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Introduction  
 

1. This is the Fire Brigades Union (FBU) submission to the Grenfell Tower inquiry terms of 

reference consultation, announced on 5 July 2017. The FBU is the democratic, professional 

voice of firefighters and other workers within fire and rescue services across the UK. We 

represent the majority of wholetime (full-time) and retained (part-time, on-call) operational 

firefighters and control staff across the UK, including 93% of all uniformed staff employed by 

the London Fire Brigade. 

 
2. The FBU is properly interested in the health and safety of firefighters in London and across 

the UK. The union’s executive council and its network of safety representatives have 

accumulated valuable knowledge and experience investigating serious incidents, thereby 

seeking to learn lessons and avoid recurrence. The FBU has unrivalled experience of inquests 

and investigations into fires in high rise residential tower blocks and associated deaths 

including most recently Harrow Court in Stevenage (2005) and Shirley Towers in 

Southampton (2010). The FBU’s fire safety adviser Dave Sibert assisted the investigation into 

the deaths at Lakanal House in Camberwell (2009).   

 
3. A guiding principle of the inquiry must be to include the wide range of voices of those 

affected by this tragedy. It means first and foremost listening to those directly affected by 

the fire in North Kensington, the former residents and those living immediately surrounding 

the tower, as well as the families of those killed and injured by the fire. We would also 

expect the inquiry to listen to the voices of operational firefighters and fire control staff. This 

also means listening to the FBU, the representative organisation of those firefighters who 

took the calls, fought the fire, made the rescues and will assist with the fire safety 

investigation. A range of firefighters and control staff should be heard, not just principal 

managers, so that the facts can come out. 
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What do you think the Inquiry should cover?  
 

4. The FBU believes the inquiry should cover: 

 

 The reasons why a domestic fire should grow to such a devastating size 

 The capacity of fire and rescue services nationally to respond to fires of this scale  

 The defects, acts and omissions that resulted in Grenfell Tower being so vulnerable to 
fire 

 Matters that have impacted on the fire safety regime over recent years and have 
created the environment where the aforementioned defects, acts and omissions could 
arise. 

 
5. The FBU welcomes the comments made in the consultation document, which indicate the 

inquiry “will need to examine all relevant circumstances leading up to and surrounding the 

fire at Grenfell Tower”. The union agrees that this “necessarily means looking at 

circumstances well beyond the design, construction and modification of the building itself”. 

In particular we welcome the commitment to look at “the role of relevant public authorities 

and contractors and the broader implications of the fire for the adequacy and enforcement 

of relevant regulations”, which we believe should include the fire and rescue service as a 

whole. We would appreciate clarification that the role, function and effectiveness of the 

whole fire and rescue service across the UK will be included in the inquiry. 

 
6. While we accept the inquiry will look at “the arrangements in place locally for handling 

emergencies of this sort”, it is not sufficient to restrict the investigation to the London Fire 

Brigade. We are aware that both Surrey and Kent fire and rescue services contributed 

material resources to the Grenfell fire and fire control staff from outside London dealt with 

calls long into the incident, so matters of resilience already extend beyond the individual fire 

and rescue service (LFB) involved. We would also expect the inquiry to assess overall 

national resilience for this kind of incident. The London Fire Brigade is the largest fire and 

rescue service in England and the FBU does not believe the same level of resources are 

currently available to tackle a similar tower block fire in other parts of the UK. We would 

appreciate clarification that the inquiry will examine the capacity of other fire and rescue 

services as well as overall national resilience capability. 

 
7. The FBU believes that the inquiry should urgently examine the resources available to fire 

and rescue services to respond to fires and other emergencies. The union has warned that 

the service has lost 11,000 frontline firefighters since 2010, almost one-in-five of the 

firefighting force across the UK. This inevitably has an impact on the provision of frontline 

services, including fire stations, fire engines and 999 response times. These reductions are 

the result of over 30% of central funding cuts under the coalition government (as assessed 

by the National Audit Office). A further 20% of central funding cuts are planned from 2016-

20, according to the local government settlement, which will further reduce capacity within 

individual services, as well as broader resilience. The FBU wants these reductions halted 

immediately and rescinded, with new investment made to ensure that firefighters can 

provide the service the public expects.  
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8. The FBU believes that the inquiry must examine the wider, long term regulatory regime that 

contributed to the fire. All relevant regulation should be evaluated – notably the Regulatory 

Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005, the Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004 (including national 

frameworks and Integrated Risk Management Plans, IRMP) and the Building Regulations. 

The inquiry should investigate the enforcement of fire safety legislation and the different 

enforcing authorities, including the number of firefighting personnel and hours devoted to 

this vital prevention work. It should examine the numbers of specialist personnel engaged in 

this work and the levels of training provided to them. 

 
9. The inquiry should also examine the guidance provided to accompany the Building 

Regulations, Approved Document B. This guidance is essential for communicating technical 

standards and for defining what compliance means under the regulations. The FBU would 

expect this guidance to be updated frequently, but we are aware this has not been the case 

in recent years. Approved Document B is particularly important in the context of the Grenfell 

Tower fire.  

 
10. There has been a long-running deregulation agenda, under the euphemisms of “better 

regulation” or “cutting red tape” as well as a “soft touch” enforcement agenda that has 

emphasised the impact on business rather than compliance with safety standards.  The 

inquiry should examine the impact of this on the robust application of fire safety provision. 

 
11. There are no longer national standards of fire cover, with a postcode lottery of local targets 

generally far below what was previously provided. The inquiry should examine the 

implications of the absence of national standards for national resilience and the 

preparedness for other similar events. 

