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INTERVIETW

(1:04 p.m.)
LT. REED: -- July 18th, 2023. The time is 1304. We have an
interview here with the -- Paul Gomes who works for AMS. We're

conducting this interview to examine the events surrounding the
fire and subsequent loss of life on motor vessel, Grande Costa
D'Avorio, on July 5th, 2023, in the Port of Newark, New Jersey.

Paul, will please say and spell your name?

MR. GOMES: Paul Gomes, P-a-u-1, G-o-m-e-s.

LT. REED: Okay. And do you permit the presence of your
legal representatives at this time?

MR. GOMES: Yes.

LT. REED: Okay. So now, we'll go around the room and state
our names and agencies or companies or law firms that we
represent. I'm Brandon Reed. I'm here with the U.S. Coast Guard.

CDR BARGER: Chris Barger, U.S. Coast Guard.

MR. HUSICK: William Husick (ph.) with ATF.

MR. WELLS: Adam Wells with the Essex County Prosecutor's
Office.

MR. BONUZZI: Matteo Bonuzzi, Montgomery McCracken, for
Grimaldi.

MR. SEMENORO: Timothy Semenoro also from Montgomery
McCracken, for Grimaldi.

MR. SUAREZ: Robert Suarez from Kaufman Dolowich and Voluck,

for Ports of America.
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DET. SCHNEIDERMAN: Detective Matthew Schneiderman, Essex
County Prosecutor's Office.

DET. VALDEZ: Detective Juan Valdez, Port Authority Police
Department.

MR. BURKET: Yeah, Bill Burket with Virginia Port Authority,
Maritime Incident Team, here with NIOSH.

MR. RICHARDSON: Mike Richardson, NIOSH, firefighter fatality
investigation team.

SGT. PALERMO: Detective Sergeant Palermo with the Port
Authority Police.

MR. HAWRILUK: Jeffrey Hawriluk, Baldassare and Mara.

MR. BALDASSARE: Mike Baldassare, Baldassare and Mara, on
behalf of Paul Gomes.

DET. RIOS: Detective Phyllis Rios, Port Authority Police.

LT. REED: On the phone we have. Who on the -- who's calling
in?

LCDR WARD: Yes, I'm Lieutenant Commander Kathryn Ward. I'm
the lead -- I'm detailed as legal counsel on the marine casualty

investigation for the Coast Guard.

LT. REED: Thank you.

MR. PALIN: I'm Matthew Palin (ph.) for AMS.

LT. REED: Okay.

MR. PITTMAN: Also, it's Willy Pittman. I'm with the
Investigations NCOE, U.S. Coast Guard.

LT. REED: Okay. Some things to note before we start. You
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may change, modify anything that you say in this interview if you
recall things at a later time. You may also appeal the final
results of the report of investigation, the product that we make,
that may result from this interview. And for information about
marine casualty investigations, you may look at Volume 5 of the
U.S. Coast Guard's Marine Safety Manual. 1It's on the internet.

With that, we'll get started. So the purpose of this
interview, as I said, is to collect information and facts
surrounding the events on the Grande Costa D'Avorio, and that's to
make safety recommendations or other recommendations in the future
that could prevent something like from happening again.

INTERVIEW OF PAUL GOMES

BY LT. REED:

Q. So to start off, can you tell us what company you work for?
A. I work for American Maritime Services.

Q. Okay. And what is your position with that company?

A. I'm a lasher.

Q. Lasher.

A. Lasher.

Q. Okay. How long have you worked there?

A. Two years, Jjust over two years.

Q. Okay. Did you have any similar jobs before?

A. No.

Q. Can you go over a little bit about what your responsibilities
are?
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A. I have different, depending on what orders I get. When I
work on car ships, it's basically lashing the cars down, unlashing
them, disconnecting batteries, sometimes jump starting them. If I
work on the container side, it's a little bit different. I work
with refrigerator containers which we call reefers. That's a
little bit different. That's kind of just disconnecting them and
putting generators on them.

Q. Okay. For your position, have you attended any trainings?
Like how are you trained to do what you do?

A. We work alongside -- when we start work, alongside others

that have been working.

Q. Okay.

A. So it's training -- on-the-job training basically.

Q. Okay. Do you have any like manuals or guidance for how to do
the job?

A. No.

Q. No.

A. Not that I'm aware of.

Q. As you're working, is there any like pre-work checklist that

you all have to do or anything like that?
A. Not really. We just meet with the foreman and he assigns

what roles we're going to have that day.

