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‘Shane Ewen’s book Before Grenfell contains irreplaceable historical context 
for understanding the causes of the Grenfell Tower fire. The book skewers the 
mistakes made by ministers and their advisors, who were supposed to set the 
rules to make our homes safe, but instead gave private profiteers a free hand. It 
is a well-researched and highly readable account of fire safety and deregulation 
over the last century. I strongly recommend the book to everyone serious about 
justice for Grenfell.’
— Matt Wrack, General Secretary, The Fire Brigades Union, UK

‘In following the threads of this story further back than anyone else, Ewen has 
produced a compelling, vital and shocking record of the long history which led 
us to Grenfell Tower.

His masterful work brings to light long forgotten stories and provides 
an urgent warning about what the future may hold. It is a crucial, urgent 
contribution to the current debate on fire safety, but also an excoriating story 
about our shared history and the long running failure of the British state to 
protect its most vulnerable citizens from fire. It should be read by anyone who 
cares about this story and many more yet to learn about it.’
— Peter Apps, Deputy Editor of Inside Housing and  
author of Show Me The Bodies: How We Let Grenfell Happen.

‘This is a high quality, painstakingly researched and factually accurate piece 
of scholarship. It has a clear historical approach that convincingly details the 
relevant trajectory of regulation and deregulation – and a whole lot more – 
that underpins the Grenfell disaster. I learned a lot from reading it. It will be 
a go-to guide to relevant legislation, received wisdom and debates about fire 
safety, science, building standards and regulation’.
— Stuart Hodkinson, Associate Professor in Critical Urban 
Geography, University of Leeds, UK.

‘Before Grenfell is a critical contribution to helping us understand why 72 were 
killed in a fire in the richest borough in London.  Ewen’s book reveals the 
decades-long practices that culminated so tragically on the 14th June 2017’.
— Gill Kernick, Author of Catastrophe and Systemic Change: 
Learning from the Grenfell Tower Fire and Other Disasters.

‘It is a great and much-needed piece of work that I learnt so much from. In a 
general sense, it provides an important context for developments (or lack of) that 
I was aware of but did not fully understand the rationale for. More specifically, 
it also helps to explain why our human behaviour in dwelling fires research 
met with indifference from national bodies insofar as they reflected government 
policy prioritising commercial interests over public safety’.
— David Wales, Human Experience and Service Design Consultant 
and Research Manager for ‘Human Behaviour in Dwelling Fires’ 
study (2009–16). 
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Introduction
Multiple- fatality fires, deregulation and the value of  

‘thinking with history’

Families  were evacuated and  others trapped in smoke- filled flats when fire 
broke out on the eighth floor of a 20 storey Notting Hill tower block. Now, 

Grenfell Tower on the Lancaster West Estate has been labelled a ‘ death trap’ 
by a local ward councillor … ‘ People  couldn’t get out of the place  because the 
design is so bad …  People could have died last night and I lay the blame at 

the feet of the designer of the building. This place is a death trap’.1

This report of a fire without serious casualties at Grenfell Tower in June 1979 
assumes an entirely new and frightening meaning in the context of the tragic 
events of 14 June 2017, when a horrific cladding fire at the same tower caused 
the deaths of seventy- two  people. Tucked into a folder of newspaper cuttings 
in the archives of the Royal Borough of Ken sington and Chelsea (RBKC), 
the article flags up significant issues for our understanding of the Grenfell 
disaster: the need for good design, building control and management of 
higher- risk residential buildings (HRRBs); the responsibility of politicians, 
architects and emergency ser vices to protect communities vulnerable to fire; 
and the urgency of improving communication between housing providers, 
emergency ser vices and residents. In this instance alone, one resident reported 
being told by a firefighter to ‘Get your c hildren and get out down the 
fire escape’, while another was told to stay in her smoke- filled flat with 
her  children: ‘I went back in and put wet towels against the door and just 
prayed.’ Another resident reported that a police officer threatened to arrest 
him if he attempted to enter the building to reach his f amily.2

The RBKC had received criticism for its ‘indifference’  towards the 
safety and welfare of its residents during the initial planning consultation 
on the estate in the 1960s, and  there is  little evidence to suggest that 
this attitude had significantly altered following its completion a de cade 
later.3 Indeed, the RBKC’s archives rec ord multiple prob lems with the 
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estate’s design and management from the mid-1970s to the 2010s –   these 
include anti- social behaviour, structural defects including asbestos and 
damp, and poor cleanliness, which led to the arrival of unwelcome guests 
such as cockroaches and rodents – a ll reported by residents upset by the 
conditions in which they w ere expected to live. As one resident angrily 
complained in a letter to the local paper, ‘If only the Ken sington and 
Chelsea Tory Councillors could live on this estate as they seem to think it 
is so brilliant. They would not spend one night  here.’ 4  These prob lems – n ot 
least the complaint that the council did not listen to residents’ legitimate 
concerns about living in multi- storey estates –  resonate with the findings of 
historians writing about lived experiences elsewhere in the country.5 They 
are similarly echoed by recent studies of the institutional neglect faced by 
Grenfell Tower’s residents when raising safety issues concerned with the 
building’s refurbishment in the years preceding the 2017 fire.6

Although the RBKC’s official archives rec ord few complaints about 
fire precautions, we know from published and unpublished collections, 
including oral testimony, that residents’ concerns about structural safety 
 were widespread by the 1990s.7 The archives collected by local and national 
stakeholder organisations, including charities, trade u nions, fire and rescue 
ser vices, and other professional associations, have proven useful in providing 
a more comprehensive and longer- term picture of the prob lem, drawing upon 
the perspectives of residents and other building users, architects and fire 
engineers, and housing and safety campaigners, as well as fire prevention 
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officers and frontline firefighters. Thus, in 1990, a spot survey of five local 
authorities in E ngland by Sam Webb, the architectural adviser to the 
National Tower Blocks Network, revealed a cata logue of structural defects 
concerning the blocks’ re sis tance to fire and means of escape. Webb called 
for certification of tower blocks to protect residents by subjecting blocks 
to regular inspection by the local fire brigade and requiring landlords to 
comply with their instructions, although this was not seriously entertained 
by central government.8 We also know that local tenants’ associations, 
including Lancaster West’s, issued warnings to residents as far back as 
the 1970s not to tamper with malfunctioning storage heaters without first 
seeking expert advice, while several local authorities regularly exhibited 
fire safety advice to vulnerable communities ( women, the el derly and the 
working classes more generally) from at least the late 1950s once flatted estates 
and  houses in multiple occupancy (HMOs) became more prevalent across 
the British urban landscape.9 Such advice was to prevent injury to c hildren 
and other vulnerable groups, as well as to reduce the risk of fire occurring, 
which indicates a heightened awareness among residents of what Lynn 
Abrams et al. call the ‘micro- politics of residential space’ –  safety was the 
collective responsibility of every one but it often fell to residents to offer 
neighbourly advice or, as we s hall see, act collectively rather than wait for 
the council or private landlord to intervene.10

Grenfell Tower was developed in the wake of an  earlier building disaster 
at the recently completed twenty- two- storey Ronan Point tower block in the 
East London borough of Newham in 1968. An explosion involving a gas 
cooker in a flat on the southeastern corner of the eigh teenth floor at 5:45am 
on 16 May blew out the kitchen and living- room walls, seriously injuring 
its resident, Ivy Hodge. The explosion led to the progressive collapse of the 
floors above and below Hodge’s flat, killing four residents and injuring 
seventeen more as living rooms collapsed on top of one another in a vertical 
domino effect. A fifth resident  later died in hospital from her injuries. As 
one of many high- rise pre- cast concrete heavy- panel system- style blocks built 
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by the construction firm Taylor Woodrow- Anglian  under licence from the 
Danish firm Larsen- Nielsen, Ronan Point brought Newham residents’ 
concerns about HRRBs into sharp focus. The subsequent media attention 
and public inquiry, which have been expertly examined by Holly Smith in 
her 2020 thesis, revealed a litany of prob lems relating to structural building 
safety across the country. Th ese findings prompted a national programme 
of strengthening industrialised system- built tower blocks as well as 
government- funded research into progressive collapse.11 The Ronan Point 
explosion directly led to improvements to  England and Wales’s Building 
Regulations in order to protect against extreme shocks to a building such 
as gas explosion or fire. Introduced in the early 1970s,  these regulations, 
more prescriptive than  those in place since the mid-1980s, formed the basis 
for the subsequent development of Grenfell Tower, which explains why 
the structure did not collapse  under the intense heat in 2017 (indeed, the 
Lancaster West estate’s architect stated a year before the fire that the tower 
‘could last another 100 years’12).

The cause of the 2017 fire is the focus of an extant public inquiry and an 
ongoing police investigation, and is not the subject of this book. The inquiry, 
headed by Sir Martin Moore- Bick, a retired judge, was announced by the 
prime minister, Theresa May, the day  after the fire. Formally convened in 
August 2017 following tense public meetings between Moore- Bick and the 
local community, representatives of whom  were justly demanding greater 
transparency to the formal proceedings, hearings started in May 2018 and 
drew to a close in November 2022, with the final report scheduled to appear 
in 2023.13 It has been ascertained, as per the Phase One report, that the tower 
had been disastrously refurbished from 2012–16: the over- cladding of the 
building with a new insulation and rainscreen cladding system effectively 
added a new highly combustible external wall to the tower composed 
of outer aluminium composite material (ACM) rainscreen panels with 
plastic (polyethylene) cores and foam insulation boards  behind.14 It had 
 earlier been revealed in documents leaked to the media that a more expensive 
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non- combustible cladding, comprising zinc panels with a mineral- rich fire- 
retardant core, was replaced with the cheaper but flammable alternative, 
resulting in savings to the RBKC’s refurbishment bud get of almost £300,000.15

Originating in a faulty fridge- freezer in a fourth- floor flat, the fire 
ignited the external cladding system and spread up the east face of the 
tower within fifteen minutes. The twenty- four- storey block was enveloped 
in a frightening sheet of flame, with horrific images screened live on rolling 
twenty- four- hour news channels and social media. Almost half the number 
of residents pre sent in the tower opted not to follow the official ‘stay put’ 
advice, choosing to self- evacuate the building in the first forty- five minutes 
of the fire. Of  those who remained in the tower, London Fire Brigade 
estimated that around sixty- five residents w ere rescued by firefighters once 
the ‘stay put’ advice had been revoked in the early hours of the morning. 
This followed the failure of the building’s passive defences, resulting in fire 
and smoke penetrating the tower, entering flats and spreading internally. 
Subsequent government- funded tests found that the cladding materials, 
which  were supposed to provide forty minutes’ re sis tance to fire in order to 
allow firefighters to access the building and, if necessary, evacuate it, failed 
within nine minutes of ignition, therefore indicating that the external walls 
of the building failed to comply with building regulations. In all, it took the 
combined efforts of 250 firefighters and 70 fire engines roughly 60 hours to 
extinguish the fire and rescue trapped residents.16

As its title indicates, Before Grenfell: Fire, Safety and Deregulation in 
Twentieth-Century Britain is not chiefly concerned with the c auses of the 
Grenfell ‘atrocity’, as it has been described.17 It is instead focused on the 
historical circumstances that created the conditions  under which the fire 
occurred. Inevitably this has involved tracing the evolution and subsequent 
recasting of Britain’s building regulations and its national system of fire 
precautions, both of which w ere developed incrementally over the twentieth 
 century (and indeed e arlier still). Moreover, this book w ill draw parallels 
between historic cases of failure and evidence presented to the public inquiry, 
delving further into history than other recent publications, and taking a 
wider net to the high number of largely forgotten multiple- fatality fires that 
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 16 Martin Moore-Bick, Grenfell Tower Inquiry: Phase 1 Report Overview (2019), 4–6, 
18–19, 23–4; BBC News, 29 October 2019, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-40301289>.
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have occurred in Britain and further afield across the twentieth c entury, but 
especially since the end of the Second World War.18

The Grenfell fire, we s hall see, was less a bolt from the blue than the 
outcome of an accumulation of decisions and non- decisions, as well as 
systemic failures at the heart of government to learn from past multiple- 
fatality fires. It was a fire that was more than forty years in the making, the 
result of a dangerously casual approach t owards construction standards and 
safety. As academics working within the multi- disciplinary field of disaster 
studies –  which includes environmental and urban historians as well as social 
historians of technology –  have shown, disasters unravel slowly over time due 
to erroneous assumptions, misinformation and misunderstandings within 
responsible organisations, as well as failures of governance and regulation, 
the consequences of which take time to percolate. The cumulative effect 
of decisions taken for economic, social and po liti cal reasons, disasters 
sometimes take de cades to occur, unravelling ‘gradually and out of sight’ 
before exploding in dramatic and tragic fashion.19 Brenna Bhandar has 
argued that the fire was the culmination of a decades- long ‘organised 
abandonment’ by the state in its provision of ‘basic levels of safety and 
security’ to all its citizens and it is difficult to dispute this conclusion.20

State abandonment is most evident in criticisms of Britain’s building 
regulations and central government’s unwillingness to reintroduce tougher 
codes designed to protect public safety. Within the first year following 
the Grenfell fire, a succession of investigations by journalists and building 
safety experts, as well as an In de pen dent Review of Building Regulations 
and Fire Safety headed by Dame Judith Hackitt, a former chair of the 
Health and Safety Executive, identified systemic faults in the oversight of 
building safety but failed to assess the regulations themselves or how they 
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A few studies have delved deeper into the under lying issues, revealing 
the complex web of decisions, loopholes and failures that have created 
what journalist Peter Apps calls ‘a national crisis which continues to grip 
the country today’.23 In early 2018, writing for Inside Housing magazine, 
Apps and colleagues published a forensic review of regulatory failures 
dating back to the early 1990s, which subsequently formed the basis for his 
excellent recent book which hopefully takes the ‘national scandal’ to a wider 
readership. Meanwhile, Andrew O’Hagan cited ‘a concatenation of failures 
at the level of industry regulation and building controls’ in his 2018 feature 
article for the London Review of Books, albeit with only fleeting references 
to the historical context.24 For academics working in the specialist fields of 
engineering and the built environment, many of the issues facing HRRBs 
over- clad in combustible materials presented several ‘obvious prob lems’ to 
public safety, but  these only  really become obvious to the lay reader when 
placed in their full historic circumstances: materials deemed to satisfy 
regulations which ignited easily; the rapid spread of fire vertically, laterally 
and through the building, indicating a lack of fire- breaks and effective 
compartmentation; and the fire being difficult to extinguish.25

  

A deregulated system of building control was actively fostered by industry 
and government actors, often working in tandem. The rec ords of government 
–  both the published accounts of Hansard, available in UK Parliamentary 
Papers, and the unpublished correspondence, memoranda and minutes of 
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relevant departments which have been consulted in the National Archives 
–  indicate growing support for deregulating building control at the heart 
of government from the start of the 1980s. Over time, central government 
withdrew from its historic role in maintaining minimum standards of 
public health and safety (being careful not to admit such on public rec ord), 
leaving the object of regulation –  the building and construction products 
industries – t o become the main vehicle for regulating their own products 
and practices. Before Grenfell traces this cultural change in the operation 
of government and its regulation of building control and fire safety across 
the twentieth c entury. Only with a fuller historical approach can we expect 
to reasonably understand how the Grenfell fire was allowed to happen. In 
Chapter 1 I argue that a longer- term picture of the evolution of building 
rules in E ngland and Wales – s hifting from a discretionary system of 
model byelaws introduced in the second half of the nineteenth c entury to 
prescriptive national regulations by the mid-1960s, which  were  later ‘recast’ 
as functional regulations two de cades  later –  is impor tant in explaining the 
‘bewildering and sometimes apparently contradictory directions provided 
by building regulations’ in operation by the twenty- first  century, creating a 
culture of competition and self- regulation that so disastrously culminated 
in the 2017 fire.26

In addition to the deregulation of building control and abandonment 
of effective enforcement mea sures, commentators have cited a raft of 
evidence to illustrate the ‘benign neglect’ of fire safety since at least the turn 
of the twenty- first  century. Whereas once fire precautions  were subject to 
inspection and enforcement by experienced firefighters in a number of 
sectors, this was no longer the case following major reforms to the fire 
and rescue ser vice. Alongside this, responsibility for risk assessment and 
mitigation was outsourced to individuals – t he designated ‘responsible 
person’ –  in the 2000s, who could be someone with the minimum level of 
training rather than a public servant experienced in the prevention of fires. 
Many of the proposals to reduce the powers of inspection, certification 
and enforcement by fire brigades, and to introduce greater individual 
responsibility for safety, originated in the 1980s and 1990s and w ere often 
expressed in terms of the necessity to reduce ‘burdens on business’ by freeing 
the individual from the bureaucracy of inspections and form- filling.  These 
criticisms of fire precautions, which  were first introduced in the early 1970s 
to strengthen the standard of safety in a number of sectors (particularly the 
 hotel and boarding- house industry), and their subsequent curtailment and 
dismantling, form the focus of Chapter 2. The justifications for the swingeing 
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cuts to the funding and resourcing of the fire and rescue ser vice in the five 
years leading up to 2015 –   these included reducing the numbers of both fire 
prevention staff and safety inspections –  are traceable to the New  Labour 
Government’s fire ser vice reform agenda of the early 2000s, as well as 
being a major consequence of the ‘austerity’ programme introduced by the 
Conservative- Liberal Demo crat Co ali tion Government in 2010. Although 
safety regulations have, as we  shall see, demonstrably saved lives, they have 
regularly been cited as examples of ‘red tape’ that interfere with personal 
freedoms and stymie economic growth by successive governments.27

This book is a history of deregulation that situates the horrific events 
of 14 June 2017 in their longer- term po liti cal and social context. As Knud 
Andresen and Stefan Müller explain, support for deregulation emerged 
during the 1970s from critics who saw the state as being ‘too power ful’ 
over the everyday routines of social and economic life. In par tic u lar, t here 
was a strongly held belief that  free markets  were being strangled by state 
intervention and what was needed was far- ranging deregulation rather than 
more controls. This led to a concerted push –  from outside government, 
for instance from business and the popu lar media, but also increasingly 
from within –  to ‘loosen its grasp and remodel it from an interventional 
and regulatory state into a merely controlling state’.28 Deregulation, then, 
is as much an ideological change in how power ful po liti cal and economic 
forces view the role of the state in governing society and the economy as 
it is a set of working practices designed to restrict the state’s regulatory 
control over everyday life. For the purposes of this book, deregulation refers 
to a coordinated series of policies and practices that seek to relax or remove 
existing regulatory controls over the private sector and leave the market 
responsible for its own regulation; that is, the object of regulation becomes 
the de facto regulator of itself. Deregulation also involved shifting from 
a prescriptive to a more discretionary set of controls, as well as devolving 
greater responsibility for safety onto the individual (that is, through 
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self- regulation or, in certain key instances, self- compliance mea sures). This 
is based on the understanding, entrenched within neoliberal thinking since 
the late 1970s, that the duty holder is better placed to know their obligations 
to the safety of  those for whom they are responsible rather than waiting for 
the state to tell them what to do and how to do it.29

Deregulation was part of a series of methods used by neoliberal 
governments from the late 1970s through to the 2010s to weaken the public 
sector and reduce the state’s control over everyday life in preference for 
empowering the  free market to regulate its own affairs.  These included, 
as we  shall see in Chapter 3, the privatisation of public ser vices, including 
building and fire safety research. For a large part of the post- war period, 
the responsibility for providing the infrastructure and funding for scientific 
research into fire safety rested jointly with the state and the insurance 
industry, with public safety accepted as the core priority of the work 
undertaken by the Building Research Establishment (BRE) and its 
pre de ces sors.  After its sale in 1997, however, BRE lost sight of its historic 
public safety role, becoming a highly competitive organisation geared  towards 
fulfilling its contractual obligations to its customers, many of whom came 
from the building and construction products industries. The privatisation 
of fire research deprioritised the significance of public safety by adopting the 
dubious maxim that commercial testing information was confidential. It is 
in ter est ing to note that a few lone voices – n otably following a motion passed 
at the Fire Brigades Union’s annual conference in 202230 – h ave called for 
BRE’s return to public owner ship in the wake of the Grenfell fire.

