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This is an electronically recorded interview
bet ween Detective Senior Constable Stuart G ay and
M  Christopher Hewitt at R F.D. Cheltenham in
Victoria on Wdnesday, the 30th of June, 1999
Also present, seated directly opposite ne, is
Seni or Constable David Upston from the New South
Wal es Water Police. Seated directly behind ne to
my left is Senior Constable Paul Stefanu from the
Victorian Water Police. The time on ny watch now
is 4.43pm For the purpose of the record, Chris,
could you just please state your full nane?

Chri stopher Robin Hew tt.

Your date of birth?

2nd of the 6th, 1969.

Your current address?

Number 10, Craig Court, Cheltenham

And your occupation?

Is life raft serviceman.

O. K. As 1've already explained to you prior to
the interview, Senior Constable Upston and nyself
are meaking inquiries in relation to the 1998
Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race, and in particular a
life raft whi ch was f or war ded from the
manuf acturer in Europe to R F.D. Ml bourne and
then to Quinn's, and which was subsequently sold
to the vessel, VC Stand Aside. Basical |y today

we'd like to speak to you about the process which
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was carried out in packing that life raft and
forwarding it to, to Quinn's. If | could just
start with your qualifications in the field of
life raft packing?

Yeah. | have a certificate - - -

Yeah.

- - - as a life raft serviceman under the approva

of RF.D. Limted - - -

O. K.

- - -1in the UK - - -

O. K.

- - - which is our head office - - -
Ri ght .

- - - and have been enployed for close to 5 years.
At R F.D. here?

At RF.D. as alife raft serviceman.

O K.  And the registered nunmber on this particul ar
certificate is 48 - - -

Number 48, yeah.

- - - and date of issue is the 12th My, 19987
Yeah.

O. K. How often are these - - -

Every 3 years.

O. K. And how long does it take to, to do the
course to get the certificate?

It's a 4 day course.

O K. And that's conducted here?

The first, your first certificate - - -
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Yes.

- - - that you get when you're new - - -
Yeah.

- - - 1is, well, mne was 3 nonths' training.
Yeah.

And a re-certification course every 3 years is 4
days.

Ri ght . O. K. Now could you just tell nme what
exactly your role is as a life raft technician or
surveyor?

Yeah. What we do is, basically a life raft cones
out of, conmes out of Europe - - -

Yeah.

- - - and is sitting in the store and upon order,
we take it out, take the life raft out of the
store, blow it up on our stage, inflate it on our
stage - - -

Yeah.

- - - and it's set on a certain test pressure for
hal f an hour for stretch, and then we adjust that
for an hour, which is a pressurised test as per
t he manual . And then after that, we check the
relief valves which is another test, run valves
for another half an hour. During this time we fit
retro-reflective tape if it, if it hasn't got it,
and we also attach the conponents that are
required for it, and also inspect it and nake sure

that everything is working, you know, sone rafts
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have zippers around the buoyancy chanbers, sone
don't, so we inspect everything tooth by tooth and
make sure everything's up to scratch. And at the
end of the test pressures, we also do, pack the
equi pnent bag, which is all the equipnment, and

that goes into, into a bag in a special way and

then the raft is then, | think, the raft is then
deflated once it's passed test. Al | t he,
everything is down, is witten in that test
report.

Yeah.

And then from there it's deflated and then fol ded
up and put into its case or vacuum bag and
vacuuned down and so forth. The firing lines are
either hooked up as it's folded down wth a
cylinder attached, or after it's folded, after
it's deflated we hook the cylinder up. And then
when it's in its vacuum bag, it goes into the
container, then the firing line's hooked up. From
there it gets bands on it or it gets a glued strip
around the edge, depending on the raft.

Yeah.

And basically into a box and then sent out wth
stickers attached to the, the canister itself.

