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I NTERVIETW

(10:04 a.m.)

CDR BARGER: All right. The date is September 22nd, 2023.
The time is now 10:04 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time. We are here
conducting Part 2 of a joint agency interview with FDNY Battalion
Chief Abbamonte, which is included as part of the Coast Guard-NTSB
joint investigation into the facts surrounding the fire and
subsequent firefighter deaths on board the Grande Costa D'Avorio
on July 5th, 2023. Part 1 of the interview was conducted on
September 21st, 2023. This interview is being conducted virtually
using Microsoft Teams.

I'm Commander Chris Barger, B-a-r-g-e-r, with US Coast Guard,
and we are here interviewing --

Chief, if you would state your name and spell your last name?

MR. ABBAMONTE: I'm Battalion Chief Joseph Abbamonte. Last
name A-b-b-a-m-o-n-t-e.

CDR BARGER: Thank you.

And he is represented by?

MR. NGUYEN: Good morning, everyone. Don Nguyen -- my last
name is spelled N-g-u-y-e-n -- chief legal counsel at the FDNY.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

And Chief Abbamonte, do you agree to having Mr. Nguyen as
your representative during this interview?

MR. ABBAMONTE: I do.

CDR BARGER: And do you consent to this interview being
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recorded?

MR. ABBAMONTE: I do.

CDR BARGER: All right. Thank you.

We'll now go around the room for introductions. Please state
your name, spell your last name, and state the agency or company
that you are representing. So we'll start with the other members
of the Coast Guard team.

LCDR MOORE: Lieutenant Commander Stephanie Moore, M-o-o-r-e,
the assistant investigating officer for this case.

LT REED: Lieutenant Brandon Reed, R-e-e-d, the recorder for
this case.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

We'll go over to NTSB.

MR. BARNUM: Good morning again, Chief. Bart Barnum,
B-a-r-n-u-m, from the NTSB's Office of Marine Safety.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

ATE?

MR. ABRAHAM: Michael Abraham, A-b-r-a-h-a-m, with ATF.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

NIOSH?

MR. RICHARDSON: Good morning, everyone. Mike Richardson,
R-i-c-h-a-r-d-s-o-n, lead investigator with the NIOSH firefighter
fatality investigation program.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

And New Jersey PEOSH?
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MR. GARTON: Yes. This is John Garton, G-a-r-t-o-n,
assistant chief, New Jersey Department of Labor, Public Employees
Occupational Safety and Health.

MR. LALLO: Yes, good morning, Chief. 1It's Greg Lallo, PEOSH
safety, New Jersey. The last name's spelled L-a-1-1-o.

CDR BARGER: Thank you. And for Grimaldi?

MR. O'CONNOR: Good morning. Robert O'Connor, O-C-o-n-n-o-r,
from Montgomery McCracken.

CDR BARGER: Thank you.

And for Ports America?

MR. SUAREZ: Good morning. Bob Suarez for Ports America,
S-u-a-r-e-z.

CDR BARGER: Thank you.

And for AMS?

MR. PALLAY: Matthew Pallay, P-a-l1-l1l-a-y, for AMS.

CDR BARGER: And for the Port Authority of New York and New
Jersey?

Okay. None heard.

And then I apologize. I skipped over the port authority
police department.

MS. RIOS: Good morning. Detective Rios, R-i-o-s, port
authority police.

CDR BARGER: All right. Thank you. Is there anyone that's
online that I skipped over?

Okay. None heard. Thank you, everyone.
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INTERVIEW OF JOSEPH ABBAMONTE

CDR BARGER: Chief Abbamonte, again, since this is Part 2 of
the interview, we've already asked you a good majority of these
line of gquestions yesterday, so we'll begin with the follow-up
questions where we left off yesterday specific to training
doctrine and interagency participation that the FDNY has there in
the Port of New York and Newark -- or New York and New Jersey.
And then we'll open up questions, any follow-up questions in
general after that.

So we left off yesterday with New Jersey PEOSH asking follow-
up gquestions. So do either of you have any additional follow-up
questions for Chief Abbamonte?

MR. GARTON: ©No. I appreciate the answer concerning NFPA
standards. Thank you, Chief.

MR. ABBAMONTE: Thank you.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

Moving on then to port authority police department.
Detective Rios, any follow-up questions?

DET. RIOS: ©No, sir. Thank you. I have no gquestions.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

Mr. O'Connor for Grimaldi?

MR. O'CONNOR: Thank you.

BY MR. O'CONNOR:

0. Good morning, Battalion Chief Abbamonte. You mentioned -- we
were —-- left off yesterday talking about training. And I'd like
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to know, based on your training and experience, what should a
shoreside firefighting team do when it first arrives on the scene
of a cargo ship fire?

