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INTERVIETW

(1:37 p.m.)

LT. REED: Good afternoon. It is July 18th, 2023. The time
is 1337. We're here with the interview of AMS employee, Austin
Costanzo.

MR. COSTANZO: Correct.

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

Will please state your name and spell it as well?

MR. COSTANZO: Austin Costanzo, A-u-s-t-i-n, C-o-s-t-a-n-z-o.

LT. REED: Okay. And are you okay with your legal
representation present?

MR. COSTANZO: Yes.

LT. REED: Okay. So now, we're going around the room, and
we're going to make introductions. I'm Brandon Reed. I'm with
the U.S. Coast Guard.

CDR BARGER: Chris Barger with the Coast Guard.

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

MR. SCHNEIDERMAN: Matthew Schneiderman with the Essex County
Prosecutor's Office.

MR. BONUZZI: Matteo Bonuzzi, Montgomery McCracken, for the
vessel.

MR. SEMENORO: Timothy Semenoro also from Montgomery

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

McCracken, for the vessel.

MR. SUAREZ: Robert Suarez from Kaufman Dolowich and Voluck,
for Ports of America.

MR. BALDASSARE: Mike Baldassare and Jeff Hawriluk for Austin
Costanzo.

SGT. PALERMO: Detective Sergeant Palermo, Port Authority
Police.

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

MR. BURKET: Bill Burket, Port of Virginia, here assisting
Mike with NIOSH.

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

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

LT. REED: On the phone, will you please state your name
starting with the Coast Guard?

MR. PITTMAN: Hi, Willy Pittman, U.S. Coast Guard.

LT. REED: And, Mr. Palin, are you there?

MR. PALIN: Yes. So Matthew Palin (ph.) for AMS.

CDR BARGER: Is the Lieutenant Commander still there?

LT. REED: Yeah. Lieutenant Commander Ward, are you still
there? I think I got notice she dropped off. On the phone, we're
getting a little bit of feedback. So if you could mute your end
until you need to speak, we would appreciate it.

And then do you consent for this interview to be recorded?
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MR. COSTANZO: Yes.

INTERVIEW OF AUSTIN COSTANZO

BY LT. REED:

Q. Okay. To start off, can you tell us what company you work
with?

A. American Maritime Services.

Q. Okay. And what is your position?

A. Lasher.

Q. Lasher. How long have you been with AMS?

A. Eight years.

Q. Eight years. Okay. Did you have any similar job before?

A. Construction, not so much like this, but construction a lot.
Q. Okay. Can you describe, go through what your

responsibilities are as a lasher?

A. Sure. So our responsibilities is to lash cars, containers,
where the cars go on the decks of the ships as well as being a
mechanic, to jump cars, get them on the ship as well with pushers,
yeah.

Q. Did you have any training to be a lasher? 1Is there any
training you have to go through?

A. There's no training. It's all hands on. So whatever you
learn on the job, you learn yourself basically. Someone will
teach you but there's no actual training or schooling or anything
like that.

Q. Okay. 1Is there any like guidance, like manuals you look at
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or anything like that?

A. No.

Q. Have you ever looked at a cargo securing manual?

A. No.

Q. No. Okay. As far as completing the job, is there any

checklist or things that you're following or brief checklist or
anything like that?

A. So for discharging a ship, make sure all the cars are
unlashed or cargo, we're basically always the last ones to leave
the ship. And then like loading the ship, make sure all the cargo
is lashed.

Q. Okay. But there's no like document that you're filling out

along the way or nothing?

A. No.

Q. Okay. Do you drive the pusher vehicles at all?

A. Yes.

Q. Okay. And is there any inspections that are done with those,

either like visual, by the crew or anything like that?

A. I don't know. That's the mechanic.

Q. Okay. And who's the mechanic?

A. Who?

0. Or like -- well, who's the mechanic work for? Let's say
that.

A. For AMS.

Q. For AMS.
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A. Correct.
Q. Okay. So, on the day of the fire, a little bit of a

timeline. What time did you show up for work that day?

A. 7 a.m.

Q. 7 a.m.

A. Correct.

Q. And is that what time you started to work on the vessel?
A. Correct.

And what were you doing that day?

