connections and the reducers to be able
to tap into their system properly. I thought it was only an inch
hose, I was informed later it was an inch and a half.
Q. Correct.
A. We don't have reducers to get it down to that to be able to
use our own edquipment.
Q. Correct.
A. The first two ladder companies in my battalion, Ladder 4,
which was the first due ladder, has consistently been in and out

of service, okay, it's had several mechanical issues, the aerial
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on that is spotty to use, at best. And Ladder 8, my second due
company, has been running with the second piece apparatus and that
aerial has been out of service for over a year, I believe. So
using those as a means to circumvent the stairs in the ship was
not a viable option, nothing that I trusted.

Q. Okay.

A. So at that point in time, we made a decision to use the
ship's hose lines, we could see that the water flow and pressure,
from what they were using on the top deck, was, you know, well

enough to be able to do the job.

Q. Okay.
A. They had a good flow and good pressure on the hose lines,
good depth for penetration. We were able to request several

additional hose rolls from them to be able to make a stretch into
the unit, they brought that over within a couple of minutes,
handed over two hose lines to us, we pieced those hose lines in
and Chief Moresca went down to Deck 10 to oversee the direct
firefighting operation there.

Q. Okay.

A. At that point in time I was relaying information the best I
could over the radio, also via my cell phone to Chief Carlucci.
That's when the radio transmission was being stepped on by other
companies coming in. It was easier for me to call him on the cell
phone and relay some information there. And then Chief Moresca

was close enough to me on Deck 10 that I could verbally
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communicate with him. So I had radio communication, cell phone
communication with him, verbal communication going on to try to
keep things as open as we possibly could.

Q. Okay.

A. It was at that point in time that I was sending guys down in
teams of two with two tanks.

Q. Okay.

A. So they had tanks on their backs, okay, which are 30-minute
bottles, as you guys know, and then they had two additional
bottles that were going down with them. So as that crew went in
and they came out, they could have their bottles replaced, they

could come back up if they needed a breather, et cetera, et

cetera.
Q. Okay.
A. It was at that point in time where they made the initial push

into Deck 10.

Q. Okay.
A. From the progress reports that I received up top on Deck 12,
everything seemed to be running smooth. During this time we had a

continuing stockpile of resources coming up, so I was getting
backfilled with manpower and backfilled --

Q. Okay.

A. -- with tanks to the point that maybe I had my first due
alarm company up there plus the rescue company and I'm going to

say somewhere around a dozen extra bottles, okay.
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Q. Okay.

A. In that ballpark figure. They went and made the initial
attack and then from the radio reports that I got from Chief
Maresca, they thought that the fire was pretty much knocked down
or under control on Deck 10.

Q. Okay.

A. As of that point, we were discussing making a calculated move
to pull the lines back out and then back up to 12 and then regroup
and attempt to assess the conditions on Deck 11 and make an entry
into Deck 11, if we needed to.

Q. Okay.

A. Based on the heat that we felt on the top deck at this point
in time, even though initial reports from the captain were Deck 11

was not involved, our opinion was contrary to that at this point

in time.
Q. Okay.
A. There was a decision made at one point in time when they were

down there, to turn the auxiliary system on and the --
Q. The CO system?
A. No, the ship's --

0. Oh, the ship --

A. The ship's venting system.
Q. The vent system, okay.
A So once they opened up those vent hatches, it became much

less comfortable on the roof now, a lot of smoke pumping up out of
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there --

Q. Okay.

A. -— from being outside where the air was really fresh, okay,
conditions changed drastically at that point. I'm jumping around
a little bit here, too. I had one or two members who went down
initially, one of them being Captain Rogers, who I believe you
interviewed here --

Q. Correct.

A. -- who was injured prior to that happening, he rolled an
ankle and he came back up and he was receiving medical attention
on the top deck. We did have some EMTs on the top deck, as well,

with oxygen bottles for guys, i1f they needed it.

