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In Remembrance of Those Lost
This book is dedicated to the 98 family members who were lost during the Champlain Towers South building
collapse, as well as their families, friends, and loved ones. It is also dedicated in recognition of the emergency
services and other personnel who worked countless hours on the response and recovery.
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A Message from the Mayor
In the early morning hours of June 24th, 2021,

A tragedy of this scale demanded a whole of

our community was changed forever.

government response, and our coordinated

When Miami-Dade Fire Rescue responded to
reports of a building collapse at Champlain
Towers South in the Town of Surfside, they
faced the worst structural collapse in our

efforts spanned nearly every County department
and every level of government. Together, we
executed the largest non-hurricane response in
Florida’s history.

nation’s history. Without a second thought, our

In the weeks and months ahead, I was

first responders sprang into action. They worked

heartened by the selflessness and generosity

quickly and cooperatively to secure the scene,

of our community.

evaluate the collapse, and immediately begin
search and rescue efforts.

In their moment of greatest need, our
community stepped up to care for those who lost

Amidst the rubble, first responders from

everything. Businesses donated food, water, and

around our County and around the world

supplies, and people across the world contributed

came together with unshaken determination.

millions of dollars to support survivors and the

Despite inclement weather, scorching heat, fire

victims’ families.

and smoke, they worked day and night to clear
the debris and bring peace of mind to the families
and loved ones of those involved.
We acted decisively by quickly declaring a
state of emergency to make all necessary
resources and support available. We were
aided by the support of state and federal
agencies and leaders, including President Biden
and Governor DeSantis, who graciously made
themselves and their staff available to assist.
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I am so proud of the way our community
partners came together for Surfside and how
we are working together to build an even safer
Miami-Dade now and for the future.
In the wake of the collapse, I directed staff
to conduct an audit of all pending building
recertification cases and to create an online
portal so the public could easily view information
about their own building’s safety record. We’ve

taken further steps to strengthen our building

Today, our work to bring about necessary reforms

code, shortening the recertification period and

continues. Through this work, we honor the lives

convening local, state, and federal policymakers

of the 98 loved ones - parents, children, coworkers,

to drive forward reforms at all levels. Locally

friends, and neighbors from our community - who

we will require greater public disclosure by

were lost on that day.

condominium and homeowner associations.

We are and forever will be Surfside Strong.

As we approach the one-year anniversary of this
tragedy, it is clearer than ever that the Surfside
story is one of resilience and courage. Our county

- Daniella Levine Cava
Mayor of Miami-Dade County

stepped up to meet an unprecedented tragedy
and we stood united, meeting the moment and
working to make sure it never happens again.
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Introduction
Champlain Towers South Building Collapse: A Report on the Response outlines the collaborative response and
recovery efforts that began June 24, 2021, for the Champlain Towers South collapse at 88th Street and Collins
Avenue. This report is organized into five sections and navigates the event from initial notification through
ongoing resolution.

SECTION

01

A Defining
Moment

The Defining Moment section details the events that transpired after reports of hearing
sounds of an explosion from a 12-story building in the Town of Surfside poured into
the 911 call center. Soon after, dispatchers received numerous calls from community
members in surrounding buildings and from residents within the partially collapsed
structure. Within minutes of the collapse, local and County emergency responders
converged on the scene.

SECTION

02

A Whole
Community
Response

The Whole Community Response section shows the cooperation and coordination
between the local, state, and federal levels which was integral to the success of the
response operation. Local businesses, nonprofit groups, faith-based entities, and other
community organizations assisted in providing aid in collaboration and partnership
with the government response. The collapse drew global attention and worldwide
media coverage.
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SECTION

03

Support Services

The Support Services section describes the actions Miami-Dade County agencies,
municipalities like the Town of Surfside, and other supporting organizations took
to serve the needs of impacted families and survivors of the collapse. The Family
Assistance Center brought together providers from a range of services to meet the
diverse needs of those impacted by the collapse. Miami-Dade County established ways
to consistently keep families informed.

SECTION

04

Responders

The Responders section details the around-the-clock efforts made by first responders
and search and rescue workers to find all victims. Response personnel faced numerous
challenges throughout the search and rescue and search and recovery missions,
including daily storms, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, concerns over the remaining
structure’s stability, and Tropical Storm Elsa.

SECTION

05

Loss and
Resolution

The Loss and Resolution section examines the ways in which impacted families,
survivors, response personnel, and the broader community came together to remember
the lives of those lost. People gathered from far and wide at the Surfside Wall of Hope
and Memorial, set up just a block away from the collapse site, and held numerous
community vigils to provide mutual support. Miami-Dade County continues ongoing
efforts to support families and search the debris.

Each section identifies best practices and lessons learned from the Champlain Towers South collapse response.
These best practices and lessons learned will serve to further enhance Miami-Dade County’s planning and
processes for preparing for, responding to, and recovering from future events. We also hope that this report
will be of value to others as they prepare for and respond to emergencies in their communities.
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Timeline of Events
June 24

•

At 1:23 AM: 9-1-1 receives calls of a partial building collapse at Champlain Towers
South located at 8777 Collins Avenue, Surfside, FL 33154. There are reports of
trapped residents and potential casualties.

•

At approximately 1:30 AM: Miami-Dade Fire Rescue (MDFR) arrives on scene.
MDFR’s Urban Search and Rescue (USAR) team, Florida Task Force-1 (FL TF-1),
and other first responders rescue 37 residents, treating 10 individuals on scene and
transporting 4 to the hospital.

•

At 7:16 AM: The Town of Surfside and the City of Miami Beach law enforcement
supports the Miami-Dade Police Department to establish a Family Reunification
Center, at the Surfside Community Center, in order to reconnect victims with
families and provide information.

