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I N T E R V I E W 1 

(1:17 p.m.)   2 

 LT REED:  Good afternoon, the date is July 25th, 2023.  The 3 

time is 1:17 p.m.  We are in the Port Authority Building 260 in 4 

Newark, New Jersey.  I'm Lieutenant Brandon Reed with the U.S. 5 

Coast Guard.  I'm here with -- 6 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Firefighter Robert Szczesniak. 7 

 LT REED:  Spell your last name, please. 8 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  S-z-c-z-e-s-n-i-a-k. 9 

 LT REED:  Okay. 10 

 MR. COUTO:  Firefighter David Couto, C-o-u-t-o. 11 

 MR. KULLAF:  Firefighter William Kullaf, K-u-l-l-a-f. 12 

 MR. SROKA:  Captain Krzystof Sroka, S-r-o-k-a. 13 

 MR. GIUNTA:  Michael Giunta, G-i-u-n-t-a.  I'm the Newark 14 

Firefighters Union president. 15 

 LT REED:  And -- 16 

 MR. TARANTINO:  Captain Anthony Tarantino, President, Newark 17 

Fire Officers Union.  T-a-r-a-n-t-i-n-o. 18 

 MS. RIVERS:  And I'm Corinne Rivers, R-i-v-e-r-s, and I'm an 19 

attorney with the City of Newark. 20 

 LT REED:  Do you gentlemen agree with these representatives 21 

being present during the interview? 22 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Yes. 23 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes. 24 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yes. 25 
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 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 1 

 LT REED:  Okay.  We are conducting this joint agency 2 

interview as part of the Coast Guard/NTSB investigation into the 3 

facts surrounding the fire and subsequent firefighter deaths on 4 

board the Grande Costa D'Avorio on July 5th, 2023.  Do you consent 5 

with this interview being recorded? 6 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Yes. 7 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes. 8 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yes. 9 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 10 

 LT REED:  We'll go around the room for introductions. 11 

     MR. LALLO:  Greg Lallo, Compliance Officer, PEOSH Safety.   12 

     MR. WELLS:  Good afternoon, Adam Wells, Essex County 13 

Prosecutor's Office. 14 

     MR. KESELICA:  Detective Joe Keselica, Essex County 15 

Prosecutor's Office.  Last name is K-e-s-e-l-i-c-a. 16 

     MR. VILLEGAS:  Captain Braulio Villegas, V-i-l-l-e-g-a-s, 17 

from the New Jersey Division of Fire Safety. 18 

     MS. MALINOSKI:  Terri Malinoski, Compliance Officer, PEOSH, 19 

Department of Health.  M-a-l-i-n-o-s-k-i. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Richardson, Mike, R-i-c-h-a-r-d-s-o-n, 21 

firefighter fatality investigator, NIOSH. 22 

 MS. RIOS:  Detective Phyllis Rios, R-i-o-s, Port Authority 23 

Police. 24 

 MR. PALERMO:  Detective Sergeant Fabio Palermo, Port 25 
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Authority Police.  P-a-l-e-r-m-o. 1 

     LT REED:  And on the computer we have Commander Barger. 2 

     CDR BARGER:  Chris Barger, B-a-r-g-e-r, investigating officer 3 

for the U.S. Coast Guard. 4 

     LT REED:  And Mr. Pittman. 5 

     MR. PITTMAN:  Willie Pittman, U.S. Coast Guard,  6 

P-i-t-t-m-a-n. 7 

     LT REED:  Again, I'm Brandon Reed, R-e-e-d, and I'm with the 8 

U.S. Coast Guard. 9 

     Mr. Mike Richardson with NIOSH, as the technical expert on 10 

firefighting, will lead the initial portion of the interview, 11 

after which we'll go around the room and give each agency a chance 12 

to ask questions. 13 

INTERVIEW OF ROBERT SZCZESNIAK, DAVID COUTO,  14 

WILLIAM KULLAF, and KRZYSTOF SROKA 15 

 LT REED:  First, if I could ask a couple background questions 16 

for the record, I'll start with the captain.  Who are you employed 17 

by? 18 

 MR. SROKA:  I'm employed by the City of Newark. 19 

 LT REED:  Okay.  And what position do you hold? 20 

 MR. SROKA:  I'm captain of Rescue 1. 21 

 LT REED:  How long have you held that position? 22 

 MR. SROKA:  I'd say 10 years. 23 

 LT REED:  Okay.  And how long have you worked for the Newark 24 

Fire Department? 25 
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 MR. SROKA:  Twenty-one years. 1 