Historians of twentieth- century Britain have increasingly turned 
their focus to the changing relationship between the state and its social 
obligations since the 1980s and, in some instances, e arlier. Between 
them, Hilary Cooper and Simon Szreter, Paul Almond and Mike Esbester, 
and Christopher Sirrs have described a multitude of policies – i ncluding 
monetarism, privatisation and the growing use of ‘light- touch’ discretionary 
powers –  as marking a decisive shift from a relatively narrow conception of 
mid- twentieth- century governance that centred on employers, organised 
 labour and regulators to a larger, more diffuse co ali tion of corporate and 
financial interests, third- sector organisations and individuals at the turn 
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of the pre sent  century.31 At its core, deregulation has served as a loosely 
coordinated set of policies by which successive governments since the 
1970s have governed. Notwithstanding the po liti cal differences between 
governments, the broad outcome has seen the emergence of a ‘neoliberal 
age’ in which the values and interests of  free trade economics and private 
financial institutions are given priority as the main determinants of pro gress 
in society, as a recent edited collection has charted.32 This has been at the 
expense of what Sam Wetherell calls the ‘developmental and social aims’ 
that guided mid- twentieth- century Conservative and L abour governments 
in building a socially progressive and more equal society through the vis i ble 
hand of the state.33

British economic and po liti cal historians have most closely aligned 
deregulation with the ‘Big Bang’ of the mid-1980s, which involved a 
reduction in state controls over the governance of banks and other financial 
institutions, chiefly as a means to boost the competitiveness of British 
financial ser vices with competitors overseas.34 The economist’s traditional 
view of regulation, that it adds unwelcome costs to business, has held sway 
across much of the lit er a ture: ‘Competition when pos si ble, regulation 
where necessary.’35 However, historians have also started to examine the 
evolution of ideas and practices related to deregulation as they pertain to 
other areas of government work beyond financial institutions, including 
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urban regeneration and the allocation of enterprise zones.36 Similar tactics 
 were used in housing policy to incrementally deregulate the private rental 
market in the late 1980s 37 and, as we s hall see, in building regulations and fire 
precautions at vari ous stages between the 1980s and 2000s. Research into 
deregulation has also extended into the realm of home, parenthood and 
 family life where government policies have impacted upon interpersonal 
relationships and the work– life balance. For example, Florence Sutcliffe- 
Braithwaite has traced how this new way of thinking was used to unravel 
the post- war system of state- led, paternalistic welfare provision in preference 
for a family- centred, moralistic individualism with the ascendancy of 
Thatcherism from the late 1970s, which has been echoed by Helen McCarthy 
in her study of working w omen and motherhood.38

Deregulation was a preferred strategy for governments of diff er ent po liti cal 
shades, proliferating on the world stage as a central tool of the ascendancy 
of the neoliberal world order during the final de cades of the twentieth 
century.39 Deregulation was similarly used to remove or rescind safety laws in 
American business during the 1970s and 1980s, reflecting a ‘more callous and 
divided’ nation where government ‘had essentially given up on protecting 
its most vulnerable and precarious citizens’.40 Nor did deregulation emerge 
in Britain with the election of the Thatcher Government in 1979, impor tant 
though that moment undoubtedly was in heralding the acceleration of 
the ‘market- driven politics’ of the 1980s and 1990s.41 For instance, James 
Vernon has shown how both Conservative and L abour governments of the 
1960s and 1970s introduced forms of economic liberalisation such as the 
deregulation and outsourcing of security two de cades before Heathrow 
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Airport was privatised in 1986.42 Likewise, moves  towards a deregulated fire 
safety sector can be traced from the privatisation of routine research and 
testing in the early 1970s. Nevertheless,  these examples collectively illustrate 
a desire by the modern neoliberal state to  free the economy from controls, 
dismantle the model of state- orientated welfare capitalism and establish 
a stronger connection between individual responsibility and freedom. As 
Stephen Brooke has argued, deregulation helped speed up the scale and pace 
of change to everyday life in late twentieth- century Britain and facilitate 
access to an increasingly globalised marketplace of ideas, capital and 
people.43

Paradoxically, deregulation has never meant an end to all regulation and 
has occasionally involved the creation of new or additional regulations, as 
several authors have shown. It has also necessitated a greater use of internal 
checks and inspections by professional bodies as well as individual firms 
as part of the growing trend t owards self- regulation, which was embraced 
by government ministers during the 1980s and 1990s.44 But, as Michael 
Moran has shown, self- regulation is itself a ‘hard- to- clarify’ concept 
 because it has evolved incrementally as a largely undefined ‘regulatory 
ideology’ that has in practice been ‘mobilized to legitimize any number of 
particular institutional arrangements’. Self-regulatory systems have therefore
developed as a form of ‘quasi- government’ with tools ranging from ‘entirely 
informal sets of practices to t hose that, involving more direct control of 
regulatory systems by central government, shade off into systems of state 
control’.45 This, according to William Davies, requires the state to exert ‘an 
active force’ in enabling such ideas and practices to be rolled out; it ‘cannot 
simply rely on “market forces” ’.46 Giandomenico Majone reveals the 1980s 
as the de cade when regulation became ‘the new battleground of ideas on 
industrial and social policy’ and, while writers have generally seen Margaret 
Thatcher’s Conservative governments of 1979–90 as presiding over a 
substantial reduction in controls over public ser vices, it should be noted that 

           

	 

	 

	 
	          

	 




Before Grenfell

14

her governments also extended statutory regulations.47 This was the case, 
as we s hall see, with fire precautions, in which successive governments took 
a path of least intervention,  either by creating new statutory regulations as 
discretionary powers or by proceeding on a ‘regulate- to- deregulate’ basis;48 
that is, in cases where a new regulation was introduced to strengthen the 
governance of fire safety in notoriously high- risk premises –  invariably 
following multiple- fatality disasters such as  those at Bradford City’s Valley 
Parade stadium in 1985 and King’s Cross Under ground station two years 
 later –  this was offset by the relaxation of existing regulations as applied 
to lower- risk premises. We also see the paradox of deregulation in central 
government’s per sis tent refusal to introduce licensing of HMOs throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s on the basis that existing discretionary powers allowed 
local authorities to effectively regulate the private rental housing sector 
despite the high number of fatalities in fires in bedsits, lodging h ouses and 
hostels. Chapters  2 and 4  will explore the historic connections between 
the impulse to deregulate and the necessity for governments to be seen to 
regulate in the interests of public safety as they applied to diff er ent ‘at- risk’ 
premises, including h otels, care homes and hostels, thereby illustrating how 
deregulation is itself contested terrain between competing ideas, institutions 
and extra- institutional actors.

What can a historical approach contribute to our understanding of the 
Grenfell disaster and ‘to ensure another Grenfell never happens again’?49 
First of all, Before Grenfell offers a longer- term perspective on issues that 
did not form an integral part of the inquiry’s remit. While Sir Martin 
Moore- Bick references  earlier milestones in building regulation, ‘stay put’ 
and multiple- fatality tower- block fires (notably in a section titled ‘Before 
Grenfell’ in which he briefly examines the fire at Lakanal House in South 
London in 2009, which caused the deaths of six residents, including three 
young  children),  these are generally only included as background details in 
his Phase 1 Report.50 Even then, with a  couple of impor tant exceptions, the 
proceedings and evidence trail tend not to go back much before the pre-
sent c entury, which is unsurprising given the skill and patience required in 
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piecing together rec ords from an  earlier, pre- digital age.51 By tracing the waves 
of building regulation, fire precautions and scientific testing of materials over 
the past  century or longer, drawing on the rec ords of several prominent and 
lesser- known institutions ( these include the Joint Fire Research Organisation 
and its Fire Research Station, the Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council 
and Fire Brigades Union, and numerous specialist periodicals published 
across the fire and construction sectors), we are able to situate Grenfell in 
its historic context and recognise its significance as an unintended but not 
unanticipated outcome of the state’s deregulation of public safety.

Secondly, in Why History  Matters, John Tosh argues that ‘thinking 
with history’ performs a vital role in supporting the function of demo-
cratic society by illuminating and deepening current issues. As a way of 
thinking and a discrete academic discipline, history is also impor tant in 
demonstrating how the pre sent is both connected to and a product of the 
past. The historian’s role is less to teach specific lessons drawn from the past 
than to provide the evidence and interpretative framework through which 
readers can make their own informed judgements about the issues of the 
day.52 This applies as much to policymakers, whose principal consideration 
for decision making is previous policy, as it does to  those communities who 
are directly affected by the decisions taken on their behalf. Before Grenfell 
offers a critical historical account of the evolution of fire safety research and 
practice across the twentieth  century, but with a par tic u lar focus on the 
period between the 1970s and the pre sent  century, to deepen the reader’s 
understanding of the complexity of the current issues and their contested 
perspectives. Following Alix Green’s cue expressed in History, Policy 
and Public Purpose, I have sought in this book to write ‘history with 
public purpose’, and my argument and approach  here has been  shaped 
by two de cades of researching, writing and speaking about the British fire 
and rescue ser vice to a variety of audiences, including civil servants, trade 
 unionists and other stakeholders.53

This builds t owards, thirdly, plugging what Green calls the ‘history gap’ 
that exists in con temporary policymaking. Historians have noted that the 
British government repeatedly fails to learn from past policy successes and 
failures b ecause of its lack of institutional memory and its inability to use 

 51  Those witnesses who took the most historically informed approach to their testimony 
 were Sam Webb, architect and safety campaigner; Matt Wrack, general secretary of the 
Fire Brigades Union; and Luke Bisby, professor of fire at the University of Edinburgh.
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history as  either a ‘way of thinking’ or a resource for ‘good’ policymaking.54 
This is no less evident in the fields of fire ser vice and housing policy, which 
have been subject to multiple ‘machinery of government’ changes since 
the 1990s, leading to a significant hollowing- out of civil servants’ skills. 
Fire and rescue ser vice policy has resided with four diff er ent government 
departments since 1997,55 while, as of January 2023, t here have been twenty- 
three housing ministers in post over the same period, serving an average 
term of a l ittle over one year ( there  were five diff er ent ministers or under- 
secretaries alone in 2022 as the pre sent government lurched from crisis to 
crisis).  These startling, if unsurprising, revelations reflect the low priority 
given to housing and fire policy by successive governments, as well as 
the ‘benign neglect’ of fire safety issues. They also reveal a discontinuity 
in policymaking, which has caused more harm than good to  those who 
are most vulnerable to injury or death, as monstrously illustrated on 14 
June 2017. It is my contention that responsible policies w ill only emerge 
following serious engagement with the tools and skills prevalent within the 
historical discipline; policymaking necessitates learning with history as well 
as learning from history. U ntil that happens, ministers w ill continue to play 
with fire and we  will all ner vously sleep with one eye open.
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1. From byelaws to building regulations:  
recasting building control in Britain  

since the nineteenth  century

In a talk to the Royal Society of Arts in March  1945, the Liverpool city 
surveyor George Pierce Clingan was one of the first construction professionals 
to publicly foresee the creation of a national code of building regulations:

That eventually the numerous local planning schemes  will be merged into one 
national scheme seems inevitable; and, as a corollary to this,  there should surely 
be a national code of building regulations. It goes without saying … that the 
code should be specifically framed to encourage that natu ral diversity in both 
design and materials which springs from individual taste, local traditions and 
the desire to use local building materials.1

The speech aroused interest at a time when bold solutions w ere being 
publicised for addressing the severe housing shortages caused by war time 
destruction, as well as planning bottlenecks that delayed the pro cess of 
physical reconstruction. A national code, Clingan conceived, would also act 
as a check on poor construction by enforcing a uniform standard of control 
through ‘the appointment of thoroughly qualified’ and ‘wholly in de pen dent’ 
surveyors across the w hole country.2

Clingan, a fellow of the Incorporated Association of Architects and 
Surveyors (IAAS) and member of the Institute of Structural Engineers, did 
not speak on behalf of the profession as a w hole, however.3 The Surveyor 
and Municipal and County Engineer, while endorsing his general proposal 
for national standards, rejected the suggestion that a separate ministry be 
formed within central government to oversee building. Instead, it proposed 
the formation of an in de pen dent body composed of local authorities, 
surveyors, architects and building trades organisations who ‘should have 
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some degree of responsibility’ for raising the standard of construction across 
the board.4

For  others, the scale of the task ahead could only be met with a simplified 
system of building control –  including fewer controls over the use of new 
materials at a time of shortages in traditional materials (brick, timber and 
plasterboard especially) and skilled workers. This would f ree firms from 
the public constraints imposed upon them to build quickly in order to 
meet housing demand. Conservative MP Arthur Bossom, himself an 
architect, asserted that ‘any useless and out- of- date regulations should be 
scrapped.  Others should be simplified. All of them should be standardised 
and full use of the latest and most scientific knowledge should be allowed 
throughout the country’. Many of the solutions to Britain’s building crisis –   
particularly prefabricated  houses and the greater use of steel and concrete –   
would reduce costs while speeding up construction if only the regulations 
would permit industry the freedom and flexibility to build.5

For Clingan, the solution was not to scrap existing regulations but 
to strengthen them: ‘we appear to have accepted the fact that the old- 
time individual freedom in building enterprise must cease’. Instead, he and 
many other professionals advocated codification of building byelaws on a 
national footing in order to avoid the diversity of practice that existed across 
the country. In par tic u lar, he cited his preference for a national code ‘on the 
lines of the pre sent London regulations’, which he considered to produce 
an improved standard of  house compared to  those built  under the model 
byelaws that operated in provincial Britain. London had been governed by 
an advanced system of building regulations since its G reat Fire of 1666, 
whereas a uniform scheme of provincial byelaws, with a greater degree of 
flexibility than t hose that operated in London, had only been rolled out from 
the mid- nineteenth  century. Much like what had occurred in seventeenth- 
century London, where conflagration triggered the modernisation of 
the capital’s built fabric, the levelling of war time Britain presented an 
opportunity to rebuild on a national scale. ‘Catastrophic devastation has 
been wrought for us not in five days but during more than five long war- 
years’, said Clingan, ‘and not in London only, but throughout the land; 
and schemes galore –  national and local –  testify to the fact that building 
regulations on a national scale are inevitable if the situation is to be saved.’6

Clingan’s views coincided with two seismic changes in mid- century 
po liti cal thinking: first, the pressing need for greater state planning and 
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control in order to improve standards of construction; and second, 
a growing mistrust of local authorities to deliver this without stronger 
oversight from Whitehall. Only with national standards of construction, 
uniformly enforced by professionally accredited surveyors, could a socially 
progressive post- war nation be built. Improved standards would form the 
foundation for the building of what Sam Wetherell calls a ‘developmental 
social infrastructure’ of discrete and recognisable spatial forms ranging 
from the housing estate to the shopping centre.7 And although national 
building regulations  were not introduced  until the mid-1960s –  post- war 
governments had other priorities in housing and welfare reform –  the fact 
that it was being openly discussed for the first time indicates the emerging 
consensus that uniform regulations produced good- quality buildings and, 
consequently, improved the quality of life for tens of millions of British  people.