•

At 4:42 PM: Miami-Dade County Mayor Daniella Levine Cava declares a Local State
of Emergency.

June 25

•

At approximately 1:00 AM: President Joseph Biden signs an Emergency
Declaration, mobilizing Federal resources to assist State and local assets for
response and recovery operations and survivor support. The Champlain Towers
South building collapse is the third ever structural disaster to receive a Presidential
Disaster Declaration.

•

Morning: FL TF-1 and City of Miami’s FL TF-2 escalate search and rescue operations
to locate the missing. 159 individuals remain unaccounted for and the death toll
rises to four.

•

All Day: In support to the families and victims, community members begin to place
flowers, candles, and photos at the Surfside Tennis Center across the building
collapse site.

June 26

•

Afternoon: Florida Task Force 3, 4, and 6 arrive to assist with search and
rescue operations.

•

Evening: Firefighters contain the fire burning under the debris pile, which had
been hindering search and rescue efforts since the collapse.

June 27

•

Morning: The Israeli Defense Forces’ USAR Team arrives to assist with
search and rescue operations.

•

Afternoon: Families of the missing residents of Champlain Towers South are
allowed to visit the site while USAR teams continue the search for survivors.

•

Evening: Florida Task Forces 5, 7, and 8 arrive to assist with search and
rescue operations.
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June 29

•

At 7:00 AM: Removal of debris to the offsite debris location commences, in
coordination with the Florida Department of Transportation.

June 30

•

All Day: Family Assistance Center (FAC) operations are moved to the Sea View Hotel.
26 community organizations supported FAC operations by providing services to meet
families’ basic needs, including grief counseling, financial, mental health services, and
other support services.

July 1

•

Search and rescue work pauses for over 14 hours while structural engineers on site
assess the stability of the still-standing portion of the building after reports of shifting.

•

President Joseph Biden and First Lady Jill Biden travel to Surfside and hold a private
meeting with the victims and families displaced by the collapse. Subsequently, the
President and First Lady visit response personnel and first responders.

•

In the Caribbean Sea, Tropical Storm Elsa forms with Miami-Dade County within the
5-day forecast cone.

July 2

•

Virginia Task Force-2 arrives on site to assist the search and rescue mission.

•

Ohio Task Force-1 and Pennsylvania Task Force-1 arrive on site to assist the search and
rescue mission.

July 3

•

Tropical Storm Elsa strengthens into a Category 1 hurricane.

•

At 9:54 AM: Mayor Daniella Levine Cava declares a Local State of Emergency in
preparation for Tropical Storm Elsa, ensuring resource mobilization and contingency
planning for Miami-Dade County. Hurricane Elsa is forecast to affect Miami-Dade
County as a tropical storm within 3 days.

•

At 4:00 PM: Search and rescue teams from Indiana and New Jersey arrive to assist with
search and rescue operations. Officials halt search and rescue operations to coordinate
the demolition of the remainder of the building. There are concerns that Tropical Storm
Elsa will contribute to a secondary collapse.

July 4

•

At 10:30 PM: The remainder of Champlain Towers South is demolished, allowing
search and rescue operations to resume safely.

July 6

•

Early Morning: After being downgraded to a tropical storm, the outer bands of Tropical
Storm Elsa move over Miami-Dade County. As a result, search and rescue and debris
removal operations are paused due to frequent lightning.
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July 7

•

At 7:00 PM: Search and rescue operations transition to search and recovery. To mark
this transition, first responders and local officials gather outside the collapse site for
a moment of silence to recognize the lives lost. The death toll rises to 54, and 86
individuals remain unaccounted for.

July 10

•

Evening: Mayor Levine Cava presents the members of the Israeli Defense Forces’ USAR
Team with a key to the county in recognition of their service to the families and victims
of the collapse, prior to the Team’s departure.

July 23

•

At 12:00 PM: The search for bodies concludes. The remaining USAR Teams, FL TF-1 and
FL TF-2, end operations and leave the site.

July 26

•

At 4:45 PM: Mayor Levine Cava holds press conference to announce that the Miami-Dade
County Medical Examiner Department has identified the remains of the last missing
victim, bringing the total casualties to 98.

August 24

•

At 8:00 PM: Dozens of community members and victims’ families, along with
Mayor Levine Cava, gather at the Wall of Hope and Memorial for a multi-faith vigil
to commemorate two months since the collapse.

August 30

•

Morning: HistoryMiami Museum begins to catalog, remove, and preserve the items
from the Wall of Hope and Memorial to be utilized at a permanent memorial site.

Present
•

Miami-Dade County continues to meet bi-weekly with the impacted
families and Jewish Community Services to provide support.
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A Defining Moment
Initial Response
On June 24th, 2021, shortly after 1:00 a.m., witnesses reported hearing
sounds of an explosion from a 12-story building in the Town of Surfside. Soon
after, 911 dispatchers received numerous calls from community members
in surrounding buildings and from residents within the partially collapsed
structure. Miami-Dade Fire Rescue’s (MDFR) Engine 76 from Bay Harbor
Island was one of the first to arrive at 88th Street and Collins Avenue,
approximately at 1:30 a.m.