 LT REED:  All right, next.  2 

 MR. KULLAF:  Firefighter William Kullaf.  I'm also assigned 3 

to Rescue Company 1.  Employed by the City of Newark. 4 

 LT REED:  And how long have you been with Rescue 1? 5 

 MR. KULLAF:  Rescue, just under a year. 6 

 LT REED:  And how long have you been a firefighter? 7 

 MR. KULLAF:  Seven years. 8 

 LT REED:  Seven years, okay. 9 

 MR. COUTO:  I am Firefighter David Couto, employed by the 10 

City of Newark, I'm also on Rescue 1, and I've been roughly about 11 

3 years on the rescue, 4 years firefighter. 12 

 LT REED:  Okay. 13 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Firefighter Robert Szczesniak, Engine 18, 14 

first tour.  That night I was detailed to Rescue 1.  I've been 15 

employed by the City of Newark for 6 years, with 18 Engine now for 16 

2 years. 17 

 LT REED:  And you said you were detailed with Rescue 1, how 18 

does that work?  Just for my knowledge. 19 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Sure.  In the morning, I guess the chiefs 20 

balance roll call, so I was sent from my firehouse to rescue that 21 

night and rode with rescue. 22 

 LT REED:  Okay.  Okay, thank you all very much.  I'll pass it 23 

off to Mr. Richardson. 24 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So once again, start off by saying we're 25 
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very sorry for the loss of Augie and Bear, so -- and sure you know 1 

your union reps have a lot of resources available to help you all 2 

out as needed, so don't be bashful, if you all need help, please 3 

ask for it, okay? 4 

 So what we're going to do is just have a conversation about 5 

the events that took place that night, we don't have any set 6 

scripted questions, so just like for you all, to the best of your 7 

recollection and your memory, just tell us the events that took 8 

place and Cap, we'll kind of let you lead and then you guys can 9 

kind of jump in and if at some point crews split off, then 10 

somebody can speak for what that crew did versus what another crew 11 

did. 12 

 So we'll kind of try to keep these in small chunks or 13 

segments so it doesn't kind of everything starts to overrun or 14 

blend together, so -- okay.  So once we kind of hit natural 15 

breaking point, we'll let individuals, if they have need, 16 

clarification or have a follow-up question, okay? 17 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes, sir. 18 

 LT REED:  So sound good? 19 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes, sir. 20 

 LT REED:  Okay.  So Cap, do you want to start us off, kind of 21 

dispatch, response, your initial on-scene, we can start there. 22 

 MR. SROKA:  That evening, the full assignment came out for 23 

vehicle fires on a cargo ship.  On the way there, I believe Engine 24 

27, they were on the scene, they say the crew already put some of 25 
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the fires out.  While we pull up, we see the steam from the cars.  1 

A couple minutes go by, I don't know how long, to be honest with 2 

you, they -- we heard a gurgling noise over the radio, then 3 

dispatcher said someone called a mayday.  That's when Ladder 5 was 4 

dispatched as the FAST Team.  Within 2 minutes, not even 2 5 

minutes, we self-dispatched with Ladder 5 to the tenth -- the 6 

tenth section of the ship. 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  So arrival on scene, you can see 8 

smoke and/or steam coming from -- 9 

 MR. SROKA:  Steam. 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- the top deck, Deck 12? 11 

 MR. SROKA:  Deck 12, we saw steam. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  No visible fire? 13 

 MR. SROKA:  None. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And your -- do you report to the 15 

command post -- 16 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- and stand by there?  So -- 18 

 MR. SROKA:  We stood at the ramp. 19 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, so your initial is you come on board 20 

to the ship, can you advise who you met initially when you came 21 

on? 22 

 MR. SROKA:  We didn't go onto the ship, but we were on the 23 

ramp.  I don't know if -- 24 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 25 
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 MR. SROKA:  -- the ramp is part of the ship, because we 1 

didn't -- 2 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 3 

 MR. SROKA:  -- go inside, we just stood outside on the ramp. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And at this point, do you have an 5 

official assignment as FAST or RIT or were you just standing -- 6 

 MR. SROKA:  We just stood by. 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So you're just standing by -- 8 

 MR. SROKA:  Because -- 9 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- until you get orders, okay. 10 

 MR. SROKA:  -- they said that the fire was knocked out by the 11 

crew. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  So standing by at the ramp. 13 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, all right.  And can you, in terms of 15 

mayday communications, can you describe anything you heard 16 

specifically? 17 

 MR. SROKA:  I heard a gargling noise, but I didn't know if it 18 

was a mayday until dispatch announced that someone just 19 

transferred a mayday. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Did you hear anything different, did 21 

you hear anything specific? 22 

 MR. KULLAF:  No, because we're all in the same area, like he 23 

said, and it was just kind of like that somebody's calling mayday 24 

and that's when the dispatcher was asking about a mayday -- 25 
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 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 1 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- but other than that, to actually hear the 2 

mayday, no. 3 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  The same thing. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Same? 5 