Yet it was Bossom’s call for a simplified regulatory system which echoed 
across the country and reshaped the built environment in the longer term. 
It is also an anti- regulatory view that resonated strongly with construction 
industry leaders, se nior civil servants and ex- government ministers in their 
witness testimony to the Grenfell Inquiry, despite simplistic claims by a former 
se nior government minister that the fire ‘is not about deregulation’.8 Building 
regulations w ere repeatedly criticised from the late 1960s as ‘extremely 
complex’ and ‘unwieldy, inflexible, unduly restrictive and confusing’ by many 
in the construction industry.9 A populist discourse of anti- red- tapeism was 
recognisable within right- wing newspapers from at least the mid-1970s, 
coinciding with an ideological shift in the Conservative Party leadership in 
favour of greater competition and choice in the provision of public 
ser vices and a diminished role for the state. As a number of historians have 
shown, this monetarist approach manifested itself most strongly during the 
1980s with public expenditure restrictions accompanied by a co- ordinated 
programme of privatisation and deregulation, selling off state assets while 
limiting the capacity of state regulation through a curtailment of legislative 
controls, especially among local authorities. Central government set out to 
rebuild the built environment according to a set of ideological values that 
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prioritised the virtues of the marketplace over its social responsibilities 
 towards its citizens.10 Building regulations w ere ‘recast’ in the mid-1980s, 
and further revised in the 1990s and 2000s, introducing greater flexibility as 
well as competition within the compliance framework. The goal of modern 
neoliberal governments, according to Majone, was to introduce ‘less 
restrictive or rigid regulation, rather than no regulation’, which in Britain 
led to the institutionalisation of ‘regulation without enforcement’ in a 
variety of policy areas ranging from environmental and food protections to 
building safety.11

Several historians have traced the prevalence of anti- regulatory interests 
within government since at least the second half of the nineteenth  century. 
Policymakers preferred to take the path of least intervention, utilising 
permissive powers at the expense of prescriptive mea sures wherever 
pos si ble. Several safety inspectorates  were created in the Victorian period, 
which monitored standards of regulation across recognisable dangerous 
industries –   these included factories, explosives and mining inspectorates –  
while ‘efficiency inspectorates’ for public ser vices –  including the police and, 
from 1938, the fire ser vice –   were formed to maintain uniform standards of 
provision.12 This chapter takes its cue from this established scholarship, as 
well as recent histories of deregulation of public utilities, in tracing three 
successive eras of building regulatory control in E ngland and Wales.13 While 
 these eras overlapped one another, each was governed by a predominant 
regulatory framework. Each era inherited built forms according to pre- 
existing regulations, so they cannot be seen as marking a clear break from 
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past practice, but rather evolved gradually, subject to pressures to reform 
from within, often drawn from dif fer ent ideological, professional and 
po liti cal backgrounds. The first era involved the framing and codification 
of rules governing building in order to tackle the debilitating health effects 
of urbanisation and industrialisation between roughly the 1840s and 1920s, 
but the antecedents of this can be traced back to the seventeenth  century. 
This regulatory era was noted for its diverse practices in enforcement and 
compliance, with larger metropolitan areas taking a lead in developing 
a more rigorous local system of building control. The second era, straddling 
the period from the 1930s to the 1970s, saw building control, for a brief 
moment, take on national significance. The phased introduction of uni-
form regulations based on prescriptive ‘deemed to satisfy’ criteria aimed 
to improve standards of construction as well as the health and safety of 
building users.

The third era, that of deregulation, began in the late 1970s and symbolically 
culminated with the Grenfell fire in 2017. As an In de pen dent Review of 
Building Regulations and Fire Safety subsequently revealed,  these roughly 
four de cades heralded a shift in responsibility for building compliance away 
from the state and onto the individual, other wise known as the ‘responsible 
person’. While the author of this review, Judith Hackitt, made several 
recommendations for improvements to their enforcement in the wake of 
the fire, the Building Regulations themselves (including their supporting 
documents) have not been subject to any substantive changes. In this sense, 
the third and first eras share similarities in terms of the flexibility of controls 
in permitting varying standards and types of building construction, as well 
as in enabling arm’s- length regulation by central government, but remain 
distinct  because the third era embedded greater choice into the regulatory 
regime and this continues to be the defining feature of the system post- 
Grenfell. The second era, on the other hand, briefly established stronger 
regulatory control by central and local government, with clearer options for 
enforcement by local authority building control and fire brigades. Each era 
is thus marked by diff er ent emphases on the degree of participation of the 
state and the market in the governance of safety.

The onset of public health regulation
In September 1666 fire raged across London, devouring property in the City. 
King Charles II’s subsequent proclamation paved the way for the introduction 
of byelaws, described by Clingan as ‘our first building regulations of national 
significance’.14 The byelaws transformed the City’s built form in two ways: 
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first, by stipulating the use of brick or stone for rebuilding  houses, with 
fixed thickness and height of walls; and second, by widening streets with 
greater distances between frontages in order to limit fire spread. From 
1774, faced with the challenge of housing a growing population, the first 
statutory surveyors w ere appointed with powers to enforce compliance 
with London’s byelaws.15

Between 1800 and 1845 almost 400 local improvement acts dealing 
with building and sanitary control w ere approved in E ngland and Wales. 
However, despite the statistical evidence confirming the link between 
mortality, sanitation and housing conditions in industrial towns, calls for 
a national building act went unheeded. Opponents, many of whom  were 
landlords, objected to the argument that national legislation would benefit 
communities on the grounds that it interfered with prevailing laissez-faire 
thinking. They also warned that building control would threaten their 
proprietary rights and increase housing costs, which they threatened to 
pass on to renters, establishing a longstanding pre ce dent that has been 
frequently invoked in recent years to reject calls for tougher controls over 
the housing market.16 Subsequent legislation retained the princi ple that 
building control would remain permissive and be administered primarily 
at local level, which meant that improvements to the quality of building 
remained patchy. Although the 1848 Public Health Act introduced oversight 
from central government, boroughs jealously guarded their powers to self- 
govern.17



The princi ple had thus been established that regulatory reform would 
be piecemeal, discretionary and consolidatory, following the path of least 
intervention. A centralised public health regime, created during the 1870s, 
established the first comprehensive administrative system, with accompanying 
building codes, incorporating wider areas of control designed to improve 
the public’s health. The creation of the Local Government Board (LGB) 
in 1871 standardised control and raised the status of surveyors within local 
government. The landmark 1875 Public Health Act consolidated previous 
legislation and granted powers to local authorities to frame byelaws for 
promoting public health and preventing fires. Two years  later, the LGB issued 
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model byelaws to encourage local authorities to raise the standard of house- 
building; London was again excluded from  these provisions. By 1882, over 
1,500 sets of byelaws had been approved, albeit retaining significant local 
variations.18

London continued to be governed by its own building codes, administered 
from 1855 by the Metropolitan Board of Works and, from 1889, the London 
County Council (LCC). One of the LCC’s first tasks was to secure an 
updated Building Act to establish controls over the growing fashion for taller 
buildings, which it did in 1894 with the support of professional bodies such 
as the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA). The Act also introduced 
a greater range of clauses regulating building height, which was set at 80 feet 
to reflect the maximum length to which the Metropolitan ( later renamed 
London) Fire Brigade’s escape ladders could extend.19

The regulatory system was subjected to increasing pressure to standardise in 
the aftermath of the First World War. In 1918, the report of a Departmental 
Committee on Building Byelaws recommended government introduce a 
national code to expire e very ten years, thereby requiring local authorities 
to adopt up- to- date model byelaws.20 The case for stronger controls was 
overridden by the urgent demand for new housing, however, especially 
in the light of Prime Minister David Lloyd George’s ‘homes fit for 
heroes’ speech in 1918. With shortages of materials and skilled builders, 
government instead advocated the continuation of the existing system of 
byelaws. The Housing and Town Planning Act 1919 established a greater 
role for the state in subsidising builders to construct model housing. Any 
major reform of building control was put on hold for much of the inter- 
war period  until the system was brought onto a national footing on the 
eve of war. It also incorporated the definitions of a 1932 British Standard 
for ‘fire re sis tance’, stipulating that roofs, walls and floors ‘ shall possess a 
degree of fire- resistance appropriate to the purpose for which the building 
is intended to be used’.21 From 1939 local authorities  were required to make 
their own byelaws for all new buildings, based on the model series overseen 
by the Ministry of Health, although policymakers remained sensitive to 
accusations of overregulation. But a consensus had been reached within 
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Whitehall that a discretionary system produced inconsistent checks and 
balances; the path of least intervention was about to take a decisive, but 
reversible, diversion.

The emergence of national regulation
The conditions  were ripe for creating national building regulations in the 
years that followed the end of the Second World War. A 1952 revision of 
byelaws introduced two advances. Firstly, ‘deemed to satisfy’ provisions 
 were combined with ‘standards of per for mance’ to allow ‘the utmost pos-
si ble freedom in building methods provided the functional requirements 
are satisfied’.22 Greater flexibility was designated ‘in the national interest on 
account of the housing shortage and in order to stay apace of the needs of 
modern industry’.23 George Clingan’s bold prediction had come to fruition 
two years before his retirement  after fifty- two years’ public ser vice.24

Secondly, the 1952 byelaws contained more precise assessment of fire risk 
by specifying fire re sis tance periods in relation to building type and size based 
on the findings of the war time government’s fire grading committee. This 
established the princi ple of compartmentation within large buildings with 
shared access routes. Integrating approved walls, floors, doors and win dows 
into a building’s passive defence heralded a major shift in firefighting policy, 
providing for the safe exit of occupants while assisting firefighters in their 
work. It also led to the adoption of a British Standard Code of Practice in 
1962, which established the ‘stay put’ fire ser vice strategy for higher- risk 
residential buildings (HRRBs).25 Th ese changes, alongside the relaxation of 
rules concerning maximum building height, incentivised the construction 
industry to embrace new industrialised building systems, including high- 
rise flats, as part of the state’s housing boom of the 1950s and 1960s. The 
greater expense of construction materials and state subsidy would be offset by 
lower site and  labour costs; additional savings  were offered in the provision 
that only stipulated a single internal staircase for means of escape in case of 
fire in all tall buildings that exceeded the fire brigade’s rescue height.26

	  

	 

	 
	 
   

	    
         



From byelaws to building regulations

25

National regulation had thus been a dopted within central government as 
an administrative instrument for enforcing improved construction standards 
by the 1960s. The 1961 Public Health Act offered the opportunity to extend 
executive responsibility, removing from local authorities powers to make 
their own byelaws and centralising them within the Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government (MHLG), a forerunner of the Department for 
Communities and Local Government27 which presided over the regulations 
in 2017. In its spirit, then, the 1961 Act represented the culmination of a 
longer- term shift in building control, relegating local authorities to the status 
of agents of central government policy in all cities with the exception of 
London where the LCC retained discretionary powers.

To ensure that statutory requirements kept pace with technical advances, 
the 1961 Act appointed an advisory body of professionals working across the 
construction industries and the fire ser vice. While the higher civil ser vice had 
long drawn on the expertise of scientists, the 1960s heralded a ‘technocratic 
moment’ for British social and po liti cal life in which specialists  were 
consulted by governments to benefit daily life in a variety of mundane 
but essential ways, as we  shall explore in the next chapter.28 First meeting 
in 1962, and reporting two years  later, the Building Regulations Advisory 
Committee kept the regulations u nder constant review, working closely 
with partners in the Fire and Rescue Ser vice and other government agencies. 
Initially located within the MHLG, it was transferred to the Ministry of 
Public Buildings and Works in 1964 before returning to the MHLG three 
years  later, eventually settling in the Department of the Environment 
(DoE) in 1970.29 Multiple ‘machinery of government’ changes – a  theme 
we s hall return to l ater – r eveal the tensions between ministerial interest in 
 matters of building control and the heavy administrative burden imposed 
on civil servants and their advisory bodies to keep up to date with specialist 
professional practice.

Modern Public Housing in  England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 62; Peter Scott, ‘Friends in High Places: Government- 
Industry Relations in Public Sector House- Building during Britain’s Tower Block Era’, 
Business History 62, no. 4 (2020): 545–65.
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The Building Regulations came into operation in 1966, two years  after 
their approval by ministers.30 Their principal objective was to extend the 
model byelaws across  England and Wales, with the exception of that part 
of London  under the administration of the new Greater London Council 
(GLC).31 As with the Victorian public health reforms, the introduction of 
national regulations was never intended to be the end of the story. In the 
twenty years following their introduction, they  were consolidated twice 
and amended fourteen times, before they  were ‘recast’ in 1985. While 
predominantly of an administrative nature, the amendments reflected 
the changed priorities of government  towards the modernisation of social 
infrastructure as well as its wider commitment to protecting public safety. 
The 1970s, far from being a de cade of po liti cal inertia as they are commonly 
and erroneously described, w ere a time of continued refinement and 
improvement to public safety, as recent histories have revealed.32

Three main amendments  were introduced at the start of the de cade. First, 
metric regulations w ere approved in 1972, in readiness for Britain’s entry 
into the Common Market the following year.33 Second, an amendment in 
1970 introduced new rules for controlling the design of buildings over five 
storeys high in order to give structural protection against accidental loads. 
This was in response to the Ronan Point gas explosion in May 1968. The 
Tribunal of Inquiry rebuked the  Labour Government for its top- down 
managerialist approach and called for the block’s strengthening.34 Thirdly, 
the 1965 regulations had not specified means of escape in its precautions. 
This omission was corrected with the 1971 Fire Precautions Act, which 
forms the focus of the next chapter, and a 1973 amendment stipulated the 
provision of exits and escape routes in larger multi- storey buildings. The 1973 
amendment was a response to the Summerland leisure centre disaster e arlier 
that year on the Isle of Man. This tragedy, with fifty deaths and eighty 
serious injuries, including many young c hildren, revealed systemic failures 
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in building control and sent shockwaves reverberating across Britain.35 It 
has subsequently been cited by several experts as evidence of the British 
state’s and industry’s blindness to learning from historic multiple- fatality 
events in the aftermath of the Grenfell fire, including the Hackitt Review.36 
Indeed, in their closing submissions to Phase 1 of the public inquiry, counsel 
representing the bereaved and survivors cited Summerland as one of ‘The 
Fires That Foretold Grenfell’, with one claiming that, although ‘it led in 
the short- term to the strengthening of outdated Building Regulations in the 
UK, the lessons  were not learnt by the powers that be’ and, by the early 
1980s, ‘the deregulation of fire safety was in full swing’.37

 
        






 





         


A scathing front- page editorial in the Daily Mirror, which echoes similar 
pieces published in the days following the Grenfell Tower fire,39 blasted  those 
who had failed to protect holidaying families:
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New types of plastic material are constantly being put on the market. They 
may be safe. They may not. They may be safe  under some conditions. But not 
 under o thers. The responsibility lies heavi ly on the Government, on e very local 
authority, on  every architect, on  every builder to ensure that no material is 
used that has not been in de pen dently tested … In the year 1973 it should be 
pos si ble to guarantee that no fire w ill spread with the terrifying speed of the 
one that engulfed Summerland.40

Yet the borough council waived its byelaws in order to allow the use of 
Galbestos and Oroglas to reduce costs and create an artificial sunshine 
palace. Aesthetic and financial considerations w ere prioritised at the expense 
of safety in the most flagrant abuse of regulations since their introduction, 
which, as the Grenfell Inquiry reminds us, demonstrates that governments 
must be held accountable for their failure to protect t hose who are most 
vulnerable to fire.

While fire industry experts reassured tourists in E ngland and Wales that 
the ‘construction of such a building as the Summerland holiday complex 
would be unlikely to be allowed in this country’, alarm bells inevitably 
rang loudly, particularly in the light of several fires at domestic holiday 
camps, including Butlins’ complex at Pwllheli a few days  later. Anxiety 
was heightened as fire industry organisations voiced their concerns at the 
omission of means of escape provisions from the regulations: ‘When  will 
the British accept the urgent need for adequate fire risk control?’, asked 
the Financial Times.41 No time soon, it would appear, as the government 
rejected recommendations to strengthen existing laws, insisting that local 
authorities already had sufficient licensing powers. Instead, Home Office 
officials, in remaining on the path of least intervention, drew up a voluntary 
code of guidance for the 1975 holiday season.42 The Summerland Fire 
Commission agreed, concluding from its investigations that the disaster 
was the result of ‘many  human errors and failures’, but called for greater 
controls over exterior as well as interior features to reduce the risk of external 
fire spread.43 As for the leisure centre’s architect, he was exonerated from 

	 
 41 Financial Times, 10 August 1973, 11; 4 August 1973, 24.
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accusations of professional misconduct and retired to live on his yacht off 
Corfu.44



        
        


        
          
          
  

      



      



        


The 1974 Health and Safety at Work e tc. Act was at odds with the ‘deemed 
to satisfy’ provisions contained in the Building Regulations. Criticism of the 
heavy- handed regulations was ramped up in the context of the light- 
touch approach preferred by Lord Robens. Po liti cal support for greater 
levels of self- regulation echoed a discourse of anti- red- tapeism within the 
popu lar media, which had intensified over the previous de cade. Some of this 
criticism was evidently politicised. Writing in 1964, Peter Whalley, the Daily 
Mail ’s property writer, welcomed the 1959–64 Conservative Government’s 
draft regulations on the grounds that they promised to cut the cost 
of building the average home as well as encourage the construction of 
schools and hospitals.46 Yet within two years, Whalley was bemoaning 
the same regulations for failing to improve standards and innovation, for 
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which he blamed the L abour Government’s failure to rein in surveyors. Only 
by separating building inspection from local government and regulating 
it through industry bodies would standards be improved, according to 
Whalley.47

Following Margaret Thatcher’s election as leader of the Conservative Party 
in 1975, media criticism became more trenchant. Daniel Stedman Jones 
has noted the impor tant role played by newspaper journalists in espousing 
neoliberal ideas such as monetarism and  free trade during the 1970s, and 
the same can be said about support for the deregulation of building control, 
with polemical writers citing bureaucratic bottlenecks and excessive costs 
as inhibiting the rights of homeowners to change their homes without 
repeatedly clashing with fussy inspectors armed with clipboards and 
prohibition notices.48 The Daily Mail, the most hostile newspaper, regularly 
published ‘puff pieces’ about the ease and con ve nience of home extensions, 
loft conversions and the installation of new heating systems,  under such 
headlines as ‘You d on’t have to move to own a larger h ouse’ and ‘When 
staying put could be your best move …’. While such pieces identify vari ous 
loopholes in the existing law, they also warn the reader to check with the 
local authority to avoid being ‘tied down by red tape’, as one middle- aged 
 couple found with their idea for a ‘dream home’ in Essex. The  couple’s 
plans for a farm conversion  were repeatedly blocked by planners working 
for the local council who ‘object to e very l ittle detail – e ven the size of the 
win dows’. Four years on, the f amily w ere still living in a caravan on the 
property, their plans on hold.49

Recasting the Building Regulations
In 1979 a Conservative government led by Margaret Thatcher was elected 
on a pledge to introduce greater choice for the individual by undoing 
many of the reforms of the post- war period. With the goal to cut public 
expenditure and reduce economic controls, government set out to shrink the 
state rather than continue the post- war trend for expanding responsibilities 
in the interrelated fields of welfare, health and safety provision. This marked 
a new era of building regulation, that of deregulation, during which the fire 
at Grenfell Tower occurred. This era is marked by a diminished role for the 
state and an increased role for the private sector and property developers 
to self- regulate in the absence of what popu lar newspapers and politicians 
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increasingly derided as unnecessary state controls. As we  shall see in the 
next chapter, this era of deregulation also saw the erosion of the law on fire 
precautions, with responsibility for safety passing from the state to the 
individual.