The partial collapse of Champlain Towers South reduced over half of the
12-story condominium to rubble. Of the 136 apartment units, 84 collapsed.
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“Arrival at 88th and Collins. We have a 12-story building with most of the building gone.
It’s going to be a high priority. We’re going to need TRTs [Technical Rescue Teams], we’re
going to need a full assignment on this, everybody. A quarter of the building is left, we
still have people standing upstairs that still need to be evacuated.”
The building pancaked, with top floors crashing down in succession. The National Institute of Standards and
Technology (NIST) is still investigating the cause of the collapse. In the remaining structure, residents, prompted
by an internal alarm, exited the building. Elevator shafts and stairwells were damaged and obstructed, forcing
residents to call for help from balconies. Red and blue lights flashed through the smoke, dust, and ash; within
minutes of the collapse, more than 80 units of local and County emergency responders converged on the scene.
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Emergency Response
The close relationship between Miami-Dade Fire Rescue and Miami-Dade Police Department enabled quick
coordination to secure the scene, including establishing a perimeter around the site and controlling traffic.
Responding firefighters and law enforcement immediately conducted search and rescue operations in the early
morning hours. First responders rescued four residents from the remains of the building and evaluated their
condition in triage units. In the remaining portion of the tower, fire rescue personnel found residents in stairwells
and hallways and guided them to apartment balconies, where 33 residents were escorted down fire engine ladders
to safety. Miami-Dade Police Department and local law enforcement commenced investigative procedures and
perimeter control to support rescue operations to ensure safety and site security. In collaboration with Miami-Dade
Office of Emergency Management, law enforcement aided survivors and families.
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The rescue effort engaged multiple agencies and jurisdictions:
MIAMI-DADE FIRE RESCUE:

Served as the coordinating agency for the search and rescue operation and emergency medical services. Mobilized
the Special Operations Division Chief for technical rescue and hazardous material and the Urban Search and
Rescue Chief for search and rescue operations.
MIAMI-DADE POLICE DEPARTMENT:

Supported MDFR in initial response, served as lead investigatory agency, managed notification of next of kin and
evidence control, and helped establish and maintain the social service provision for survivors and families at the
Family Assistance Center.
MIAMI-DADE OFFICE OF EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT:

Activated the Emergency Operations Center at a full-scale Level 1 activation, integrated County agencies into the
response operation and facilitated collaboration, and helped establish and maintain the social service provision for
survivors and families.
MUNICIPALITIES:

14 municipalities from across Miami-Dade County as well as municipalities from Broward County provided law
enforcement resources to assist traffic control, site perimeter, logistics, and Family Assistance Center operations.
TOWN OF SURFSIDE:

Helped establish and maintain the social service provision for survivors and families at the Family Assistance
Center and provided law enforcement resources to support Miami-Dade Police Department.
FLORIDA DIVISON OF EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT (FDEM):

Offered stand-by support for coordinating search and rescue resources and personnel, and funding search and
rescue operations.
FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY (FEMA):

Offered stand-by support for coordinating search and rescue resources and personnel, support for survivors, and
funding for the first 30 days of emergency operations.
FLORIDA URBAN SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAMS:

Mobilized and deployed to the site for initial search and rescue operations.
FEDERAL URBAN SEARCH AND RESCUE TEAMS:

Mobilized and deployed to the site to assist search and rescue operations.
INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS:

Provided support for search and rescue operations with task forces from Israel and Mexico.
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Impact on Families & Residents
With the early morning rescue underway, family members and survivors began gathering at the Surfside
Community Center, designated by the Town of Surfside and Miami-Dade County as the Family Assistance Center.
By daybreak, responding agencies were fully on scene, ramping up to provide food, clothing, gift cards, and
other essentials to survivors of the collapse. Miami-Dade County responders identified residents of Champlain
Towers South and immediately provided them with hotel accommodations and mental health services. MiamiDade Police Department launched the process of victim identification, taking DNA samples from family members
and documenting personal information that would be helpful in identification. Local and County responders
continuously presented updates concerning the search and rescue operation and information on support services
to keep the families informed throughout the day and into the night. On the day of the incident, coordination
and collaboration between Mayor Daniella Levine Cava, the state, and the White House ensured that a local and
federal emergency disaster declaration would continue to provide resources to support the emergency response
operation as well as the needs of victims and impacted families.
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A Defining Moment

Best Practices & Lessons Learned

INCIDENT COMMAND

•

Miami-Dade County quickly activated response structures and established incident command at the site.
Experience gained from past incidents and events as well as through training and exercise established a
strong foundation of collaboration among responders from municipalities and the County.

•

Miami-Dade County is increasing training of County emergency response personnel on incident
command system principles and capabilities, in accordance with the National Incident Management
System (NIMS). Additional training will enhance response agencies’ shared understanding of incident
command principles and capabilities.

RESOURCES

•

Miami-Dade County will procure additional modular-designed command units to improve multi-agency
incident response capabilities to aid future response efforts.

•

Miami-Dade County has identified and implemented a standard access and control system for incidents
of similar scope, size, and complexity. Implementing a standard access and control system ensures site
security and responder accountability to protect the safety of responders.

MUTUAL AID

•

Mutual aid request and communication processes functioned effectively to bring resources to the scene,
aided by the experience of regional municipalities in resource sharing due to exercises and collaboration
during previous incidents. Miami-Dade County will continue to conduct exercises and training with all
Miami-Dade County municipalities to prepare for the deployment of mutual aid resources.
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A Whole Community Response
Local Community Support
Local businesses, nonprofit groups, faith-based entities, and other
community organizations assisted in providing aid in collaboration and
partnership with the government response. In the 24 hours after the
collapse, and in the weeks and months that followed, community support
arrived in many forms—monetary donations, in-kind donations, food,
prayer, and compassion. Donations of essential items continued to arrive
at the Surfside Community Center. Food trucks and local kitchens served
hot meals to impacted individuals and emergency responders, coordinated
by World Central Kitchen, Food Rescue U.S., and Mercy Chefs. Across
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from the community center, the Surfside Shul opened their kitchen and prepared kosher meals for Jewish
families and survivors. Local restaurants signed up for feeding timeslots at the incident site and the Family
Assistance Center. Volunteer Florida assisted with the coordination of volunteers and donations as well as
supporting case management and Family Assistance Center operations.