Q. So you do have EMS personnel up there on Deck 127

A. There were EMS personnel on Deck 12, so yes.

Q. Okay.

A. It was roughly right where we made our entry down to Deck 10.
Q. Okay.

A The initial reports, like I said, was the fire was knocked

down, okay, they were checking for extension with the TIC and I
found out after the fact that they saw, you know, on the top deck,

but that message was never relayed, to my knowledge or

recollection.
Q. Okay.
A. And somehow, in the process of moving them from Deck 10 to

Deck 12, the conditions drastically changed. We felt that the
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stairwell was the most tenable area, the breathing air was the
best in there. I was actually standing in there to communicate,

myself, it was just a clear, more concise environment, no extra

voices --
Q. Right.
A. -- over my back shoulder, I could stand in there, I wasn't

choking on any of the smoke on the top deck and I could make my
communications, I can spare my own tank in the event that I needed
it. Another part of my thinking with being on Deck 12 was they
have their own deployment boats in the event that something goes
wrong at sea, up there, if somehow we got trapped on that top
deck, that would be a viable option to get guys --

Q. Okay.

A. -— off the ship. And aside from not knowing the layout of
the rest of the ship. At some point in time, like I said, the
smoke darkened down on Deck 10. Conditions changed, obviously,
drastically, they lost visibility and that's when the initial
mayday calls came in.

At that point in time, we had life lines that were also
brought up to the top deck, so we deployed our FAST team,
initially, to go in and make a search, okay. That team went in as
far as they could, did not locate any victims and had to come out
and subsequently, both of those members were turned over to EMS
for some level of smoke inhalation and they went on oxygen. So

those are the other crew that was obviously not in working
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condition at that point.

Q. On the mayday, could you clarify in terms of what it was,
what you heard, what you were aware of?

A. I only heard one mayday come through from Captain Rebetto
(ph.), he may have called it more than once. He's the only radio
transmission that I recall hearing come through.

Q. Okay. And were you aware at that point in time who
specifically the mayday was for or Jjust that there was a mayday?
A. Just that there was a mayday. He did identify himself as
Captain Rebetto, but then the radio transmissions, like I said,

were muffled, okay.

Q. Okay.

A. Most of what he said after that was indiscernible.

Q. Okay, okay. All right. Okay, so FAST team deployment goes?
A. Yes. They made entry, okay, got as far as the tip and had to

come back out. My second team goes in, they were secure off to
what they thought was a high-load device and they made a stretch
in pass, went past the initial 25-foot knot and they were able to

locate one of the victims, which was Firefighter Acabou at that

time.
Q. Okay.
A. They could not remove him and they made the call for a

spreader device to be brought up to try and lift the vehicle that
he was either wedged under or between. So I was not down on the

floor there, so I couldn't speak to his --
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Q. Sure.

A. -— you know, his body alignment within the compartment. So
we made the call for the spreaders to come up. Now again, this is
going to be a 10- or 15-minute delay, this equipment to come up.
Somebody's got to go back to their apparatus and pick it up and
then be escorted to the location.

Q. Okay.

A. They weren't able to put him onto the RIT-Pak, which is
theoretically going to give them another hundred and 20 minutes or
so of breathing time. While we were trying to remove Firefighter
Acabou, there was a continued search for Firefighter Brooks in a
different location, as they were not together. Eventually, we
were able to get the spreaders in place, 1lift the vehicle up and
bring Firefighter Acabou out. The decision was made to bring him
up to Deck 12 rather than trying to take him down five or six
flights and off the ship.

Once he was brought up, okay, we moved him into the bed of a
pickup truck because at that point in time we had -- it was
basically a burning skillet on the top deck, about 6 to 8 inches
of water that was hot to the touch. We brought him up, positioned
him in the rear of one of the pickup trucks that was up on the top
deck and began initiating CPR. By that time we had paramedics on
the scene as well, too.

Q. Okay.

A. We were able to speak with the ship's crew and the captain
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and they said that they would be able to operate the crane, which
was on the opposite side of the ship, the land side of the ship.
Q. Okay.

A. So we made the transition slowly around the edge of the ship.
By this point in time we had been made aware that they've got
about a 3-foot yellow painted line that traces around the way that
their crew members move, so that gave us a better idea of the

clearest path to move on top of the ship.

Q. Okay.

A. It wasn't brought to our attention like 2 hours into the
incident.

Q. Okay.

A. So basically around the perimeter of the ship. We took him

all the way around the perimeter, we were able to get him all the
way off to where the crane operator was and then eventually he was
tied off in a safety basket, strapped up and lowered down the
ship.

