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A massive fire spread across
at least two structures and
threatened others in Charlotte’s
South Park neighborhood
Thursday morning. With the
bulk of flames under control
early afternoon, fire personnel
said potential hot-spots re-
mained under close watch.
Two workers who were in the

construction zone where the
fire broke out were not account-
ed for as of 5:30 p.m., officials
said. Nearby businesses, threat-
ened by the fire’s embers, evac-
uated and closed.
Local workers and residents

independently tried to put out
small fires that popped up along
the neighborhood’s closed

streets.
The five-alarm fire, which

reached temperatures above

2,000 degrees, caught at 9
a.m., Charlotte Fire Depart-
ment fire chief Reginald John-

son said at a news conference.
The earliest sign of trouble
came from a construction crew
member’s 911 call reporting a
trailer had caught fire inside
the garage, according to emer-
gency radio traffic obtained by
The Charlotte Observer via
Broadcastify.
The first firefighters to arrive

said the flaming trailer couldn’t
be moved. It wasn’t hooked up
to a vehicle, the radio traffic
indicates.
Workers evacuated as alarms

signaled more ladder trucks —
and eventually all-hands. The
initial vehicle fire escalated to a
structure fire almost immedi-
ately.
Fueled by the stacks of wood

littering the construction site,
the flames grew, and not every-
one could evacuate.
The first fire fighters to arrive

would deliver the harrowing
news: Two people were trapped
on an upper floor of the parking
garage, with the flames growing
a couple levels below them.
Crews rushing in were com-

manded to “back out” and
stand back within the first 20 to
30 minutes of working the fire
— as fire leaders saw the warn-
ing signs of an unstable struc-
ture, ready to collapse.
By 10 a.m., the garage par-

tially collapsed, according to
officials and emergency radio
traffic.
More than 90 firefighters

from five neighboring depart-
ments flocked to the SouthPark
Towers area through Thursday
afternoon. Stray flames and
fiery debris still whipped
around the area — near Fair-
view Road and Piedmont Row
Drive — at about 1:30 p.m.
The issue of construction

safety has recently been a sig-
nificant concern around fast-
growing Charlotte.
On Jan. 2, three Charlotte

construction workers died and
two others were injured when
scaffolding they were on col-
lapsed The three who died —
Jose Canaca, Gilberto Monico
Fernández and Jesus “Chuy”
Olivares — fell about 70 feet
while working at a construction
site on Morehead Street, near
uptown Charlotte and Dilworth.

SOME RESCUED, 2 MISSING
Firefighters rescued 15 work-

ers who got stuck in the build-
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Firefighters work the scene of a massive fire spread across at least two structures and threatening others
in Charlotte’s South Park neighborhood Thursday morning.

Two people missing
after garage collapse
in South Park fire
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Charlotte Fire Department

A photo from the street outside the massive fire in South Park.
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Heroic acts unfolded during
the massive five-alarm fire in
Charlotte’s South Park area

Thursday morning.
The most dramatic involved a

trapped crane operator rescued
as thick smoke billowed from the
apartment complex under con-
struction that soon was de-
stroyed by the rapidly spreading

flames.
Video showed a firefighter

climbing a ladder toward the
worker and both eventually
walking down to safety.
Firefighters climbed at least

100 feet up the crane toward

the operator, Queen City News
reported, citing Waxhaw Fire
Chief Gregory Sharpe.
The crane operator was

rescued about 10:50 a.m., near-
ly 1 1/2 hours after the fire
started, WSOC reported.
Firefighters had to spray lots

of water on the crane so it
wouldn’t collapse, Charlotte Fire
Chief Reginald Johnson said.
The operator had already

Acts of bravery on display
during Thursday’s 5-alarm fire
BY JOE MARUSAK
jmarusak@charlotteobserver.com
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The Supreme Court on Thurs-
day dismissed a major challenge
to the internet’s legal shield
known as Section 230, which
has long protected social media
websites from being sued for
what users post there.
In a short unsigned opinion,

the court said it would not rule
on the potentially momentous
issue because the plaintiffs who
sued had no valid claims that
Twitter or Google had aided
terrorists, an allegation that was
at the heart of their lawsuit.
The outcome came as relief for

the social media sites including
Facebook and YouTube that have
grown and prospered thanks to
the protections set by Congress at
the dawn of the internet.
“This is a huge win for free

speech on the internet,” said
NetChoice Litigation Center
Director Chris Marchese. “The
court was asked to undermine
Section 230 – and declined.”
But the justices left open the

question that first drew their
attention, which suggests it
could return in a future case.
Section 230 had been dubbed

“the 26 words that created the
Internet” because it said “inter-
active computer service” can be
a platform for free speech and
shall not be “treated as the pub-
lisher or speaker of any informa-
tion” posted there.
While publishers and broad-

casters can be sued for whatever
they print or put on the air,
interactive websites are shielded
under the law.
In recent years, critics com-

plained that social media com-
panies were pushing the limits
of those protections by using
computer algorithms to steer
users toward content that might
be of interest to them based on
their past activity. At times
those algorithms direct users to
content that could be deemed as
dangerous, violent or offensive.
Critics argued that even if

companies are not held liable for
what their users post, these sug-
gestions to guide users to similar
content should not be protected
and are essentially the speech of
the companies.
The Supreme Court had never

ruled on Section 230, but last
year it sent a shudder through
much of the high tech industry
when it agreed to hear a pair of
cases that challenged the legal
immunity for websites.

High court
dismisses
challenge to
internet’s
legal shield
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