Q. Okay. Do you ever drive the pusher vehicles?
A. I have, yes.
Q. And for those, is there any sort of inspections you all do on
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them beforehand, before you get in?

A. No, not us, no.

Q. Okay. Do you know if anybody does an inspection on them?
A. No, I'm not aware.

Q. Okay. So for the day of the fire, what was your

responsibilities that day? What were you doing that day?

A. I started off by disconnecting batteries most of the day.

Q. Okay.

A. And then later into the day, they wanted an additional pusher

team. So I was asked to go and be one of those people.

Q. Okay. And what do you do as push team?
A. So, it's usually two people working together, one being the
pusher, one being in the junk car. So one person gets in that,

and the other person gets in the pusher and just pushes that

car —--
Q. Okay.

A. -- onto the ship.

Q. Okay. So, let's get to -- like to the fire. How were you

made aware that there was a fire on the vessel?

A. The first sign that I knew something was wrong was when I was
looking at the mate's face, and I saw his face change, and he
started waving his arms.

Q. Okay.

A. And I heard some muffled yelling, but there's always yelling

on the ships, and when I opened the door is when I heard everybody
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saying get out, get out.
Q. Okay. So what happened next?

A. After I got out of the car?

Q. Yeah.
A. So basically I got out, went by the pusher that was behind
me, got about -- you know, kind of got everybody together. We

went down the ramp, got about halfway down and realized my
backpack was still in the Jeep. Myself, Paul Folino, and I'm not
sure if there was anybody else, but we kind of went up because we
knew the mates were still up there as well, thinking maybe I could
salvage the backpack but when we got up there, I saw one of the
mates was still trying to fight the fire and it was just engulfed
in smoke and I told him to get the hell out and we just went down
the ramp.

Q. Okay. Did you see the fire initially when you were in the

junk car?

A. No, no, it was behind me. So I didn't see it.

Q. Okay. Have you driven that Jeep before?

A. Yes.

Q. Have you ever had any issues with that Jeep?

A. I mean it's an older car just like the other ones. Sometimes
they stall. 1It's just normal for us.

Q. Okay. Do you know how those cars are selected to be used?

A. I don't know.

Q. Okay. That day, is there anything significant you can
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remember about that vehicle, whether it was making like funny

sounds or having a harder time than usual?

A. Not any different than any other days.

Q. Okay.

A. They're just older cars.

Q. Okay. So, backing up, you left the vehicle, got your group
of guys together, were going down the ramp. Then you came back to

see 1f you could get the backpack, and you saw the Jeep engulfed
in flames. Was a member of the crew still trying to fight it?

A. Yeah, I saw the fire on the right side of the Jeep. As we
come up, I could see kind of like just droplets of fire coming
from underneath the Jeep and the crewmate was -- I saw two fire
extinguishers on the floor. He had another one. So I'm assuming
he emptied out already two and was using a third and was just
engulfed in smoke and that's when we said, let's just get out of

here, and I yelled at him to get out.

Q. Okay. What happened next?
A. We just went out, we went down the ramp and went out.
Q. Okay. How long did you all stay or how long were you in the

area? Like what was your marching orders?

A. When we got outside?

Q. Yeah.

A. Approximately 10 minutes.

Q. Okay. And how were you all made aware that you all could
leave?
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A. We were told -- I don't know if was somebody from Ports of
America or our foreman. Somebody said, okay, we're done.

Q. Okay.

A. Let's go.

Q. Do you know about what time that was?

A. I'd say just before 9:30.

Q. Okay. All right. And did you depart after that?

A. No, because unfortunately my wallet, car keys were in my
backpack.

Q. Oh, okay.

A. So I called a friend of mine. He went to my house and got my

spare key and then I waited for him by my car.

Q.

A.

> 0 i O S ) >0

10

Okay. How long were you there waiting?

Probably 25 minutes.

Were you parked near the vessel?

No, I was up about a block away --

Okay.

-— usually where everybody parks.

From that location, could you see what was happening?
I could see the flames coming up.

Okay.

I couldn't really see what was going on by the ramp.
Okay. Had the fire department arrived before you left?
Yes.