 MR. COUTO:  Similar. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Similar?  Okay.  So no specific details, you 7 

just hear something on the radio, then you hear radio or 8 

headquarters respond back hey, we have a mayday or -- 9 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- exactly what's going on?  Okay.  And did 11 

you receive any direct orders to respond to the mayday or you're 12 

just like we got a mayday, let's go? 13 

 MR. SROKA:  We got a mayday, we just went. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay. 15 

 MR. SROKA:  First, the chief sent Ladder 5 because they're 16 

the FAST Team. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 18 

 MR. SROKA:  And within -- I asked the chief -- well, I told 19 

the chief that we're going to go, too, he goes go ahead. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And that specific chief was, was that the 21 

chief -- 22 

 MR. SROKA:  Chief Carlucci.  Deputy Chief. 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So that's EIC Division -- 24 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 25 
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 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- Deputy 1?  Yeah, okay.  And apologies, I 1 

was a division chief, you all use deputy chief, so it gets kind of 2 

-- yeah, so -- okay.  So do you want to pick up the response from 3 

there? 4 

 MR. SROKA:  So we climbed up the stairs from Level 3 to Level 5 

12, crossed the deck, jumped over some cars, then came down two 6 

decks down to Deck 10 where we waited. 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So standing at the rear of the ship, looking 8 

forward, you took the stairs to the right? 9 

 MR. SROKA:  Starboard stairs, midship. 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Starboard stairs, okay.  Okay. 11 

 MR. SROKA:  Across -- top deck to the port rear staircase. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  As you went up the stairs, was anyone from 13 

the crew assisting you -- 14 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- or guiding you or were you all -- 16 

 MR. SROKA:  No.  At first we got -- went up the stairs and 17 

there were two red doors, I believe there were two red doors, but 18 

definitely one, and I opened it, it was just like a closet, it 19 

didn't go anywhere. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. SROKA:  The other door blended in so good -- 22 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 23 

 MR. SROKA:  -- that we had to wait until one of the 24 

representatives showed us which door it was. 25 
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 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And so then the crew kind of directed 1 

you up to -- 2 

 MR. SROKA:  No, he just showed us the door and we went on our 3 

way. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So you went on your way? 5 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay.  All right. 7 

 MR. SROKA:  Then we -- after the 12th deck, we're asking 8 

where are the firefighters and they're pointing towards the  9 

back -- 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 11 

 MR. SROKA:  -- of the ship. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So then you would've gone to the port 13 

stairs? 14 

 MR. SROKA:  Port rear, yes. 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And you're there and then -- 16 

 MR. SROKA:  Went down two flights. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  At that point, did you run into any 18 

chiefs giving any -- 19 

 MR. SROKA:  Chief Maresca (ph.) was there. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. SROKA:  He said that Captain Barisciano and Hugo made 22 

entry, to wait until they got back. 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And that would've been the crews of  24 

Ladder -- 25 
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 MR. SROKA:  Five. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Five? 2 

 MR. SROKA:  FAST Team, yes. 3 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And my understanding is there was an 4 

acting officer on that company? 5 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  No, there wasn't? 7 

 MR. SROKA:  No.  No, no acting officer. 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, so that was their normal -- that was 9 

their normal crew? 10 

 (Crosstalk) 11 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Okay, so were you all -- go ahead and 12 

take it from there. 13 

 MR. SROKA:  And they haven't come out, Chief Maresca was 14 

banging to get them out, to come out.  Dave and I went in, we met 15 

them halfway?  Dave?  And they said they found Augie, follow the 16 

hose line and 10, 15, 20 feet, he's right there, but Dave and I 17 

went the wrong way.  We went to the right instead of the left. 18 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Do you mind if I have that diagram?  We have 19 

a diagram here of -- if you open it up a couple pages, you'll see 20 

Deck 10.  So you would've come in the back stairs here? 21 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 22 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And that's our -- that was drawn by the 23 

other personnel in terms of the hose line and then where the fire, 24 

you see that would've been the original fire located there.  So 25 
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does that help you get oriented? 1 

 MR. SROKA:  It was pitch black, so I couldn't even tell you 2 

where -- 3 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 4 

 MR. SROKA:  -- left, right was. 5 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So when you came in, you -- 6 

 MR. SROKA:  We followed to the end of the hose line, then we 7 

went to the right. 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay.  And that was yourself and 9 

Firefighter -- 10 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes. 11 

 MR. SROKA:  Couto, yes. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So do you want to talk about that initial 13 

entry that the two of you made? 14 

 MR. COUTO:  When we went in, I don't recall, they said the 15 

tip, the end of the hose line, if I'm not mistaken, they said they 16 

tethered it onto a forklift or something like that. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 18 