Residents from across Miami-Dade County quickly reacted to the tragedy and pooled together financial
resources to help victims and families. Local organizations created multiple donation funds for the victims
and families, totaling over $3 million. The Miami Foundation, Coral Gables Community Foundation, Key
Biscayne Community Foundation, Marlins Fund, Surfside Shul, Jewish Community Services, Catholic
Charities, Neighbors 4 Neighbors, United Way, Direct Relief, Jewish Federation, and Global Empowerment
Mission engaged in charitable fundraising efforts to support the Surfside community. Local nonprofits and
faith-based organizations provided physical donations and emotional and spiritual support through mental
health counseling and long-term case management. The Miami-Dade County Mayor’s Director of Civic and
Philanthropic Partnerships engaged in coordination with these organizations.
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A Whole of Government Approach
Cooperation and coordination between the local, state, and federal levels was integral to the success of the
response operation. In addition to the Town of Surfside’s initial law enforcement and family reunification
presence, law enforcement, logistics support, and other resources immediately poured in from municipalities
across Miami-Dade County in response to the collapse. On the day of the incident, coordination and
collaboration between Mayor Daniella Levine Cava, the state, and the White House ensured that a local
and federal emergency disaster declaration would continue to provide resources to support the emergency
response operation as well as the needs of victims and impacted families.

The Emergency Declaration signed by President Biden shortly after midnight on June 25 immediately
mobilized federal assistance to provide support for the search operation, needs of survivors, and funding
for the first 30 days of emergency response operations and investigation into the cause of the collapse.
FEMA personnel worked hand in hand with the Miami-Dade County Incident Management Team, and the
mobilization of federal search and rescue teams augmented local and state task forces for the search and
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rescue mission. On the day of the collapse, the Florida Division of Emergency Management deployed
personnel from the State Emergency Response Team to assist the response. Miami-Dade County also
collaborated with the state to quickly identify a site where the debris could be moved. The state also
agreed to fund all search and rescue operations.

While state and federal task forces played an integral role in the search and rescue mission, state and
federal agencies also provided economic aid, transportation, engineering, health and safety, and mental
and social support. Representatives from the Town of Surfside, the State of Florida and Florida Division
of Emergency Management, and FEMA worked together as part of Unified Command, and coordination
briefings amongst all agencies were held daily prior to press briefings.
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International Solidarity & Response
The global community was an immediate witness to the tragedy, and prayer and hope quickly filled
newspapers and social media. Search and rescuers from across the United States were joined by teams from
Mexico and Israel. The Israel Defense Forces National Rescue Unit and Mexico-based nonprofit group Cadena
International shared operational expertise, technology, and innovations, augmenting the search and rescue
operation. International cooperation underscored a shared humanity and connection that emerged during the
whole community response.
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The collapse drew global attention and worldwide media coverage:

GERMANY

“Multi-story building near Miami Beach partially collapsed”
– Der Spiegel

ENGLAND

“Miami building collapse leaves 99 people unaccounted for”
– British Broadcasting Corporation

BRAZIL

“Building partially collapses in Miami area”
– Globo

ISRAEL

“One dead, nearly a hundred unaccounted for in Miami
condo collapse”
– Haaretz
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“In recognition of your unrelenting dedication, compassionate service
commitment to the victims and survivors of the Surfside tragedy”
Collaboration between Israeli Defense Forces, Cadena International, and Miami-Dade Fire Rescue search
and rescue teams allowed the response operation to scour the pile rapidly and comprehensively for
survivors. The support provided by the Israel Defense Forces search and rescue team reinforced the skill
and expertise of Miami-Dade Fire Rescue, the Florida task forces, and the federal search and rescue
teams. Mayor Daniella Levine Cava honored the Israel Defense Forces team with a key to the County for
their act of solidarity.
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02

A Whole Community Response

Best Practices & Lessons Learned

COMMUNICATION AND COORDINATION

•

Response partners from the local, state, and federal levels held daily meetings prior to public briefings
to ensure coordination and cohesive messaging. Due to the communication and coordination benefits
of holding these meetings, the County will continue to train, exercise and integrate these meetings into
standard response procedures.

•

Because of effective implementation of unified command, the County was able to identify and utilize
the unique capabilities of international, federal, state, and local mutual aid assets. For example, the
County implemented Israel Defense Forces’ interview techniques that were used to support modeling
for the search and rescue mission. Miami-Dade County will continue to encourage a culture of open
collaboration among responders.

FEEDING AND DONATIONS

•

Miami-Dade County will institute best practices from the feeding and donations management
procedures for future operations. This will include expanding partnerships with food and donations
nonprofits and ensuring cultural sensitivity and dietary considerations. The feeding operation and its
utilization of community partners provided effective and nutritious options for affected residents and
responding personnel.

CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

•

The response successfully incorporated liaison functions and adaptations for religious and cultural
diversity of the victims and their family members. The County will continue to build these capabilities
through additional identification and training of cultural and religious liaisons and early engagement of
these liaisons during a response.
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Support Services
The Process of Reunification
The Family Assistance Center at the Surfside Community Center was the initial
location where residents and families separated during the evacuation from
the collapse could reunify and acquire basic needs, emotional counseling, and
information. Emergency response personnel provided resources for survivors.
Miami-Dade Police Department assumed operations from Miami Beach Police
Department and began collecting information on missing persons to help
the search and rescue operation and identification of missing individuals. A
database with all family information, including DNA samples, gave response
personnel a resource for searching and identifying missing residents. Within
the initial days after the collapse, response leadership transitioned the Family

15

CH AMP LAIN T OWER COLLAPSE: A REPORT ON THE RES PO N S E

Assistance Center to the Sea View Hotel to provide services for survivors and affected families. The
Surfside Community Center remained a gathering place for friends and community residents to share
emotional support.

