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I N T E R V I E W 1 

  LT. REED:  -- to discuss the events related to the fire 2 

on board the Grande Costa D'Avorio.   3 

 The purpose of the interview is to conduct a safety 4 

investigation.  So we'll take what you tell us and throughout the 5 

course of investigation, we come up with recommendations that may 6 

in the future prevent similar situations from happening.   7 

 If you would, will you please say and spell your name? 8 

 MR. FOLINO:  Sure.  My name is Paul Folino.  First name is 9 

Paul, P-a-u-l.  Last name is Folino, F-o-l-i-n-o.   10 

 LT. REED:  Okay.  So now, we'll go around the room and 11 

identify everybody here.  My name is Brandon Reed.  I'm with the 12 

U.S. Coast Guard. 13 

 MR. PITTMAN:  My name is Willy Pittman.  I'm with the U.S. 14 

Coast Guard. 15 

 MR. PLESNIAK:  I'm Michael Plesniak with the ATF.   16 

 MR. BONUZZI:  Matteo Bonuzzi, Montgomery McCracken, for 17 

Grimaldi. 18 

 MR. SEMENORO:  Timothy Semenoro with Montgomery McCracken, 19 

also for Grimaldi. 20 

 MR. BALDASSARE:  Mike Baldassare, Baldassare and Mara, on 21 

behalf of all the witnesses today.  My partner is with me, Jeff 22 

Hawriluk. 23 

 SGT. PALERMO:  Detective Sergeant Palermo with the Port 24 

Authority Police. 25 
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 DET. RIOS:  Detective Phyllis Rios, Port Authority Police. 1 

 DET. SCHNEIDERMAN:  Detective Matthew Schneiderman with the 2 

Essex County Prosecutor's Office.   3 

 MR. SUAREZ:  Robert Suarez, Kaufman Dolowich and Voluck, for 4 

Ports of America. 5 

 MR. ZONGHETTI:  Gino Zonghetti, same firm, for Ports of 6 

America.   7 

 DET. VALDEZ:  Detective Juan Valdez, Port Authority Police 8 

Department.   9 

INTERVIEW OF PAUL FOLINO 10 

 BY LT. REED:    11 

Q. Okay.  So if you could just tell me, you know, where -- who 12 

do you work for and what your position is? 13 

A. I work for American Maritime Services, AMS, and my position 14 

is a lasher.   15 

Q. Okay.  How long have you worked with American Maritime 16 

Services? 17 

A. Just shy of 4 years.  This December will mark 4 years in the 18 

company. 19 

Q. Okay.  Have you had any similar jobs before you worked with 20 

them? 21 

A. No. 22 

Q. Okay.  So what are your responsibilities as a lasher? 23 

A. For me, mostly it's just secure cargo if it's being loaded 24 

and deported out of here at this port, and if it's discharging 25 
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cargo here, it's just unsecuring the cargo. 1 

Q. What kind of cargo are you working with? 2 

A. Whether it be cars, heavy units, anything over 4 tons, box 3 

trucks, moppy (ph.) stacks, garbage trucks, anything of that 4 

likes. 5 

Q. Okay.  Is it typically with a RORO vessel or do you do 6 

container work as well? 7 

A. I recently started in container work. 8 

Q. Okay.  What kind of training do you receive to be a lasher? 9 

A. I have family actually that has been longer than I have.  So 10 

the training I have was he showed me exactly what to do, and it 11 

was just pick it up and just repetition.  I mean that's all.  12 

That's the easiest way that I learned it, thinking of it as 13 

repetition.   14 

Q. Is there any like formalized training through the company? 15 

A. Not that I was aware of, no. 16 

Q. Okay.  As far as conducting work, are you following like any 17 

checklists or manuals or any sort of like guidance? 18 

A. We just -- usually we're just told by Ports of America who -- 19 

how we are supposed, how we are supposed to do our job, and we 20 

just follow their guidelines and the ship's guidelines if they 21 

have specific guidelines as well. 22 

Q. Okay.  So these guidelines, is it just a verbal or do you --  23 

A. They -- as far as I know, I have only been verbally.  I don't 24 

know if there's a physical like copy of how to do it, but from 25 
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what I was told, that's how it's supposed to be done.   1 