 
12. The inquiry should examine the impact of the abolition of national level bodies such as the 

Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council (CFBAC) in 2003, with no adequate structures to 

replace them. The FBU believes this has led to a precipitous drop in the monitoring of fire 

safety developments in the UK and internationally. 

 
13. The inquiry should examine the levels of publicly funded fire research in the UK. We have 

seen the virtual disappearance of government-funded fire research in recent years, at a time 

when new building materials (such as cladding systems and insulation) have been 

introduced.  The real world fire performance of many materials is unknown. 

 
14. The FBU believes that the inquiry must investigate the almost total lack of any mandatory, 

legally enforced competency standards for anyone working in the broader fire industry. The 

issue of competent fire risk assessors was raised by the coroner’s inquest into the death of 

firefighter Stephen Hunt in 2013, and therefore is a matter of both public safety and 

firefighter safety.  

 
15. The FBU believes the Grenfell Tower inquiry should make a wide range of recommendations, 

just as previous fire inquiries such as the Popplewell (Bradford) and Fennell (Kings Cross) 

inquiries did. The union is pleased that the chair’s letter indicates that the inquiry “is 

intended to provide facts and recommendations to government and other authorities”. The 



 
4 

 

FBU would expect the inquiry to make specific recommendations aimed at all fire authorities 

across the UK, the Westminster government and the devolved administrations, and not 

confine its recommendations to the London Fire Brigade. We would appreciate clarification 

that the inquiry will make its recommendations applicable to all those bodies with statutory 

responsibility for fire safety. 

 

Is there any type of evidence that you think is essential for the Inquiry to obtain? 
 

16. The FBU believes that the inquiry should take a wide range of evidence from a broad array of 

sources. The FBU is uniquely placed to provide information on a range of issues as the prime 

UK wide body representing the professionals on the front line and being completely 

independent of local or national government. In particular the union would highlight the 

following types of evidence, which we can assist with:  

 The testimony of firefighters present at the incident, including their experience of the 
rescue work and any injuries sustained, their equipment, resources, breathing 
apparatus, personal protective equipment, reliefs and mental health support since 

 The testimony of control staff responsible for mobilising operational firefighters and 
advising members of the public by phone during the incident 

 The testimony of fire safety officers responsible for assessing the building and 
investigating the causes of the fire  

 The evidence of FBU officials and our fire safety specialists, who have practical 
experience of firefighting over many decades and day-to-day involvement in safety 
matters as part of their role. 

 
17. The FBU believes that the causes of this tragedy need to be traced to those at the highest 

levels of central government, and not restricted to local government, contractors and sub-

contractors. Therefore the inquiry will need to obtain a wide range of evidence at 

Westminster dealing with fire policy in recent decades. This would include:  

 Home Office, DCLG, ODPM and other government department documents dealing with 
fire safety 

 The reports of select committees discussing fire safety matters, which include written 
submissions and oral testimony relevant to this incident 

 Cabinet Office national risk assessments of national resilience from fire and other 
matters tackled by firefighters 

 The investigation should seek and obtain internal communications between relevant 
ministers and civil servants (including advisers on fire and rescue) on matters relating to 
the terms of reference. 

 
18. The FBU also believes that the inquiry needs to investigate the fire safety regime at a local 

level, including the role of Kensington and Chelsea borough council, its building control 

department, the way authorities’ have dealt with resident’s complaints, the use of multiple 

contractors, the role of consultants, the audit trails for plans and their implementation, the 

workmanship of refurbishments and the monitoring across the supply chain.  

 
19. The FBU will provide the inquiry with a wide range of evidence, including our warnings to 

central government and fire authorities on fire safety, planning and operational matters.  
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What should the Inquiry deal with in its interim report? What should be left for the main 
report, so the interim report can be published quickly? 
 

20. The FBU agrees that an interim report is a good way to explain the inquiry’s early findings 

and help shape further investigation. The interim report should as far as possible address the 

immediate factual information about the Grenfell Tower fire and the risks for similar 

buildings, and make urgent recommendations for landlords of residential high-rise buildings, 

and others with responsibilities for them, including councils and fire authorities. 

 
21. However the FBU does not believe the interim report should focus entirely on the 

immediate facts about the Grenfell tower fire, while leaving other matters leading up to it 

for the later report. In the first place, it is clear from the firefighters, police and other 

investigators on the site that they will not have a definitive picture of those who have died 

the a considerable time. Second, there are matters leading up to the fire that need to be 

highlighted early on, so that remedies can be implemented as a matter of urgency.  

 
22. The FBU believes that there is no ready formula for distinguishing the contents of the 

interim report from the main report. We therefore believe it is better for the inquiry to 

proceed with a wide brief, writing up your findings as far as you’ve reached by a certain date 

(e.g. 30 September 2017), publish the interim report and then continue with the main 

investigation. The discussion generated by the interim report should help shape further 

work and the main report.  

 
23. The FBU recognises that there may be some matters that cannot be properly addressed 

without necessarily compromising the police investigation, but would wish to scrutinise any 

such suggestion if it should arise. 

 
 

Would you like to be kept informed of the Inquiry’s work? How would you like to be 
contacted? 
 

24. The FBU is willing to play a significant part in the inquiry and wishes to be a core participant 

in the proceedings. The union will make written submissions and provide oral testimony as 

necessary. We therefore welcome regular contact with the team responsible for the 

inquiry’s work. 

 
25. Matt Wrack, FBU general secretary is leading the union’s work on the Grenfell Tower 

inquiry. All communications should go through this office. Sharon Lester is responsible for 

Mr. Wrack’s office: 

sharon.lester@fbu.org.uk  

0208 541 1765 

 