Assistance to Families
The Family Assistance Center at the Sea View Hotel served as a single location where impacted families
from the collapsed Champlain Towers could receive relevant social services and updates on the incident
response progress. Under the leadership of Miami-Dade County’s Community Action and Human
Services Department, the Family Assistance Center offered 35 providers of resources, including childcare,
Florida Department of Motor Vehicles, Social Security Administration, insurance, healthcare, library and
electronic services, financial services, United States Postal Service, transportation, airlines, and other
recovery support. The Family Assistance Center also implemented a virtual component to create greater
flexibility for families. After the immediate period of the response, family assistance transitioned to a
dedicated, long-term case management service handled by nonprofit partners.
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Family Meetings & Victim Advocacy
Miami-Dade Police Department conducted victim advocacy and notification of next of kin at the Sea View
Hotel. After verifying a DNA sample match between the family and the victim, Miami-Dade Police Department
notified family and next of kin. Chief Raied Jadallah of Miami-Dade Fire Department conducted meetings with
the impacted families twice daily. Miami-Dade County emphasized the family’s well-being and issued updates
concerning the identification of victims. Once families were briefed, Mayor Levine Cava and other response
leadership held twice daily press conferences to deliver pertinent information on the response to the public.
The sequencing of family briefings and media briefings provided families and loved ones with information before
broader public release, ensuring that families would learn important information from County personnel, rather
than through media, and not be surprised.
Miami-Dade Police Department and Miami-Dade Fire Rescue also coordinated to allow families to visit the
incident site and watch search and rescue personnel at work on numerous occasions, with the first visit taking
place just a few days after the collapse on June 27th. These visits served as a significant emotional milestone for
families in seeing the efforts being taken to find their loved ones and in processing their grief.
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03

Support Services

Best Practices & Lessons Learned

FAMILY BRIEFINGS

•

Miami-Dade County was sensitive to the need for families to be informed of any updates prior to the general
public. The County held family briefings initially twice each day to answer questions and provide updates
on search and rescue and recovery efforts prior to information being released to the public. The County is
committed to sustaining this process in future response operations.

FAMILY ASSISTANCE OPERATIONS

•

Response personnel established a strong connection with family members. Family members have expressed
their gratitude to all response personnel and recognized the County’s victim service advocates, search and
rescue personnel, and investigation officers with whom they interacted on a daily basis, and who comforted
them through this difficult time.

•

Miami-Dade County recognizes the importance of having a consistent team working with families throughout
an emergency response. The County recognized the need for family members to see the incident site
and the locations where the building debris is being stored. The County coordinated site visits providing
transportation and erecting a pathway where family members could safely view the site. The County is
revising its family assistance plan to document the process for coordinating site visits for family members.

•

Miami-Dade County relied upon hotels to serve as a Family Assistance Center location. Miami-Dade County
will revise its family assistance plan to document all of the lessons learned related to operating a Family
Assistance Center in non-traditional settings and train additional County staff and community partners on
current and revised guidelines for family assistance operations and associated support services.

SUPPORT SERVICES COORDINATION

•

Miami-Dade County agencies and municipal, state, federal, private, and nonprofit partners worked together
to coordinate services for the impacted families and survivors and organize external information to prioritize
their needs. Miami-Dade County will continue to emphasize a whole of government approach for family
support services.

•

Miami-Dade County is working with lead agencies to implement resources for long-term emotional support
for impacted populations—including emergency responders, survivors, and victims’ families. Incident-related
trauma often requires long-term case management.
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Responders
Multi-Agency Approach
Local search and rescue teams arrived on scene and assessed the stability
of the structure, the number of individuals needing rescue, and the triage
of survivors. Florida Task Force-1, which is part of Miami-Dade Fire Rescue,
immediately began search and rescue operations followed shortly by Florida
Task Force-2 from the City of Miami under mutual aid just one day after the
collapse. The task forces, with 80 personnel each, worked around the clock,
12 hours on and 12 hours off, for the duration of their deployment until July
23rd. Within 48 hours after the collapse, six additional Florida state search and
rescue task forces were ordered, mobilized, and responded to the scene. Over
450 members of the Florida task forces worked continuously for seven days;
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Florida task force personnel were rotated and replaced with five FEMA search and rescue teams from Indiana,
New Jersey, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Virginia.

As lead agency for search and rescue, Miami-Dade Fire Rescue established an organizational structure that
allowed for coordination of multiple agencies and jurisdictions. Miami-Dade County utilized the Incident
Command System (ICS) to guide the response. ICS is a national standardized approach for the command and
coordination of multiple agencies in emergencies. Principles of ICS are incorporated and institutionalized in
the County’s response management and in the policies and procedures of its response agencies. Utilizing ICS,
Miami-Dade County incorporated mutual aid resources provided by every other municipality in the County. For
example, support from municipal law enforcement agencies was integral throughout the response—from the
City of Miami Beach’s personnel checking for victims in the initial aftermath to the City of Homestead providing
a command vehicle.
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A Complex Response
In the initial days, crews on site battled heavy smoke from fires burning beneath the rubble, slowing down search
efforts, out of caution. By June 26th, firefighters had contained the blaze. Two other major challenges confronted
response personnel: the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the South Florida summer weather. Responders
implemented COVID-19 safety protocols, such as wearing masks and other personal protective equipment. In
addition to the heat and humidity, rescue workers faced frequent storms, which sometimes brought heavy rain,
wind, and lightning.