>0

I was outside in the field grabbing up a pusher, one of those

trucks, to start the day because that was my job that day.

Q. Which pusher did you use that day?

A. It was a pickup truck. I believe it was the blue one or the
white one. I'm not sure.

Q. Okay.

A. There's a few of them.

Q. Okay. Can you just kind of describe the process of what
you're doing with the pusher vehicle, like how -- from point A to
point B?

A. Sure.

Q. Okay. So you've got two guys in the pusher vehicle. You

drive out to the field to a car that does not run, Jjust the
steering wheel and maybe the brakes run. You have to put it into
gear after being in park, take the brake and then my job as a

pusher is to push that vehicle on the ship.
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Q. Okay.
A. Onto whatever deck is goes to.
Q. Okay. And, on the day of the fire, how were you —-- where

were you when the fire occurred?
A. I was on top of deck 10, and it was maybe 10, 15 feet in

front of me —--

Q. Okay.
A. -— the fire.
Q. How were you notified or how did you realize that there was a

fire going on?
A. So I was pushing a vehicle up the ramp, and as I got to the

top of the deck, I'm looking around, waiting. There's no traffic.

To my left, I looked and glanced. I saw flames in the engine, in
back, flames underneath, a big fire. My coworker was still in it.
I saw my coworker was trying to get him out. The door was locked.

He got out, took the fire extinguisher immediately and tried
putting it out. So it was a really intense fire. I put the truck
in reverse, got my coworker and went down the ship, beeping the
horn, telling people to get off the ship, there was a fire. I got
off the ship. I told my foreman, there's a fire on the ship, and
that's when everyone started reacting.

Q. Okay. When you actually saw the fire, you said one of your
coworkers grabbed a fire extinguisher or --

A. Yes.

0. Was the crew involved as well?
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A. I didn't see them involved, no.

Q. Okay. Did your vehicle have a flat that you were driving?
A. No.

Q. Okay. There was just one in the lot. So it wasn't yours.
A. They got flat all the time. So.

Q. Okay.

A. At the time, I don't think so. We were pushing on the ship,
yeah.

Q. Okay. Have you had any experience with the Jeep that was

being used that day?

A. In the past, I've driven that Jeep. It did have problems,
you know, flat tires. I did have problems overheating as well.
Q. Okay.

A. So sometimes we would actually put it to the side, let it

cool off and then use it again.

Q. How would you know that the Jeep was overheating?

A. It would bleed several times hot oil.

Q. Okay.

A. And it would just sometimes smell like it was burning. So.
Q. Okay. Do you know i1if that was happening that day or if they

had to put the Jeep to the side at all?

A. I believe it was to the side. So we were -- I think we had
about two or three push teams and they wanted another one. So I
guess he got in that vehicle when they wanted another wvehicle

added, and that's when he started using it.
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Q. So when that happens, how do you report that? Is there a
reporting mechanism for that? Who needs that basically?

A. So I told the mechanic, told the foreman. The foreman says
get another wvehicle. There's no other vehicles. So that's the

vehicle we have to use.

Q. Okay.

A. The mechanic looks at it, does whatever he does and --
Q. As far as like your involvement, you Jjust tell your
foreman --

A. Exactly.

Q. -- or the mechanic?

A. Correct.

Q. Okay. So you're on the ramp. You back out to leave the
vessel. What happens -- were you pushing a car at that time?
A. I was.

Q. So did you and your push car leave like -- like what happened

to the cargo car that you were pushing at that time?

A. Yeah. We left it up there, and my coworker was running down.
I saw him running down. We kept going and left the ship.

Q. Okay. What happened after you left the ship?

A. You mean off of the ship, outside. So we were all outside
and I notified my foreman, told him there was a fire in the ship,
and that's when he told management or Ports of America crew, and
then they went inside to the ship to check it out.

Q. Okay. What did you do?
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A. After that?
0. Um-hum.
A. Just stood outside, looked at the ship, saw it smoking and

stuff and all we could do is just look at it, you know.

Q. So how long were you there? Like what happened next kind of
thing?

A. After we were outside?

Q. Yeah, after you were outside.

A. After we were outside, we were waiting to see if the ship was

going to continue working or not, and management came outside,
okay, we're cutting the ship. So that's when we walked off to our
cars in the parking lot.