O. K. And now the unpacking of the life raft and,
and checking the cylinder and that sort of thing
and its contents and, is that a standard operating

procedure for any life raft .....
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Yeah. When we service the life raft, that was for
a new life raft that | just explained, but for a
service raft we undo the canister, you know, we
clean the container down, we basically run through
all that system again. We weigh the cylinders
and, to check that it hasn't |ost any pressure
what soever.

O. K.

And, and then back to the packing again.

Ri ght . VWhat's the case then, as far as your
protocols or guidelines are concerned, if a life
raft came fromsay Quinn's to a client here and it
was in a, a container or a valise - - -

Yeah.

- - - and it had to be transferred to another
contai ner or valise, depending on how it arrived?
Well, what - - -

What were your procedures?

Basically you would only check if the life raft
was operationally intact and they had signed a
certificate - - -

Yeah.

- - - to do so, the servicenen over there. It
would conme over here, it would, if it went
straight to the customer in the box, we woul dn't
touch it.

Ri ght .

But if it was to be unpacked from a box and then
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put into, you know, a custonmer that canme and
pi cked it up personally, then we'd just check the
outside of it and make sure that everything was

there, the paperwork was all there - - -

Q29 Ri ght .
A - - - the stickers all matched and - - -
@0 So it's not the case then that, well, there's,

there's no protocol or guidelines to suggest that
you'd have to fully check the life raft if it's

al ready been certified by another conpany?

A If it's already been certified by soneone else - -

@31 Yeah.

A - - - we'd have to unpack it and then we'd have to
re-test it and everything and there's ..... we do,

we do the whole thing from scratch again.

@32 Ri ght . O. K. Now if | could take you to a life
raft, specific life raft, six man, which in fact
left R F.D. around the 28th of Novenber, sorry,
around the 12th of Novenber, 1998 and went to

Quinn's and was subsequently sold to VC Stand

Aside, the vessel, if | show you a conponent
certification docunent, life raft test reports?

A Yeah. Yeah.

@33 Now indicated on that docunment is a nunmber of
ticks.

A Yes.

QB4 And there's also a nunber of nunmerals and letters
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and all sorts of things onit. |Is that correct?
Yeah. That's right.

On the, on, on one side. And on the other side is
a inflation test record?

Yeah.

And once again there are nunerals and nunmbers and
all sorts of things on the back?

That's correct.

Now, and there's a signature on the back?

Yeah.

And a stanp which is, R F.D. 48, Australia.

Yeah.

And that's dated - - -

Yeah.

- - - 12/11/98. Now the signature which appears
there, is that your signature?

That is.

O K. Now all the figures that are witten in blue

pen - - -
Yeah.

- - - on this docunent on both sides, were you
responsible for filling those in?

Yes, | was.

O. K. What is the neaning of the red ticks - - -
The red ticks - - -
- - - on, on the docunent?

- - - are when it goes through the office here
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O. K.

That's just, that's just for them to tick off.
See, | put an A - - -

Yeah.

- - - and then 6, that nmeans |'ve added that out
of the store.

Ri ght .

And then the lady in reception will take it, the
red tick nmeans she's taken it and put it on the
conput er .

So it's an adm nistrative thing?

Yeah. That's it.

O. K. Now the blue ticks which are in the columms
i ndicate - - -

That it's checked.

That it's checked by you?

Yeah.

O. K. Now you notice up here that there's a number
and it's, T.R?

T.R, test report nunber.

O. K. You notice that there's a nunmber scribbled
out, which is 4-4-6-0.

Yeah.

And there's a new nunber, which is 4-4-5-9?
4-4-5-9.

That's a m stake made by whonf?

Made by ne.

O. K. And is it, the requirenent's that you check
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the life raft with the blue pen?

No.

0. K.

Doesn't mmtter

Doesn't matter?

No.

On the back of the form you'll see that there's
some numbers which are witten in black pen.

In black as well.

Are they your figures?

Yes, they are.