The threat of secondary collapse or falling debris from the remaining portion of the building was a factor in
operations in the first 10 days as workers searched the rubble for victims and removed debris. Structural engineers
monitored the structure’s stability, and personnel secured large debris hanging from exposed floors. Search and
rescue operations were stalled in some portions of the building and debris pile due to safety risks. Shortly after
2:00 a.m. on July 1st, search and rescue work paused and personnel were evacuated after monitors detected
movement in debris on the standing structure and in the debris pile below. At approximately 4:40 p.m., work
resumed after structural engineers assessed the remaining structure and concluded it was safe to continue for the
time being.
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One storm changed the course of the operation: Tropical Storm Elsa, which formed in the Caribbean Sea on July
1st with Miami-Dade County in its projected path. Planning for the storm contributed to the decision to demolish
the still-standing portion of Champlain Towers South. Given existing concerns over the building’s stability, there
was worry that the storm would contribute to a secondary collapse and imperil responders and potential survivors.
Demolition of the remaining building would also allow responders access to the restricted and inaccessible areas,
which had been restricted due to the potential for the building to collapse on the search site. At 4:00 p.m. on July
3rd, officials made the decision to temporarily halt search and rescue to prepare for the planned demolition of the
building. The remainder of Champlain Towers South was successfully demolished at 10:30 p.m. on July 4th.

The controlled demolition of the building cleared the way for search and rescue personnel to safely resume the
search for victims. As Tropical Storm Elsa skirted north along the Florida Gulf Coast, the outer bands of the storm
lashed the site with heavy rain, wind, and lightning on July 6th. Response personnel remained dedicated to their
search and providing answers to families in need.
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Transition to Recovery
After extensive evaluation of the likelihood of finding additional survivors in the rubble, Mayor Levine Cava
announced on July 7th the transition from a search and rescue operation to a search and recovery mission.
At 7:00 p.m., first responders and local officials gathered outside the collapse site for a 15-minute moment of
silence to recognize the lives lost, concluding the nearly two-week search for survivors. Rescuers continued
searching the pile of rubble for the remaining victims, although with no expectation of finding any alive.

With no more concern of a secondary collapse, the demolition of the building cleared the way to safely
and diligently search the debris pile, allowing rescue teams to operate 24/7 for the recovery of victims. As
dozens of bodies were recovered from the rubble over the two weeks following, command staff planned for
the transition of response leadership from Miami-Dade Fire Rescue to Miami-Dade Police Department. The
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) collected extensive field data to determine the causes
and patterns of the collapse.

The last remaining search and rescue teams, Florida Task Force-1 and Florida Task Force-2, left the site in a
procession following the recovery of the last body on July 23rd. On July 26th, Mayor Levine Cava announced
at a press conference that the Miami-Dade Medical Examiner’s office had identified the remains of the last
victim. In total, the collapse led to the tragic loss of 98 lives.

With the search mission concluded, Miami-Dade Police Department took over the transition to recovery as
they remained on site to continue the investigation into the deaths of the victims and the search for personal
belongings and property in the building.
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04

Responders

Best Practices & Lessons Learned

INCIDENT COMMAND

•

As the remaining sections of the Champlain Towers South building posed a significant safety risk to
the responders, the decision on how and when to implode the remaining structure required extensive
coordination with building officials, engineers, and incident command leadership working closely together
to develop a plan for its demolition. The plan was perfectly executed, efficiently conducted, and effectively
communicated. Miami-Dade County will continue to rely on the technical expertise of trusted partners during
emergency response operations.

•

The Champlain Towers South building collapse response was complex, requiring expertise from numerous
traditional and non-traditional response organizations. Miami-Dade County is reviewing command and
coordination processes and conducting incident command trainings to ensure the inclusion of relevant subject
matter experts in future incidents and that all appropriate departments, agencies, and jurisdictions are
integrated into the command structure.

•

Miami-Dade County is committed to protecting the safety of all response personnel including investing
in additional air monitoring response technology to ensure that all safety protocols are consistently
implemented.

RESOURCE REQUESTS

•

Quickly procuring response resources is critical to the success of any emergency response effort. Miami-Dade
County will provide ongoing training for all response partners on the resource request process to support
efficient acquisition of supplies, equipment, and expertise needed.

TRANSITION TO RECOVERY

•

Miami-Dade Fire Rescue and Miami-Dade Police Department worked together to plan the transition to
recovery and leadership between agencies. Miami-Dade Police Department, Miami-Dade Fire Rescue, and the
Office of Emergency Management are committed to documenting lessons learned about the transition process
and conducting training and exercise to ensure that these skills remain well-honed.
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Loss & Resolution
Grieving at Surfside
Throughout this event, the community came together in countless ways to
build a supportive environment for both grief and hope. The County deployed
mental health and spiritual services to address the needs of first responders.
Impacted family members were provided mental and emotional support
through the Family Assistance Center, and supported by victim advocates
supplied by the Miami-Dade Police Department. Family and friends of those
in Champlain Towers South gathered at the Surfside Community Center for
information in the hours following the collapse. Neighbors converged on the
streets and beach near the building to comfort one another and offer words
of encouragement to first responders. On the evening of June 27th, dozens
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of people joined the families of the missing to share in their grief during a candlelight vigil at Surfside Beach.
After the July 7th announcement that the response operation would transition to a search and recovery mission
with no more expectation of finding survivors, family members and rescue workers joined together in a vigil at
the Surfside Wall of Hope & Memorial, where local faith leaders representing multiple religions led attendees in
prayer and a moment of silence.

On July 1st, President Joseph Biden and First Lady Jill Biden traveled to Surfside, where they met privately
with the families of the victims and families displaced by the collapse for over three hours to offer comfort and
support. Afterwards, they spoke with response personnel, and President Biden reflected on his own experiences,
emphasizing the importance of first responders. The President and First Lady then placed flowers at the Wall of
Hope & Memorial. Grief at Surfside was a broadly shared experience, but an experience that brought people from
far and wide together.
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Memorializing Loss
On the morning of June 25th, Miami resident Leo Soto, a former high school classmate of one of the victims,
drove to Surfside after printing photos of some of the missing residents from social media and gathering flowers
from local florist shops. Joined by a local church group nearby, they placed the photos and flowers at the fence of
the Surfside Tennis Center, a block from the collapse site. By the evening, others came to the fence to add their
own items in support of the victims of the collapse.