Q. Okay.  And then just to clarify, you don't have like a 2 

checklist that you're off of or anything like that? 3 

A. No. 4 

Q. How do you know -- so this instance, it's a RORO.  How do you 5 

know which vehicles you need to be loading? 6 

A. What do you mean? 7 

Q. Like --  8 

A. Like out in the yard, you're saying. 9 

Q. Yeah. 10 

A. Usually there is a superintendents or supervisors that are 11 

out there telling us or labeling exactly what's going to be going 12 

on the ships. 13 

Q. Okay.   And then do you drive the vehicles on? 14 

A. We don't.  The longshoremen do. 15 

Q. Okay.  So what vehicles are you responsible for? 16 

A. For us, we -- when it comes to the vehicles, all we're 17 

responsible, is jump starting them or pushing them onto the ship 18 

if they don't start.   19 

Q. Okay.  Can you just, for my knowledge, just describe that 20 

process for me? 21 

A. When it comes to jump starting the cars, it's just a battery 22 

pack.  You just hook it up to the battery and just see if the 23 

battery starts.  If it doesn't start, then you just put the car in 24 

neutral and just push it up with another vehicle. 25 
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Q. Okay.  Where do you get these other vehicles that are doing 1 

the pushing? 2 

A. Ports of America supplies them. 3 

Q. Okay.  Is there any like pre-checks done by you guys before 4 

you get in these vehicles? 5 

A. Typically no.  If it starts, it starts.  If it doesn't, we 6 

just tell them it needs to be jumped or put gas in it and then 7 

they take care of it. 8 

Q. Okay.  And then say you've got a vehicle and it's working and 9 

then you have a flat tire or something along those lines.   10 

A. Typically there's a mechanic working every shift.  So if 11 

that's the case, we'll just call the mechanic, and they'll take 12 

care of the issue. 13 

Q. And does the mechanic work for AMS or Ports of America? 14 

A. That I'm not entirely too sure about.  I'm not sure which 15 

company we do work for actually. 16 

Q. Okay.  So who makes that report to them? 17 

A. Usually we'll either tell a super and they'll radio in the 18 

mechanic or if we see the mechanic, we'll just go over to them and 19 

tell them. 20 

Q. Okay.  And do you know if there is something wrong with the 21 

vehicle and they have to take it somewhere, where they would take 22 

that? 23 

A. Typically we're not too sure about that.  We just, we just 24 

tell them if there is an issue --  25 
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Q. Okay.   1 

A. -- and they usually just take care of the issue there on the 2 

spot.  If they need to take the vehicle away somewhere, they'll do 3 

what they have to do to make those changes, but typically it's 4 

flat tires, it needs gas, needs a jump, just minor things like 5 

that usually are the issues that we've dealt with.   6 

Q. Okay.  As far as maintenance or oil changes. 7 

A. I've never asked or requested for one, and I've never seen 8 

anybody ask for or request one of those.  9 

Q. Okay.  So talk to me about the say of the fire.  What were 10 

your duties?   11 

A. In the morning I was jump starting the cars with the battery 12 

packs outside.  Then later on in the evening, I was on the ship 13 

disconnecting batteries, disconnecting the negative terminal from 14 

the batteries that they were bringing onto the ship on the cars. 15 

Q. Okay.  How were you alerted to a fire on board? 16 

A. I was walking towards the ramp, towards my bag, and then I 17 

just heard someone scream fire.  I just turned 180 degrees direct 18 

behind me, and I just saw the fire from underneath the yellow Jeep 19 

that was being driven. 20 

Q. Okay.  Which ramp?  Where exactly where you at on the vessel? 21 

A. I was on the 10th deck of the vessel, next to the ramp that 22 

goes up from 9 to 10. 23 

Q. Okay.  And you heard someone yelling fire.   24 

A. And I just turned around and saw it there. 25 
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Q. Okay.  And where was the fire coming from or how --  1 

A. From my angle from where I saw it, it was coming from 2 

directly under the center, more like towards the front, I guess 3 

you could say the front center, almost where the center console 4 

would be, not center -- literally in front of the center console, 5 

kind of where the radio would be is where I saw it break out. 6 

Q. Okay.  And then what were the actions of your coworkers at 7 

that time? 8 

A. At the moment it was just alert everybody and make sure 9 

everybody out of there safely. 10 

Q. Okay.  Did you see anybody like grab an extinguisher and go 11 

towards the vehicle? 12 

A. One person did.  One person.  Gaven. 13 

Q. Gaven. 14 

A. Gaven was the one to grab the extinguisher and go to the 15 

vehicle. 16 

Q. Okay.  So you turned around, you saw the fire.  Then what 17 

happened next? 18 

A. It was -- I saw the fire.  Gaven jumped out of the pusher, 19 

ran and grabbed an extinguisher, tried to extinguish the fire.  20 

The mates then approached with more extinguishers, and at this 21 

moment, it was just me, him and another person up there, Paul 22 

Gomes, the tree of us, and at that moment, we just saw the jump 23 

pretty much go up in flames and we said, nope, we're out of here.  24 

We turned around and we just walked down. 25 
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Q. Okay.   1 