O. K. Now the figures in the black were this
P.R. V. reading which is - - -

The pressure relief valve.

O. K.  What does that relate to?

The opening pressure of the pressure relief valve
IS 68 inches.

Yeah.

As per stated in the manual

Yeah.

And then a 15 mnute reading and a 30 mnute
readi ng afterwards.

0. K.

Basically it has to sit in between a certain
pressure and not, no |ower than, which is another
pressure which is about 57. So - - -

O K. So there's a range, is there?

There's a, there is a range in between opening and
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cl osing. Yeah.

From 57 to - - -

From 57 to 68.

- - - 68. OK Sothat's quite perm ssible - - -
Yeah. Yeah.

- - - with the figure of 63.57?

Yeah. That's a good one.

O K. Nowin relation to the inflation equipnent -

- - - we have under, we have a cylinder, we have a

seal nunber of the cylinder - - -

Yes.

- - - which is 2-0-4-9-7. We have a operation
head type - - -

Yeah.

- - - whichisa- - -

Pl asti np.

- - - Plastimp. W have a CO, wei ght.

Yeah.

Now i s that the weight of, of 1.967

That's the gas charge of 1.96 - - -

Kil 0s?

In kilos. Yeah.

Right. And that's the way you received it? .....
Yes.

You filled it to that?

| don't, we don't fill it, but that's how we
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received it.
Q69 Ri ght, that's how you received it. O. K. And the

N, wei ght is?

A The nitrogen weight, which is 0.15 - - -

Q70 0. 15.

A - - - kilos.

Qrl O. K. Added those two figures together, or how do

you get a full weight?

A Yeah. That - - -

Qr2 O. K. That's your full weight - - -

A Yeah.

Qr2 - - - including cylinder?

A I ncluding the tare wei ght.

Q73 Right. 7.01?

A Yeah.

Qr4 O. K. And from your experience, that's the correct

cylinder for that life raft?

A Yes, it is.

Q75 O. K. Now from your experience, could you explain
to me sonme of the reasons why a life raft wouldn't
i nflate on depl oynent ?

A The only, the life rafts |I've seen that my, nmay
not with this system is that either the firing
line could be jammed - - -

Q76 Yeah.

A - - - or the firing line itself is not hooked up.

| don't know how that happens, but, which is

| npossi ble to do.
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Yeah.

If the <cylinder's not connected, it wouldn't
i nflate.

M And at the time that you packed this,
obviously there's, it's an obvious one too if
there was no ... if there was no air in the - - -

No gas in the cylinder, it wouldn't go.

- - - no gas in the cylinder, that's an obvious
one?

Yeah.

Now from the day that you worked on that |life raft
to the day that it was sent out, you did all that
work and you ensured that it was conpleted and

everything was satisfactory?

Yeah.
O. K. I wonder if you could tell me if any
problenms can arise where in fact this life raft

went out in the valise - - -

Yeah.

- - - and it went to Quinn's and it was, |'m not
too sure whether you know about this, but it was
removed fromthe valise and put into a container.
Didn't know about it.

O. K. From your experience, is that a normal
practice and procedure?

No, it's not.

Ri ght .

A custoner can request to have it in a container.
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Yeah.

And therefore, if you're taking it out and putting
it into a container we'll, we'll do the whole
procedur e agai n.

So that, so that's the procedure you woul d adopt -

- - - if a custoner said to you, We want it from
valise to container?

No, | don't want a valise, | want a container.

Ri ght .

Start again.

And you'd do the whole thing again?

We'll do the whole thing again just to, in case
it's got a hole in it through taking it out of its
bag and putting it into the container, it mght
have caught on a - - -

Yeah.

- - - sonething, don't know. So - - -

Wul d that be an additional cost? O would that
be part of the service?

Not, not in a brand new raft, it wouldn't be.

Ri ght .

In a secondhand raft, yes, it would be because you
have to al so buy the container as well

Right. O K  Dave?