The Thatcher Government’s approach t owards ‘recasting’ the Building 
Regulations can be understood in the context of two broad developments; 
first, the late twentieth- century shift from social democracy to market 
liberalism, which saw her appeal to a growing popu lar individualism among 
voters; second, her party’s longstanding support for a ‘property- owning 
democracy’. This led to ‘the largest transfer of property from the state to the 
individual’ in the country’s history as ‘a new type of citizen’, the working- 
class homeowner who was more likely to be aligned with traditional 
Conservative voters, emerged as a key voter. Thatcher’s government was 
elected on a promise to roll back ‘the frontiers of the state’ by selling off state 
assets and reducing public debt while also offering greater choice to t hose 
 people who  were increasingly confident in staking a claim to their rights 
and identities. Publicly owned utilities w ere seen as an obstacle to efficiency, 
removing the incentive to innovate and deliver improved ser vices at a lower 
price to the ‘consumer’. As a result, policymakers advocated that public 
ser vices should be subject to competition from the market to encourage 
them to operate more eco nom ically and efficiently.50 The ‘Right to Buy’ 
programme, introduced in 1980, gave council h ouse tenants who had rented 
for three years or more the right to buy their homes at a significant discount 
of the market value; eventually this became ‘the largest single privatisation 
of public goods’ at an estimated value of £2 billion by 1997.51

Just as supporters of ‘Right to Buy’ cited the importance of ‘choice’ for 
tenants to own their own homes, so too did t hese arguments dominate the 
building control sector. As several expert witnesses have testified to the 
Grenfell Inquiry, the new secretary of state for the environment, Michael 
Heseltine, ‘fired the starting gun for the policy of deregulation in the 
construction industry’ that culminated with the 2017 fire.52 While Heseltine’s 
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promise to ‘reduce the nannying and overseeing’ of local authorities by 
Whitehall pleased professional associations exasperated by ‘the nightmare 
of bureaucratic control’, for Heseltine, sweeping away ‘expensive and time- 
consuming’ controls translated into diminished responsibilities for local 
authorities and greater levels of competition between the state and market.53 
Indeed, ‘far from giving local government more freedom t here may, in fact, 
be worse to come’, noted the Municipal Journal, which warned that local 
authorities w ere entering a new de cade shackled ‘in chains’ amidst threats 
to cut public expenditure and introduce rate capping.54

In December 1979, Heseltine pledged to take ‘a hard look’ at the system 
of building control in a speech to the National House- Building Council 
(NHBC), a private consumer watchdog that had long advocated for greater 
freedom for h ouse builders. ‘I am not in the business of just tinkering 
with the prob lem’, he insisted; he was committed to creating a simplified 
system, the main thrust of which would involve reducing the role of local 
authorities and granting greater responsibility to private providers with the 
ultimate aim of making building control self- financing and self- regulating: 
‘ There are strong arguments for a system of control which embodies the 
princi ple that anyone who carries out work, or  causes it to be carried out, 
should be responsible for the outcome.’55 While simplifying the language of 
the Building Regulations was welcomed across the sector, Heseltine’s 
proposal for greater self- regulation by the construction industry met with 
disapproval from building control inspectors who wanted a greater mea-
sure of in de pen dence themselves. What was needed, wrote the Institution 
of Municipal Engineers (IME), w ere ‘suitably qualified prac ti tion ers’ to 
ensure that the primary objective of building control remains ‘the effective 
protection of the health and safety of the public’ and not the reduction of 
controls.56

A government consultation document, published in 1980, outlined 
options for simplifying the system and reducing its burden on the taxpayer. 
 These included ‘recasting’ regulation as a minimum number of functional 
requirements only; exempting local authorities from control; and 
introducing certification by approved private persons as an alternative to 
local authority control. A white paper consequently proposed a combination 

3; GTI LBYP20000001/52, Professor Luke Bisby, ‘Phase 2 – R egulatory Testing and the 
Path of Grenfell’, 10 November 2021, 1132.
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of all three options by widening exemptions and introducing certification 
that provided for greater self- regulation by construction professionals.57 
Unsurprisingly, the NHBC, which had been lobbying for powers to act as a 
certifying authority, welcomed the proposals, seeing them as beneficial for 
homeowners. RIBA also welcomed the reforms as freeing its members from 
the costs of building control. The Institute of Building Control and the local 
authority associations expressed concern at the intended fragmentation of 
responsibility and loss of revenue, while also warning that private firms 
would poach ‘competent persons’ from local authorities with the offer of 
competitive rates of pay. Minimum self- regulation ‘would obviously lower 
standards’, warned one surveyor, who noted that multiple- fatality disasters 
occurred in buildings outside the scope of regulatory controls, as was seen 
in the case of the Summerland fire. Other commercial bodies, including 
the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS), predicted that the 
proposals could lead to a sharp increase in the cost of insurance, with many 
landlords passing t hese on to tenants or leaseholders, which is precisely what 
happened in the wake of the unfolding cladding crisis following the 2017 
Grenfell fire.58

Proposals for the simplification of the regulations  were issued in 1982. 
The main proposal – t o shift from ‘deemed to satisfy’ clauses to open- ended 
functional regulations – w as welcomed by housing providers and industry 
bodies. In general, local authority groups opposed the proposals, concerned 
at the loss of responsibility and revenue. Serious reservations  were raised by 
fire safety organisations. In a warning that l ater bore fruit, the Institution of 
Fire Engineers (IFE), whose core membership was composed of firefighters, 
warned that the new form ‘ will give Architects much greater freedom and 
enforcing authorities much less control and much greater difficulty in 
enforcing “Safe” per for mance standards’. In par tic u lar, the IFE warned that 
‘the expertise and experience of the Fire Authority in  matters relating to fire 
is recognised and should not be lost’, indicating that no building control 
authority should approve plans  until they received from the fire authority 
a safety certificate, yet this is precisely what the government introduced.59

Undeterred by the criticism, and bolstered by a larger majority following 
the 1983 general election, the government’s Housing and Building Control 
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Bill was passed the following year. In addition to extending the provisions 
of its ‘Right to Buy’ programme, the Act introduced competition into 
building oversight. U nder regulations issued the following year, it allowed 
for privately certified building inspectors, including the NHBC, to compete 
for contracts. The government’s pro- market sentiments continued in its 
subsequent attack on ‘red tape’, deploying the language popularised by 
newspapers by pledging to ‘lift the burden’ on small firms through the removal 
of a raft of regulations. In a 1985 report, ‘Burdens of Business’, by Secretary 
of State for Trade and Industry Lord George Young, building regulations 
 were cited as one of the top ten ‘burdens’ placed upon small firms.60 The 
subsequent white paper committed government to deregulation in order to 
achieve two aims: first, ‘freeing markets and increasing the opportunities 
for competition’ and, second, ‘lifting administrative and legislative burdens 
which take time, energy and resources from fundamental business activity’. 
This would be achieved in two stages: by ‘simplifying’ existing regulations 
so that they afford greater ‘freedom’ and ‘flexibility’ to the building pro cess, 
before establishing ‘how far they can be reduced or dropped altogether’ in 
order to reduce regulations ‘to the minimum required to secure their essential 
function, which is the preservation of public health and safety’.61

Right- wing newspapers welcomed Young’s proposals, with Robin 
Oakley in the Daily Mail gleefully reporting that ‘[m]asses of red tape 
and pettifogging regulations which hamper small firms are to be slashed 
away’. Similarly, Peter Hitchens, writing in the Daily Express, reported 
that government had gone to ‘war on red tape’, praising proposals to f ree 
businesses from ‘needlessly elaborate regulations on safety and fire’.62 More 
muted voices warned that cutting red tape could lead to more dangerous 
living and working conditions. The Guardian quoted Labour’s Treasury
spokesman, a young Tony Blair, who described the white paper as a ‘shabby 
and irrelevant document … whose ideology is unable to solve the prob lems 
of the economy’, before seeking guarantees that the plans ‘ will not lead to 
loss of safety and fire regulations or environmental protection’.63

      

The recast Building Regulations, introduced in 1985, w ere described 
as ‘the most radical shake-up of the building control system since the … 
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establishment of the system of building bye- laws’ in the Victorian period.64 
It can equally be argued that they heralded the beginnings of a diminution 
of public safety, or, in the words of Judith Hackitt, a ‘race to the bottom’ 
of a culture of building control that prioritised profit over safety through 
ignorance or indifference.65 Other than for means of escape in case of fire, 
functional requirements  were introduced, which stated the aim of the 
regulation rather than the means of achieving the requirement. Even then, 
government was committed to ‘reducing the level of regulation in t hese 
areas, where this would not lead to increased risk to personal safety’. Critics 
of the regulations had increasingly bemoaned the length of the published 
regulations, which they complained had been allowed to ‘breed like rabbits’ 
by successive governments. As one author noted:

In the bad, dangerous past of pre-1965 we had 78 pages of regulations. The year 
of 1965, when regulations  were nationalised,  these became 168 pages. The take- 
off point started in 1972.  There are now over 350 pages, and even more are 
breeding in the department’s hutches.66

Thatcher’s government added to the number of regulations it inherited; it took 
intervention in order to deregulate. In 1980 a scale of fees was introduced 
for building control in order to bring about public expenditure savings of 
£40 million. Critics, however, warned that fees would ‘do nothing to ease 
the pre sent climate of dissatisfaction with which building control officers 
have to cope’ and would contribute to enhanced client expectations for 
building approval.67 Moreover, while  later controls  were introduced to 
ensure adequate access for disabled persons, t hese  were not seen to deflect 
attention away from the more radical changes of providing for private 
certification and removing ‘unnecessary regulations’. Indeed, Thatcher’s 
government slavishly culled its own breeding programme, reducing three 
hundred and ten pages of specific regulations supported by twelve detailed 
schedules to twenty- four pages comprising twenty functional regulations 
and three schedules.68 Yet the detail did not dis appear, as twelve booklets 
of advisory guidance, known as Approved Documents, w ere introduced, 
including one booklet –  Approved Document B –  dealing entirely with 
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structural fire safety. ‘So much for cutting red tape’, noted the authors of a 
recent history.69

This published guidance went through several revisions from 1992  under 
Conservative and New L abour governments alike. While the 1991 and 1992 
revisions updated fire safety features, they opened up more areas of building 
control to private operators, extending a pro cess that had started a de cade 
 earlier. This inevitably led to greater fragmentation of regulatory control.70 
Further revisions, introduced in 2000, endorsed large- scale fire testing of 
external cladding systems alongside greater choice for construction product 
manufacturers in satisfying the regulations, especially as they pertained to 
taller buildings. To cope with the growing workload of testing, the New 
 Labour Government  later permitted the widespread use of ‘full- scale 
test data’.71 In practice, this meant that use of combustible materials was 
permitted  under certain conditions, in par tic u lar for insulating buildings 
with exterior wall cladding, while an ever- shrinking pool of fire prevention 
officers meant that enforcement was patchy at best. Deregulation 
established the  legal right, if not the moral legitimacy, of developers to 
prioritise the costs of development over and above  those of the safety of a 
building’s occupants. So much for learning lessons; successive ‘machinery 
of government’ changes since the 1990s meant that responsible ministries 
like the DoE and its successors had forgotten the horrors of e arlier cladding 
fires such as Summerland.
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championed in e arlier eras of regulation, it nominally goes further in 
advocating a stronger voice for residents, which has since been a dopted by the 
HSE in the Regulator’s governance. It remains to be seen how far residents’ 
concerns  will be taken seriously, which has led to a number of campaigners 
calling upon the government and its regulatory bodies ‘to ensure the voices 
of  those with less power are both heard and count’.72 The signs do not bode 
well: the Conservative Government’s Fire Safety Act, fi nally passed in 2021, 
angered many campaigners for reneging on its 2019 assurance to implement 
all of the recommendations issued in the Grenfell Inquiry Phase 1 report, 
‘in full’ and ‘without delay’.73 One such recommendation, that mobility- 
impaired residents be supplied with Personal Emergency Evacuation 
Plans (PEEPs) to assist them in evacuating a building in an emergency, was 
rejected by the government following a cost– benefit analy sis on the grounds 
of ‘practicality’, ‘proportionality’ and ‘safety’, including concerns that 
evacuation ‘might hinder firefighting strategy’.74 Yet the fact that mobility- 
impaired residents face a disproportionate risk to their lives from fires in 
high- rise buildings –  40 per cent of the disabled residents living in Grenfell 
Tower died in the 2017 fire – h as been cited by campaigners as proof of the 
government’s failure to protect t hose who are forced to live in a perpetual 
state of vulnerability owing to their inability to self- evacuate. Evidently the 
‘excessive costs’ cited of introducing robust safety mea sures continue to 
override the government’s priority for public safety.75

Conclusion
The long road to the Building Regulations radically switched direction 
from the 1980s, returning to a quasi- Victorian model of discretionary powers 
and greater freedoms for property developers and construction product 
manufacturers to act in their own interests. Historians can only speculate 
on what a surveyor like George Pierce Clingan, who spent more than four 
de cades working within local government, would have made of this policy 
reversal  after de cades of effective regulation. In this we are assisted by 
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the written responses from professional bodies to the consultation on the 
recasting of the regulations in 1983. Whereas ele ments of the proposals  were 
welcomed –  not least the simplification and clarity given to their wording –  
warnings echoed from across the associations at the importance of providing 
training to building control officers to cope with the anticipated changes 
to site inspection and the introduction of Approved Documents (one body 
recommended the award of a ‘certificate of competence’ to building surveyors 
not dissimilar to RICS’s call following the introduction of controversial 
EWS1 surveys for High- Rise Residential Buildings in 201976). Moreover, 
several bodies –  including the IME and IAAS77 –  reminded the DoE of the 
importance of ensuring that  every residential building, including temporary 
accommodation provided at  hotels, boarding  houses and hostels, should 
have at least one means of escape in the event of fire in order to assist the 
work of the fire ser vice as well as evacuation in instances where ‘stay put’ was 
inadvisable. Only with the retention of existing laws governing the provision 
of exits and entrances, as well as ‘unequivocable wording’ in the accompanying 
guidance, would the safety of residents and guests be subject to appropriate 
controls.78 It is to the thorny issue of h otel precautions, as a win dow onto the 
wider theme of the deregulation of fire safety, that we now turn.
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2. How red tape saves lives: the law on fire 
precautions in Britain since the 1970s

The popu lar 1970s BBC sitcom Fawlty Towers, written by John Cleese and 
Connie Booth, is part of the national cultural imagination, well known 
for its satirising of the xenophobic  little En glander and war time nostalgia. 
Cleese’s character, Basil Fawlty, the bumbling and unfriendly proprietor 
of the h otel, has even been described as a ‘pre- Thatcherite’ conservative.1 A 
memorable scene, in the controversial episode ‘The Germans’, involves Basil 
dismally attempting to organise a scheduled fire drill. Through a series of 
mis haps involving a chip pan, his dim- witted waiter, Manuel (played by 
Andrew Sachs), sets his jacket alight and runs into the lobby yelling ‘Is fire! 
Is fire!’ Basil is incapable of operating the fire extinguisher, which explodes 
in his face, and it is left to Polly (played by Booth), the cool- headed 
chamber- maid, to save Manuel and the  hotel. Basil is taken to hospital with 
concussion where he sets off on a typical rant, with a stinging reference 
to Harold Wilson, the L abour prime minister: ‘It exploded in my face. I 
mean, what is the point of a fire extinguisher? It sits  there for months, and 
when you actually have a fire, when you actually need the bloody t hing, it 
blows your head off! I mean, what is happening to this country? It’s bloody 
Wilson.’ 2

To Basil, holding a fire drill is an unwelcome burden foisted upon him 
by an interfering state (‘That should keep the fire department happy for 
another six months’). A fictionalised caricature of an eccentric  hotel owner 
Cleese encountered during his stay at a Torquay  hotel in 1970, Basil loses his 
patience with his guests who wait for the drill in the lobby a fter confusing 
the sound of the safe’s alarm with the fire alarm, declaring, ‘I  don’t know 
why we bother; we should let you all burn.’ 3

Basil was obliged to conduct regular drills of his staff and guests in order to 
satisfy his  legal responsibility as a hotelier.  Under the 1971 Fire Precautions 
Act, Basil and his real- life counter parts  were to ensure adequate means of 
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escape  were provided; exits well lit by emergency lighting and unobstructed; 
smoke alarms properly installed; staff trained in fire drill; and that any 
proposed changes to the layout or use of the property did not interfere with 
safe egress.4 As a proprietors’ guide put it bluntly:

Fire in this h otel could spell DISASTER … Injury to your colleagues, to 
our guests. Perhaps even death. Damage to the building, to furniture and 
equipment. Partial or even total destruction of the  hotel. A ‘closed for business’ 
notice on the front door. Loss of trade. Loss of jobs.5

Fire safety experts insisted that bedroom doors should be self- closing to 
reduce the risk of fire spread and the number of casualties at night. In fact, 
an adult was ten times more likely to be caught in a fire at a  hotel than at 
home, even if the risk of death was roughly equal.6 A fire authority could 
therefore use the threat of withholding its award of certification to compel 
a proprietor to make improvements to the safety of the premises.