 MR. COUTO:  So at that -- but I never heard which direction 19 

he was at. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. COUTO:  So we followed the hose line, I remember looking 22 

at the hose line and I remember seeing a red tip on it, if I'm not 23 

mistaken, I was like whose hose line is this? 24 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 25 
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 MR. COUTO:  And then we hear some -- it was either a hose 1 

line that was flat, there's no water and another one that was with 2 

water in it. 3 

 MR. SROKA:  It was charred. 4 

 MR. COUTO:  It was pissing out, it wasn't really like fully, 5 

you know, open. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 7 

 MR. COUTO:  So I remember us following a rope and it led to 8 

the right, so that's where we were going, that way, so we kept 9 

going to the right -- 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 11 

 MR. COUTO:  -- holding on to the search rope, I had my bag 12 

with me, and we were going, now it starts turning, it looked like 13 

it was all mixed up.  Now we don't know where it's going  14 

anymore -- 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 16 

 MR. COUTO:  -- at that point.  Now we find out that we're 17 

running out of air and we're searching that area, nothing's going 18 

on there. 19 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 20 

 MR. COUTO:  So at that moment, we turn around, we said we 21 

have to go back. 22 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 23 

 MR. COUTO:  So I grabbed the hose, I mean, my search rope and 24 

we started following back towards the exit door, to lead out. 25 
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 MR. RICHARDSON:  So in that initial entry, you did not make 1 

contact with Augie? 2 

 MR. COUTO:  No. 3 

 MR. SROKA:  No, no. 4 

 MR. COUTO:  No, we did not. 5 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And could you describe the conditions 6 

at this point while you're in there? 7 

 MR. SROKA:  It wasn't hot, it was just pitch black. 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Did you see any active fire anywhere? 9 

 MR. SROKA:  No, just some maybe burnt-out cars. 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Okay.  And then did you all -- 11 

 MR. KULLAF:  So we all went up together, like you said, 12 

across the top deck, came down two.  When we got to the 10th deck, 13 

Chief Maresca was there and he split us, two by two, just to 14 

reserve air, resources, so on and so forth. 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Right. 16 

 MR. KULLAF:  Like he said, Truck 5 was in there, so we're 17 

kind of waiting for them to go out before we went into, you know, 18 

piggyback off of them.  As they went in, myself and Firefighter 19 

Szczesniak were at the door, just kind of like trying to monitor 20 

the situation.  Once Truck 5 came out, the captain, and I believe 21 

it was Firefighter Malhado, he told us exactly the same thing, 22 

follow the handline until it's open, at the end of the handline we 23 

tied off to a forklift, which I believe turned out to be a Jeep, 24 

and then he told us he was to the left.  He gave me his thermal 25 
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imaging camera, myself and Rob masked up, followed the handline to 1 

the end where it was open, there was a rope tethered to the Jeep 2 

or forklift, as he said, and then the rope was a little bit 3 

tangled.  So as we were kind of like feeding on the rope, I was 4 

looking with the thermal imaging camera, I did not see anything on 5 

the ground.  Once we kind of figured out the rope and which 6 

direction it was, it led us to Firefighter Acabou. 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 8 

 MR. KULLAF:  Which was maybe another 25, 30 feet -- 9 

 MR. COUTO:  It wasn't -- 10 

 (Crosstalk) 11 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- from the end of the hose line. 12 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Does that kind of approximate there? 13 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, it's approximately -- he said it was so 14 

pitch black, you really couldn't see, I had to have the thermal 15 

imaging camera here in order to even read it.  You really couldn't 16 

see, I couldn't tell you how long that hose line was and it was, 17 

you know, one knot, which would probably be about 25 feet off of 18 

that way. 19 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  So when you leave the vehicles, which 20 

you have the Jeep and another vehicle, so they're kind of there 21 

together and that's where the hose line stops and the rope starts 22 

going to the left, are you going in between cars at this point  23 

or -- 24 

 MR. KULLAF:  No. 25 
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 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- are you still in kind of an open deck 1 

area? 2 

 MR. KULLAF:  I couldn't tell you if it was open, but we were 3 

in that general direction, like we weren't hindered by vehicles, 4 

like we're oh, God, I just bumped into a vehicle, I got to go 5 

around, it was almost a straight path. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And then are the first vehicles you 7 

kind of come to the vehicles where you find him, where you find 8 

Firefighter Acabou? 9 

 MR. COUTO:  That's a really difficult question to answer 10 

because -- 11 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 12 

 MR. COUTO:  -- we couldn't see. 13 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 14 

 MR. COUTO:  So we were on our hands and knees, holding on to 15 

a search rope, moving forward. 16 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  But I mean, you're not banging, running into 17 

cars? 18 

 MR. COUTO:  We were not banging into cars, but to ask whether 19 

or not that's -- 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. COUTO:  -- the first set of cars I came up on, I have no 22 

idea if we were crawling past cars on my left and right. 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Yeah, no, but I'm saying you, physically, 24 

aren't running into cars -- 25 
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 MR. COUTO:  No, sir.  No, sir. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- as you're going down the rope. 2 

