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U.S.

Miami Building Collapse: Dozens Missing in Surfside,
Florida; at Least One Killed
At least 99 people are unaccounted for, and 37 occupants have been pulled from the building and its 

rubble

By ,  and 
Updated June 25, 2021 2�16 am ET

Deborah Acosta Elizabeth Bernstein Valerie Bauerlein

SURFSIDE, Fla.—Emergency responders were combing through twisted shards of metal,
the dust of pulverized concrete and furniture fragments for at least 99 people who are
unaccounted for after part of a condo tower in the Miami-area beachfront town collapsed
early Thursday.

Local authorities said it was too soon to know what caused the 12-story, 40-year-old
building to crumble in a roar, killing at least one person and likely dozens more. Miami-
Dade Police Department Director Alfredo Ramirez III said his detectives, along with state
and federal officials, will conduct an investigation into structural issues once rescue
operations are complete.

Florida buildings are required to be recertified for electrical and structural safety after 40
years, and the building had begun that process, said Walter Keller, a civil engineer and the
town’s consultant planner. Neighbors said buildings need to reinforce their concrete
facades frequently to withstand the corrosive effects of seawater. At least one resident of
the complex had complained that the homeowners’ association failed to repair damages
to cracked building walls, court records show. Work was being done on its roof, and
building inspectors had visited the tower recently, said Surfside Commissioner Eliana
Salzhauer.
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“Nothing like this has ever happened,” said Kenneth Direktor, a lawyer for the condo
association. “This is not from surface cracks…. There are of course questions about the
construction.”

Over the years, the building has undergone other upkeep, such as concrete restoration
and routine repairs, he said. The engineering firm working on the building’s certification
is now conferring with town officials to try to determine the causes, he said.

Structural engineers are assisting rescue teams as they work their way through the
rubble, working upward from the underground parking deck. It is slow going, as the
rubble is compact and small chipping away has caused shifts in the debris—and in one

Photos: Search E�orts Continue at Site of Surfside Condo Collapse
Florida of�icials were pressing ahead with e�orts to �ind survivors.

Eleven people have been con�irmed dead in the collapse and 150 people remain unaccounted for. CRISTOBAL HERRERA-
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case, a small fire. As of late Thursday, mobile cameras and sonar devices hadn’t detected
much evidence of survivors, said Ray Jadallah, chief of operations at Miami-Dade Fire
Rescue, at a briefing.

“We did receive sounds, not necessarily people talking, what sounds like a possibility of a
banging,” he said. “Short of that, we haven’t heard any voices coming from the pile.”

Rescue authorities responded to a call at about 1:30 a.m. Thursday and found the
northeast section of the 136-unit Champlain Towers South building had collapsed, Mr.
Jadallah said.

About 55 units were affected, and the building was substantially full of occupants,
Surfside Mayor Charles Burkett said, citing his conversation with a building manager.

“The building has literally pancaked,” Mr. Burkett said at a briefing. “That is
heartbreaking because it doesn’t mean to me that we’re going to be…as successful as we
would want to be to find people alive.”

Rescuers pulled 35 occupants out of the building and two from the rubble, officials said.
They have accounted for 102 occupants altogether, officials said.

“I think we’re going to one day find that there was something very strange going on at this
building,” Mr. Burkett said in an interview. “Buildings just don’t fall down in America.
They just don’t.”
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Surfside, a town of 6,000 people just north of Miami Beach, is a mix of 1950s-era single
family homes, beachfront condo towers and high-end new construction. The area is home
to many Orthodox Jews and has several synagogues in proximity to one another.

Raysa Rodriguez, a ninth-floor resident of the tower, said she was awakened by what felt
like an earthquake. When she looked outside, she saw that part of the building was gone.
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She heard a woman’s voice in the darkness, crying, “Please help me. Don’t leave me here,”
she said.

Ms. Rodriguez, 59 years old, walked down the stairs along with a neighbor and the
neighbor’s son. When they reached the bottom, the rubble blocked them from leaving on
the ground floor. They headed to a neighbor’s apartment on the second floor and went out
to the balcony, where a rescue team helped them down by ladder.

“It’s devastating,” Ms. Rodriguez said. “I lost a lot of friends.”

Ms. Rodriguez said the building was in need of significant repair, including redoing the
roof and addressing water leaks in the garage.

Florida International University professor Shimon Wdowinski conducted a 2020 coastal
study that looked at satellite data from the 1990s in Miami Beach and Surfside. In addition
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to the typical sinkage that he expected on the western side of the barrier island, where
single-family homes were built on reclaimed wetlands, the condo building that collapsed
also showed an unusual amount of sinkage. The data didn’t detect any other buildings
with this kind of subsidence issue.