The mocking of the fire drill in ‘The Germans’ is revealing of contradictory 
cultural attitudes  towards fire safety at the time. Whereas Basil fails to 
grasp the seriousness of the fire drill and of maintaining precautionary 
equipment, his staff (with the exception of Manuel) are well trained in the 
use of extinguishers, and his guests are prepared to briefly interrupt their 
holidays to participate in the drill. As an everyday occurrence that takes 
place in  hotels, shops, offices and other workplaces across the country, the 
fire drill has been used as a comedic device in situation comedies since the 
1970s, which indicates the general lack of seriousness with which it is treated 
by many  people  until they experience a serious fire first- hand. Yet the fire 
drill is now a longstanding practice in  hotel management, alongside the 
provision of other precautions, including clear signage, emergency lighting, 
self- closing doors, smoke alarms and information notices prominently 
displayed in rooms and public spaces. Together, t hese micro instances of state 
regulation shape our movement around a building in small but significant 
ways and bring familiarity to our experience when staying away from 
home for work or leisure. While the costs of installation and maintenance 
could be expensive for small guest houses, and regarded by some (real and 
fictional) proprietors and politicians as burdensome regulation,  these 
everyday precautions  were integral for the protection of guests and staff 
following a number of multiple- fatality fires in h otels during the 1960s 
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and early 1970s. New laws introduced powers of inspection, certification 
and enforcement by local fire authorities in order to reduce the risk of mass- 
casualty fires in  hotels and similar establishments and, as we s hall see, w ere 
successful in this aim.

This chapter  will examine the context surrounding the introduction of the 
Fire Precautions Act in 1971 and its impact in reducing the risk to life in 
 hotels. It shows the growing significance of fire prevention to the practice 
of everyday life and reveals the importance of acting upon the lessons learned 
from mass- casualty fires in such premises. It also, following on from the 
previous chapter, traces the emerging anti- regulatory landscape within 
British government from the mid-1970s, which included resisting proposals 
to extend the law on fire precautions to other sectors, including old p eople’s 
homes and hospitals, following multiple- fatality fires. A neoliberal approach 
 towards fire precautions, which increasingly placed responsibility for health 
and safety on the individual rather than the state, gained momentum during 
the 1970s and intensified from the 1980s. Ministers regarded fire precautions, 
like building regulations, as ‘burdens on business’. Evidence presented to 
the Grenfell Tower Inquiry repeatedly cites government ministers’ warnings 
to ‘not increase the burden of regulation’, even following devastating fires 
such as that at Lakanal House in 2009.7 The Conservative- Liberal Demo-
crat Co ali tion Government (2010–15) even operated a Red Tape Challenge, 
co- ordinated by the Cabinet Office, which was welcomed by ministers as 
simulating a competitive game to reduce red tape on the grounds that, 
to quote the former permanent secretary of the department for local 
government, ‘regulation was not seen as something valuable, it was seen as 
something that created costs and burdens’.8

As we s hall see, gaming the regulatory system cost lives. A precautionary 
approach  towards safety was  shaped and constrained by the continued 
occurrence of multiple- fatality fires from the late 1960s through to the 1980s 
and beyond. This resulted in the law on fire precautions being modified on 
several occasions in order to extend cover to sporting stadiums and public 
transport premises during the 1980s. As Majone has argued, the growing 
impetus  towards the deregulation of public ser vices in the 1980s and 1990s led 
in actuality to ‘less restrictive or rigid regulation, rather than no regulation’.9 
The subsequent decision taken by the New L abour Government to reform 
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the law in 2005, by introducing the ‘responsible person’ for managing 
fire safety while si mul ta neously limiting the powers of fire authorities to 
enforce compliance, marked the culmination of the deregulation of fire 
safety started during the 1980s. Failures of regulatory oversight in growing 
numbers and va ri e ties of multi- occupancy buildings can thus be traced back 
to decisions taken to fragment the state’s responsibility for fire safety, as 
well as a lack of po liti cal w ill to extend the law on fire precautions in the 
aftermath of multiple- fatality fires during the pre sent  century.

The beginnings of proactive regulation
A fire precautions act capable of regulating multiple social and economic 
risks was first mooted in 1962 when the Home Office established an inter- 
departmental committee ‘to consider the princi ples on which fire prevention 
legislation should be based and the objects to which it should be directed’. 
Its report, issued at the end of the year, criticised the inflexibility of existing 
legislation, which managed risks on a narrow sectoral basis.10 Legislation, 
recently passed, affected factories and licensed premises, while officials had 
drafted similar legislation governing offices, shops and railway premises. 
Each site was inspected by the fire brigade and a certificate issued, which 
contained details, marked on approved plans, of the available means of 
escape and the number of persons allowed on the premises at any given 
time. Such legislation responded to multiple- fatality fires in industrial 
workplaces (for example, at a Keighley mill in 1956, in which eight workers 
died), department stores (with prominent fires in Glasgow and Liverpool 
high street stores in 1949 and 1960, causing thirteen and eleven deaths, 
respectively) and places of public amusement (as with a Bolton nightclub 
fire in 1961, with nineteen deaths). Th ese fatalities temporarily brought the 
issues to the forefront of the po liti cal agenda b ecause of the media interest 
they generated, but they soon faded from memory.11

A consolidatory bill was promoted – a nd withdrawn due to lack of 
parliamentary time –  on three occasions during the 1960s. Eventually, in 1971 it 
reached the statute books with cross- party support. Officially, governments 
 were awaiting the publication of the report of the Departmental Committee 
on the Fire Ser vice, which had been appointed in 1967 to inquire into 
the organisation of the ser vice. When that fi nally appeared in May 1970, 
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the idea of consolidating existing fire prevention legislation into a single 
comprehensive act was rejected.12

In truth, the legislation had already been drafted and governments  were 
playing for time, rarely regarding fire safety as a priority. The decision to 
begin with  hotels was again a response to several multiple- fatality fires in 
the sector in the late 1960s and the result of joint pressure from government 
advisers and industry bodies to better protect the safety of staff and guests. 
This included a fire at a  hotel in Stornoway, on the Outer Hebrides, a chain 
of islands off the west coast of mainland Scotland, in 1966, caused by a 
carelessly discarded cigarette. The h otel’s outdated alarm system consisted 
of a bell which was not audible throughout the  whole premises; five guests 
lost their lives. A further five fatalities occurred at a fire in a h otel in Church 
Stretton, Shropshire in 1968, where bedroom notices advised guests: ‘In case 
of fire shout “FIRE” ’. A third fire at the Rose & Crown coaching inn in 
Saffron Walden, Essex, on Boxing Day in 1969 caused eleven deaths when 
a faulty tele vi sion set caught alight overnight. All three fires occurred in 
old buildings, with combustible timber floors and staircases, which blocked 
escape and access points. Experts estimated that the average age of h otels 
was between 50 and 100 years, with some coaching inns over 200 years old, 
built before modern regulations w ere introduced, but full of historic charm. 
The Rose & Crown, for instance, was a sixteenth- century coaching inn with 
‘old- world atmosphere’, but, lacking suitable precautions, firefighters found 
that fire- resisting doors failed during Christmas festivities.13

Shortly before the fire at the Rose & Crown, the Fire Protection Association 
(FPA), an industry body formed in 1946 by fire insurance companies, issued 
a stark warning about inadequate precautions in h otels, citing failings with 
the construction, equipment and training of staff in many of the estimated 
200,000 premises across Britain. The British  Hotels and Restaurants 
Association, a lobby group for the hospitality industry, dismissed the report 
as ‘unnecessarily alarmist’, but the number of fire disasters disproved its weak 
argument.14 That so few  hotels contained up- to- date fire precautions was 
ridiculed by Fire magazine, which mocked up a fake advertisement for a 
 hotel offering ‘Bed, Breakfast and Fire Risk’ for its readers, who w ere well 
versed in the use of gallows humour to cope with the grim realities of the 
profession:
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To remind Parliament of the importance of legislating change, a fire, causing 
the deaths of eight guests, occurred at the New Langham  hotel in London in 
May 1971. Moving the second reading of the Fire Precautions Bill, Minister 
of State Richard Sharples argued that it was ‘a fact that all too often in the 
past before action has been taken, it has needed some major catastrophe 
to focus attention’ on lawmakers; the new bill offered the chance to deal 
proactively with  hazards as they appeared or evolved.16

The bill, then, was based on years of applied learning but it took the trigger 
of the Rose & Crown blaze –  cited by both Judith Hackitt and Sam Webb 
as a ‘milestone event’ in regulatory reform17 –  to overcome delays with its 
drafting. An internal inquiry by Chief Inspector of Fire Ser vices Henry 
Smith revealed multiple defects in the  hotel and criticised the  owners, Trust 
House  Hotels, for failing to invite the local brigade to make a goodwill 
inspection of the premises. Given that Trust House Ltd. was in the pro cess 
of merging with Forte Holdings to create the country’s largest  hotel 
group, Smith recognised the urgency to impose a clear duty upon ‘ hotel 
managements in ensuring that fire precautions are strictly observed’, as well 
as upon staff and guests in ‘avoiding thoughtless actions such as the failure 
to extinguish smoking materials properly or to close fire and smoke doors 
on landings or in passages’.18 What had once been deemed acceptable risks 
within the  hotel industry – n ot least permitting smoking in bedrooms as well 
as public areas – h ad given way to a view that guest and staff safety was as 
much a priority as the provision of amenities for comfort.

Towards a fire service-led approach
Despite cross- sectoral support, the 1972 Designation Order attracted fierce 
criticism from hoteliers, trade bodies and Tory MPs that too many fire 
prevention officers (FPOs)  were inflexible in their interpretation of the law, 
which is certainly hinted at in Basil Fawlty’s protest at having to hold a fire 
drill to satisfy the local brigade. Robert Adley, a Dorset MP and industry 
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lobbyist (he was Eu ro pean marketing director for Commonwealth Holiday 
Inns), bemoaned the ‘too tough firemen’ whose overzealous attitudes  towards 
safety w ere ‘cutting away at the grass roots of the industry’ by ‘hitting 
very hard’ small h otels struggling to fund expensive and unnecessary 
improvements. One such ‘small h otel’ of twenty- one bedrooms, owned 
by Exeter MP John Hannam, had been sent an ‘improvement notice’ 
containing works totalling £8,000. Meanwhile, an editorial in the Caterer 
and Hotelkeeper magazine dismissed the regulations as ‘administratively 
mad’ and ‘fiscally stupid’.19 Complaints w ere twofold: first, that modern 
 hotels  were built to agreed international standards of safety that minimised 
the risk of fire; second, that the costs of modifying small h otels outweighed 
the risks as well as the benefits of keeping them open, but legislators had 
already recognised this by exempting premises that catered for fewer than 
six guests. Sir Fitzroy Maclean, MP for Bute and Northern Ayrshire who 
co- owned the historic Creggans Inn on the idyllic shore of Loch Fyne, 
claimed that the cost of updating safety in historic premises threatened to 
drive ‘run- of- the- mill’ h otels such as his out of business. More seriously, 
historian John Walton notes that many landladies in seaside resorts like 
Blackpool converted their guest houses into flatlets partly to avoid the cost 
of installing fire precautions, as well as in response to the changing pattern 
of demand from tourists; this would return to haunt them a de cade l ater, as 
we  shall see in Chapter 4.20

Multiple- fatality fires in  hotels continued to occur, then, in the face of 
re sis tance to change. In April 1972, two w omen died in a fire that destroyed 
a 1920s Cambridge h otel with no audible alarm system; its management 
had failed to act on a list of requirements identified during a recent 
inspection.21 In July 1973, ten holidaymakers w ere killed in a devastating 
fire at the Esplanade  Hotel in the Scottish resort town of Oban, started by 
a carelessly discarded cigarette. A fire brigade inspection the previous year 
had recommended improvements including smoke- stopping doors and an 
external escape. The  hotel owner was aware of the risks but had postponed 
the remedial work b ecause of a combination of costs and time, citing the 
excuse, ‘I just  didn’t get round to it.’ Neither had he both ered to train his 
seasonal staff in fire evacuation  because ‘[t]hey  were  here for six months 
only and we re mostly girls’.22 In their coverage of the fire, newspapers 
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demanded unsafe h otels be forced to close u ntil they completed approved 
work, while industry groups and Tory MPs called upon government to offer 
low- interest loans to support remedial work.23 As many as half of Britain’s 
 hotels and boarding  houses could be ‘potential death traps’ according to 
an investigation by the Daily Mirror, which claimed that up to a quarter 
of all proprietors flouted the law by not applying for safety certificates. 
Even then, fire brigades faced a considerable backlog in inspecting and 
reinspecting premises: in Blackpool, for instance, only 10 per cent of the 
4,000 applications for certificates submitted to the local brigade had been 
completed by mid-1973.24

The main prob lem with the application of the Act, then, concerned 
workload and resourcing, particularly in tourist areas with a denser 
concentration of  hotels. On the eve of the Act,  there  were 1,248 full- 
time FPOs in post, performing between them some 650,000 surveys 
and inspections nationally. Duties ranged from routine surveys to on- site 
inspections, which varied from a few minutes for a low- risk premises like 
a public toilet to three days for large risks such as hospitals; a  hotel survey 
could take anywhere between half a day and a full day, absorbing more 
person- hours per inspection than most other types of visit.25

Civil servants calculated that, even with a phased introduction of the Act, 
it would still take a de cade to extend to 442,000 ‘high- risk’ premises. In 
the short term, this would involve inspecting and certifying approximately 
30,000 h otels and boarding h ouses. To do so, the fire ser vice would require 
350 additional staff, whose role would be  limited to fire prevention work. At 
a modest annual cost of approximately £1 million (equivalent to £14 million 
in 2020) falling onto the taxpayer, the proposals w ere fiercely resisted by 
some local authority associations but welcomed by the Fire Brigades Union 
(FBU) and Trades Union Congress, which favoured the greater opportunities 
for  career advancement that the Act promised firefighters.26

Implementation was inevitably piecemeal, but not without success. By the 
close of 1974, fire authorities across  England and Wales had issued certificates 
for 3,302 h otels and boarding  houses. A further 13,202 premises had been 
issued with improvement notices, while 24,985  were awaiting inspection. 
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An estimated 14,000 premises had yet to submit applications. Three years 
 later, 20,000 premises had been certified, with 10,000 more outstanding 
applications or appeals in the system. Pro gress was slow but welcomed by 
many in the ser vice, not least Chief Inspector of Fire Ser vices Kenneth 
Holland, who, in addressing industry management in his annual reports, 
stressed that fire precautions ‘are an investment in keeping a business g oing’.27 
Despite the backlog, a survey by the FPA in 1978 concluded that the number 
of h otel fires involving fatalities had fallen significantly in the six years 
since the Order’s designation.28 According to government data, proactive 
regulation was proven to save lives. In 1974 t here w ere thirty- one deaths 
and eighty- one non- fatal casualties in h otel fires in Britain; six years  later, 
nineteen fatalities  were recorded in  hotels, hostels and boarding  houses (of 
which ten  were accounted for in a single blaze at a London hostel –  see 
Chapter 4) and one hundred and thirty- nine casualties.  There was now a 
greater proportion of fire- related deaths in un regu la ted premises such 
as homes, nightclubs, public  houses and restaurants.29 Casualty rates in 
 hotels and boarding h ouses continued to fall during the 1980s, despite the 
number of fires remaining fairly constant.30 Inspection, certification and 
enforcement had been proven to succeed in raising awareness among staff 
and guests as well as in improving h otel management and h ouse keeping. By 
the end of the 1970s, consumer groups had even declared British  hotels to 
be safer than many of their Eu ro pean counter parts and the Fire Precautions 
Act was  adopted as a model of good practice by other countries.31

The deregulatory impulse
The success of the 1972 Designation Order in raising standards of safety within 
 hotels inevitably led to calls from stakeholder groups to extend its provisions 
to undesignated sectors. Successive home secretaries faced pressure to issue 
designation o rders governing public sector premises including psychiatric 
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hospitals, nursing homes, hostels, student halls of residence, schools 
and high- rise residential buildings.32 Reformist voices grew louder in the 
wake of disasters in institutions where ‘at- risk’  people  were cared for, not 
least  because they frequently exposed under lying stigma  towards vulnerable 
groups. First, in July 1972 a devastating fire at the Coldharbour Hospital in 
Dorset, used as a home for p eople with learning disabilities, killed thirty 
residents. The committee of inquiry’s investigation found understaffing, 
while serious safety defects  were discovered following a renovation. When the 
contractors proposed to use fire- resistant plasterboard partitions in wards, 
they  were advised against this by the consulting architect on the grounds 
that plasterboard ‘might be vulnerable to kicking and other behaviour 
from the patients’; subsequently, contractors installed a more flammable 
hardboard which gave it the highest fire risk rating pos si ble.33

Such derogatory remarks reveal the prevalence of prejudice in cases 
where some of the most disadvantaged p eople who demand improvements 
in building safety are stigmatised e ither as ‘troublemakers’ – a s was the case 
with several residents of Grenfell Tower in the months and years leading up 
to the fire –  or as undeserving of the extra expense.34 Yet the government 
shied away from challenging such blatant instances of ‘stigma power’, with 
its social ser vices secretary, Keith Joseph, describing the calamitous decision 
to use hessian to cover hardboard partitions as ‘misguided enthusiasm’ before 
committing his government to strengthening the enforcing powers of fire 
authorities. In truth,  little changed and Joseph warned that ‘[w]ith the best 
 will in the world it is not pos si ble to guarantee that such appalling accidents 
as that at Coldharbour  will never occur again’.35

Two years l ater, in December 1974, eigh teen residents, aged between 
sixty- seven and ninety- one years, died in a fire at an old p eople’s home 
in Nottinghamshire caused by a resident smoking in bed. Staff shortages 
 were again cited as a failure in evacuating  those residents with physical 
impairments. The home, a prefabricated single- storey building comprising 
 houses connected to a dining hall, was designed by the architect Donald 
Gibson and was part of the Consortium of Local Authorities Programme 

	 
	 

	 

	           
          
         


 



How red tape saves lives

49

(CLASP) system of industrialised building. Initially bringing together 
local authorities to meet the prob lem of building schools on land subject 
to mining subsidence, using bulk purchasing methods as well as on- site 
assembly of factory- made parts, CLASP was used to construct residential 
accommodation, hospitals and universities during the 1960s.36

Concerns w ere repeatedly raised about the safety of such buildings, 
specifically in their use of false ceilings, which created a flue with the wooden 
and felt roofs, and a spate of fires in CLASP schools during the 1970s caused 
experts to dismiss the system as unsafe.37 Although a 1971 amendment to the 
Building Regulations included a stipulation that fireproof partitions should 
be inserted  behind ceiling panels, fire investigators found that remediation 
work had yet to begin. Following a campaign by the National Corporation 
for the Care of Old P eople, the newly elected L abour Government promised 
to extend regulations to residential homes. Draft regulations w ere drawn 
up to strengthen precautions, but  because of a change in government in 1979 
 these  were never issued.38

The failure to extend the provisions of the 1971 Act to protect ‘at- 
risk’ groups reveals a hardening attitude within government t owards the 
value of regulation. It also reflects a preference for individuals to take 
greater responsibility for themselves regardless of w hether they are able to 
do so and assumes that p eople w ill behave rationally or with urgency in 
an emergency, which is not guaranteed, as several empirical studies have 
shown.39 While advisory bodies attempted to shape a more proactive 
approach to policymaking, ministers largely interpreted their responsibility 
for protecting public safety as an administrative and financial exercise rather 
than a moral one. As we saw in the previous chapter, this is a view that 
has been recently reinforced by the government’s decision not to implement 
the recommendation in the Grenfell Tower Inquiry Phase 1 Report that all 
disabled residents be given Personal Emergency Evacuation Plans (PEEPs) 
on the grounds that their costs would be disproportionate to the number 
of lives likely to be saved.