A. So I would say they have to make contact with the crew and
determine the extent of, you know, what the situation is.

Q. Do they identify themselves to the crew?

A. I -- as the FDNY, we usually identify ourselves to the crew.
It's usually pretty apparent when we show up, but, you know, we
usually identify ourselves.

0. Do they tell the crew who is in command from the shoreside
firefighting team?

A. I don't understand the guestion exactly.

Q. So 1f FDNY were to respond to a cargo ship fire and they go
and they make contact with the crew, would the leader of the FDNY
team announce to the crew that, you know, they're in command of

the shoreside firefighting team?

A. In my —--

Q. In other words -- I'm sorry. Go ahead. ©No, you please go
ahead.

A. In my experience that's not always done because there is
ascending levels of command. You know, the first due unit is a

lieutenant, could be a lieutenant. And then, you know, the
ascending, you know, switches off as levels of command arrive.
Q. How is the vessel's crew supposed to know who's in charge
from the shoreside firefighting team?
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A. Well, usually the, you know, the incident commander will be
either remote or at a command post somewhere. So, you know, early
on there's a lot of confusion as we kind of sort this out and
begin, you know, the incident command process. Like I said, a
lieutenant might start and then he'll be talking to, you know,
nobody until the battalion chief gets there, and then it moves
forward. I guess I would say that as you move forward, you know,
when that lieutenant no longer becomes the incident commander, you
know, they would somehow -- you know, they could communicate that
or, you know -- I don't think there's any set way where we pass it
off to the crew.

Q. Should those arriving firefighters be asking for any of the
ship's documents like the fire plan?

A. The FDNY would be requesting a plan early on. I -- yeah.
They would be requesting a fire plan.

Q. Would the FDNY also be asking for some sort of crew or

passenger list so that they can ensure all are safe and accounted

for?
A. That's a document that we might look for initially, but --
well, not initially. Let me correct that statement. I would say

when the first due officer gets on scene, they're trying to, you
know -- got to determine what the incident is, what the emergency
is, and what the state of the crew is, you know, as far as if
everybody's accounted for and everybody's okay. The actual crew
manifest is something, a document that we may look to later. You
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know, the master is obviously in charge of his crew. If -- as a
battalion chief or a first responding FDNY, you know, incident
commander, we want to know what's going on and the accountability
of the crew just verbally.

Q. Does the ship's master have any command over the shoreside
firefighters? Can he give them orders?

A. So foreign flag vessels, you know, the master is in charge of
that vessel. We usually -- we request permission to come aboard
and then we offer our assistance. That's how the FDNY responds to
those incidents. If he told us you're not permitted on the ship,
we would call the Coast Guard.

Q. So when the FDNY is permitted on board the ship, do they
maintain command of their own people?

A. Absolutely.

Q. And when they go on board the ship, should they be asking the
crew what firefighting efforts have already been made?

A. FDNY does that, yes.

Q. Based on your training and experience, if arriving
firefighters are informed that CO2 has been deployed, should they

enter the space where CO2 had been deployed?

A. So 1in my experience and my training, if a space is sealed it
should stay sealed. That's not -- does that always happen? No.
The crew -- I've seen crews open up spaces. So, you know, it

should be sealed. FDNY practices that if a space sealed, it
should remain sealed for a determined period of time.
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Q. And just to clarify, when you say the space is sealed, you're

referring to when the space is sealed and CO2 has been deployed,

right?
A. Correct.
Q. Now how long should firefighters and the crew or the Coast

Guard wait before entering a space that's been sealed and where
CO2 has been deployed?

A. The FDNY, when a space is sealed, we will usually leave that
space sealed for 24 to 48 hours. We like to see -- if we can have
any temperature readings, we like to see the temperature readings
return to atmospheric. You know, this is -- these are the
practices that the FDNY uses.

Q. Does that mean that it takes 24 to 48 hours from the time CO2
is deployed for it to be effective?

A. I don't know that question -- I don't know the answer to that
question exactly. By then we would be referring to, you know, the
Coast Guard. We'd be working with the Coast Guard, marine
chemists, and the salvage company to determine if and when that's
opened and how it's opened.

Q. Based on your training and experience, you know, when should
CO2 be used? In other words, should it be used after first

attempting to extinguish the fire using fire extinguishers?

A. That's a question much better off suited for a crew member
and a master and a captain. We're usually never -- very rarely
are we on scene that early in an incident in my experience. So
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usually what happens, what we see is that they do try and

extinguish the fire in its incipient stage.