 MR. KULLAF:  Correct. 3 

 MR. COUTO:  Yeah. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay.  All right.  And then do you 5 

want to talk about as you encounter him, like what you find? 6 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, so we found him, he was semi-upright in 7 

between two vehicles, you know, he had no signs of life, he was 8 

just kind of there, they had already put a RIT bag on him from 9 

Truck 5 -- 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 11 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- and we were kind of just like shaking on him, 12 

trying to pull him up, just to see if we could dislodge him and we 13 

were unable to move him whatsoever. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 15 

 MR. KULLAF:  We struggled pretty hard with that for several 16 

minutes until we started getting low on air. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 18 

 MR. KULLAF:  Once we started getting low on air, we regrouped 19 

and said we have to start backing our way out. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. KULLAF:  So we really -- we just only had our bodies, we 22 

didn't have any kind of heavy equipment to assist with removing 23 

him, we thought we were able to just kind of like pick him up and 24 

move him or not, but with all the strength that we had, we just 25 



22 
 

 
FREE STATE REPORTING, INC. 

Court Reporting  Transcription 
D.C. Area 301-261-1902 

Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947 

could not budge him, like would not move at all. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Right, okay.  And so ballpark, 10, 15 2 

minutes, is that what you all were getting out of -- 3 

 MR. KULLAF:  I would say so because like I said, once we 4 

started getting low where vibe alerts are going off, it's time -- 5 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 6 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- to turn around, you know, depicting, what was 7 

it, you know -- 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 9 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- 25 feet with another 50 feet of hose just to 10 

try and get out, to not become more part of the problem. 11 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Correct, yes.  Yeah.  Okay.  All right.  So 12 

we all good if we take a break there and then we'll see --  13 

 MR. KULLAF:  Sure. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- if anybody has any questions, is that a 15 

good stopping point?  Okay. 16 

 LT REED:  So did any of you all have any interactions with 17 

the crew, like verbal interactions?  With any of the vessel crew. 18 

 MR. SROKA:  Maybe for a split second. 19 

 LT REED:  Okay. 20 

 MR. SROKA:  When I saw him and said which door and he points 21 

to the door -- 22 

 LT REED:  Okay. 23 

 MR. SROKA:  -- and that was it. 24 

 LT REED:  Were any of you all made aware that the CO2 system 25 
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had been discharged before? 1 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 2 

 LT REED:  Anyone know? 3 

 MR. KULLAF:  Not to my knowledge. 4 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Not that I know. 5 

 LT REED:  Same for you? 6 

 MR. COUTO:  No, but I do remember somebody saying there was a 7 

transmission or not, not a transmission, that they had shut the 8 

doors to 10 and 11 and deployed something. 9 

 LT REED:  Okay. 10 

 MR. COUTO:  And I think that was CO, but I can't -- you know, 11 

I'm speculating, which I'm not supposed to do. 12 

 LT REED:  Right, okay.  That's all the questions I had. 13 

 (Members indicate no further questions.) 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 15 

 UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER:  We're good. 16 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  You're good?  Okay.  Then you want to pick 17 

it up from there? 18 

 MR. SROKA:  We ran out of our air, depleted our air, so we 19 

made a group effort to leave the ship, walk up to Deck 12, cross 20 

to the port -- starboard side, then walk down the stairs to get 21 

fresh tanks.  In about a good 15 minutes, we got fresh tanks, took 22 

a breath. 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 24 

 MR. SROKA:  Headed back up there, same way we came, because 25 
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nobody told us about the port staircase yet. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 2 

 MR. SROKA:  Got to the top and we tried to make a second-time 3 

entry but they said hold off, we want fresh bodies, fresh men 4 

going in. 5 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 6 

 MR. SROKA:  Fresh personnel.  So we waited at the top. 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  You're kind of rehab air swap, 10 minutes, 8 

15 minutes, ballpark? 9 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, because we had to go all the way back down 10 

to the ramp -- 11 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 12 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- where they had their -- you know, the spare 13 

bottles to change out and just like he said, take a breath and 14 

then climb all the way back up. 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay.  Okay.  So you all are back up 16 

now on Deck 12, correct? 17 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 18 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And just basically standing by there? 19 

 MR. SROKA:  We went to 12, went back down to 10, they said 20 

hold off -- 21 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 22 

 MR. SROKA:  -- we're not letting no guys that went in 23 

already, let -- send fresh people in. 24 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 25 



25 
 

 
FREE STATE REPORTING, INC. 