A. And that was it. 2 

Q. So did you depart the vessel --  3 

A. Yes. 4 

Q. -- at that time?  How long were you there after you departed 5 

the vessel? 6 

A. When we walked off the ramp, it was maybe about a 5 to 10 7 

minute wait period that they had us there for, and roughly around 8 

9:20 is when -- between 9:15 and 9:20 is when we were walking to 9 

our cars.   10 

Q. Okay.  Did you see any firefighters arrive? 11 

A. I saw them as I was passing the United Building actually on 12 

my drive home. 13 

Q. Okay.   14 

A. So this was maybe about 5 minutes later --  15 

Q. Okay.   16 

A. -- from when I left the security gate. 17 

Q. Did you have any interaction with the crew while you were 18 

leaving the vessel? 19 

A. No. 20 

Q. Okay.  Thank you.   21 

 LT. REED:  I'm going to go around the room.  Mr. Pittman, 22 

anything?   23 

 BY MR. PITTMAN: 24 

Q. I have a quick question. 25 
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A. Yes. 1 

Q. Why do you guys disconnect the batteries? 2 

A. Because typically there are fires that have happened in the 3 

past that I've heard about due to electrical reasonings, so that's 4 

why we disconnect the batteries so that there's no electrical 5 

fires that happen. 6 

Q. Now, who verifies that all of the batteries are disconnected? 7 

A. Typically our foreman will check them or the -- sometimes the 8 

crewmates check them, the port captain checks them.  Sometimes 9 

they'll hire an extra lasher, and they'll have him designed 10 

specifically for that reason.  But typically it's either the port 11 

captain running around checking or a crewmates running around 12 

looking at them. 13 

Q. And you were saying that you were on a ramp going from 9 to 14 

10? 15 

A. I was approaching the ramp.  I wasn't on the ramp.  I was on 16 

the 10th deck next to the ramp. 17 

Q. Getting ready to come down.  Okay.   18 

A. I was going down just yet.  19 

Q. Okay.   20 

A. I was going through my bag that was hanging on the gate that 21 

was there on the 10th deck. 22 

Q. So you made a 180 and you looked. 23 

A. Yes. 24 

Q. The Jeep was on fire.  From the angle you were looking at it, 25 
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you said it was -- it looked like it was roughly centerline of the 1 

vessel? 2 

A. Yeah. 3 

Q. I mean of the vehicle. 4 

A. Yes. 5 

Q. Okay.  You said it started to go up in flames. 6 

A. Yes. 7 

Q. Or it wasn't going out, so you, Paul and Gaven left. 8 

A. Yes.  Not immediately, but we did leave.  The three of us 9 

were the last to leave that deck. 10 

Q. All right.   11 

 BY MR. PLESNIAK: 12 

Q. Mike Plesniak from ATF.  Our -- we're kind of looking to try 13 

and figure out the origin and cause of the fire.  So just a few 14 

more questions --  15 

A. Yes. 16 

Q. -- about around the fire.  So, when you saw the fire, was it 17 

only -- initially was it only below the vehicle?  Was it above the 18 

vehicle? 19 

A. Initially it was only below the vehicle.   20 

Q. Okay.  What did the smoke look like? 21 

A. I didn't see any smoke as I was on the vessel at the moment.  22 

As I left the vessel, there was white smoke, like whitish gray 23 

smoke coming out from the top of the vessel. 24 

Q. You didn't notice any smoke while you were on there? 25 
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A. Not while I was on the deck, no.  1 

Q. Bear with me.  You talk very fast.   2 

A. Yeah.  If you want me to repeat myself, just ask. 3 

Q. Yeah.  No problem.  So regarding the -- so I want to 4 

differentiate the pusher vehicle and then I'm going to call the 5 

one being pushed the car, because sometimes it gets confusing 6 

saying pusher and pushed vehicle. 7 

A. Yes. 8 

Q. Have you ever been inside the pusher vehicle? 9 

A. Yes. 10 

Q. Have you been inside the yellow Jeep? 11 

A. Yes, I have. 12 

Q. Okay.  Have you -- are you aware of any mechanical problems 13 

with that Jeep? 14 

A. No.  The only issue I was aware of up until that moment, was 15 

the suspension on the passenger side that they did fix. 16 

Q. Suspension on the passenger side.  Do they keep tools in 17 

those vehicles?  Like screwdrivers, pliers, anything like that? 18 

A. Sometimes.  Sometimes there's usually -- because sometimes 19 

the cars when we have to put them in neutral, we have to pop the 20 

brake release.  So we'll use a screwdriver to push the pin in to 21 

try and shift the gears to get into neutral.  That's the only 22 

reason we would have tools in there.   23 

Q. What about any power tools, any like electric power tools, 24 

anything like that? 25 
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A. No electrical power tools in there. 1 