MR. RICHARDSON: Be good if we take another break there?

MR. KUPKO: Sure.

MR. RICHARDSON: Okay. Questions?

LT REED: I don't have any questions at this time.

BY MS. MALINOSKI:

Q. You said the top deck was like a burning skillet, it was that
hot?
A. It was hot to the touch, yes.
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Q. So where was EMS as you left?
A. On the opposite side of the ship, with the exception of some
of their -- their paramedics, they have turnout gear, rescue gear,

so they're deployed with similar equipment to us, they were able
to make it over to the other side of the ship.

Q. So the other side of the ship was not like the -- it wasn't
hot, the water wasn't hot --

A. When you moved towards the bow or the front of the ship, it
was far more tenable. It was just basically the rear of the ship
where the water was pooling, there's a lip that comes up on there,
it doesn't let water freely flow off that top deck.

Q. Um-hum.

A. About a foot high, the water was, say, 6 to 8 inches up that.
Like I said, it was hot to the touch.

Q. So most of the EMS was on the opposite side of the ship then,
you said a few were stationed?

A. I have one paramedic (indiscernible) basis, where the
operating side of the ship was, I saw him come this far, yes, on

the water side.

0. And what kind of PPE did he have, he or she have on?

A. I'm not exactly sure what they were assigned, it was
something similar to the turnout gear that we have. They have a
protective boot that wasn't -- he wasn't complaining that his feet

were (indiscernible).

MS. MALINOSKI: That's all I've got, thanks.
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MR. KUPKO: Yeah.

MS. MALINOSKI: Okay.

MR. KUPKO: Some of our guys with the leather boots were,
okay.

MS. MALINOSKI: Okay.

MR. KUPKO: They did have issues.

BY MR. KESELICA:
Q. I have a question. Joe Keselica with the prosecutor's. When
that mayday call came out, did you realize if you needed any more
additional resources or mutual aid or anything?
A. At that point in time, we definitely had control of the
scene, we had already called for the second alarms with additional
personnel en route.
Q. Was there anything you needed, though, any additional
resources that you asked for at that particular time?
A. I just needed manpower, Jjust whatever he had down on the land
side.

MR. KESELICA: Okay.

BY MR. LALLO:
Q. Greg Lallo from PEOSH Safety. Chief, you said you heard the
mayday, but I have here on the record that at 10:25 there was a

mayday and an emergency evacuation tone given?

A. That's going to come from the dispatch, yes.
Q. Okay. Did you hear that or just mayday?
A. Well, I heard that, but that was to evacuate from that
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particular floor, correct, we had a missing member, we're not
going to evacuate the structure when we have a missing member. We
want members to move to a tenable area, it's a strategic
withdrawal.
Q. Because further down it's like the dispatch was giving
directions for all companies to evacuate. Did you hear anything
like that?
A. No, I don't recall hearing anything like that at all. To
move off the ship completely, no.

MR. LALLO: All right.

BY MR. RICHARDSON:
Q. Okay. All right, Chief. So we have Firefighter Acabou's
been lowered down off the boat, using the crane down off the deck.
And could you, up to that point -- company-wise, you would use
Newark companies. At this point, had you used any of the mutual

aid companies?

A. Not to my recollection, no.

Q. Okay.

A. I don't believe they were on the scene yet.

Q. Okay. So up to this point, to the best of your recollection,

these were all strictly Newark crews that were working to --

A. Correct.
Q. Okay.
A. At that point in time I made my way down off the ship to the

command post.
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Q. Okay.
A. Had a face-to-face with Chief Carlucci and obviously, we
still had Firefighter Brooks in there, so they made the decision
to go back up and retrieve him. At that time we had Jersey City
and Elizabeth there. They sent the Jersey City strike team up
with myself, only they made entry into the unit, went, from the
way that they explained it to me, 75 to a hundred feet past where
Firefighter Acabou was located and they were unable to find him.
They heard a bang within the ship and they withdrew from that
area, whether it was a sagging deck or the smoke exposure,
whatever the situation happened to be. When that crew exited down
off the boat, I came down with them and then subsequently, an FDNY
rescue team had been on scene, they went up and they were actually
the ones that were able to follow their lead as far as they had
gotten with the search lines and located Firefighter Brooks.
0. Okay. And then, to your recollection, ballpark, like from
the time FDNY goes in until they find him and he's up on Deck 12,
any kind of a ballpark, I know it's been --
A. I don't know. We were waiting for -- I was up on the top
deck when Firefighter Acabou was loaded and we were waiting for
Firefighter Brooks to come down. By the time they strapped him
in, I don't know how long it took for them to get him from Deck 10
up and across the ship and strapped in, it probably took a good 45
minutes to lower him off the ship from that point. In the time