Court Reporting  Transcription 
D.C. Area 301-261-1902 

Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947 

 MR. SROKA:  So we went back to 12 and waited there. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 2 

 MR. SROKA:  That's when that water started steaming up there, 3 

on the deck. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So that's what I was going to say, can  5 

you -- when you went back into the stairs, so when you went back 6 

in the stairs to go from 12 down to 10, can you describe 7 

conditions in the stairs? 8 

 MR. SROKA:  Just like this, clear. 9 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So in the stairs it's clear? 10 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes, it was clear. 11 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Okay, there's -- up on Deck 12, 12 

there's a ramp that comes up -- 13 

 MR. COUTO:  This one, Deck 12? 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Yeah, the ramp that would've been -- so if 15 

this was the stairs, there was a ramp here that came up that was 16 

open, so when you all were standing by on Deck 12, was there any 17 

fire on Deck 12 or was there any fire coming out of the ramp 18 

coming up there? 19 

 MR. SROKA:  I didn't see any fire coming off the ramp. 20 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 21 

 MR. SROKA:  There were a couple hot spots where the cars were 22 

on fire, where the crew was putting them out. 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  But there was a significant amount of 24 

heat that you could tell was coming up -- 25 
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 MR. SROKA:  Oh, yes.  Yeah. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  -- from the deck below? 2 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes, yes. 3 

 MR. SROKA:  Yeah, the water started steaming, that's how  4 

hot -- 5 

 MR. KULLAF:  We standing in almost boiling water. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 7 

 MR. SROKA:  We had to stand on cars -- 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 9 

 MR. SROKA:  -- so our feet wouldn't burn. 10 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Okay.  And then does this -- do you 11 

all just kind of stand by until Firefighter Acabou is brought up? 12 

 MR. KULLAF:  Pretty much. 13 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 14 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, we didn't -- 15 

 MR. SROKA:  But we -- because Dave, I, and Rob, we climbed 16 

over cars to get out to the starboard-side staircase, but Will 17 

went around and that's where he assisted the movement of the body. 18 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, still on the top deck, though. 19 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 20 

 MR. KULLAF:  We never made reentry into Deck 10 -- 21 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 22 

 MR. KULLAF:  -- after that initial -- 23 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And then we were told, shortly after that, 24 

that everyone was ordered off of Deck 12, was that when -- did you 25 
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all come off of Deck 12 at that point or did you stay? 1 

 MR. KULLAF:  Once he was out, once Firefighter Acabou was 2 

out, they started ordering people off the deck to kind of back 3 

down and regroup. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Um-hum.  So did you all leave Deck 12 at 5 

that point? 6 

 MR. KULLAF:  Correct, yes. 7 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 8 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yes. 9 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And then did you all go down -- or 10 

somewhere and stand by? 11 

 MR. SROKA:  Onto the ramp. 12 

 MR. KULLAF:  Back to the command post at the top of the ramp. 13 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And then you just stood by at the 14 

command post?  Okay.  And then were you all still there when 15 

Firefighter Brooks was brought down? 16 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yes. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 18 

 MR. SROKA:  Not at the command post, we were at our -- 19 

 MR. KULLAF:  We were at the rig. 20 

 MR. SROKA:  -- apparatus. 21 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay, okay.  Okay.  And then you all cleared 22 

out after that or returned back to service or did you all go to 23 

the debrief? 24 

 MR. SROKA:  No, we -- because Captain Cooper got injured, so 25 
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we went to the hospital to see how he was doing -- 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 2 

 MR. SROKA:  -- but we went to -- we went to University 3 

Hospital where the bodies were at. 4 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 5 

 MR. SROKA:  That's where they -- Brooks was coming up, going 6 

into the city morgue -- 7 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 8 

 MR. SROKA:  -- vehicle. 9 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Good.  Anybody have any other 10 

questions as far as the response goes, actions there in the 11 

response, the rescue? 12 

 MR. WELLS:  When you -- I don't know if (indiscernible), when 13 

you made -- when you first did successfully locate Firefighter 14 

Acabou and you weren't able to budge him, did it appear that he 15 

was tangled up in anything, was he wedged?  Can you describe  16 

how -- 17 

 (Crosstalk) 18 

 MR. KULLAF:  It seemed like he was wedged, it seemed like he 19 

was wedged, but there was just -- he was dead weight.  I hate to 20 

use that term, but he was dead weight. 21 

 MR. WELLS:  No, it's -- I understand. 22 

 MR. KULLAF:  And I mean, between the two, we could not -- I'm 23 

thinking just oh, we're just going to pick him up, he's between 24 

two cars.  I couldn't tell you what he was trapped on or what he  25 
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-- it just seemed like he was wedged. 1 

 MR. WELLS:  And the cars were pretty close together, can you 2 

describe -- 3 

 MR. KULLAF:  Yeah, they were inches apart. 4 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Yeah, six to eight inches, maybe. 5 

 MR. WELLS:  Thank you. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Anyone else? 7 

 (No response.) 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  No, okay.  Was there anything else you would 9 

like to add, gentlemen, about the incident, about what you did, 10 

about the response that you think we need to be aware of? 11 

 MR. COUTO:  No, sir. 12 

 MR. SROKA:  I think we did our best we could -- 13 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Oh, yeah. 14 