Yes. Do you know about what time that was?
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A. I'd have to check, but I probably say around 10 o'clock.
LT. REED: Okay. So now, we'll go around the room for
questions. Commander.

BY CDR BARGER:

0. Paul, if I may.

A. Sure.

Q. So what time did you come or get to work that day on board
the ship?

A. Our orders were for 7. So I was probably here around 6:30.
Q. 6:30.

A. Yeah.

Q. What time did you guys actually start working cargo?

A. About 7 o'clock.

Q. 7 o'clock.

A. Yeah.

Q. Okay. And then you said you were -- you started out on the

battery team.

A. Right.

Q. And then transitioned to the push team. About what time was
that?

A. Don't quote me exactly, but I'd probably say somewhere around

6, 7 o'clock.

Q. In the evening.
A. In the evening, yeah.
Q. Okay. And so as part of a push team, what was your role?
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A. I was getting in the cars that were being loaded onto the
ship. So I would get in the -- we call the junk car, and then the

person behind me would push --

Q. Okay.
A. -—- the car on.
Q. How -- so it's a two person team. How do you decide who is

doing what?

A. Usually it's by seniority.

Q. Okay.

A. And I did have the seniority but I -- sometimes I just tell
people it doesn't matter to me who does what, you know. So -- but

usually it's done by seniority.

Q. Okay.
A. The person with the more seniority would be in the pusher.
Q. Okay. Can you describe the process for the push -- the

person going into the junk car, when you get into it, is there
anything that has to be done to prepare the vehicle to be pushed?
A. I mean the first thing we do obviously is make sure we can
get it in neutral. So some cars, 1f we can't get them in neutral,
there's usually a switch by the transmission, the shifter. If we
can't get them in neutral, then we just skip them or we have to
bring a battery pack to try and give it power to get it in
neutral. So once we get it in neutral, we make sure we have
brakes. That's usually what I do, make sure, you know, step on

it. I usually ask them to push me a little bit and make sure the
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brakes work and then that's it. Once it's in neutral, we give the

go ahead and push them up.

Q. Okay. Do you look at all at the emergency brake?

A. No. Typically we don't.

Q. Okay.

A. Or I don't.

Q. Do the vehicles at that point then roll freely or is there

ever any resistance from the car being pushed?

A. There could be resistance with things like flat tires or
other issues that it may have, you know, there's no power
steering. So you're going to have to kind of steer manually,
because I always make sure we have brakes because that's the one
important thing.

Q. Okay. The vehicle that you were in right before the fire
started, I know it was being pushed when the fire started. Did
you notice any kind of resistance from that vehicle as it was
being pushed or did it seem to roll?

A. Yeah, it seemed to roll pretty freely.

Q. How fast would you say, estimate I understand, how fast would
you say the car was being pushed through the ship?

A. Through the ship? Maybe 5, 10 miles an hour. It depends.
If you're going up a ramp, it's going to be a little bit slower.
But that would be my estimate.

Q. Okay. Going up to that deck 10, where it finally came to

rest, how fast do you think you were going on that approach?
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A. Once we get to the top, we usually slow down to make sure we

don't hit anybody up there. So I'd say under 5 miles an hour.

Q. Okay.
A. Somewhere around there.
Q. With that particular vehicle, did you notice anything

different than the usual process, you know, how it functioned
getting up to the spot and then the slowing down process?

A. No. Typically when we get pushed, we get pushed all the way
into the spot. I did notice I wasn't getting pushed at one point,

and that's when I saw the mate's face.

Q. Okay.
A. And I knew something was wrong, but no different than usual.
Q. Did you notice if there was any unusual sounds as you were

being pushed up on the run?

A. There's always unusual sounds.
Q. What do you mean by that?
A. I mean they're junk cars. So, you know, you might have

brakes, you know, grinding from things, but there's always some

sounds coming out of the cars, but nothing different --

Q. Okay.

A. —-—- than usual.

Q. Okay. 1In general, you said you started on the push team
about 6.

A. Um-hum.

0. And in the time between then and when the fire started, how
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many cars would you say you pushed up to the vehicle -- onto the
shop, I'm sorry?
A. I didn't keep count, but I'd probably say somewhere, 6 to 10,

somewhere around there.

Q. Okay. So it's not a very fast procedure then it sounds like?
A. No, no. And we were towards the end. So it's less cars.
You know, we trying to find cars that are -- that can still be

pushed at that point.