that Firefighter -- are you saying from the time Firefighter
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Acabou was found until we found Firefighter Brooks?

0. No, the time that the FDNY crew took action and entered until
they had Brooks up on Deck 12, a ballpark on that.

A. At least 20 minutes.

Q. Okay. Because the problem we're running into is the radio
traffic at that point had gone direct and so we don't have the
recordings to try to timeline it out.

A. Yeah, so it was easier for the -- the rescue teams,
initially, especially the FAST Team, to communicate on our Channel
5, which is radio to radio --

Q. Okay.

A. -— because they were having difficulty getting stepped on
with the repeater and not picking up the signal once they were on
there. If I backtrack, which I think I skipped over, too, to when
the initial mayday was called. It came over the air and reminded
members to activate their PASS alarms, turn on their flashlights,
remain in one specific location, if they could.

Q. Okay.

A. Okay. And hit the panic button if they were able to do that,
which would've cleared all other radio transmissions, whether or
not they could've gotten their own transmission out, you know,
also.

Q. Right, okay. Okay.

A. I can't speak to that.

Q. Sure, okay. Anything else on the incident that you would
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like to add or that we need to know about, as far as --

A. Not that I can --
Q. Okay.
A. -—- recall at this time, no.

MR. RICHARDSON: Okay, questions?

LT REED: Yes.

BY LT REED:

Q. Do you recall anybody kind of get the ramp door on Deck 12
shut? Were there any attempts made?

A. The deck, the top, Deck 127 Well, that was our entry and
egress point.

Q. Yeah, the ramp.

MR. RICHARDSON: Right here, this is the ramp that comes up
off of Deck 11 onto Deck 12, so this is where vehicles were being
-—- would've been brought up or down and there was a door that
should've closed to close that off, multiple reports that the crew
made attempts but could not get it to shut, but you -- so no
conversations with the crew about that, no involvement with that?

MR. KUPKO: No.

MR. PALERMO: Yes, it looks like this.

MR. KUPKO: No.

MR. RICHARDSON: No. Because if you're standing facing the
stair tower you were using, it would've been to your right, right
there.

MR. KUPKO: Correct.
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MR. RICHARDSON: Yeah.

MR. KUPKO: 1I'm getting a better reference by what you're

saying about that.

Q.

MR. RICHARDSON: Yeah.

MR. KUPKO: To my knowledge, I believe it was closed.
MR. RICHARDSON: Yeah, okay. All right.

BY MR. LALLO:

I just have one other question. Chief, with your aerial

apparatus, you mentioned like out of service with the aerials or

can you clarify that?

A.

Okay, so Ladder 8, that's the aerial that's been completely

inoperable, it failed several ladder tests. So the truck was in

service, but it was only -- it was for ground ladders. Aerial

ladder, completely useless.

Q. How long has that been that way?

A. It's well over a year.

Q. Do you have spares that you work with?

A. This was a spare apparatus. They were operating with the
spare. The frontline piece is in the shop for several other
reasons. Ladder 4 has been in and out of the shop. The ladder
was operable at that time. I, personally, did not trust it,

loading it with a 3-inch line and the manpower to get it up there

over water into a ship where we were unsure what the entry point

was going to be.

Q.

Got you.
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A. We didn't find out that you could even get into the ship
until Deck 6 and that was well after, you know, into the incident
that that was an open space in the ship that was down there.
Q. I see. And then there was mention about a helicopter and
problems with the cabling. Did you see any helicopters overhead
that possibly could be used for --
A. No. I heard a helicopter, I assumed it was news coverage.

MR. LALLO: Okay. All right, thank you.

LT REED: Commander Barger, did you have questions?