Q. Do you know about what time that was?

A. I'm not 100 percent, but I would say a good 9:30-ish, a

little bit before, around there --

Q. Okay.

A. -- when we started leaving, walking to our cars.

Q. And then by the time you left, had the fire department shown
up?

A. No.

Q. Okay.

A. As I was leaving in my car to go home, I saw fire trucks
coming.

Q. Okay. That's all I have.

LT. REED: We'll go around the room.
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BY CDR BARGER:

Q. Austin -- if I can call you Austin.
A. That's fine.
Q. I appreciate the questions you've answered so far. I just

have a couple of follow ups for you.
A. Sure.
Q. So as far as being assigned to a push vehicle, how does that

process occur?

A. It works by seniority.
Q. Okay.
A. So after you've been with the company for a while, usually

the top guys pick their pushers and then it goes down from there
to the lowest of like lashing cars.
Q. Okay. And then how many -- at this particular berth, how

many push vehicles are available to the crew to use or to the

lashers?
A. About four, four or five roughly.
Q. Okay. So when you come to work at 7 in the morning, and

there's other push teams that are also going to be working that
day, how do you know which push vehicle you're going to use?

A. We just pick one. 1TIt's not assigned specifically the
vehicle. So whatever's available, you just hop in it, and that's
your vehicle for the day.

Q. Okay. Are there preferences over --

A. Sometimes, yeah. Yeah, sometimes they argue, but they pick
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which one they want but, you know.
Q. You mentioned that if there's a vehicle that has a problem
and has to be set to the side, you notify the mechanic. Who does

the mechanic work for?

A. AMS.

Q. AMS. Is it always, 1s it always the same person?

A. No.

Q. So that rotates?

A Yeah, sometimes there's one mechanic, sometimes there's two,

sometimes there's three, depending on how big the ship is and how
many mechanics they need.
Q. Okay. Do you happen to know the name of the mechanic that

was working that day?

A. I believe it was Pete. I don't know his last name.

Q. When was the last time that you used the Jeep?

A. I can't tell you off hand exactly when. Probably the last
time -- the Grimaldi ship came before this one.

Q. Okay.

A. So every time the ship comes, we do.

Q. Can you guess —-- I don't know the ship's schedules.

A. To be honest, I work a lot and I like to forget about
working, not think of what ships come and all that. So you'd have

to like when it came. Maybe 2 weeks before that roughly --
Q. Okay.

A. -- give or take.
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Q. And when you last used it, you mentioned that it wasn't

unusual for it to have overheating problems?

A. Correct.

Q. Did you have problems that day where it had to be set to the
side?

A. Yes.

Q. Okay. And then the day of the incident, did you see that

Jeep being used by another team throughout the day or --

A. I don't know who used it.
Q. Okay.
A. But it was, it was being used. It had been stopped being

used and then it got used again.

Q. Okay.

A. So we alternate cars throughout like the lashers and stuff.
So like we have coffee breaks and stuff, and we have lunch breaks.
So sometimes you come back and you don't have the same vehicle you
started with. You have to pick another vehicle.

Q. Okay. Speaking of that, what is your schedule throughout the
day? You get there at 7 in the morning. You're working. When do
you take breaks?

A. Okay. So in the morning, there's a coffee break around like
9:30, 10 o'clock in the morning. Everyone, you know, stops the
ship, goes outside, the coffee truck comes. And then lunch we
break from 12 to 1.

Q. Okay. Any afternoon coffee?
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A. Yes, around like 2:30, 3 o'clock, another coffee break. And
if we work through what's called the meal hour, 6 o'clock to 7,
they'll stop at I think 7 o'clock, have another break. If we're
going to work until like 9 or 10 or past 7.

Q. Okay. So did you all stop for that meal break?

A. Yeah.

Q. On that day?

A. Yes, we did.

Q. And then the only other question I have, so you mentioned the

way you learned to be a lasher is through on-the-job training.

And you described that -- I know it's been 8 years, right?