Over the coming days and weeks, the number of items at the fence continued to expand, and the location became
known as the Surfside Wall of Hope and Memorial. The Wall of Hope and Memorial became a refuge for the
bereaved and grieving family members, friends, and first responders. People from across Miami-Dade, the state
of Florida, and the world, visited the wall, where they placed candles, artwork, flowers, and notes of hope and
respect for the families, first responders, and victims. Firefighters working on the pile brought toys and stuffed
animals uncovered from the rubble, still coated in dust. Many family members of the victims made daily visits to
the wall during the two-month period following the collapse. The memorial wall continued to flourish for those
who visited it, fresh flowers interwoven into the fence providing a sign of love and hope amidst tragedy.

Out of concern for the potential impacts of the remaining hurricane season, Miami-Dade County coordinated
with HistoryMiami Museum to help preserve the memorial wall. The County announced plans for the wall’s
preservation during the community vigil on August 24th, marking two months since the collapse. On the following
Monday, August 30th, museum staff members removed, catalogued, and archived items from the wall to take to
an offsite storage facility for safekeeping.
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The Mission Continues
On July 2nd, Miami-Dade Circuit Court Judge Michael Hanzman placed the Champlain Towers
South Condominium Association into receivership. Under the arrangement, an appointed
Receiver is responsible for managing the financial and legal affairs of the Champlain Towers
South Condominium Association for the benefit of impacted families. The Receiver administers
the Association’s property and assets as instructed by the court and distributes compensation
owed to the victims.

Dozens of lawsuits have been filed related to victims of the collapse. While the future of
the site remains outstanding, Judge Hanzman has approved an agreement to purchase the
property and an auction is scheduled to take place to maximize the amount of funds available
from the sale of the property to support the compensation of victims. Currently, a trial date
for the class-action lawsuit for the collapse has been scheduled for March 2023. More than
$200 million is estimated to be available for damages from the potential sale of the building,
insurance, and potential negligence claims. A court-appointed mediator is working to settle
disputes on how the money should be divided.

Family members and residents of Champlain Towers South experienced the loss of personal
belongings and family mementos. Miami-Dade County hauled debris from the site to an
offsite location and assigned officers to sift through the debris to locate personal effects. After
decontaminating the items for health and safety reasons, Miami-Dade Police Department
has been working with the Receiver on the distribution of collected personal belongings and
has begun the release of belongings to individuals. To date, Miami-Dade Police Department
continues to search the debris for remains and has offered families tours of the debris site.

Presently, Miami-Dade County maintains meetings with the impacted families and Jewish
Community Services, who has taken over long-term case management for the families, on
a biweekly basis to provide support.
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05

Loss & Resolution

Best Practices & Lessons Learned

MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

•

Miami-Dade County recognizes the need for sustained communication with impacted families into
the long-term. Miami-Dade County continues to meet with families at a regular cadence to provide
information on ongoing efforts in response to the incident as well as providing grief counseling and
mental health support.

•

Long-term mental health services will be integrated in response operations for both response personnel
and impacted families. All personnel across the breadth of response operations, from search and
rescue workers to staff at the Family Assistance Center, faced significant emotional stress in their work
responding to the collapse. Miami-Dade County is committed to ensuring that responders remain healthy
both physically and mentally.

MEMORIAL WALL

•

The memorial wall served as a vital gathering place for impacted families, response personnel, and the
broader community to share their grief and provide emotional support. Miami-Dade County coordinated
with HistoryMiami Museum to ensure the preservation of the memorial wall.

EVIDENTIARY PROCESS

•

Miami-Dade County will evaluate its procedure and policy for the disposition and return of property for
large-scale disasters, including cultural considerations. With the collapse and secondary demolition of
the building, residents and family members were not able to retrieve personal belongings. The County
continues to search the debris for remains and for personal belongings. Any personal belongings
recovered are decontaminated to comply with safety standards before being returned to owners.
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Looking Forward
Overview of Best Practices & Lessons Learned
Miami-Dade County is working to strengthen community resilience to
respond to the impacts of natural disasters. The County has learned many
critical lessons from the Champlain Towers South building collapse response
operation, and is applying best practices to procedures, plans, and policies
going forward. The following section aggregates best practices and lessons
learned throughout the report.
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SECTION

01

A Defining
Moment

INCIDENT COMMAND

•

Miami-Dade County quickly activated response structures and established incident
command at the site. Experience gained from past incidents and events as well
as through training and exercise established a strong foundation of collaboration
among responders from municipalities and the County.

•

Miami-Dade County is increasing training of County emergency response personnel
on incident command system principles and capabilities, in accordance with the
National Incident Management System (NIMS). Additional training will enhance
response agencies’ shared understanding of incident command principles and
capabilities.

RESOURCES

•

Miami-Dade County will procure additional modular-designed command units to
improve multi-agency incident response capabilities to aid future response efforts.

•

Miami-Dade County has identified and implemented a standard access and
control system for incidents of similar scope, size, and complexity. Implementing
a standard access and control system ensures site security and responder
accountability to protect the safety of responders.

MUTUAL AID

•

Mutual aid request and communication processes functioned effectively to bring
resources to the scene, aided by the experience of regional municipalities in
resource sharing due to exercises and collaboration during previous incidents.
Miami-Dade County will continue to conduct exercises and training with all MiamiDade County municipalities to prepare for the deployment of mutual aid resources.