SENI OR CONSTABLE UPSTON

@1

7312 -

Wth the, the gas cylinders, do they have a, a
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life expectancy?

Yes, they do.

And how long would that be with this particular
one?

The life raft actually gets hydro tested every 6
years and a |ife expectancy of the cylinder goes
for the duration of the life raft, as long as it
is tested for the first 6 years and then every 5
years after that.

O K  Now with this particular cylinder that, that
arrived from France and it was fitted to life raft
4-4-5-9, | understand that these cone over enpty?
Yeah.

O. K. And, and when you receive them do you then
take themto a pl ace?

Yes, we do.

And wher eabouts is that?

It's cal |l ed U. F. E Supply in Kil pa Road,

Moor abbi n.

Ri ght . And you're showing ne here a docunent
which is an invoice nunber 1-2-8-9-4. | s that
correct?

Yes. That's right.

And what is that docunment about?

What this is, when the cylinders arrive here enpty
..... we collect all our cylinders together and we
wite in an order book the cylinders that are due

to be filled with charges and how many of a
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certain type of cylinder. The cylinders are then
filled and witten down when they are returned
back to us that they have been filled, a nunber
corresponding with that has been filled, invoice
nunmber of 74, which is in the order book nunber
and that's their nunber as well and the date.

O. K. And could you point out and mark which is
this particular cylinder? Al right. And woul d
you just initial that and, and date it?

What's the date, the 30th?

Right. O K  So you' ve put a mark beside where it
says, 1.96kg. |Is that correct?

Yeah. In CQ..

In CO;, which is carbon dioxide?

Yeah.

And could you also, then it goes across the line
which is N- - -

No.

N,?

That's nitrogen.

Ni trogen, and that says - - -

. 15.

O. K. And then it goes across to - - -

8.

Now what does that mean?

That neans eight, eight cylinders of that size
were, were filled on that day.

O K. At $21.00 per unit?
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Yeah.

Ri ght . Now just to, to rehash on the particular
life raft from the valise to, to the six man hard
cover, right, is there any inherent problens when
that is actually packed into that hard cover?

No.

It fits quite confortably and is - - -

It's, it's exactly the sane size as, as the
val i se.
Ri ght .
Just obviously hard. That's the only problens,

that, you know, sonetines if, when you, when you
try and pack them and they're in a vacuum bag,
sonetimes you'll vacuum down there, it mght be a
little large, but basically you just let the air
back into the vacuum and then re vacuum ..... t he
right size.

Mmm Al'l right. And there's no other traps or
whi stles that, that you may think about?

The only thing that you have to do if you're
packing from a valise into the container is you
have to disconnect the firing line, then put the,
put the pack in, put the, the raft, sorry, in the

container, and then re-attach the, the firing

line, the ..... line correctly.
O. K. In the nunber of years that you' ve been a
certified life raft mechanic for, have you ever

known of a cylinder not being deployed properly,
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with the gas being released? Has, have you ever
had that, that that's ever happened to you?

On an old life raft that hadn't been serviced for
14 years, but that's all. It, it only had half of
its gas pressure in it, but that was 14 years.

O. K. VWhat do you think would be the causes of a
gas leak or a problem associated with the gas
bottle that wuld cause a Ilife raft not to
I nflate?

The only problem that you would get would be
probably an O ring, and there's only one of those
there, | can't see - - -

And what do you nmean by an O ring?

Oh, there's little O rings inside the operating
head, but | can't, | can't see how that would nake
it lose gas unless the cylinder was old and
rusted, would be the only way that, you know, it
woul d break down.

Are you tal king about inside or, or outside?

On, on the outside. If you, if the raft has been
really wet - - -

Mm

- - - it gets surface rust. If that rust is
pitted right through, it could |eak gas that way,
becone porous. But - - -

Have you ever seen that?

No, we condemm them way before that.

