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The story of this life-saving act improbably began 12 days from the actual rescue.
On 30 August 2017, Carnival Elation entered a dry-dock in Freeport, Bahamas for
a planned, 31-day maintenance and refit project that involved extensive work,
including cutting access holes in the hull, new appendages to enhance stability,
and a complete replacement of the entire bridge navigation system. By the end of
the first day in dry dock, the ship was no longer seaworthy with numerous repairs
and improvement works in progress.

On that same day, thousands of miles to the east, what would eventually become
Hurricane Irma formed as a tropical storm near the Cape Verde Islands. Over the
next few days, Irma dramatically strengthened into one of the strongest Category
5 hurricanes in history and sustained that strength for a record duration. As the
hurricane moved into the Caribbean basin, the forecast continued to show a track
west-northwest up the Old Bahama Channel along the north coast of Cuba and
then turning to the north. The forecast uncertainty lay in where, and exactly
when, that turn would occur. The turn had significant implications for where the
worst of the storm would strike landfall in the Bahamas and/or Florida. The
Elation team anxiously monitored the storm, knowing if the radius of strong winds
was predicted to reach Freeport, the ship would likely have to evacuate the dry
dock and Freeport altogether.



As the situation developed 3-4 September, and the evacuation of Freeport
appeared more likely, the crew at the dry-dock facility was making remarkable
progress to restore the ship to conditions for seaworthiness, stability, engineering
plant, and basic navigation systems to meet sailing criteria. On the afternoon of 7
September, the decision was made; Elation needed to depart from the Bahamas.
Departing that evening, Elation sailed with her crew and nearly 800 contractors
evacuating Freeport. The ship headed south for the Florida Straits and shelter in
the Gulf of Mexico, ahead of Irma’s predicted passage. This option was deemed
the safest considering the uncertainty in Irma’s track forecast, and the need to
rapidly return to Freeport once the storm was clear. It was a fateful decision that
ultimately placed the ship in position to perform a daring rescue.

On 10 September 2017, while sheltering in the south-eastern Gulf of Mexico from
the worst of the storm force winds and seas, Elation received a distress message
relayed from the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) via the Global Maritime Distress and
Safety System (GMDSS) regarding a fishing vessel, Captain Eddie, with two persons
on board, taking on water, and reported in position 24° N / 084° W. The USCG
planned to send a helicopter to assist in the search and rescue. Elation was
located approximately 60 NM further to the west from the Captain Eddie’s
position. Captain Gigliotti and the Elation bridge team rapidly responded,
repeatedly hailing Captain Eddie on VHF Channel 16 while heading further east
towards the storm to position for a rescue. At this point, Hurricane Irma was still a
very strong Category 3 hurricane making landfall just to the north in Southwest
Florida. Given the hurricane’s size, a significant portion of storm system activity
still remained over the Florida Straits on the backside of the hurricane.
Additionally, seas were extremely severe having been churned up by Irma’s
passage in the proceeding hours.

With Elation’s increased speed, the ship pounded heavily into the building seas
which were 15-20 feet. Sustained winds were in excess of 40 knots, gusting at
times over 60 knots. Subsequent communications with USCG had to be managed
via Iridium handheld phones as the normal satellite communications antennas
could not be re-installed in time before the emergency sortie from the shipyard.
The subsequent call brought the bad news: the Rescue Coordination Centre (RCC)



in Miami reported the USCG would not be sending a helicopter as conditions were
too dangerous for flight operations. Elation was the only hope.

After repeated attempts at VHF radio calls, Elation established the first contact
with the Captain Eddie crew at 7:28 pm. The fishing vessel crew updated their
estimated position, confirmed two people on board, and one life raft deployed
alongside at the ready as they were taking on water. Approximately one hour later,
the Captain Eddie crew reported they were moving to the stern of the vessel as
the boat was flooding bow down and they were going to lose VHF communication
capability. The team on Elation instructed them to collect flares, lifejackets, and
other survival equipment and wait — Elation was on the way and making best
speed possible in the heavy seas.

There was one more call from the Captain Eddie at 9:09 pm reporting they were
abandoning ship and boarding the life raft. A minute later, the intermittent
blinking light of the life raft could be seen on the horizon from the Elation’s bridge.
By 9:54 pm, the life raft light was visibly steady and the Captain skillfully
maneuvered the 70,000+ ton, 260+ meter vessel at slow speed in the heavy winds
and seas.

Conditions were too risky to place an Elation rescue boat in the water, so the
Captain decided to maneuver Elation herself for the pickup. Turning the ship more
broadly to the wind to create the best lee to bring a raft alongside presented a
new challenge. The strong winds created enough starboard list on the ship, when
coupled with the large swell, to risk shipping seawater directly in through the
open shell doors where the pickup was planned. In addition to flooding risk, this
placed the crew members manning the door for the rescue at greater risk, as well
as the survivors in the raft of being smashed in the doorway. The Captain quickly
adjusted ballast in trimming/heeling tanks to artificially compensate with a port
list on the ship to ensure the doors had greater clearance from the seas as the
ship rolled in place.

At high risk to life and limb, five Elation deck team members were able to get the
life raft alongside Elation at 10:07 pm and had one survivor on board Elation
within five minutes using a harness and hoisting line marked with glow-sticks.



Regrettably, the crew ultimately learned from the survivor that his fellow Captain
Eddie crew member had refused to abandon ship and was lost when the fishing
vessel rapidly sank about one hour before. The surviving fisherman was examined
and treated by Elation’s medical team. He was physically fit, but in shock and
emotionally traumatized by the incident.

The Captain and crew of Carnival Elation exhibited the finest skill and
professionalism in executing this daring rescue at sea under trying conditions. The
skill displayed in maneuvering a large cruise ship into such conditions, locating a
small life raft, and with the precision to execute a shipboard recovery at a single
open door in the hull is without equal. This is especially noteworthy when
remembering the ship did not have the luxury of its normal comprehensive bridge
systems and communication equipment because of the unique dry dock situation.
This was a testament to the crew’s courage and determination to facilitate the
rescue.

Throughout the operation, Captain Gigliotti demonstrated tremendous leadership.
Again, remembering only three days before the rescue that Elation was sitting on
blocks in a dry dock, his grace under pressure, managing the ship, and all aspects
of preparing it for sea in unusual conditions, and then conducting a dangerous
rescue without further injury or loss of life, is phenomenal. Additionally, his
leadership inspired the entire crew who mirrored that determination in rising to
meet every challenge. Once notified of a vessel in distress, the entire crew swung
into action:

e The bridge team managing to locate the life raft in the dark and in tropical
storm/hurricane conditions;

e Another team of dedicated deck officers and ratings risked their lives to work at
the open shell door in heavy seas to recover the survivor;

e The medical team rendered support and services, both physical and
psychological to a very traumatized survivor;

e The Hotel and Guest Service team provided exceptional support to host and care
for the survivor for several days until the return to Freeport. In addition to



housing, clothing, feeding and providing replacement glasses for him, they also
smoothly facilitated contact with his next of kin keeping them updated, and
worked with U.S. Embassy officials to facilitate repatriation to the United States as
he had no identity documents with him when rescued.

The crew exhibited exceptional courage and determination while upholding and
honoring the time-tested tradition of seafarers rendering life-saving assistance to
those in peril on the sea. Captain Gigliotti and his officers and crew of Carnival
Elation are most deserving of this recognition.