Q. And that would be using extinguishers or maybe hoses?

A. Yes.

Q. Would you consider CO2 to be a firefighting system of last
resort?

A. I guess you could put it that way. Sure. I mean, if -- not

last resort, but it's definitely a level above, you know, an
incipient fire that can be easily extinguished with the use of,
you know, a fire extinguisher or a hand line. Once it becomes,
you know, beyond that, it's really up to the master and crew.
It's their decision if they want to, you know, employ the ship's
systems.

Q. I think yesterday you mentioned the Grey Shark incident,
which was, I believe, a Ro-Ro fire in New York Harbor where CO2
had been deployed. For that incident, do you remember how much
time had passed between the release of CO2 and when anybody
entered that space?

A. I don't recall exactly the times. They were off of Delaware
when the fire occurred and they used the ship systems, deployed
that system there, off of Delaware Bay, and then they were towed
back to New York. It was well over 24 hours.

Q. Thank you. Do you know if Newark had any training for cargo
ship fires?

A. I do not.
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Q. Would you expect Newark, as a fire department that has
responsibility for part of the port, to have training to respond
to cargo ship fires?

A. Every municipality is different. I would believe that they
would have a level of knowledge in that -- you know, in their
response area.

Q. Do you think that Newark was adequately prepared to handle

this particular fire on this ship?

A. I am unaware of their level of training and -- so I don't
know. I wouldn't -- I'm not -- I couldn't answer that question.
We don't routinely work with Newark. You know, just -- you know,

that's just the way it is.

MR. NYGUEN: Can I take a couple of minutes with Chief
Abbamonte, please?

CDR BARGER: Sure.

MR. NYGUEN: Thank you.

Chief, just make sure you're muted and off camera, and I'll
give you a quick call.

MR. ABBAMONTE: Roger that.

MR. NYGUEN: Thanks.

CDR BARGER: Yeah, and while they're offline, I'll just ask
that -- you know, Chief Abbamonte was asked to participate in the
interview or be interviewed, you know, as a direct observation
witness of both what FDNY did during their response and then also,
you know, what is the FDNY's doctrine and training. So 1if we
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could avoid questions that relate to, you know, kind of asking him
as an expert witness what, you know, his opinion is of they Newark
Fire Department. I think that's outside of, a bit outside of the
realm of what we intended for him to be interviewed about.

MR. O'CONNOR: Fair point. And my understanding is, as you
said earlier, I think, that the purpose of the interview is to try
and figure out what happened and maybe see if we can do things
better in the future. And, you know, I think it's important to
ask Battalion Chief Abbamonte, you know, what, if anything, FDNY
would've done differently had they arrived on the scene first
because it appears that they do have a higher level of training,
and that might be relevant to trying to figure out how we can do
things better in the future. Is that a fair point?

CDR BARGER: I think it is. But if -- you know, I'd just ask
that we don't belabor, you know, the -- I think, you know, a
direct question with relation to that, you know, and his opinion
is certainly fine, but going too deep into trying to ask him to be
an expert witness and, you know, judge what the Newark Fire
Department did. I think a line of gquestioning in relation to what
would the FDNY have done, you know, and how would they have
interacted with the crew, I think those were good questions. I
just don't want to go too far down, you know, asking him to judge
the Newark Fire Department as an expert witness.

MR. O'CONNOR: Understood. I'll limit my questioning to, you
know, what I just discussed.
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CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

Mr. Richardson, you have your hand up.

MR. RICHARDSON: I would just add, too, for everyone to
please consider that Chief Abbamonte has probably received
permission from his chain of command to speak directly to his
activities in this event. Asking him to speak for the FDNY as a
whole 1s a completely different level and a whole different --
completely different situation. So if you're asking him to
address how the department as a whole would respond to something,
I'm sure that's going to involve a significantly larger number of
members from their chain of command to potentially address that.
Because once again, my understanding is he received clearance from
his chain of command to speak to his participation in the event
versus he's not here specifically to represent FDNY as a whole
when it comes to maritime response. Once again, there is another
chief that outranks him, directly above him, that's also part of
the marine division that I'm sure they would want to have involved
in those types of conversations or discussions. So --

MR. O'CONNOR: Thank you for that. And I recall Battalion
Chief Abbamonte mentioning that yesterday. Do you happen to know
the name of that person? Or does anybody on the line?

MR. RICHARDSON??: Sorry, sir. 1I'll get right back to you in
one second.

CDR BARGER??: Yeah, I'm trying to look back at my notes.
Yeah, I believe Chief Abbamonte mentioned yesterday there's a
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chief of rescue operations that was there, John Downy, and then a
chief of special operations is Malcom Moore.