A. Um-hum.

Q. Can you describe that process?

A. Sure. So like, for example, my first day I got on the ship,

I didn't know how to lash a car the right way. So my coworkers

did show me a little bit and stuff, and then you're on your own

from there. Do you want me to explain the process of lashing
or -—-
Q. No, I'm just kind of trying to figure out how to bring the

car down, pull a battery off --

A. Through experience. You see someone do it. Then you try
doing it, and so on, you know. You keep on learning and learning
on how to do the job.

Q. Okay. And have you trained lashers to do the job?

A. I've told them how to do the job correct.
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Okay. All right. I don't -- I have no further questions.
BY AGENT HUSICK:
Agent Husick, ATF. I just have a few questions, sir, follow

Just the one with the overheating issue, with the Jeep, you

stated it would be hot o0il. Where would that eliminate, and how

would you get that, that it was hot o0il?

A.

So it was hot oil, and I don't know what colors, but lights

were blinking.

Q.
A.
Q.
A.

Q.

So that would be like a warning, like a warning light?
Yeah, like it was overheating, you know.

Okay. So on the dash?

Yes, on the dash where the speedometer is.

Okay. And what would you -- and I know you said, but I just

wanted to clarify. What would you do when you saw that hot oil

warning lamp illuminate? What would you do at that point?

A.

off,

= ©

b= ©

So I would get off the ship and to the side, shut the vehicle
let is set, 10, 15, 20 minutes.

You would turn the vehicle completely off?

Off.

Or would you --

Off.

Off.

Take the key out, everything.

For how long?

15, 20 minutes, and then when I found the mechanic, notify

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

19

him and let him know.

Q. Okay. How many times would you say while you were driving
that vehicle, did you see that hot oil warning light illuminate?
A. It was recently. It wasn't like, you know, the whole 8 years
I've been, because it's been there since I've been there. So I

would say within the past couple months, I've seen it.

Q. The past few months. Okay.
A. Ish, yeah.
Q. And the mechanic, you notified the mechanic. You thought the

mechanic's name was Pete for that day. But there's additional

mechanics as well?

A. Yes.
Q. Okay. No further questions. Thank you.
A. Thank you.

BY UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:
Q. I have a couple of questions. So once of your coworkers had

been interviewed earlier this week, and he had mentioned a guy

named John Wingate. Do you know who that is?

A. John Wittingate (ph.)?

Q. Wingate.

A. The last name -- maybe if I see the person, the face, but no.
0. Well, is there a John that works at AMS with you?

A I'm sure there is. I don't know who specifically he is.

Q. Maybe my next set of questions will make more sense. I'm

trying to understand where you were on the ship when you saw the
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flames. So you had said you were in the push vehicle pushing a
car, a non-runner, up the ramp. What ramp were you on?

A. So the ship -- you go up, and then you have the weather deck.
Q. Um-hum.

A. And then you go around the corner and you go all the way up
to deck 10 which is, you know, up at the top of rim. You'll see
it from the deck where the weather deck is in. Then it goes back
on 11 and 12, but this was on 10. So it was up -- I was at the
top of the ramp, and the pusher was in front of me, maybe 15 feet
or so.

Q. Okay. So when you're saying you're at the top ramp, the non-

runner had already made it onto deck 10.

A. Yes.

Q. And had your push vehicle also made it onto deck 107

A. Yes, at the edge, like right on the top of the deck because
there was traffic, there was other cars in front of me. So, you

know, you had to stop. But, yes, he was on that deck and I was
partially on the deck and the ramp.

Q. Okay. So you see the flames and you decided it's time to go.
You're going to what? Throw it in reverse and go back down the
long ramp?

A. I did, vyes.

Q. Okay. But along the way, you see your colleague who Jjumped
out of the car you were pushing.

A. Yeah, he jumped out, correct.
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Q. Okay. You wait, he gets in the car and then you take off.
A. The guy that jumped out of the vehicle, he did not get in my
vehicle.

Q. No, I understood that.

A. The worker that I was with all day, he cam in my wvehicle,

yeah, after I was going down the ramp.
Q. Got it. ©Nothing more.
A. Okay.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: I have no questions.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: No guestions.

SGT. PALERMO:
Q. I have a question. This is Detective Sergeant Palermo, Port
Authority Police. You said the Jeep was put to the side earlier
during the day. Did anybody ever tell you why it was there? Why

it was put to the side that particular day?