“It doesn’t mean that the ground is moving,” said Professor Wdowinski. “It could be that
the building itself has some structural damage.”

Town records show the condo owners’ association in April received approval to begin a
roofing project and in May received approval to upgrade a mobile phone tower.

Standing on the beach Thursday afternoon, Celia Rodriguez looked up at the building. “I
could have been there,” she said. She had plans to visit her friend, Marina Azen, 72, a
resident of an apartment on the 4th floor for more than 20 years, she said. Neither Ms.
Rodriguez nor Ms. Azen’s daughter, who lives in New York, had been able to reach Ms.
Azen, she said.

“The library, the bedroom, part of the kitchen and living room and one whole side of the
balcony—they are all gone,” she said, describing her friend’s apartment. “We can see the
elevator shaft from here. And that is in the middle of the building.”
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Seven members of the congregation at Temple Menorah in Miami Beach were missing,
said Rabbi Eliot Pearlson, who was on his way to Surfside on Thursday afternoon to meet
with families. They included three generations of one family who were planning to attend
a funeral that day, and a husband and wife who are beloved longtime members of the
synagogue, he said.

As soon as he heard the news Thursday morning, Rabbi Pearlson, 62, said he worked with
volunteers to start an emergency phone tree to reach residents of the building and their
family members. Some members of the congregation survived the collapse and were
rescued by first responders, he said.

Florida Sen. Marco Rubio tweeted Thursday that “a substantial number of those living at
the Surfside building which collapsed are originally from overseas.” Mr. Rubio said his
office is working to help obtain visas to help loved ones of the missing travel to the U.S.

The 12-story, 136-unit Champlain Towers South building in April, left, and on Thursday after its partial collapse.
PHOTOS: PICTOMETRY; JOE RAEDLE�GETTY IMAGES
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The Paraguayan government said six of its citizens were among the missing, including its
first lady’s sister and her three children. Israeli Foreign Minister Yair Lapid said in a
statement that the Israeli consulate in Miami was working with local authorities to help
with this “difficult and complex event.”

Gov. Ron DeSantis visited the site Thursday afternoon and said TV footage and
photographs didn’t do it justice. He said the state would provide emergency management
officials and other resources in the continuing rescue effort. “We still have hope to be able
to identify additional survivors,” he said.

President Biden declared a state of emergency and directed federal resources to help, the
White House said early Friday.

Mr. Keller, the town’s consultant planner, said in an interview that it is important to
restore concrete buildings that face the ocean to counteract the corrosion of reinforcing
bars, primarily made of steel, caused by exposure to salt air and water.

Such a catastrophic building failure is unusual. Some architectural authorities said the
most similar failure might be the 1973 collapse of the Skyline Plaza tower in northern
Virginia, which killed 14 people. In Miami, a pedestrian bridge failed while under
construction in 2018, killing six people.

The building predates Florida’s most recent hurricane-building codes but was built to
withstand storms and other threats. Condo buildings are also typically constructed with
redundancies so that the load is transferred if something fails, and so one weak link

People consoled each other by the ocean near the site of the partially collapsed building on
Thursday.
PHOTO: WILFREDO LEE�ASSOCIATED PRESS
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doesn’t cause a massive failure, said Kobi Karp, an architect who has done work in the
area.

A 40-year-old building is relatively young, he said, and there are far older structures with
the same materials along the coast.

“This is like a healthy 40-year-old man who is not drinking, not smoking, who all the
sudden has a heart attack or aneurysm,” Mr. Karp said.

Officials said it could take days or even a week to search the building, a process made more 
painstaking by the potential for additional collapse.

The tower’s collapse prompted the closure of part of Collins Avenue, a major 
thoroughfare, and the evacuation of nearby buildings and hotels.

—Arian Campo-Flores, Jon Kamp, Will Parker, Elisa Cho and Jim Oberman contributed to 
this article.

Write to Deborah Acosta at deborah.acosta@wsj.com, Elizabeth Bernstein at
elizabeth.bernstein@wsj.com and Valerie Bauerlein at valerie.bauerlein@wsj.com

Appeared in the June 25, 2021, print edition as 'Heavy Death Toll Feared In Florida Tower Collapse.'

Rescuers pulled 35 occupants out of the building and two from the rubble, of�icials said.
PHOTO: MIAMI�DADE FIRE RESCUE�REUTERS
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