Yeah.
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Right. Al right.

DETECTI VE SENI OR CONSTABLE GRAY
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Wth a life raft packed and, in this case it was
in a container, sealed, we assune it was sealed
if there was a leak in the bottle after it had
| eft here, what influence would that have on the
life raft in the container?

If it |eaked out of the actual top of the cylinder
in through - - -

Yeah.

- - - the firing head, the raft would inflate.

Ri ght .

The raft would slowly bl ow up.

Ri ght .

The only other, other thing that could happen was
if it | eaked out between, through the ... outside.
Yeah.

It would inflate the vacuum bag, so it would blow
the lid off.

Eventual | y?

Eventually it would blow the Iid off. Yeah

If it was still connected and, and the, the |eak
was going through the life raft - - -

Yeah.

- - - would the release valves allow that little
bit of air to escape?

No. No. The - - -
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Do they have to work under pressure?
- - - relief valves, as you can see, work under 68
i nches, which is a |ot of pressure. The |life raft
will actually inflate up until 68 before the valve
actual Iy opens.
Ch, O K.
So by the tine it's 68 you've - - -

shoul d be out.
- - - you've basically, yeah, the container's
easily pulled away by then.
Well, we have no, no evidence to suggest that,
that the life raft was part, you know, partially
I nfl at ed.
Mm
So bearing that in mnd, we'd, we would have to
probably Ilook at a problem wth the firing
mechani sm Wuld that be a reasonabl e assunption?
Well, every new raft that conmes in, | inspect the

firing systens.

So you, you, in this case you inspected that
firing - --

Vwell, | pull it - - -

Ri ght, O K.

- - - to mke sure it is going to work.

Yeah.

Make sure there's enough grease on O-rings 'cause,
just to be sure.

And on this occasion, did you do that with this
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life raft?

| do it with every one.

Is that indicated on this, this fornf

No, it's not.

O. K.

No.

So that's a thing, a personal type thing you do?
We, we all do it.

Right. O K Just a protocol type thing?

To make sure it's going to work.

Yeah. O. K. Have you got any ideas, views or any

suggestions that you could give to us that we can

- - - include in our inquiry?

- - - you said that it was packed into a
cont ai ner.

Yes. At owner's request.

At owner's request by another conpany. Well, if
they didn't issue another certificate for that,
there could be sone problens there because that is
sonething that you wouldn't do. If 1"ve, 1've
packed this raft into a, a bag - - -

Yeah.

- - - into a soft pack - - -

- - - that's how that soft pack should be - - -

Pr esent ed?
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That's how that raft should be presented.

Yeah.

If any way it's changed, even by, vyou Kknow,
sonething small, a bit of tape on the life raft or
sonething, it's got to have a new certificate to
say that soneone el se has actually approved it.

So it's true to say then if something, if, if a
life raft is removed from a package - - -

Yeah.

- - - it really should be, if it's going to be put
into a new package, it should be - - -

It should be tested.

- - - conprehensively checked?

Done again, and also another person should sign
it, because the problem is, OK this raft mght
have gone sonmewhere else, soneone m ght have put
It into a new box or sonething.

Mm

It's still my signature on it.

Yeah. Sure.

| f somet hing happens - - -

Mm

- - - you know, that's not a good thing.

SENI OR CONSTABLE UPSTON

QL49
A

QL49
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| show you the, the, a pink docunent here - - -
Yeah.
- - - which is headed - - -
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A Copy of the certificate.

QL50 Ri ght. Release certificate.

A Rel ease certificate.

QL51 Whose signhature appears at the bottom of that?

A That's m ne.

QL52 O. K. That, that is your signature?

A That's my signature and stanp and the date.

Q153 And the date?

A Yeah.