 MR. SROKA:  -- with what we had there at -- 15 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Sure. 16 

 MR. SROKA:  -- that time. 17 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Sure. 18 

 MR. SROKA:  And the knowledge. 19 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Sure, okay.  What we'll do now is there may 20 

be some additional questions outside of the incident that we'll 21 

allow, so go ahead, sir. 22 

 LT REED:  Have any of you received any sort of shipboard 23 

firefighting -- 24 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 25 
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 LT REED:  -- or training? 1 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  No, sir. 2 

 MR. COUTO:  No, sir. 3 

 MR. KULLAF:  No, sir. 4 

 LT REED:  No.  Have any of you all responded to any sort of 5 

like cargo ship before? 6 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  No, sir. 7 

 MR. COUTO:  No, sir. 8 

 MR. KULLAF:  No, sir. 9 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 10 

 LT REED:  Are you all aware of any exercises that happened 11 

between your fire department and the Port of Newark? 12 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 13 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  No, sir. 14 

 MR. COUTO:  No, sir.  15 

 MR. KULLAF:  No, sir. 16 

 LT REED:  And that's all the questions I had, thank you. 17 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  Can you tell me when your last FIT tests 18 

were? 19 

 MR. SROKA:  FIT test? 20 

 MR. COUTO:  I think my last FIT test was last year, if I'm 21 

not mistaken. 22 

 MR. KULLAF:  It was definitely last year, I can't give you a 23 

date and time, but it was definitely last year. 24 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  Same. 25 
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 MS. MALINOSKI:  So within the recent year? 1 

 MR. KULLAF:  Correct. 2 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 3 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes. 4 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  How about a medical/physical required by the 5 

department?  Not your own personal -- 6 

 MR. SROKA:  Every 2 years, so we get a hazmat physical. 7 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  So are all of you with hazmat? 8 

 MR. KULLAF:  Us three. 9 

 MR. COUTO:  Us three are. 10 

 MR. SROKA:  Three. 11 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  Okay.  And you get them every 2 years? 12 

 MR. SROKA:  Every 2 years. 13 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  (Indiscernible). 14 

 MR. COUTO:  That's correct. 15 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  And yourself? 16 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  No, nothing from the department. 17 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  Okay.  How often do you do SCBA inspections? 18 

 MR. SROKA:  Every morning on shift. 19 

 MR. COUTO:  We check ours every morning -- 20 

 MR. KULLAF:  Daily every morning. 21 

 MR. COUTO:  -- when we come in. 22 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  And what does that include? 23 

 MR. SROKA:  How many PSI in the bottle.  Make sure everything 24 

that comes on when it's not moved. 25 
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 MR. COUTO:  PASS alarm. 1 

 (Crosstalk) 2 

 MR. COUTO:  Panic (ph.) button, make sure that works.  Make 3 

sure your vibrator alert works when you want to pass it on down, 4 

when you run the air out, you should get a quick vibrator alert 5 

that just tells you your vibrator alert's working. 6 

 MS. MALINOSKI:  All right.  That's it, thank you. 7 

 MR. VILLEGAS:  Captain Villegas from the Division of Fire 8 

Safety.  Obviously, you guys work out of a specialized unit.  The 9 

training for the rescue, is that -- the training that you guys 10 

acquire, is that mandated by the department or is it -- you got 11 

training that you guys have taken upon yourselves to take? 12 

 MR. COUTO:  All the training I've gotten is basically the 13 

department sent me to it.  So if you -- if you want to be in that 14 

specialized unit you have to go to hazmat school, so you went to 15 

the hazmat school.  And -- the trainees, that they'll send you 16 

like low-angle, high-angle rescue or -- 17 

 MR. SROKA:  Swift water rescue. 18 

 MR. COUTO:  -- swift water rescue or confined space rescue, 19 

it's the department will send you to it. 20 

 MR. VILLEGAS:  All four of you have done that training?  Now, 21 

what happens -- 22 

 MR. COUTO:  No, he hasn't had it. 23 

 MR. VILLEGAS:  You haven't, right? 24 

 MR. SZCZESNIAK:  I came from their firehouse, when I left 25 
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that firehouse, I had bits and pieces of that training, but I 1 