The limitations to the regulatory approach should be understood in 
the context of an escalating economic crisis during the 1970s, as well as 

	             
         
 

	 
	 

	 



Before Grenfell

50

growing distrust of local authorities from within central government.40 
 Labour ministers regularly cited public expenditure restrictions as obstacles 
to enforcement, while industry bodies resisted proposals to extend 
regulatory provisions to the hospitality sector, citing a large proportion of 
its membership ‘struggling for survival in the face of the pre sent economic 
depression’.41 Successive governments we re therefore committed to 
permitting a greater degree of self- compliance within business in assessing 
their own workplace  hazards  free from state restrictions.

The influence of neoliberal ideas over the limits of the regulatory state 
became more strident from 1979 with the election of a Conservative 
government openly committed to diminishing the role of the state, cutting 
public expenditure, slashing regulations, curbing trade u nion powers and 
restricting interference in individual enterprise. The model of inspection 
and certification established by the Fire Precautions Act was regarded as out of 
kilter with the Thatcher Government’s embrace of a ‘neoliberal revolution’.42 
Yet the continued occurrence of fires –  including one at an old  people’s home 
outside Hull, which killed six residents and injured another twenty- one in 
1977 – a mplified warnings for stricter regulation of care homes.43 Although 
 Labour’s draft regulations designating residential accommodation w ere at 
an advanced stage of preparation by April 1979, they attracted considerable 
re sis tance from within the care sector. In par tic u lar, concerns about 
inflexibility and costs of compliance  were raised by the Personal Social Ser-
vices Council (PSSC), a non- governmental advisory body established in 
1971. The PSSC issued a report arguing that ‘the quality of life in residential 
homes suffers as a result of fire precautions’, citing difficulties caused to 
resident mobility by self- closing doors as well as the likely impact of the 
costs of remedial work resulting in ‘a cut- back’ in care. Rather than a one- 
size- fits- all certification pro cess, the PSSC recommended a compromise 
approach ‘more carefully tailored to the needs of individual homes’.44

Seizing on the criticism, the reforms w ere put on hold with the 
Conservative’s election victory before the PSSC was itself disbanded 
following public spending cuts.45 Moreover, rather than advocating a 
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flexible approach  towards fire precautions, the new government tightened 
restrictions on expenditure, which compelled local authorities to make cuts 
to social care and firefighting.46 Mandatory fire precautions  were viewed 
suspiciously by ministers who preferred to issue advisory guidance to ser vice 
providers rather than insist upon ‘excessive expenditure’ and ‘stringent 
requirements’ at a time of ‘scarce public, private and charitable funds’.47 
As Home Secretary Leon Brittan put it in response to a Commons motion 
about care homes, ‘In many cases in both public and private sectors t here 
is no doubt that steps have already been taken to achieve an acceptable 
standard of fire precautions’ without resorting to enforcement. ‘This is what 
is desired,  whether it is done by certification or without certification.’ The 
Home Office thus rejected proposals from its own advisory body, the Central 
Fire Brigades Advisory Council (CFBAC), to phase in the designation of 
old  people’s homes, preferring to encourage care providers to take advantage 
of the available voluntary guidance.48

Politicians and civil servants repeatedly cited the Fire Precautions Act as 
an example of excessive regulation in a po liti cal atmosphere that was keen 
to redefine the bound aries between the public and private sectors. In 1980, 
the Home Office published a green paper criticising both the escalating 
costs of enforcing the legislation (at approximately £16.25 million a year) 
and the costs of compliance for designated premises, which it estimated 
at about £70 million per year. Stopping short of recommending the 
dismantling of the existing regulatory framework, the authors proposed 
‘a modified system’, awarding powers to fire authorities to selectively focus 
on class A risks (premises in larger industrial and commercial cities) rather 
than ‘premises presenting a low risk’.49 Greater flexibility resonates with what 
Michael Moran calls the ‘hyper- innovative approach’  towards the operation 
of the British regulatory state that emerged from the late 1970s, as a response 
by the British po liti cal system to a policy crisis that eroded confidence in the 
post- war social and po liti cal consensus as well as a crisis of belief in the ability 
of government to govern in an accountable fashion. The ‘new regulatory 
state’ that emerged involved standardising and formalising the practices 
of government through the provision of systematic information and 
uniform reporting and control mechanisms.50 In relation to fire precautions, 
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government thus accepted its general duty to provide a reasonable standard 
of safety t owards property and  human life, but left it to o thers – n ot least 
the fire protection industry and fire brigades – t o establish what this meant 
in practice. Whereas the Fire Precautions Act had ushered in a new era 
of standardised control within government, this discernible shift  towards 
greater selectivity was designed to disrupt and disperse its own regulatory 
powers while enabling more in de pen dent enterprise.

In 1985, a second review of fire precautions advocated even greater selectivity 
in the law’s application. While this was influenced by the growing number of 
Eu ro pean Council directives concerning health and safety, which extended 
the princi ple of employer self- compliance beyond the limits permitted u nder 
British legislation, it was ostensibly driven by central government’s crusade 
against ‘burdens on business’, as explored in the previous chapter.51 The 
deregulation of administrative and legislative regulations imposed upon 
business had emerged as a flagship ele ment in British government policy by 
the mid-1980s and was part of a wider transnational deregulatory moment 
in Western socie ties; the state was committed to ‘rolling back’ on its micro- 
management of the economy through a variety of methods including 
privatising public utilities and cutting ‘red tape’, as business regulations  were 
derogatorily described by ministers. Fire precautions  were identified as one 
of the most ‘complicated’ and inconsistently applied requirements for firms 
to adhere to in Lord Young’s Burdens of Business report, published in the 
same year. ‘Fire precautions should be made more flexible for premises with 
a minimal fire risk’, argued Young, recommending ‘a new system of control’ 
with greater flexibility in order to avoid ‘unnecessarily severe requirements 
on low risk premises but consistently catching and improving high risk 
premises’.52

In their jointly authored foreword to the Home Office’s review, Leon 
Britten and Lord Young cited the recent fire at Bradford City Football Club’s 
Valley Parade Stadium, which fatally injured fifty- six supporters in ‘horrific 
scenes’ that ‘brought home to every one the devastating effects of fire and the 
need for adequate fire precautions’.53 What they failed to mention was the fact 
that years of flammable waste – o ld newspapers, cigarette packets, polystyrene 
cups and other discarded items w ere found by forensic investigators – h ad 
been allowed to accumulate under neath the wooden stand, which provided 
fuel for a discarded light ( either a dropped match or a cigarette) when it 
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fell through the gaps in the dilapidated stand. Left to smoulder  under the 
feet of spectators gathered to celebrate the club’s championship winning 
season, once alight the fire quickly spread up the embankment and ignited 
the pitch roof, causing a flashover that cut off escape for many and led to one 
survivor describing the fire’s ferocious spread as ‘Four Minutes to Hell’. The 
club chairman’s decision to remove fire extinguishers from stands, on the 
spurious grounds that they would be misused by spectators, further reveals 
the ways that regulatory failures can quickly escalate, in this instance by 
delaying assistance from arriving. The government’s review, reinforced by 
the accompanying public inquiry, therefore used the opportunity to censure 
the club  owners’ failure  towards their supporters, while introducing stricter 
safety rules for sporting stadiums, thereby introducing a necessary regulatory 
‘burden’ to protect public safety.54

The resultant Fire Safety and Safety of Places of Sport Act 1987 required 
fire authorities to take an interventionist approach in certifying outdoor 
stadiums as well as indoor sporting premises. To offset the increased workload 
this entailed, the 1971 Act was amended, granting local authorities powers 
to exempt low- risk premises from certification. This hierarchy of risks 
was further refined following the devastating fire at London King’s Cross 
Under ground Station in November 1987, which killed thirty- one  people 
including London Fire Brigade station officer Colin Townsley. As a result, 
sub- surface railway stations w ere designated as class A risks following 
the relaxation of rules for low- risk premises. ‘This is the speediest means 
to introduce enforceable standards without uncertainty’, claimed Home 
Secretary Douglas Hurd, recognising that  there  were occasions when ‘the 
regulatory system can evolve’ in order to deal with new or emerging risks.55

‘Rolling back the state’ and deregulation continued as twin pillars of 
government policy into the 1990s and beyond and, in the relative absence 
of high- profile fires, they met with greater success. Michael Heseltine’s 
Deregulation and Contracting Out Bill in 1994 clumsily promised ‘the 
biggest bonfire of controls that has taken place in modern times in this 
country’, although it failed to deliver the forecasted savings, while, from 
1997, New  Labour promised to accelerate the removal of ‘unnecessarily 
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burdensome’ regulations, with fire precautions identified as ‘a priority target’ 
for its Better Regulation Task Force.56 A variety of voices – i n par tic u lar 
newspapers and policy ‘think tanks’ – s poke out against fire precautions 
and health and safety rules using negative rhetorical tropes such as ‘red 
tape’ and advocated relaxing policy around risk regulation.57 This coincided 
with the emergence of a managerialist approach within government, which 
translated into using deregulation to enable greater private and voluntary 
sector involvement in the provision of public ser vices through multi- agency 
partnerships. The state was shifting from a traditional ser vice delivery role to 
one where it contracted out public ser vices to private or voluntary bodies. 
Just like public utilities or building control, fire precautions w ere no longer 
regarded as natu ral monopolies of the state but would be passed back to 
the individual to determine the appropriateness of controls. From 1997, 
fire risk assessments w ere introduced into workplaces to satisfy Eu ro pean 
Commission directives. Two years l ater, amended regulations set a 
requirement for premises designated u nder the 1971 Act to also conduct 
fire risk assessments; this applied to all workplaces, including  hotels, 
boarding  houses and care homes. The duplication of administrative effort 
strengthened criticism that the Eu ro pean Commission unnecessarily 
tied British firms up in red tape and reinforced an increasingly hostile 
media attitude t owards ‘Brussels bureaucrats’.58 While this culminated 
most notoriously with the British government’s decision to leave the 
Eu ro pean Union in 2016, it was also cited by several witnesses at the 
Grenfell Tower Inquiry as justification for the ‘one-in, one- out’ strategy for 
reducing regulations pursued by successive governments during the 2010s.59

Eventually and perhaps inevitably, an overhaul of the law came at the 
turn of the twenty- first c entury, thereby establishing the regulatory regime 
 under which the fire at Grenfell Tower occurred. From 1997 to 2007, the 
New  Labour Government, with Tony Blair as prime minister, continued 
the move to deregulate fire precautions while also championing the 
modernisation of public ser vices. In practice, this meant greater hollowing 
out of the public sector and a more active role for private enterprise in 
delivering ser vices. Blair’s ‘modernisation agenda’ was intended to distance 
‘New’ from ‘Old’  Labour by demonstrating the party’s ability to govern  after 
years in opposition. It was justified as a means to de- align the L abour Party 
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from its traditional supporters, in par tic u lar trade u nions, and open up 
public ser vices to a wider variety of influences.60 The fire ser vice and the law 
on fire precautions  were not immune to this, as seen in the controversial 
recommendations made by an in de pen dent review chaired by the university 
administrator George Bain in 2002 and a white paper issued the following 
year. Deaths and injuries from fire had declined during the second half of the 
1990s, yet the number of fires had risen since 1998, which led the review to 
recommend the ser vice take a risk- based approach t owards safety, focusing 
on the ‘most vulnerable’  people in society –  lower socio- economic groups, 
single-p arent ho use holds,  people with disabilities, the eld erly, renters in 
 houses in multiple occupancy (HMOs) and  house holds with heavy smokers 
and/or drinkers – w ho suffered disproportionately from fire and its effects. 
Bain contended that the fire ser vice’s advisory bodies w ere resistant to 
modernisation and overly focused on ‘stakeholder business to the detriment 
of progressing national strategic issues’, reportedly blocking reforms.61 The 
Home Office had, according to some insiders, actively treated the fire 
ser vice with ‘benign neglect’ compared to its core m atters of crime and 
immigration. New L abour transferred responsibility for fire ser vice policy 
to the Department for Transport, Local Government and the Regions in 
2001 and, from 2002, to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM), 
believing that ‘new sets of eyes’ would bring ‘new perspectives’ and help to 
elevate the ser vice’s low status within government.62

The Bain Review exacerbated deteriorating industrial relations within the 
ser vice, witnessed in a national firefighters’ strike in 2002 and the FBU’s 
disaffiliation from the  Labour Party in 2004. Un perturbed by criticism of 
its ‘lack of vision and … contempt of Britain’s Fire Ser vice’, the ODPM, 
headed by John Prescott, a former official in the National Union of Seamen, 
pushed ahead with radical reforms to the ser vice, introduced in 2004 and 
2005.63 As minister for local government, Nick Raynsford, described it, ‘The 
Bain Report was a clarion call for reform in a ser vice that had been left in a 
time warp, approaching its duties and conducting its industrial relations 
in ways that smacked of the attitudes of a bygone era.’ 64 Much historic 
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legislation was rescinded, abandoning national standards of fire cover 
introduced a fter the Second World War in favour of local Integrated Risk 
Management Plans, reducing limits on the number of operational firefighters 
required to crew appliances and rashly abolishing its own policy advisory 
body, the CFBAC. Less contentious was the logical decision to rename 
the ser vice the Fire and Rescue Ser vice to reflect firefighters’ increasing 
role in non- fire emergency work, which included responding to terrorism, 
flooding, chemical spillages and road traffic collisions, though successive 
governments have since shown unwillingness to properly fund t hese new 
responsibilities.65

The 2005 Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order repealed over 
seventy separate pieces of legislation including the Fire Precautions Act, 
introducing a single fire safety regime that applied to all workplaces and 
non- domestic premises from 2006 in  England, Wales and Scotland (from 
2010 in Northern Ireland). It also covered premises where the main use is to 
provide sleeping accommodation, such as h otels, boarding h ouses, hostels, 
holiday accommodation and the common areas of higher- risk residential 
buildings (HRRBs) and HMOs. The Order requires e very premises to 
employ a ‘responsible person’ to undertake a fire risk assessment (FRA) and 
decide how to address the risks. It thus signalled a move from a prescriptive 
regime to a risk- assessment- based approach, removing the responsibility for 
certification from fire and rescue authorities. This led some commentators 
to question  whether the changes  were being driven more by ‘economic  factors 
than a need to maintain the current levels of public and employee safety 
from fire beyond their homes’.66

In the years that followed, the number of FRAs undertaken by operational 
staff fell considerably and fire authorities cut the numbers of fire prevention 
officers  until the Grenfell Tower fire triggered a reversal in the policy. De c-
ades of accumulated knowledge of building risks by operational crews had 
been degraded; the era of regulation by the fire ser vice had ended. The 
ODPM issued eleven guidance documents containing practical advice for 
‘responsible persons’ about how to comply with the legislation, although 
a 2006 poll found that 35 per cent of businesses in  England and Wales 
 were unaware of how the  legal changes affected them while almost half of 
respondents w ere uncertain as to  whether they even complied.67 Given the 
relatively low level of compliance, experts  were sceptical of the benefits of the 
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change to public safety, especially given the existence of ‘a vocal minority’ 
of businesses ‘who  will do absolutely nothing at all  unless threatened 
with l egal action’.68 As Philip Heath, the technical man ag er for Kingspan 
Insulation L imited – t he firm that provided rainscreen boards used in the 
refurbishment of Grenfell Tower, which we re catastrophically revealed 
to be combustible – d escribed it in an early assessment of the order’s 
effectiveness at dealing with building insulation products and cladding, 
‘[l]ack of understanding about any material’s true per for mance in a fire 
situation could at best prove expensive and at worst fatal’.69 Firefighters and 
the residents of tower blocks would find out this fact for themselves soon 
enough, while shocking evidence submitted to the Grenfell Tower Inquiry 
(in which,  after having the safety of the rainscreen cladding questioned 
by builders, Heath replied in an internal email that they should ‘go f*ck 
themselves’) exposed serious defects in the system of self- compliance that 
successive governments had actively encouraged since the 1980s.70