BY CDR BARGER:
0. Yes. Good afternoon, Chief, Chris Barger with the Coast
Guard. So throughout your time on Deck 12, did you have a meet
(ph.) area where you were located as you were trying to command
the team up there?
A. Yeah, it would'wve been the stern of the ship, that was where
there was most space between the vehicles. I can get a visual on
the deputy chief from the top of the ship to the ground level and
I can maintain a visual on my reserve crews and the entry point,
which was that portal door on Deck 12.
Q. Okay, so stern and then on the port or starboard side?
A. Which one's the water side?

MR. RICHARDSON: The water side in this case would'wve been
port.

MR. KUPKO: It would've been the port side.

MR. RICHARDSON: Yes.
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CDR BARGER: Okay.

MR. KUPKO: Port. Yes, on the port side, yes.

BY CDR BARGER:

Q. Okay. During your time up there on the 12th deck, which I
know covers a fair amount of time, could you describe what, if
any, fires you observed on that 12th deck throughout the time?

A. Again, I never actually saw visible fire on the 12th deck, it
was just smoldering vehicles, you know, small electrical fires
under the dash, things along those lines. ©No visible flame. And
that was duration of the incident.

Q. Okay. Okay, thank you. And then I know we talked about the
efforts to close the watertight door there at the ramp. Could you
just describe what you observed in the vicinity of that deck or
that ramp at the opening there?

A. He's talking about this one here?

MR. RICHARDSON: Yes.

MR. KUPKO: I just remember there being smoke pushing out of
the openings to a degree, just a light smoke from flash, like we
see smoke pushing from the eaves of a building.

BY CDR BARGER:

Q. Okay. Were you able to feel heat coming out of there or was
it just mostly smoke?
A. Just smoke. No, no direct heat. Now again, we were outside.

CDR BARGER: Okay, understood. All right, thank you. No

other questions at this time.
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MR. RICHARDSON: Anyone else?

(No response.)

BY MR. RICHARDSON:
Q. Were you aware of, at any point -- so we're talking after the
mayday has been called -- plans or an attempt to utilize the CO2

system again?

A. At that point in time I couldn't locate the captain.
Q. Okay.
A. Using the CO system when we have a mayday call, that would

remove the oxygen from the floor.

Q. Correct, because there was a conversation that took place, I
wasn't sure 1f you were part of that loop or not or if you were
left out of it, so --

A. No. During rescue operations, no.

Q. Okay, okay.

A. We asked that again; in other words, it was used before we
made entry down there --

Q. Yes.

A. -- and we were told yes.

Q. Okay, okay.

A. That was the initial entry before we went to Deck 10.

Q. Okay. Let's see here. Because I believe that conversation
just ended up involving, apparently, Battalion 4, because we have
him as part of that conversation, so -- but you weren't -- so you

were not part of that loop, then?
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A. No.

0. Okay, okay. And then, let's see here, I have a transmission
that they were going to attempt to set up an aerial ladder. Were
you any part of that or any --

A. I believe that happened down on the command post, I did find
out about that through some hearsay after the fact when I made it
back down there.

Q. Okay.

A. There was another conversation about trying to throw a rope
bag down to give a secure line and bring the line up. We don't
have a rope bag that's going to reach from a hundred and 20 feet
up.

Q. Okay, all right. Because there was a "Chief, we're going to
put up an aerial to the top deck" and Division 1 responds back,
"Okay, I'm not sure it'll reach, but give it a shot."™ But as far

as you were concerned, aerials were not a good option or good

idea.

A. No, we're not going to be able to reach the top of a --

Q. Okay.

A. It's a 12-story building, essentially.

Q. Okay, okay.

A. A hundred and 10 feet, you know -- you know, maybe you get 75

feet vertical and drop (indiscernible).
MR. RICHARDSON: Okay, okay. All right. Okay, so no other

questions or --
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BY MR. WELLS:
Q. I've just got one that came from a comment a minute ago. So
when Mr. Richardson asked you about the discussion of deploying
the C0O2 after the mayday, that wasn't -- you weren't part of that
conversation because the captain wasn't with you, but you

understood that --

A. I was a part of it and I would've disagreed with that
opinion. Like I said, we want --

Q. Because you've got a man in there.

A. Yes, we want the remaining oxygen efficient, not deficient,

so deploying that would've been a detriment to his potential

rescue oOor -—-—

A. It could've potentially killed the guy you're —--
A. Correct.
Q. Before your crews made entry initially, like you said, you

knew the C0OZ2 had been deployed by the crew.