Q. Okay. How many push teams are working at one time?
A. At this time, there was four.

Q. Four separate push teams?

A. Four teams, yeah.

Q. Okay. Each push team has a pusher vehicle?

A. Yes.

Q. Okay.

A. Two people per team.

Q. Two people per team. Okay. So when you said the 6 to 10

that got pushed on, was that just for your team or was that --

A. Just for my team.
Q. Just -- so —-
A. Just for my team.

Q. So each team probably had about the same number.
A Yeah, I mean their teams would have done a lot more because
they started as push teams from the morning. We were added on

later in the day.
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Q. Okay. Was the Jeep that was being used to push being used
previous in the say for the same function or did you guys Jjust --
A. I don't recall. I'm not sure if they were using it on a
different deck or not.

Q. Okay. So you don't remember seeing 1it?

A. I don't remember seeing it, but it could have been used on
some other deck.

Q. Okay.

A. From the deck I was on disconnecting batteries because I was
disconnecting batteries.

Q. Do you have any sense of what time you all pushed that --

started that vehicle getting pushed up onto the ship?

A. I mean it would have been shortly just before that because we
didn't run into any issues. We pushed it right on.

Q. You didn't happen to look at your watch or anything?

A. No, no. But somewhere between 9:15 -- I mean that's just a

guess but --

Q. Okay. I'm just going through my notes to see if there was
anything else I wanted to ask real quick. As -- so in the vehicle
being pushed, was there ever a time when you have to utilize the

vehicle's brakes or do you just --

A. No, we do use them a lot.

Q. Would you describe that to me?

A. So I mean as we're getting pushed up, if there's other cars
in front, then obviously we have to stop. If there's traffic or
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if somebody's there or also when we get pushed into the parking
space that we usually pull it, we have to brake, you know, at that

point as well but, yeah, we use the brakes --

Q. Okay.
A. -- quite a bit.
Q. Okay. How do you synchronize? I mean not being there

myself, but just imagining two vehicles pushing one another, it
seems like there would be some jolting back and forth between
them.

A. There is sometimes. Sometimes. I mean you kind of use hand
signals most of the time. You kind of push or to go ahead, if you
need to slow down or something or just tell them to stop. But
that's, you know, all hand signals.

Q. Okay. When you exited the vehicle and then when you came

back up the ramp, who did you see engaged in any kind of

firefighting?

A. I saw the mate --

Q. Okay.

A. -— with the extinguisher in his hands, and I saw two

extinguishers on the floor.
Q. Did any other lasher or crew do anything to fight the fire

that you know of?

A. I believe Gavin did. There was a lot going on at that point,
but I believe he -- at one point I saw him with an extinguisher as
well.
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Q. Okay.
A. But that it was all pretty quick at that point. So.
Q. Okay. And then you said you came back up for your bag,

realized you couldn't get it, you leave again. You said people

went with you. Did the ship's crew leave as well or did they
stay?
A. The mate I believe was right behind me. It's the one that

was up there and I was yelling at him to come on down.

Q. Did you hear any alarms?
A. Yes.
0. At what point -- in your movements, at what point did you

hear an alarm start going off?

A. I think it was pretty quick. It was while I was still up
there, but I just don't remember if it was when I got out of the
car or when I was on the ramp at that point. It was going off by
the time I was on the ramp.

Q. Okay. Exiting the vehicle, onto the ramp.

A. Yeah. By the time I was on the ramp there, the alarms were
going off already.

Q. Okay. So you said you were on a team that was disconnecting
the batteries earlier in the day?

A. Um-hum.

Q. Do you all pay attention at all to the fuel levels in the
vehicle or anything else about the vehicles?

A. No.

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

21

CDR BARGER: All right. I think that is all the questions I
have. So I'll turn it over at this time.

BY AGENT HUSICK:

Q. Agent Husick from ATF. So you said saw fire on the right
side.

A. Yes.

Q. You just looked out the passenger's side.

A. Passenger's side.

Q. The passenger's side. Okay. And you saw -- can you explain

just a little bit about the fire? Where was it exactly? And was
it low or up high?

A. It looked down low when I came up. You could kind of see it,
and it was almost like drops.

Q. Drops.

A. Almost like burning ligquid or plastic, something dropping

with flame on it.