A. No.
Q. What was wrong with it that particular day?
A. It was overheating.

Q. So i1t was overheating that day?
A. Correct.
Q. That's it.
BY MR. RICHARDSON:
Q. Mike Richardson with the NIOSH firefighter fatality. When
you did -- came off the ship and were staying dockside, could you

describe like what you observed in terms of smoke or fire
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conditions on the ship from outside?
A. Sure. There was first white smoke coming off it. Then black
smoke, and then you seen flames on I guess on the upper deck of

the ship. I'm not sure. And then black smoke pouring out of the

ship.
Q. Okay. And so the initial that you saw was on the upper deck
area?
A. Yes.
Q. So the weather deck area or that's where you saw the smoke?
A. Yeah, saw flames.
0. And then flames.
A. Correct.
Q. Okay. That was all I had.
A. Okay.
Q. Thank you.
BY UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:
Q. One more follow up. Who told you it was overheating?
A. No one told me. I guess it boiling hot oil.
Q. I know but did you go in the car and see it was blinking?

Like how did you know it was overheating if you didn't drive that

car?

A. It was always overheating.

Q. You were assuming it was overheating or --

A. Well —--

Q. -- you knew for a fact that it was overheating?
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UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: He's talking about that day.
BY UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:
Q. That day. That particular day. Because you said --
A. I'm not 100 percent sure exactly what happened, but I know

that when it overheats we put it to the side and let it cool down.

Q. So 1t is only put to the side only when it overheats?

A. Correct.

Q. That's it. That's the only reason it's put to the side?

A. That's it. Yeah, and then we don't use it or if -- we put it

back into the back parking lot where it's parked.
Q. So nobody came to you and said, hey, don't take that car. It
was overheating today?
A. No. No one came to me.
Q. They just put to the side and wait for 20, 25 minutes and
then you pick it up again.
A. Yeah, someone -- whoever takes the car.
Q. That's it.
BY CDR BARGER:
Q. Chris Barger with the Coast Guard. So if I'm in the push

vehicle and I notice it's starting to overheat, I put it off to

the side. How does somebody else know what's happened to that
car?

A. You know, I guess no one really knows except the mechanic.
You know, a lot of lashers do know that it overheats. So we just

let it like sit there a while, and use it again after it's done
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cooling down. So.
Q. So 1s there -- so is anything put in place to keep somebody

from taking that vehicle while it's still --

A. No.
Q. -— 1in the cool down stage?
A. No.

MR. RICHARDSON: No, I have no additional question.

CDR BARGER: Are there any questions from the phone?

BY MR. PALIN:
Q. This is Matthew Palin for AMS. Do you know when the Jeep
pusher was first used on the day of the incident? What time was
it? Was it in the morning or afternoon? When was the first used?
A. I believe it was used in the morning when we started at 7
a.m.
Q. And when was the first time you saw it not being used?
A. I’m not sure what time. It was towards the afternoon-evening
time, possibly after our coffee break. I'm not sure 100 percent.
I just saw it on the side. I was pushing another vehicle with
another pusher. So I always passed it when it was on the side of
the ship.
Q. When was on the side and the mechanic was told about it, do
you know what the mechanic would do if anything to the wvehicle
while it's cooling down?
A. I'm not sure.

Q. Did he add oil or coolant or anything like that?
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I've never seen him add oil or anything but sometimes he

takes it in the back to where our pusher vehicles are and I don't

know exactly what he does with it.

Q.

A.

Q.

You'

Yes,

ve seen the mechanics work on the Jeep?

I have seen them work on it.

On the actual day of the fire, did you see anybody working on

the vehicle?

A.

Q.

No.

Okay. I have nothing further.

LT.

REED: Ms. Ward, do you have anything-?

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: She's not on.

LT.
MR.
LT.

(No

LT.

REED: Mr. Pittman, do you have anything?
PITTMAN: No.

REED: How about in the room?

response.)

REED: Austin, thank you very much for this time. This

will conclude our interview. The time 1is 1402.

(Whereupon, at 2:02 p.m., the interview was concluded.)
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