Conclusion
This chapter has traced the shifting attitude and approach of the state 
 towards fire precautions in  hotels and other premises. With the exception 
of the privately owned home, where responsibility for fire safety has been left 
to the homeowner or landlord, central government begrudgingly accepted 
its responsibility for regulating fire precautions from 1970. This heel- dragging 
attitude  towards safety manifested itself in a variety of approaches, ranging 
from reluctant ac cep tance of the requirement to regulate a greater number 
and variety of premises during the 1970s to hostility t owards the supposed 
imposition of ‘red tape’ on private enterprise during the 1980s. Where 
regulations  were rolled out successfully,  these  were historically reactive to 
large multiple- fatality fires, which briefly opened policy win dows for reform. 
Scope for more widespread systematic reform was more pos si ble during 
the Thatcher and Blair years, where  there was greater policy continuity 
across three terms (albeit subject to considerable ‘machinery of government’ 
changes). Even then the deregulatory impulses of both governments co- existed 
alongside the requirement for new regulations that  were triggered by crises; 
in the first instance, by a ‘de cade of disasters’ in the 1980s and, in the 
second, the firefighters’ pay dispute and strike of 2002–3, which presented, 
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according to one of the government ministers involved, ‘an opportunity’ to 
achieve ‘real change’ in modernising the ser vice.71

Where regulations  were properly introduced, they reduced the number 
of casualties from fire by improving the provision of fire precautions and 
raising individual and public awareness of safety, as seen most clearly in 
the case of h otels and boarding h ouses. Collaboration between the state, 
industry and ser vice stakeholders, as well as individual proprietors and 
guests –  in familiarising themselves with the location of fire exits, not 
obstructing corridors and acting promptly when the fire alarm is activated –  
reduced the number of fatalities in h otel fires between the 1970s and 1990s 
and in de pen dent studies consequently highlighted the relative safety of 
British  hotels compared to their Eu ro pean counter parts. Yet the number 
and severity of  hotel fires  rose in  England and Wales between 2011 and 
2019, with a proportionately greater number of p eople killed or injured 
in h otel fires than in flats and apartments over the same period.72 Even 
then, the greater life risk has continued to reside in institutional buildings 
such as hospitals, prisons, hostels and care homes where  there are specific 
challenges with evacuation caused by residents with restricted mobility, 
cognitive disabilities and other social and medical prob lems –  as has been 
documented in this chapter.73
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was ‘an excellent example of multi- agencies working together to bring a 
challenging incident u nder control with no injuries’, yet it also reveals how 
much we entrust our personal safety to the responsibility of  people who put 
profit above individual safety. As one fire safety expert puts it, ‘You know 
your home and your way around it, but in a h otel, you prob ably used the 
lift, and  don’t even know where the stairs are’, which demands extra care to 
take responsibility for the safety of ourselves and our families.74

Far from being stale, the regulatory system established in the 1960s and early 
1970s improved safety standards in designated premises and demonstrably 
saved lives. The failure to extend the law to un regu la ted sectors was the 
result of po liti cal apathy and instability within successive governments, as 
well as a conscious effort to deregulate fire precautions from 1979. Po liti cal 
and media interest in m atters of safety – w hich  were frequently derided 
as unwelcome and burdensome within public discourse by right- wing 
politicians, journalists and fictionalised h otel proprietors alike –  only  really 
piqued following high- profile multiple- fatality fires, as has been the case yet 
again in the wake of the Grenfell tragedy. Local authorities  were actively 
encouraged to avoid a prescriptive approach  towards enforcement, using 
persuasion or administrative sanctions in the majority of cases. The ‘paradox 
of regulation’, as Majone describes it, has meant that the deregulation of public 
ser vices in the 1980s and 1990s involved a cultural shift from a relatively rigid 
but effective fire service- led approach to a more or less self- regulated regime 
subject to ‘less burdensome methods’ such as goodwill safety inspections 
and the issuing of improvement notices.75 One can only hope that, to return 
to our opening example, Basil Fawlty’s wife, Sybil, would have taken it 
upon herself to be ‘the responsible person’, rather than leave  matters to her 
incompetent husband, other wise Fawlty Towers would prob ably have long 
burned to the ground.
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3. The mixed economy of ‘scientific governance’  
in twentieth- century Britain

In 1979, a short survey of fires in high- rise buildings in Britain and 
overseas was published by the Building Research Establishment (BRE), the 
government’s national building research agency. Written by R.E.H. Read, 
an authority on structural fire safety and a se nior officer in the civil ser vice, 
the survey was commissioned in the wake of multiple high- rise building 
fires overseas as well as several extraordinary fires in Britain. This included 
the 1973 fire at the Summerland leisure centre on the Isle of Man, which 
exposed the unanticipated speed with which cladding fires could take 
hold of large premises.1 Summerland was a fine example of the ‘cheerful 
and colourful commercial modernism’ of the 1960s and 1970s,2 but its 
burning was also a brutal reminder of the construction industry’s failure to 
regulate itself.

While Read concluded that Britain’s high- rise buildings did not pose ‘a 
special fire  hazard’, especially ‘when correctly designed and incorporating 
the right standards’, he also identified several defects to guard against. Th ese 
included the threat of external fire spread through poorly fitted win dows 
or improper compartmentation mea sures such as unsealed doors and a lack 
of cavity barriers in ceilings, all of which  were demonstrably proven to be 
catastrophic at Summerland. Read concluded his report with the warning, 
‘[a]s with all types of building, the prob lems of fire in high- rise situations 
not only depend upon good design and construction but perhaps to a greater 
extent on good management’.3 Poor design, substandard renovations and 
indifferent management by property developers and housing providers could 
quickly transform a low- risk scenario into a life- threatening emergency, as 
revealed by several fires in tower blocks in the following de cades, examined 
 later in this chapter, and which prove that the Grenfell Tower fire was a 
disaster foretold.
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Read’s report reflected a curiosity among the scientific civil ser vice 
in advancing their understanding of fire by studying past experiences, 
thereby strengthening the protection of vulnerable communities.  Until its 
privatisation in 1997, BRE defined its role in terms of the benefit its research 
accrued for the general public rather than the construction industry. 
Formed in 1972 through a merger of the government’s building and fire 
research agencies, BRE’s roots lay in the development of scientific modes of 
governance following the First World War. As Don Leggett and Charlotte 
Sleigh have shown, ‘scientific governance’ has been taken to refer to both 
‘the governance of science’ and ‘governance by science’, with the majority of 
studies focused on the former’s world of professional structures and affiliate 
institutions.4 An emerging and impor tant strand within the historiography 
traces how governments made use of the knowledge of scientific and 
technocratic experts when making decisions concerning  matters of public 
policy. Historical interest has spanned the fields of national defence, 
reconstruction planning, healthcare and environmental policy, revealing 
how the British state has never governed in a vacuum but has drawn upon 
the expertise and resources of a variety of expert actors –  across the public, 
private, military and voluntary sectors – i n advancing the understanding 
and regulation of science and its benefits throughout the twentieth  century, 
but especially since the end of the Second World War.5

BRE and its pre de ces sor institutions pursued a ‘mixed- economy’ approach 
 towards ‘scientific governance’, drawing upon existing knowledge and 
partnerships between public, private and voluntary bodies with an interest 
in research and its application to daily life. Indeed, joint working across 
the public and private sectors was at the heart of the governance of fire 
safety from the early twentieth  century and so it could be again with brave 
policymaking. This chapter, in taking its cue from Sam Wetherell’s call for 
closer examination of the role played by research laboratories in building 
‘developmental social infrastructure’ in twentieth- century Britain, traces 
the evolution of this ‘mixed- economy’ approach t owards fire research.6 The 
earliest phase of scientific testing, originating at the turn of the twentieth 
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The third phase, that of ‘scientific self- governance’, began in the 1970s with 
the de- prioritisation of routine fire testing by government. Organisations like 
BRE w ere subject to growing commercial pressures and an opening up of 
competition for testing from in de pen dent (that is, ‘for- profit’) laboratories. 
But Thatcher’s government and its successors did not simply abandon their 
commitment to publicly funding scientific research into fire prevention, 
particularly given the large number of calamitous multiple- fatality fires 
during the 1980s. Rather, governments restricted their involvement to 
special investigations, including supporting research into the fire behaviour 
of cladding systems as part of a wider investigation into the structural 
integrity of tower blocks following several fires in higher- risk residential 
buildings (HRRBs) during the 1990s.

By the pre sent c entury, housing activists and safety campaigners had 
exposed major defects in the fire protection of HRRBs but w ere unable 
to convince central government of the need to reverse its deregulation of 
controls. Instead, corporate interests exerted ever greater influence over the 
standards and rules for compliance. At the start of the twenty- first  century, 
where this chapter ends  because of the twenty- year closure rule on official 
archival rec ords, government support for fire research had all but dis appeared 
and the remnants of its scientific civil ser vice had been privatised. BRE had 
become, describes Stuart Hodkinson, ‘a highly commercial organisation 
embedded in the private building and materials industry’ rather than a 
public body that defined its work as central to the national interest.7 When it 
came to fire safety, successive governments  were less interested in governing 
by scientific expertise, but increasingly governed in spite of it.

The emergence of fire testing
The earliest improvements to standards of fire re sis tance drew together 
organisations from across the public and private sectors during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Vari ous attempts w ere made by 
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private and commercial bodies to generate public interest in fire safety and to 
increase standards of protection. Notable examples included the Fire Offices 
Committee (FOC), founded in 1868 to represent the insurance industry, and 
the British Fire Prevention Committee (BFPC), a subscription association 
established in 1897. They conducted investigations in de pen dently of each 
other –  the BFPC at its London testing station and the FOC at premises 
in Manchester –  and lobbied for greater synchronicity in standards 
of fire prevention at a time when their work was of growing national 
significance. This was especially true t owards the end of the First World 
War when the Ministry of Reconstruction, headed by the progressive 
politician Dr Christopher Addison, advocated directing additional resources 
 towards reducing national fire losses, which he estimated at £10 million 
annually. As head of what is described as ‘a laboratory of new ideas and 
of social experiment’, Addison was particularly anxious about the co ali tion 
government’s emergency housing programme, commissioning the BFPC 
to run fire- endurance tests involving concrete slabs, the results of which 
underpinned housing policy well into the 1920s.8

Of greatest significance in the emerging state patronage of scientific 
governance was the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research 
(DSIR), formed in 1916. The DSIR provided infrastructural support and 
funding for programmes of ‘public science’ recognised as being in the 
national interest and falling outside the purview of the armed ser vices. 
Staffed by scientific civil servants, the DSIR’s chief focus for the bulk of its 
existence was to ensure an adequate supply of resources for industry and 
to coordinate the efficient expenditure of money, time and effort on what 
Sabine Clarke calls ‘fundamental research’; that is, research into issues of 
society and the economy which affected ‘a range of interests wider than 
a single trade’ while also having a ‘direct bearing on the health, well- 
being, or the safety of the w hole population’. Fire was inevitably included 
in this remit, initially as part of the DSIR’s Building Research Station 
(BRS), which was formed in 1921 to lead research into construction and 
materials.9
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A coordinated approach to fire research developed from the mid-1920s 
with the opening of new testing stations, with capacity for conducting 
large- scale tests according to agreed standards. The BRS, which started its 
work at a small premises bequeathed by the Ministry of Health in West 
London (Addison had since become the first minister of health), soon 
moved to larger premises at Garston, outside London, to reflect its growing 
responsibilities. The FOC opened negotiations with the DSIR in 1933 to 
relocate to Garston so as to benefit from government support and avoid the 
unnecessary expense of converting its Manchester premises to conform to 
the British Standard on Fire Re sis tance (BS 476/1932), published in 1932, 
which specified rigorous mea sures that placed British testing on a par with 
that of leading foreign laboratories. Calls for greater uniformity and rigour 
 were demanded by a number of bodies, including the London County 
Council and Royal Institute of British Architects.10
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The ascendancy of jointly funded fire research
War time fire research passed to the Ministry of Home Security a fter it 
became apparent that the main threat to Britain’s defence came from 
incendiary bombs dropped from the air.13 Much was learned from the Blitz 
about radiant heat and the residual strength of structures damaged by 
fire, while the DSIR’s Chemical Research Laboratory developed foams for 
fighting deadly oil fires. The Fire Grading Committee’s (FGC’s) research 
into structural fire re sis tance, which started in 1935 but was suspended 
in 1939, resumed in 1942 to prepare for the mammoth task of post- war 
reconstruction.14

Reflecting its newfound significance to the nation and the urgency of 
developing cross- government fire policy, the FGC recruited its members 
from multiple departments. Its 1946 report recommended a radical 
departure from existing practice in determining the fire risks of diff er ent types 
of building structures and materials. This achieved two broad outcomes: 
firstly, greater precision in assessing structural risk; secondly, in laying the 
groundwork for greater standardisation in building across the country (as 
seen in Chapter 1). In its appendix, the FGC also published a new test for 
mea sur ing the speed of flame spread across a surface,  after recognising the 
threat posed by the growing use of combustible wall and ceiling linings, 
which  were being deployed in the government’s emergency housing 
programme to bypass shortages in skilled  labour and materials.15

The new test, an updated version of BS 476/1932, specified that materials 
 were to be placed at right  angles to a purpose- built furnace in order to 
simulate conditions in a corridor or staircase. Following exposure to heat 
from a gas burner, materials  were classified into four groups according to 
the distance of flame travel: class I included materials with lowest flame 
spread, while class IV covered t hose with the greatest spread in the shortest 
period of time. While class III materials could be used in living rooms and 
bedrooms u nder certain conditions, they  were never to be permitted for use 
in staircases or corridors; class IV materials –  which included all untreated 
timbers and building boards –  w ere subject to stricter limits and required 
treating with flame- retardant paints before use.16
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The FGC thus established the princi ple that the most impor tant part 
of a building’s passive defence was the corridor and staircase, and that 
compartmentation was crucial in minimising the risk of flame spread; this 
princi ple governed the subsequent development of HRRBs across Britain 
from the mid-1950s, which w ere commonly fitted with a single staircase. To 
supplement this, fire alarms, extinguishers and dry risers would be fitted in 
public areas. This eventually evolved into the ‘stay put’ policy, published as 
a British Standard Code of Practice in 1962 and revised in 1971 following the 
collapse of Ronan Point. The code of practice informed residents that ‘You 
 will normally be safe to stay within your flat’ so long as win dows and doors 
 were closed. Residents should only leave the premises ‘in the unlikely event 
of smoke or heat entering the flat’. ‘Stay put’, then, was predicated on the 
view that evacuation was no longer necessary  because of ‘the high degree of 
compartmentation provided in dwellings in modern blocks’. Yet, while this 
once meant that ‘the spread of fire and smoke from one dwelling to another 
and the need to evacuate the occupants of adjoining dwellings are unusual’, 
the policy’s catastrophic failure in 2017 proved that public faith in its ability 
to protect residents of tower blocks had been fatally undermined.17

Securing a balance between safety and cost was left to the Joint Fire 
Research Organisation (JFRO), funded by the DSIR and FOC. As ‘a novel 
experiment in administration’, JFRO had two goals: to devise a national 
programme of research into fire defence and to collect and publish statistics 
of fires attended by fire brigades on behalf of the Home Office. JFRO was 
designed from the outset to pool the available expertise in managing public 
science, with a board composed of architects, physicists, chemists and 
firefighters. Day- to- day management of its Fire Research Station (FRS) was 
devolved to a director of research, who was required to combine technical 
expertise with administrative acumen. Successive directors, all male,  were 
considered to be safe pairs of hands with experience in line managing staff 
within the scientific civil ser vice; as members of the scientific class, they 
 were highly qualified gradu ates, with ‘the right sort of active, enquiring and 
constructive mind’ and the ability to direct innovative proj ects.18

The station’s inaugural director was S.H. Clarke, who arrived from the 
Ministry of Home Security along with Viscount Falmouth, the first chairman 
of the board. Clarke developed the FRS’s testing facilities before leaving a 
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de cade  later to manage the DSIR’s fuel laboratory. His successor, Dennis 
Lawson, lectured in physics at Woolwich Polytechnic before his appointment 
in 1948 as a principal scientific officer. As director, Lawson oversaw the 
continued expansion and diversification of the FRS’s research, particularly 
into consumer protection, and co- authored forty technical papers published 
between 1953 and 1972. During its first twenty- five years, the FRS’s most 
se nior research staff s haped the nascent discipline of fire engineering and 
solidified the elastic links between the public and private sectors. Two 
examples stand out: first, Dr David Rasbash, who, having first joined the 
station in 1948, was appointed professor of fire engineering at the University 
of Edinburgh in 1973 in a move recently described as ‘the first time that 
technical knowledge, need, and experiential learning converged’.19 Second, 
Margaret Law, a gradu ate in physics and mathe matics from the University 
of London, joined the FRS in 1952 and became a specialist in fire dynamics 
before moving into consultancy work for Ove Arup Partnership in the 1970s. 
A recipient of several professional accolades, including a stint as visiting 
professor in fire safety engineering at the University of Greenwich, Law 
was instrumental in bringing fire science into the everyday practice of the 
design engineer and inspiring other female fire engineers like Dr Barbara 
Lane, who gave expert testimony to the Grenfell Tower Inquiry, to enter 
what was predominantly (and indeed still remains) a male- dominated field. 
That Law features on the cover of the FRS’s 1952 annual report indicates 
the novelty of appointing a female scientist a few years  after the civil ser vice 
had removed the marriage bar.20

The contested nature of fire research
The FRS’s annual reports reveal both its growing workload during the 1950s 
and 1960s and its tangible contribution to society. Its scientists contributed 
materially to improved public health and graded the combustibility of 
building materials. They also investigated the conditions in which a growing 
variety of domestic consumer goods (including heaters, kitchen appliances 
and tele vi sion sets)  were operated, occasionally with disastrous effects, 
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thereby acting as a precursor to the emergence of consumer protection. Its 
physicists also modelled the likely fire damage caused to British cities by 
an atomic bomb, which influenced emergency preparedness planning into 
the late 1960s.21

In 1964 the FRS was transferred to the new Ministry of Technology 
following the election of a L abour Government committed to harnessing 
‘the white heat’ of a ‘scientific revolution’. While Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson was sensitive to complaints that his government restricted innovation 
through new building controls, he famously warned in an e arlier speech of 
the danger of ‘an un regu la ted private enterprise economy’, which would 
lead Britain to become ‘a stagnant backwater, pitied and condemned by the 
rest of the world’. A highly educated workforce was a flagship ele ment of 
his government’s industrial policy, while an expanded scientific civil ser vice 
was ‘part of our national planning’ in balancing innovation and wealth 
creation with greater equality of opportunity and improved health and 
safety.22 Fire research was a small but significant feature of Wilson’s vision 
for greater precision and skill in building a stronger economy. Investment 
in university- trained physicists, chemists and statisticians was impor tant if 
rec ord fire losses, which exceeded £66 million in 1963 (approximately £1.4 
billion in 2022) and  were predicted to rise in 1964,  were to be brought 
 under greater control. Estimated losses for January 1964 alone  were nearly 
£7.75 million, one of the highest monthly totals since rec ords began. As one 
insurance official described it, fire damage was ‘a grossly expensive bonfire 
and one the nation cannot afford for long’.23

Although scientists would tackle the fire prob lem by subjecting it to 
greater precision and mea sure ment, scientific governance remained a 
contested arena throughout the post- war period, especially where it was 
seen to challenge commercial interests. Criticism was most trenchant from 
manufacturers, commonly centring on the costs of compliance. The FRS, 
they complained, took a narrow view on fire safety, defining it through 
a purely scientific lens at the expense of its economic costs, which stifled 
product innovation. This was a par tic u lar complaint, as we saw in Chapter 1, 
in the building industry where ‘deemed to satisfy’ regulations specified 
restrictions on the use of flammable materials in certain parts of buildings. 
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But given fire research was managed by a joint board of public and private 
sector actors working in the national interest, it is difficult to sympathise 
with industry complaints.