Q. And that was under the vehicle or --

A. No, towards the -- like near the engine on the passenger
side.

Q. Near the engine, but on the passenger side.

A. Yeah.

Q. Okay. You said -- at that point, the firefighting effort,

they had two fire extinguishers that were on the floor?
A. There were two that were empty already on the floor, and they

were laying down, yeah.
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Q. Did you see any initial fire extinguishers or any -- was
anyone operating a hose line at that time?

A. I did not see any hose lines being operated at that time.

Q. Do you remember the vehicle that were driving or at least
steering, do you remember either color, brand, make, model?

A. I could tell you it was a Toyota or a Hyundai because that's
what we were bring up mostly. So I don't recall if it was a

Toyota Venza or one of the small Hyundai SUVs.

Q. Do you recall the color?
A. It was a darker color, like a grayish.
Q. Grayish. I think that's all I have. Thank you, sir.
A. Sure.
CDR BARGER: (Indiscernible) .

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: Yeah.

BY UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:
0. I think you had made reference to him, but I don't think you
were ever asked this question. But who was the other member of

your push team?

A. Gavin.

Q. Gavin.

A. Yes.

Q. And once you learned about the fire and started exiting, did
you —-- at what point do you next see Gavin once you got out of

your car?

A. When we came back up the ramp, I do recall seeing him there
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and just saying something to him because he had grabbed his
backpack and I said something to him about you grabbed your
backpack and not mine.

Q. All right. So when you first went down the ramp, you didn't
see him. But when you back up the ramp, that's when you first saw
Gavin after the fire started?

A. Yeah, at first we were all just trying to get outside.

Q. And then when you were leaving down the ramps, and you said
-— for the last time, and you said the chief [sic] went behind
you, do you know how long he was behind you? Did he get all the
way off the ship with you or did he stay behind? Did you lose
track of him at some point?

A. I didn't look back when I was going down the main ramp to see

if he was still there.

Q. So you don't know how far or --

A. No, I don't know how far he came down.
Q. Thank you very much.

A. Sure.

BY MR. BONUZZI:

Q. Good afternoon. My name is Matteo Bonuzzi. I'm with
Montgomery McCracken. I'm representing your vessel. I have just
a couple of quick gquestions. I heard you mentioning that

sometimes when the cars don't go in neutral, you give them a jolt
with a battery pack?

A. Not -- we connect them just to get it into neutral.
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Okay.

We don't try to start the car or anything like that. It's
just to get it out of gear and put it in neutral.

Okay. Do you remember if one was used on this specific car?
No, this one went into neutral. This was in neutral already.

Okay. And the other question is, did you manage to grab your

phone before you left?

A. My phone was in my pocket.
Q. Okay. While you were alongside and you were waiting for your
friend, you didn't leave. Did you happen to take pictures or

videos of the fire?

A.
Q.
A.

Q.

Not of the fire itself, no. When I was inside the ship, no.
No, when you were already off the ramp?
Off the ramp, yes, I took a couple of videos.

Okay. What about -- did you take any videos of the firemen

arriving or the police arriving?

A.

Q.

your
A.

know,

No, I did not.

Okay. That's all I have.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: I have no questions. Thanks.
UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: I'm good.

BY MR. RICHARDSON:

Mike Richardson with NIOSH. Can you kind of describe what
typical battery disconnect procedure is?

So i1it's usually two or three guys working together. You

we open the hood, one disconnects the battery, put a cap on

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

the battery terminal and take the cable, the connector on the
cable.
Q. Okay. So you're physically disconnecting the connector to

the battery, removing it, putting a cap on the post or terminal.

A. Yeah.

Q. And then securing the battery cables in some way?

A. Yeah. We'll put duct tape around the cable itself and tuck
it down.

Q. Okay. 1In your previous time in this work capacity, had you

had any problems with push vehicles or push cars, fires or

anything similar?

A. No.

Q. Any overheating?

A. No.

Q. No. Okay. And then in this line of work, did you have any

specific fire training of any type?

A. No.
0. No. Okay. Thank you.
A. Sure.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: I have no questions.
LT. REED: On the phone, any questions?

MR. PALIN: None.

LCDR WARD: None from me.

MR. PITTMAN: Yeah, I don't have any.

LT. REED: Thank you, Paul. We really appreciate your time.
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