MR. O'CONNOR: My recollection is those guys were on the
scene the night of the fire. Are one of those two Battalion Chief
Abbamonte's superior in the marine unit?

MR. RICHARDSON: He's back, so you can ask that question
directly to him in terms of his chain of command.

BY MR. O'CONNOR:

Q. Okay. Are we ready to continue?
A. Yes.
Q. Okay. Chief Abbamonte, we were just discussing I think

yesterday you had mentioned that you report up to somebody else

within the FDNY's marine division; is that right?

A. Correct.

Q. What is that person's name?

A. So the chief of marine operations is Frank Simpson, S-i-m-p-
s-o-n.

0. Thank you. Chief Abbamonte, with the benefit of your

training and with the benefit of hindsight, would you have done
anything differently had you arrived on the scene first?

A. That's a hard question to answer because I do not know -- you
hindsight, you know, could be 20/20, but I do not have all the
facts. I don't know exactly what they saw when they went in
there. I don't know what they were told when they went in there.
So it's -- I don't think I can -- I know i1f I would do anything
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different.
Q. Fair enough.

MR. O'CONNOR: Thank you for your candor and your time today.
I have no further questions.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

We will go to Ports America.

BY MR. SUAREZ:
Q. Good morning, sir. My name's Bob Suarez. I Jjust have a few
questions for you. I'll try not to belabor it. Do you have any
role in training the New Jersey Regional Fireboat Task Force or
providing any type of training to that entity?
A. No. We do not.
Q. Does —-- so the FDNY doesn't participate in any type of
training or provide any training to the task force?
A. I do not -- so I do not believe that we do, not -- we have a
marine regional training simulator. I am unaware if they send
units through that regional training simulator, which is at
Randalls Island. But as far as the marine battalion, the marine

division, we got to meetings with them and we respond with them,

you know, to emergencies. But as far as training, I don't believe
we do.
Q. Is that the extent of FDNY's role with respect to -- or

participation with the task force is response if requested?
A. Yes.
0. Is there -- how are communications between the FDNY and the
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regional task force done? Is that something that you know or is
that something that's someone else's responsibility at the FDNY?
A. The regional task force has a dispatcher, they're own
dispatcher set up in North Hudson Regional. So they are
responsible for either notifying us if they need assistance or,
you know, assigning a fireboat from whatever municipality to an

emergency. So it's usually from dispatcher to dispatcher.

Q. So the task force dispatch would contact the FDNY dispatcher?
A. Correct.
0. Does the marine division of the FDNY, do they have a separate

dispatcher or is it the same for all fires?

A. We have the same dispatcher. We use the same borough
frequency dispatchers, depending where the fire is or emergency.
Q. Yesterday you talked about you needed permission attend at
Port Newark. How is that handled? How is that handled?

A. So it usually goes —-- it should go through our dispatchers.
That's usually how it's -- that's officially how it's supposed to
go. And then, you know, there might be a discussion early on
between, you know, like I said, Malcom Moore -- Chief Moore and
Chief Seeburger, but then ultimately they go through the
dispatcher.

Q. So that would be a case of one dispatcher would contact the
other requesting assistance?

A. Yes. The other way that it's sometimes done is through our
fire department operations center, FDOC. The Coast Guard
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sometimes calls FDOC directly.

Q. Is that located in an area separate than the dispatching
unit?

A. That's at department headquarters.

Q. Okay. 1Is there -- you talked yesterday about one of your
friends who monitors the scanner. 1Is there any person at FDNY
that monitors the marine scanner for situations like fires or
casualties or vessels in distress?

A. At one point we -- and I'm not sure if it's just during the
summer months, but there usually, if they staffing, is a
dispatcher in Manhattan that listens. He monitors the VHF
frequency, marine VHF.

Q. Is this something that's done like departmentwide or is it
just because this person has an interest in doing this?

A. Nope. It was a -- it's through the dispatchers.

Q. Now if one of the towns specifically that belongs to the task
force, i1f they need assistance or request assistance from the
FDNY, could they contact the dispatcher at the FDNY directly or
does it have to be done always through the task force?

A. I believe they can call the dispatcher directly. That's a
mutual aid gquestion, in particular. That gets into a little
bigger area than, you know, I'm completely familiar with. But my
knowledge is, you know, a municipality can, you know, reach out
through mutual aid and request us.

Q. Is there someone at the FDNY that is specifically responsible
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for working out mutual aid agreements or figuring out mutual aid
operations, things like that?
A. I do not know that answer.
Q. All right. 1I'm sorry. That's getting a little bit detailed.
Sorry about that.