A. Um-hum.

Q. Did you have reason to think there may have been personnel in
the area the CO2 was previously deployed in?

A. Well, like I said, I did not have a visual on the number of
crew members that he claimed that he had on the ship, so I've got
people that are, you know, God knows where. We have this happen
in houses with structural fires all the time, somebody says
there's nobody inside and it winds up being there's somebody
inside.
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Q. Sure.

A. You know, accountability, I can only take it on face value.
Q. Okay.

A. I know there was an issue with turning on the exhaust system

within the ship, as well, too. From my experience, treating it as
a high-rise fire in a high-rise condition, we would not want to
activate the exhaust system, we would want to control that because
that would mitigate the spread of the fire. That exhaust system

can help spread --

Q. Of course.
A. -- smoke and fire.
Q. Okay. Okay, so you didn't -- no one told you there was

anybody down there, but you weren't sure because you couldn't
account for everybody --

(Crosstalk)

MR. KUPKO: Right. Speaking to my friend after the fact,
who's a —--

MS. RIVERS: No.

MR. KUPKO: No? This is Lyndon (ph.).

MS. RIVERS: No.

MR. RICHARDSON: Good?

LT REED: Commander Barger?

BY CDR BARGER:
Q. Yes. I want to go back to -- Chief, I want to go back to

when you described turning on the ventilation system.
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A. Um-hum.
0. Who made that decision?
A. I'm not sure where that came from, to be honest with you, but

it didn't come from me. And like I said —--

0. But it seems there were conversations --
A. -— once the smoke became -- once the smoke level increased on
the roof line we were -- most of my reserves in the staging area,

I made a request to the captain to have it shut down.
Q. Okay.

MR. RICHARDSON: You did make the request to shut it down?

MR. KUPKO: After it was turned on, yes.

MR. RICHARDSON: Yes, okay. Because we have reports that it
was activated, shut down, activated again, so we have reports that
it was on and off multiple times.

MR. KUPKO: I don't know if it was activated again, I know it
was activated and was shut down at some point.

MR. RICHARDSON: Okay.

BY CDR BARGER:

Q. About how long would you say it was running before you asked
for it to be shut down?
A. Ten, 15 minutes, 20 minutes.

CDR BARGER: Okay. ©No other questions, thank you.

MR. RICHARDSON: Okay, all right. Anything else on the
incident, so we're good with the incident, everybody?

(No response.)
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MR. RICHARDSON: Okay. Is there anything else about the
incident you'd like to share with us or tell us you think we need
to know?

MR. KUPKO: No, not at this time.

MR. RICHARDSON: No, okay. So what we would do now is if

anybody has any additional questions outside of the incident, so

go ahead.
BY LT REED:
0. Chief, I know you mentioned it earlier, and I'm the one that

asked about it, about the training you attended in 2015.

A. Um-hum.

0. From what you can remember, I realize it's almost a decade
ago, what did that training cover?

A. The scenario that we were given was an engine compartment
fire and the tactics that we were given from that was, if wviable,
bring water from our own apparatus. It was a deck-level fire,
essentially removing a manhole cover, basically, for lack of a
better term, it was a gooseneck ladder that went down in the hole
and members were to go in one at a time.

So I remember on the tip, would've been the first guy down
into the hole, followed by myself, who was the captain at the
time, and then the third firefighter, third member, which would be
the second firefighter, left at the top to feed the line down into
it. We made our way down to the engine compartment, we

extinguished the fire in the scenario and came in a couple
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minutes. That was the only scenario that we covered in that,
practical scenario we covered in that training.
Q. Okay. And do you remember who this training was offered to?
A. At the time, no. I know my company was offered it as Ladder
8, when I was a captain in Ladder 8, because we were actually the
second due company to report. I remember us and maybe I remember
Engine 16, at the time, who took the class, because the only
person who I know for a fact that was in that class with me, that
was there that night, was one firefighter, who's still in that
same company (indiscernible).
Q. And do you know how that training was organized or who
organized that training?
A. All of that stuff would come from the training academy,
whoever was in charge of it at that time.
Q. Okay. And as far as you know, has there been any trainings
like that since 20157
A. Not to my knowledge.

