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Statement on the devastating fire at 80 Albert Street fire, Marshalltown

by the Collective Voices for Health Access Coalition, and others

7 September 2023 - The Collective Voices for Health Access coalition expresses its deep sadness on
the 80 Albert Street fire tragedy that occurred in the early hours of 31 August 2023. The fire claimed
at least 77 lives and 88 were left with injuries. Many survivors find themselves without shelter and in
many circumstances, without any of their possessions or documents.

Alongside our distress at this tragedy, we are disturbed by the immediate responses to the fire by
City officials who have sought to assign blame rather than reflecting on the tragedy itself. Blame has
been directed at NGOs who have worked over many years to ensure the dignity of people, both from
South Africa and elsewhere, living in buildings like 80 Albert Street. The victims themselves have also
been blamed — for being poor, for being non-nationals, and for seeking shelter in so-called “hijacked”
buildings.

These attempts by opportunistic politicians and government officials serve to divert attention from
the failures of their own departments to deal appropriately and fairly with dangerous unofficially
occupied buildings in Johannesburg. The haste with which fingers have been pointed at organisations
like the Socio-Economic Rights Institute (SERI) and Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR) is not only a
deliberate deflection from government responsibilities but also such accusations stoke the fire of
xenophobia and anti-poor rhetoric in the city. This endangers many more lives across South Africa
and threatens the work of our colleagues across civil society. Claims by the City of Johannesburg's
"Transport MMC Kenny Kunene, City of Joburg Council Speaker Colleen Makhubele City of
Johannesburg MMC for Public Safety, Mgcini Tshwaku blaming the victims of the fire or NGOs and
providing assurances that they have tried to deal with the issue of “hijacked” buildings falsely imply
that an appropriate alternative plan was made to relocate those living there. SERI, for example, has
clearly stated that they did not litigate against the City of Johannesburg in relation to 80 Albert Street
yet have “consistently tried to engage the City to improve conditions in its shelters, to no avail”.

80 Albert Street was a historic building and became a temporary home to many over the years.
Formerly the Centre Pass Office of the Apartheid era in which the “Dompas” was issued to control
the movement of Black Africans in and out of the city in 1994, the building was converted into a
women'’s hostel and was re-named the Usindiso Women's Shelter for abused Women and Children.
While it was still a shelter, a room full of apartheid archives was found in the basement of 80 Albert
Street yet, despite requests for these archives to be protected and preserved this was not done, and
it is assumed that they are all lost in the fire. Usindiso closed in 2018 after shelter staff were forced
to leave the building.



https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-09-03-deadly-fire-prompts-city-of-joburg-to-seek-legal-clarity-on-evictions-from-hijacked-buildings/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-08-31-city-of-johannesburg-points-finger-at-ngos-and-foreign-nationals-after-deadly-fire/
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-08-31-city-of-johannesburg-points-finger-at-ngos-and-foreign-nationals-after-deadly-fire/
https://www.iol.co.za/the-star/news/joburg-cbd-fire-sa-laws-protect-illegality-and-hijacking-of-buildings-says-transport-mmc-kunene-5525cc25-10a5-49cb-8756-5485a17fe486
https://ewn.co.za/2023/08/31/deadly-joburg-cbd-fire-could-have-been-avoided-says-makhubele
https://www.citizen.co.za/news/city-of-joburg-official-hijacked-buildings-litigation-fire/
https://seri-sa.org/index.php/latest-news/1315-press-statement-city-of-johannesburgs-wake-up-call-fire-at-usindiso-shelter-for-women-and-children-31-august-2023
https://www.theheritageportal.co.za/plaque/pass-office-80-albert-street
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2023-09-03-a-building-and-lives-left-to-burn-80-albert-street-must-be-remembered-in-this-way/

Collective Voices for Health Access calls for care and compassion for all survivors of the fire and their
families, for those who have lost loved ones and for those still living in dangerous buildings. We
stand in solidarity with SERI, LHR and other NGOs accused of being responsible for this tragedy, and
in other instances, threatened for assisting some of the most marginalised in our society in line with
our Constitution.

We call on the City of Johannesburg to urgently retract any statements made by authorities blaming
NGOs for the fire at 80 Albert Street, and to express their support for organisations like Gift of the
Givers, SERI, CORMSA, LHR and other entities and individuals in response to the fire, and their work
as human rights defenders. We support the creation of an independent inquiry into the cause of the
fire and those responsible for the deteriorating conditions in 80 Albert Street. The inquiry needs to
investigate in particular why this building was so neglected and how those responsible can so easily
turn on the victims and those who have tried to assist them.

Finally, we call on the City to urgently provide shelter and medical assistance to the survivors of the
fire, to facilitate the replacement of destroyed personal documents such as IDs, and to implement a
plan to provide safe and affordable accommodation for all who live in Johannesburg.

‘Collective Voices for Health Access’ (previously ‘Collective Voices against Health Xenophobia’) is a
coalition of more than 60 civil society organisations, activists, healthcare workers and researchers
who work on furthering social justice and challenging xenophobia within the health care sector.

Issued by Collective Voices for Health Access on 7 September 2023

Enquiries: Marlise Richter: marlise@healthjusticeinitiative.org.za

Individual Endorsements:

1. Africa Revival Foundation 15. Inner City Federation
2. Africa Solidarity Network(ASONET) 16. International Commission of Jurists
3. African Legal Students Association and 17. International Labour Research &
Justice Chapter Information Group
4. Amnesty International South Africa 18. Johannesburg Migrant Health Forum
5. Black Sash 19. Kopanang Africa Against Xenophobia
6. Foundation for Human Rights 20. My Vote Counts
7. Gauteng Housing Crisis Committee 21. Observatory Civic Association
(GHCC) 22. Scalabrini Centre of Cape Town
8. goGOGOgo 23. School of Public Health University of the
9. groundwork Western Cape
10. Friends of the Earth South Africa 24, SECTION27
11. Healing Nation Forum 25. Solidarity Action Committee Collective
12. Health and Human Rights programme in 26. Sonke Gender Justice
the School of Public Health at UCT 27. Women on Farms Project
13. Health Justice Initiative 28. Xenowatch

14. HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society)
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