Does the New Jersey Regional Fireboat Task Force, did they

ever go to New York to assist the FDNY if needed?

A. (indiscernible) no.

Q. It's usually the other way around?

A. (No audible answer)

Q. Yesterday you mentioned that there was a time gap while you

were waiting for being asked to attend. Do you recall what the --
how much time that was, that took, between the time that you
learned about the fire and then you were okay to go?

A. So I believe I stated it was around 10 o'clock that I became
aware of the fire and I believe we were dispatched somewhere after
midnight.

Q. Is that a typical time gap when the FDNY learns of an event
somewhere on the New Jersey side of the port, and then before

being asked to attend to the casualty or the incident?

A. It really —--

0. In your experience.

A. Yeah. It depends on the incident itself. We've responded to
a factory fires in Jersey that had taken a while. So 2 hours is
on the longer side, but not -- it's -- no, it's not that -- you
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know, there's a lot of things going on, you know, with that

municipality. So for them to make that decision and sort through
it, especially with all their mutual aid, so -- it happens.
Q. This may more of a mutual aid gquestion. I'm not sure. But

can the FDNY, if they hear about a casualty or an incident and
they're learning more about, you know, various news sources,
whatever, could they just attend voluntarily or is it you're
required to get permission from the municipality or the area where
the incident's occurring?

A. We got through the chain of command. You know, that's sorted
up at the level above me as far as if they would tell me to
respond, then I would respond. But I don't -- we don't just
respond on our own.

Q. Do you know if the mutual agreement or I don't know if it's
an agreement, 1s that some type of document that outlines the

assistance that FDNY is willing to provide? And I'm talking about

basically -- maybe just the fireboat task force.

A. I am unaware. I'm not exactly sure with that, no.

Q. Okay.

A. You have to ask the New Jersey Fireboat Task Force.

Q. The New Jersey Regional Fireboat Task Force? Do you —-- have
you —-- no.

MR. SUAREZ: I don't have any other questions. Thank you for
answering my questions this morning.
MR. ABBAMONTE: Thank you, sir.
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CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

AMS?

MR. PALLAY: We don't have any questions.

CDR BARGER: Okay. Thank you.

And I don't believe Port Authority is going (indiscernible)
since we did the original roll call. So -- turn my camera on.

Chief Abbamonte, I do have a couple of my own follow-up
questions before I open it up to the group for any last questions
to be asked.

BY CDR BARGER:
Q. I know Marine 9 responded and provided waterside firefighting
capabilities for the incident. Was that the only fireboat that
you all dispatched over?
A. Negative. They were the initial boat on scene with the
marine battalion vessel. And then we worked it out between Marine
1 and Marine 9. They're sister ships, both 140s, and they
switched off at different periods of time. So they -- we operated
around the clock with the two vessels.
Q. Okay. Thank you. Are you aware, were they any photos or
videos of the incident taken from Marine 1 or Marine 97
A. I am unaware of any photos in particular or videos. There
were videos all over the place of that fire, so -- I don't, I
don't know.
Q. Okay. There's no standard equipment on board either of the
vessels that, you know, would have a dashboard cam kind of concept
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that would be recording the incident?

A. Roger that. So we have, you know, forward looking infrared
cameras with cameras on it. We do not —-- they don't film, they
don't tape. So we can beam that image back, I believe we can beam

it back to FDOC and maybe even Coast Guard, but we do not record.
Q. Okay. All right. Thank you. And I apologize if this has
already been asked in a way, but just to clarify, so in your time
with the marine battalion, at any point have you participated in
training exercises in the port of New York-New Jersey, where
Newark Fire Department has also been a participant?
A. I don't know. That's the short - that's the quickest answer
is I don't recall any training.
Q. Okay. Just based on your experience, your participation,
when was the last time you participated in any kind of training
exercise drill within the port that involved other fire agencies?
A. So me personally, I have -- I can't recall exactly, but I
know the port has done some walk-throughs on ships and I know
there were different municipalities going through those walk-
throughs, and I'm pretty sure FDNY attended, you know, a few of
them. So that, and the lithium ion battery fires, I believe the
port authority had created some kind of course and there were, you
know, different municipalities in there.
Q. Okay. All right. Thank you.

CDR BADGER: All right. I have no further questions. Does
anybody else online have any additional questions for
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Chief Abbamonte?

All right. ©None heard.

Chief, I'll take the opportunity again to thank you for your
time being with us this morning. The time is now 10:40. We'll
close the recording and this interview. And again, thank you so
much for your time.

(Whereupon, at 10:40 a.m., the interview was concluded.)
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