don't have everything that they have, just to be clear. 2 

 MR. VILLEGAS:  Right.  So obviously you have to be qualified 3 

to work at out of the rescue, right?  So if not everyone is 4 

qualified to take it, what do you need in order to stay in the 5 

rescue, to be able to work even in overtime? 6 

 MR. SROKA:  They send you to classes for all that rescue 7 

stuff. 8 

 MR. VILLEGAS:  Okay.  All right.  That's all. 9 

 MR. LALLO:  Yeah.  Greg Lallo from PEOSH Safety.  Cap, can 10 

you tell me if you have mayday drills?  Somebody had mentioned 11 

that you used to have mayday Sundays. 12 

 MR. SROKA:  Mayday drills on Sundays, yes, sir. 13 

 MR. LALLO:  You still do that? 14 

 MR. SROKA:  No, it's -- after this incident, it stopped for 15 

now. 16 

 MR. LALLO:  I see.  What about like roll call, like, at 17 

incidents, like, to test the members in the field, like, roll 18 

calls being -- have any, like, roll calls that you do 19 

intermittent, like at scenes or drills, like a roll call with 20 

accountability from time to time, other than at actual incidents, 21 

just to -- 22 

 MR. SROKA:  You mean a PAR? 23 

 MR. LALLO:  -- to test everyone's capabilities? 24 

 MR. SROKA:  A PAR call? 25 
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 MR. LALLO:  Yes. 1 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes, they do that.  They're in the mayday drills. 2 

 MR. LALLO:  I see, okay.  Thank you. 3 

 MR. SROKA:  But not on individual people, they'll call the 4 

company. 5 

 MR. LALLO:  I got you. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Anybody else? 7 

 (No response.) 8 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Kind of backing up a little bit on the 9 

incident, when you all were deployed, did you feel like you, at 10 

that point, had an understanding of who was missing? 11 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes.  They said three names that were missing, 12 

but it was only two. 13 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  So at the time you all were deployed, you're 14 

thinking you've got three? 15 

 MR. SROKA:  Three, yes.  Three. 16 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 17 

 MR. COUTO:  Yes. 18 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  And that would've been? 19 

 MR. SROKA:  Acabou and Brooks and Soto. 20 

 MR. KULLAF:  They said Soto, but Soto was not missing. 21 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  So at the time you all were initially 22 

deployed from accountability, your PAR standpoint, you're thinking 23 

potentially three missing firefighters? 24 

 MR. SROKA:  Three, yes. 25 
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 MR. KULLAF:  Correct. 1 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  And did you -- when you all were 2 

operating, did you get any additional updates on that or talk to 3 

anyone about that or -- 4 

 MR. KULLAF:  No.  And while you were on Deck 10, you had no 5 

radio communication, whatsoever. 6 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 7 

 MR. KULLAF:  You couldn't get out, you couldn't get anything 8 

in until you got back to where the staircase was. 9 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay. 10 

 MR. KULLAF:  And then they basically had the chief relaying 11 

up to the top, because you had very minimal radio communication.  12 

When he said that gargling, it would be like when you get to an 13 

area with no service, it just like kind of makes a beeping noise. 14 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Yeah. 15 

 MR. KULLAF:  You can't get in or out. 16 

 MR. RICHARDSON:  Okay.  Okay.  Any other questions?  Who 17 

wants to, anybody else? 18 

 LT REED:  Commander Barger, do you have any follow-up 19 

questions? 20 

 CDR BARGER:  Just one question.  When you all were told to 21 

evacuate the ship and you headed down back to the dock, which 22 

stairwell did you all go down? 23 

 MR. KULLAF:  The one that we came up. 24 

 MR. SROKA:  The starboard side, starboard midship. 25 
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 CDR BARGER:  Starboard side? 1 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 2 

 CDR BARGER:  Okay.  So every time you went up or down from 3 

the ramp and dock, it was always on that starboard stairwell? 4 

 MR. SROKA:  Yes. 5 

 MR. KULLAF:  Correct. 6 

 MR. SROKA:  Until we went to get our equipment, we went up 7 

the port rear to get our equipment and tanks. 8 

 CDR BARGER:  Okay.  And that was after? 9 

 MR. SROKA:  After, yes. 10 

 MR. KULLAF:  After, yes. 11 

 CDR BARGER:  Okay.  Thank you.  No other questions. 12 

 LT REED:  Mr. Pittman, do you have any follow-up questions? 13 

 MR. PITTMAN:  No questions. 14 

 LT REED:  It's coming to the conclusion phase of the 15 

interview.  We always like to present you the opportunity to tell 16 

us anything that you think we should know from questions we 17 

haven't asked or just from your perspective that you think would 18 

help us in our investigation.  No? 19 

 MR. KULLAF:  No. 20 

 LT REED:  Okay.  Second part, do you have any questions for 21 

anybody in the room? 22 

 MR. SROKA:  No. 23 

 MR. CUOTO:  No. 24 

 MR. KULLAF:  No. 25 
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 LT REED:  Okay.  Gentlemen, thank you very much for your 1 

time, I appreciate you coming and sharing your story and the 2 

experiences that you've had, it really helps us further our 3 

investigation, to safety and hopefully from any future incidents 4 

like this.  The time is now 13:50 and this will conclude our 5 

interview. 6 

 (Whereupon, at 1:50 p.m., the interview concluded.) 7 
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