QL54 So what you're saying is that once the life raft

has been tanpered wth, and by saying tanpered
with, renoved fromits valise, in your opinion it
should be re-packed and a new certificate should
be - - -

A That, that certificate should be cancelled and a

new one should be - - -

QL55 So that's basically null, null and void - - -

A Mmm

QL55 - - - and the other one, the new one should be - -
A Yeah.

QL55 - - - should be issued.

A Yeah.

DETECTI VE SENI OR CONSTABLE GRAY

QL56 So can any weight be placed on your certificate
after they took it out of the valise at Quinn's
really?

A It shouldn't be.
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No?

Because | signed that certificate - - -

Yeah.

- - - in accordance with RF.D. and - - -
Yeah.

- - - Plastim - - -

Yeah.

- - - and this manual - - -

Yeah.

- - - that Plastino manual, as to how | packed
that life raft and how it |eft basically our shop.
Does that manual explain that, about - - -

It won't but - - -

Ri ght .

- - - an RF.D. quality procedures manual wll.

Do, do you have that here?

O a, or a service manual, | can hunt for it.
O. K. Well, we'll have a short break. The tinme on
my watch is now 5.03pm This interview is

tenmporarily suspended.

| NTERVI EW SUSPENDED

| NTERVI EW RESUMED

DETECTI VE SENI OR CONSTABLE GRAY

QL66

A

7312 -

The time on ny watch is 5.09pm This interview
between Gray and Hewitt is recomenced. Do you
agree we had a short break and you had a | ook for
t he manual ?

Qual ity assurance nmanual, just to, yeah
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O K.  And did you have any success with that?

No, | didn't.

O. K. At a |ater date, perhaps you and managenent
could get together and perhaps find the docunent
for us?

"Il have a | ook for it.

O. K. That's fine.

It is .....

O. K. Is there anything further you'd |ike to say
in relation to this interview or the life rafts?
Anything you'd |like to say?

(NO AUDI BLE REPLY)

O. K. Oh, there's, yeah, there is one thing we'l
just clarify.

Mm

When you are packing a life raft here at R F.D. -

- - - is it a one man job or you have apprentices
with you or - - -

No, it's, it's a, it's a one man job.

Yeah.

There's two of wus working down the back. I f,
sonetimes folding the life raft, it mght take two
peopl e.

Ri ght .

But everything else is one person.

As far as the - - -
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A Lifting and - - -

QL75 - - - all the checking, yeah.

A - - - all that stuff is - - -

QL76 Yeah.

A - - - two people.

QL77 So as far as the checking, it's yours?

A Checking is double checked by, just by the one
person.

QL78 Right. OK

SENI OR CONSTABLE UPSTON

QL79 Is it ever the case that you'll have an offsider
with you that you will oversight his work?

A Yes, soneti nes.

Q180 Ri ght . Is it ever the <case that when your

offsider is, and he's not certificated, that he

wll pack a life raft away from your operation and
you'l | go back and check his work?
A No, it's always in front of you. He only works in

front of you.
Q181 O. K.
DETECTI VE SENI OR CONSTABLE GRAY
QL82 The time on ny watch
interview is concl uded.

| NTERVI EW CONCLUDED
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CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL AND COMPETENCE

1S AUTHORISED TO UNDERTAKE:

1. Survey, Testing, Re-Certification and Minor Repairs only of: o »
Hom’gr,/EAM Autoflug Liferafts RF?.“?/ar‘roovér/rEAN Lifejatckets

3. Training and Certification of Personnel on behalf of

RFD Limited covering the following products:

THIS CERTIFICATE IS VALID FOR A PERIOD OF 3 YEARS FROM THE DATE OF ISSUE AND IS
AUTOMATICALLY CANCELLED IF THE HOLDER CEASES TO BE EMPLOYED BY THE ABOVE NOMINATED
COMPANY OR IF THE COMPANY !S NOT IN POSSESSION OF A CURRENT SERVICING AGREEMENT DULY
SIGNED AND AUTHOR!SED BY RFD INFLATABLES LIMITED.