Q. Nothing like that? 2 

A. Nope.  Typically it's just hand tools you would see laying 3 

around.  You wouldn't see anything electrical or any of those 4 

sorts in any of the pusher vehicles. 5 

Q. Okay.  Do you ever drive the pusher vehicles? 6 

A. Sometimes, not all the time. 7 

Q. In an official capacity or like getting on and off the boat? 8 

Do you actually push vehicles on and off? 9 

A. No. 10 

Q. No. 11 

A. No, I typically don't push, no. 12 

Q. That's all I have.  Thank you.   13 

 LT. REED:  Going around the room?   14 

 BY MR. ZONGHETTI:  15 

Q. Sorry.  Paul --  16 

A. Yes. 17 

Q. -- Gino Zonghetti.  I just have a few questions for you. 18 

A. Yes. 19 

Q. Was Gaven inside the car when you first saw the flames? 20 

A. Yes. 21 

Q. And for how long was he inside the car after you saw the 22 

flames? 23 

A. No more than 5 seconds. 24 

Q. Okay.  And when he got out of the car, was he the first 25 
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person to grab an extinguisher? 1 

A. He was the first person I noticed to grab an extinguisher. 2 

Q. Okay.  Where were the extinguishers?  Do you remember? 3 

A. I believe they were on the right side of the deck.  So it's 4 

hard to describe the plan of the deck, but if you were to walk up 5 

the ramp, the fire would be up and to the left.  The extinguisher 6 

I would say would just directly on your right-hand side.   7 

Q. Okay.  Against the bulkhead of the ship? 8 

A. Yes, yes. 9 

Q. And you were about how far from there when you turned and saw 10 

the fire? 11 

A. From the fire or from the extinguisher you're asking? 12 

Q. The fire. 13 

A. 25 feet, 30 feet roughly. 14 

Q. Okay.  Was there any crew -- were there any crewmembers 15 

nearby --  16 

A. Yes. 17 

Q. -- at that point in time? 18 

A. Yes. 19 

Q. How many crewmembers do you recall? 20 

A. I recall seeing two.  I recall one on a radio calling for 21 

help because of the fire, and I saw another one running to grab 22 

another extinguisher and fight the fire as well.   23 

Q. Okay.  How long did Gaven work with the extinguisher before 24 

you guys decided to --  25 
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 LT. REED:  Let him finish the question.   1 

 MR. FOLINO:  I'm sorry.  I apologize. 2 

 BY MR. ZONGHETTI: 3 

Q. -- before you decided to leave? 4 

A. He worked with one extinguisher.  Once it was depleted, he 5 

just stepped away, and then at that point, the mates used another 6 

extinguisher.  The fire wasn't going out.  The used another one.  7 

I believe it was about three or four extinguishers used in total, 8 

and at that point, it was maybe about 3 to 4 minutes after I first 9 

noticed the fire, and we just decided at that point in time to go. 10 

Q. Do you have any idea what those extinguishers were charged 11 

with?  Was it water?  Was it some sort of foam or what?  Do you 12 

have any idea what you saw coming out?   13 

A. It wasn't a liquid.  I'm pretty sure it was almost like a 14 

smoke, like a cloud.  I'm not sure about the foam either. 15 

Q. Okay.  Did you see the fire spread anywhere aside from that 16 

yellow Jeep while you were there? 17 

A. No.   18 

Q. And when you walked out, what did you do?  Walk down the 19 

ramp, out that bottom level open gate? 20 

A. Yes. 21 

Q. Okay.  And you said the only problem you knew about with this 22 

Jeep was the suspension that was fixed.  What do you mean by that? 23 

A. So the suspension on the passenger's side when you drive and 24 

hit bumps, the car will bounce up and down uncontrollably, but 25 
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that was --  1 

Q. A while ago. 2 

A. -- a while ago, yeah.  3 

Q. Okay.  So at the time, you were not aware of any problems? 4 

A. No.   5 

Q. All right.  I think that's all I have.  Thank you.   6 

A. You're welcome.   7 

 LT. REED:  Any follow up? 8 

 (No response.)  9 

 LT. REED:  Paul, thank you very much for your time. 10 

 MR. FOLINO:  Thank you.   11 

 LT. REED:  We appreciate it.  This will conclude our 12 

investigation.  The time is 2:53, 1453. 13 

 (Whereupon, at 2:53 p.m., the interview was concluded.) 14 
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