LT REED: Okay. That's all the questions I have for you.

BY MR. LALLO:
Q. Greg Lallo from PEOSH. Chief, can you talk about the boats,
the marine assets, is that in your battalion, Battalion 57
A. That's correct.
0. Yeah, so what's the number of boats, the state of readiness
on the boats and the procedure?

A. We have two, Fireboat 1, Fireboat 2. Fireboat 1 is the
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largest one, I believe it's a 55-foot vessel. We had boat
inspections the day of the incident. Fireboat 1 was unable to
start. It's been in and out with various issues. Fireboat 2 is a

much smaller boat, you can only get, I believe, four members on
that boat at a time, that boat was fully operational. In my
opinion, neither would've made much of an effect with this
magnitude of an incident.
Q. And do you have like a procedure, like an SOP or like when
something like a shipboard fire comes in, that you send land-based
units there immediately or how does that work?
A. To my knowledge, I don't know of any SOP for this. I'm not
even trained on a boat, myself. I never received any formal boat
training. When I board, I'm just a passenger.
Q. I got you. So on any given day, 1like if you needed a marine
operator, is there a chance that there may not be somebody that
would be, you know, qualified to operate the boat?
A. You have sick leaves or vacations all the time, so yes.

MR. LALLO: Thank you.

BY MS. MALINOSKI:
Q. Can you just clarify, you mentioned the training academy,

what is the training academy?

A. Well, the Newark Fire Training Academy?
Q. Yeah.
A. They conduct -- now they conduct training for new hires and

then they're responsible for continuing education, things that
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(indiscernible) .
Q. Who runs that?
A. There's a deputy chief that's assigned to it, but that's

going to be a revolving door of personnel, people moving in and

out of that position.

0. Do you know who it is currently?
A. It's -—- yes, Chief Kevin Rilley.
Q. Does he himself conduct the trainings or he just organizes

the trainings?
A. I'm not sure of the full ins-and-outs of the positions, I've
never been assigned there. I'm assuming that he has some

influence on when and if things happen.

Q. You don't know for sure?
A. I do not know for sure, no.
Q. Okay. So your members, for routine required trainings,

that's where they would go for them.
A. Correct.
MS. MALINOSKI: Okay, thanks.
MR. RICHARDSON: You guys are good?
UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: Um-hum.
MR. RICHARDSON: Okay.
LT REED: Anybody online have any follow-up questions?
BY CDR BARGER:
0. Chief, this is Chris Barger with the Coast Guard, one last

question. As far as just, in general, fighting shipboard fires,
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does the Newark Fire Department have any policies or procedures to
assist firefighters doing so?
A. To my knowledge, there's nothing in our SOPs.

CDR BARGER: Okay, thank you. No other questions.

LT REED: Okay. So Chief, this will bring us to the
conclusion phase of our interview. We always like to ask if you
have anything that you'd like to add that maybe we haven't asked
you or anything you think we should know in regards to --

MR. KUPKO: Nothing that comes to mind.

LT REED: Okay. Do you have any questions for anybody in the
room?

MR. KUPKO: No.

LT REED: Okay. Well, Chief, thank you very much for your
time and sharing your experience with us. It is now 14:56 and we
will conclude the interview.

(Whereupon, at 2:56 p.m., the interview concluded.)

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947




CERTIFICATE

This is to certify that the attached proceeding before the

NATIONAL TRANSPORTATION SAFETY BOARD

IN THE MATTER OF:

ACCIDENT NO.:

PLACE:

DATE:

FIRE ABOARD GRANDE COSTA D’AVORIO

AT BERTH 16 IN THE PORT OF NEWARK

IN NEWARK, NEW JERSEY ON JULY 5, 2023
Interview of James Kupko

DCA23FM039
Newark, New Jersey

July 25, 2023

was held according to the record, and that this is the original,

complete, true and accurate transcript which has been transcribed

to the best of my skill and ability.

— VA L dddd

David A. Martini
Transcriber

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947