SECTION

02

A Whole
Community
Response

COMMUNICATION AND COORDINATION

•

Response partners from the local, state, and federal levels held daily meetings
prior to public briefings to ensure coordination and cohesive messaging. Due to
the communication and coordination benefits of holding these meetings, the
County will continue to train, exercise and integrate these meetings into standard
response procedures.
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•

Because of effective implementation of unified command, the County was able
to identify and utilize the unique capabilities of international, federal, state, and
local mutual aid assets. For example, the County implemented Israel Defense
Forces’ interview techniques that were used to support modeling for the search and
rescue mission. Miami-Dade County will continue to encourage a culture of open
collaboration among responders.

FEEDING AND DONATIONS

•

Miami-Dade County will institute best practices from the feeding and donations
management procedures for future operations. This will include expanding
partnerships with food and donations nonprofits and ensuring cultural sensitivity
and dietary considerations. The feeding operation and its utilization of community
partners provided effective and nutritious options for affected residents and
responding personnel.

CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

•

The response successfully incorporated liaison functions and adaptations for
religious and cultural diversity of the victims and their family members. The
County will continue to build these capabilities through additional identification
and training of cultural and religious liaisons and early engagement of these
liaisons during a response.

SECTION

03

Support Services

FAMILY BRIEFINGS

•

Miami-Dade County was sensitive to the need for families to be informed of any
updates prior to the general public. The County held family briefings initially
twice each day to answer questions and provide updates on search and rescue and
recovery efforts prior to information being released to the public. The County is
committed to sustaining this process in future response operations.
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FAMILY ASSISTANCE OPERATIONS

•

Response personnel established a strong connection with family members.
Family members have expressed their gratitude to all response personnel and
recognized the County’s victim service advocates, search and rescue personnel,
and investigation officers with whom they interacted on a daily basis, and who
comforted them through this difficult time.

•

Miami-Dade County recognizes the importance of having a consistent team
working with families throughout an emergency response. The County recognized
the need for family members to see the incident site and the locations where
the building debris is being stored. The County coordinated site visits providing
transportation and erecting a pathway where family members could safely view the
site. The County is revising its family assistance plan to document the process for
coordinating site visits for family members.

•

Miami-Dade County relied upon hotels to serve as a Family Assistance Center
location. Miami-Dade County will revise its family assistance plan to document
all of the lessons learned related to operating a Family Assistance Center in nontraditional settings and train additional County staff and community partners on
current and revised guidelines for family assistance operations and associated
support services.

SUPPORT SERVICES COORDINATION

•

Miami-Dade County agencies and municipal, state, federal, private, and nonprofit
partners worked together to coordinate services for the impacted families and
survivors and organize external information to prioritize their needs. Miami-Dade
County will continue to emphasize a whole of government approach for family
support services.

•

Miami-Dade County is working with lead agencies to implement resources for
long-term emotional support for impacted populations—including emergency
responders, survivors, and victims’ families. Incident-related trauma often requires
long-term case management.
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SECTION

04

Responders

INCIDENT COMMAND

•

As the remaining sections of the Champlain Towers South building posed a
significant safety risk to the responders, the decision on how and when to implode
the remaining structure required extensive coordination with building officials,
engineers, and incident command leadership working closely together to develop
a plan for its demolition. The plan was perfectly executed, efficiently conducted,
and effectively communicated. Miami-Dade County will continue to rely on the
technical expertise of trusted partners during emergency response operations.

•

The Champlain Towers South building collapse response was complex, requiring
expertise from numerous traditional and non-traditional response organizations.
Miami-Dade County is reviewing command and coordination processes and
conducting incident command trainings to ensure the inclusion of relevant subject
matter experts in future incidents and that all appropriate departments, agencies,
and jurisdictions are integrated into the command structure.

•

Miami-Dade County is committed to protecting the safety of all response personnel
including investing in additional air monitoring response technology to ensuring
that all safety protocols are consistently implemented.

RESOURCE REQUESTS

•

Quickly procuring response resources is critical to the success of any emergency
response effort. Miami-Dade County will provide ongoing training for all response
partners on the resource request process to support efficient acquisition of supplies,
equipment, and expertise needed.

TRANSITION TO RECOVERY

•

Miami-Dade Fire Rescue and Miami-Dade Police Department worked together
to plan the transition to recovery and leadership between agencies. MiamiDade Police Department, Miami-Dade Fire Rescue, and the Office of Emergency
Management are committed to documenting lessons learned about the transition
process and conducting training and exercise to ensure that these skills remain
well-honed.
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SECTION

05

Loss &
Resolution

MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES

•

Miami-Dade County recognizes the need for sustained communication with
impacted families into the long-term. Miami-Dade County continues to meet with
families at a regular cadence to provide information on ongoing efforts in response
to the incident as well as providing grief counseling and mental health support.

•

Long-term mental health services will be integrated in response operations for
both response personnel and impacted families. All personnel across the breadth
of response operations, from search and rescue workers to staff at the Family
Assistance Center, faced significant emotional stress in their work responding to
the collapse. Miami-Dade County is committed to ensuring that responders remain
healthy both physically and mentally.

MEMORIAL WALL

•

The memorial wall served as a vital gathering place for impacted families, response
personnel, and the broader community to share their grief and provide emotional
support. Miami-Dade County coordinated with HistoryMiami Museum to ensure
the preservation of the memorial wall.

EVIDENTIARY PROCESS

•

Miami-Dade County will evaluate its procedure and policy for the disposition
and return of property for large-scale disasters, including cultural considerations.
With the collapse and secondary demolition of the building, residents and family
members were not able to retrieve personal belongings. The County continues to
search the debris for remains and personal belongings. Any personal belongings
recovered are decontaminated to comply with safety standards before being
returned to owners.
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