     
          

       






           




The FRS responded by conducting surface- flame tests and, in 1949, large- 
scale fire- endurance experiments involving h ouses of post- war design, one 
of which was lined with exposed fibreboard while the other contained 
fibreboard plastered over. The results revealed wide disparities in the 
flashover times: in the h ouse with exposed linings a safe exit was impossible 
within 6.5 minutes of the fire starting, while this extended to more than 26 
minutes in the plasterboard- lined h ouse. Regulations stipulated that internal 
partitions separating rooms from the stairs, landings and floors should give 
30 minutes’ protection against fire. Low- density fibre building boards  were 
subsequently rated as class IV, one of the worst- performing materials, and 
excluded from the list of materials suitable for use in council housing.25

The building- board industry, which had hitherto shown l ittle interest in 
improving the safety of its products, unsurprisingly mobilised in defence 
of what had become a multi- million- pound industry since the end of 
the war. The Fibre Building Board Development Organisation (FIDOR) 
counteracted the FRS’s data through publicity and lobbying. Sympathetic 
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articles appeared in newspapers emphasising the industry’s contribution to 
economic recovery and stressing that the industry was not complacent in 
improving its products, while MPs w ere paid to lobby within Westminster.26 
FIDOR also criticised the government’s supposed overreaction on the basis 
that unprotected fibreboard was rarely used in  houses, but was normally 
plastered over to cover the joints and reduce the fire risk to the same level as 
‘many other materials which have hitherto been considered to be “safer” ’.27 
This does not appear to have been universally the case, however, as serious 
fires in Bristol’s council  houses in the 1960s, involving untreated wooden- 
board partitions, caused ‘extremely severe and abnormal’ levels of damage 
and led to council workers plastering over boards in 680 council  houses at 
a cost exceeding £82,000. With the introduction of Building Regulations, 
for Scotland in 1963 and E ngland and Wales two years l ater, restrictions on 
the use of combustible internal linings  were further tightened, which again 
shows the benefit of regulations when properly enforced.28

While their motives may have differed, industry bodies and scientists 
agreed that greater precision was required to accurately mea sure the 
contribution made by materials to a fire’s growth.  Trials, part- funded by 
FIDOR, led to the creation of a flame propagation test in 1968. This test 
involved exposing a specimen sample to gas burners and radiant electric 
bars contained in a combustion chamber for up to 20 minutes; per for mance 
was expressed as a numerical index with values indicating the rate of 
heat release. The propagation test had two consequences: first, it was easily 
replicated by commercial testing stations rather than having to rely on the 
larger furnaces of the FRS. This consequently reduced the costs of testing 
while redistributing them from the taxpayer to the market; second, by 
ascertaining the rate of heat transfer, the test enabled the finer grading of 
materials as class 0, thereby permitting their use when treated with fire- 
retardant chemicals. BS 476-6:1968 proved to be especially useful when 
mea sur ing flame spread between diff er ent storeys within a building, 
which meant it was  later  adopted in routine tests involving multi- storey 
buildings, the majority performed by private testing laboratories in 
Cheshire (by Warrington Research Centre) and Buckinghamshire (by 
the Timber Research Development Association,  later renamed Chiltern 
International Fire) from the 1970s. The pre ce dent had been established 
that the private sector should play a greater role in product testing and 
approval as well as in the monitoring of regulatory standards; fire research 
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was entering a new era of scientific self- governance and it was unsurprising 
to see se nior scientific civil servants being headhunted by industry, at a 
higher salary than they could command in the public sector, during the 
1970s and 1980s.29

Consumer safety
While the FRS’s early work focused on building materials, it diversified 
into consumer safety from the mid-1950s. The widespread availability of 
labour- saving devices such as cookers and electric irons has been recognised 
by historians as a cornerstone of the new consumerist society, first in 
1930s middle- class homes, then in working- class ho use holds from the 1950s. 
The revolution in electrical appliances brought science into domestic life 
and transformed the mid- twentieth- century home into a controlled space 
engineered for safety as much as comfort and con ve nience. Post- war council 
 houses and flats  were designed with functionality and modernity in mind, 
with kitchens positioned as ‘central to healthier, more hygienic and less labour- 
intensive forms of living’.30 Firms and the state increasingly drew upon the 
skills of the scientist and the engineer to design safety into new products, 
which was the consequence of heightened ‘consumer consciousness’ and a 
demand for a participatory style of consumer politics.31

New consumer goods w ere not without their risks, of course, as the 
Ronan Point explosion proved so catastrophically. In this case, the tenant 
of the flat in which the explosion occurred, Ivy Hodge, was called to give 
evidence to the all- male inquiry, despite clearly being traumatised by her 
experience and suffering from burns injuries. Pictured by one newspaper 
heavi ly ban daged and flanked by a nurse, Hodge was questioned about 
her decision to ask a neighbour to install her electric cooker rather than 
a qualified electrician. Her burnt- out cooker was subject to intensive 
laboratory tests by FRS officials before it was brought into the courtroom 
as evidence of the devastating consequences of an ill- fitted appliance.32 
‘Scientific governance’ had thus brought the home into the public domain of 
the courtroom, opening up that previously private space to expert scrutiny 
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and media speculation in a practice that has been replicated countless times 
since, including during Phase 1 of the Grenfell Inquiry where the Hotpoint 
fridge- freezer in the kitchen of Flat 16  in which the fire originated was 
subject to forensic attention before its owner was absolved of any blame. In 
both cases, the offending appliance was pictured in newspapers and official 
reports and the insinuation that they had been poorly fitted or tampered 
with lingered a fter both parties had been absolved of blame.33

The wider social benefits of fire science  were perhaps best exemplified by 
space heaters, which attracted considerable public attention during the post- 
war years following several fatal fires involving  children. Scientific interest 
was piqued by statistical evidence which showed that the number of fires 
involving paraffin heaters was increasing at a greater rate than the domestic 
consumption of paraffin. In 1950,  there w ere 300 fires nationally in which 
oil heaters  were the probable cause; by 1957, this figure had risen to 1,300. Of 
 these, 1,075 involved portable appliances. The following year, 1958, saw the 
figures rise to a startling 4,464 fires, of which 23 per cent  were accounted 
for by portable drip- feed oil heaters flaring or overheating.34 Firefighters and 
trade u nions repeatedly raised the ubiquity of cheap mass- produced heaters 
in homes as a concern. Aimed at working- class  house holds, drip- feed 
heaters inexpensively warmed homes during the winter, but at a risk, not 
least from the fact that h ouse holds would keep a supply of paraffin tucked 
away at home. Invoking war time rhe toric, the Fire Brigades Union quoted 
calls for safeguards to prevent draughts from ‘turning apparently innocent 
oil stoves into incendiary bombs’.35

Government only acted following a gruesome fire in a council h ouse 
in Ware, another growing town in outer London, which claimed the lives 
of five  children aged between two and nine years. Dennis Lawson, newly 
appointed director of the FRS, was summoned to attend the inquest where 
he reported that tests on drip- feed heaters revealed how quickly flames spread 
with a small draught. In this case, the f ather of the c hildren had briefly left 
the front door ajar while buying provisions from the grocery van, which 
caused the heater to topple and the flames to spread instantaneously, cutting 
his c hildren off from rescue.36

	 


	 
	         


	 



Before Grenfell

74

Having heard the evidence, the jury returned a verdict of accidental 
death, adding a rider urging manufacturers to take all mea sures to remove 
dangers and issue public warnings. The coroner recommended government 
to urgently consider legislating before further deaths occurred. Indicating 
the public interest in the fire, daily newspapers reported at length from the 
inquest, albeit using diff er ent tropes in their coverage. While a broadsheet 
paper like The Times reported verbatim the proceedings of the inquest, the 
Daily Express, u ntil recently Britain’s most popu lar newspaper, published a 
pictorial report on the tests to stress the urgency of the peril facing homes 
equipped with oil heaters. The accompanying article emphasised the risk 
posed to its readers (‘Why this  matters to YOU’), deploying typically 
gendered language: ‘in 90 seconds, a reasonable time for a h ouse wife to have 
her front door open while she pays the milkman, the heater blew up’. As 
historians have shown, popu lar daily newspapers increasingly championed 
domestic consumption from the 1950s, particularly targeting female readers. 
Managing a safe but comfortable home remained the responsibility of the 
dutiful h ouse wife, even if, in this case, the f ather had caused the accident.37

In the months that followed the inquest, Lawson oversaw further tests. 
His report concluded that drip- feed radiant oil heaters presented ‘a severe 
fire h azard’ if exposed to a draught of 3.3 miles per hour or above. The director 
of the British Safety Council, Leonard Hodge, followed this up with a call 
for the ‘tens of thousands’ of defective heaters to be recalled, stating ‘the 
sooner the public gets something safe and not just an incendiary bomb 
the better’.38 Support emanated from the government’s backbenches, with 
Conservative MP Gerald Nabarro noting that ‘A speed of 3.3 m.p.h. is 
slower than the speed at which I walk through the Lobby.’ Not only was 
Nabarro able to set an impressive pace on foot but he also promoted a 
Private Member’s Bill,  under Parliament’s Ten Minute Rule, introducing 
minimum standards of safety in domestic oil- burning appliances. MPs 
from across the House united over their shock at the events in the Ware 
case and a copycat blaze which caused fatal burns to two c hildren in 
Nottingham in early 1960. The outcome, the Oil Burners (Standards) Act 
1960, was a rare instance of a Private Bill passing into law with cross- party 
support and proved that positive change could be effected when politicians 
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New safety regulations w ere quickly issued by the home secretary, and 
 adopted by the Oil Appliance Manufacturers Association, which caused a 
slowing in the rate of fires and injuries caused by upturned heaters.40 Some 
local authorities, listening to manufacturers’ concerns, issued guidelines 
warning against tenant misuse of heaters in council  houses. The Royal 
Borough of Ken sington and Chelsea issued rules governing the use of 
storage heaters for residents of its new Lancaster West Estate in the mid-
1970s. Its local tenants’ association warned residents not to tamper with the 
heaters without expert advice, noting that some  people received hospital 
treatment for scalds from d oing so.41 This combination of expert and lay 
voices coalesced to pressure central government into action to protect t hose 
least able to protect themselves. The era of scientific governance accepted 
the merits of government intervention when it was underpinned by up- 
to- date scientific research that stood up to public scrutiny. The FRS had 
materially contributed to public safety, which makes the  later dilution of its 
responsibilities all the more disappointing.

The era of scientific self-governance
The ascendancy of the FRS was short- lived  because it was an easy target 
for funding cuts and privatisation during the 1970s and 1980s. With 
starting capital costs of £100,000 and  running costs of only £50,000  in 
the late 1940s, by the mid-1950s its bud get had been modestly increased to 
£125,000. Fire research contributed a small proportion of the DSIR’s overall 
expenditure on research, with five to six times more spent on building and 
roads. Given its unique funding arrangement, JFRO was relaxed in allowing 
manufacturing associations to provide financial support for testing. By 
1970, following a significant expansion in its remit over the previous de cade, 
the FRS, now spending approximately £540,000 each year, had a steadily 
increasing income of £74,000 from consultancy work.42

By the 1970s, however, the FOC’s contribution had fallen to one- 
third of the station’s annual  running costs. This growing disparity led to 
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proposals to reduce government support for routine testing. In 1972 the FRS 
was merged with the BRS and the Forest Products Research Laboratory to 
create BRE, and placed u nder the control of the new bureaucratic monolith, 
the Department of the Environment (DoE), which started negotiations 
to transfer routine testing to the private sector.43 Th ere was some logic to 
merging building and fire research and the FRS’s scientists continued to 
contribute to the mitigation of fire losses over the next de cade. While only 
approximately 40 per cent of the total number of fires occurred in buildings, 
they w ere responsible for over 85 per cent of casualties and more than 95 per 
cent of damage. According to figures published by the British Insurance 
Association, national fire losses amounted to £120.4 million in 1969 and 
£176 million four years  later (more than £2 billion  today). With greater 
emphasis placed on the economics of fire safety, the FRS developed a cost– 
benefit model that underpinned successive governments’ resourcing of the 
fire ser vice. The costs of fire protection  were assessed alongside the value 
of property and life at risk in order to determine the best allocation of 
public resources to early detection as well as prevention and protection. 
This included determining the cost of enforcing fire precautions legislation, 
estimated at £37 million per annum in the mid-1970s, which was used to 
justify the introduction of competition in building control and reduction 
in fire ser vice enforcement powers during the 1980s.44

Following the introduction of the customer/contractor princi ple across 
government, the FRS was also required to subject its work to greater financial 
scrutiny, recruiting customers from industry as well as government. Many 
of its proj ects  were commissioned in the wake of multiple- fatality fires. Its 
first proj ect as a contractor, commissioned by the Department of Health 
and Social Security, followed the Coldharbour Hospital fire in 1972 and 
involved site visits to determine its cause. In the wake of the tragedy, a new 
type of hospital furniture and cubicle partitioning incorporating modern 
safety mea sures was tested in front of officials.45

The Coldharbour fire established a pre ce dent for site investigations 
following multiple- fatality fires, with the results submitted as evidence to 
public inquiries. Lessons  were learned and the results filtered into decision 
making in a po liti cal system that continued to value scientific governance 
for non- routine work. But still the FRS had to increase its revenue from such 
work, especially where it involved research on behalf of customers, as was 
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the case following the Summerland fire in 1973, and a fire at Woolworths 
in Manchester in 1979, which killed eleven p eople  because toxic smoke 
was released by burning furniture filled with polyurethane foam. In 1981, 
following a fire at the Stardust nightclub in Dublin, in which forty- eight 
 people died, Ireland’s government sponsored several laboratories, the FRS 
included, to assist its Tribunal of Inquiry in ascertaining the cause and spread 
of the blaze. The FRS ran a series of ad hoc tests to reproduce the early 
stages of the fire, combining experiments on simulations of parts of the 
original building, before culminating with a full- scale experiment on a 
model replica of the club.46

If the FRS played a key role in understanding multiple- fatality fires, the 
impetus  towards a greater level of scientific self- governance continued with 
the routine testing of materials, goods and fire protection equipment. Some 
of the changes pre- dated the 1979 general election, which resonates with 
James Vernon’s findings about the outsourcing of ser vices at Heathrow 
Airport from the late 1960s; clearly it is insufficient to equate deregulation 
and privatisation exclusively with the Thatcher governments of 1979–
90.47 Privatisation accelerated in 1976 following the dissolution of JFRO, 
with the transfer of all routine testing and a number of FRS staff to the 
FOC’s Fire Insurers’ Research and Testing Organisation. Laboratories 
such as Warrington Research Centre undertook responsibility for routine 
tests, with the results hidden from public view  because of commercial 
confidentiality.48 Fire science was therefore one of the first parts of the post- 
war social infrastructure to be dismantled, creating a culture of secrecy and 
mistrust between the privatised fire sector and public fire ser vice, which 
intensified in the de cades that followed. As the Grenfell Tower Inquiry 
learned, tests conducted in 2001 by privately run laboratories revealed 
the combustibility of polyethylene-core aluminium composite material 
cladding, but the results, ‘bound by confidentiality’, were withheld from 
public dissemination until it was too late.49

This era of scientific self- governance took place against a backdrop of 
squeezed public sector finances and the marketisation of public ser vices. As 
industry was encouraged to manage its own affairs, it is unsurprising to see 
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the fire protection industry assume greater responsibility for determining 
risk across the sector. BRE was now required to demonstrate value for money 
by reducing staff costs: whereas in 1976 BRE employed 1,349 staff, with 227 
based at the FRS, by the end of 1980 staffing had been cut to 975 and 159, 
respectively. Redundancies w ere accompanied by a consequent narrowing 
in the scope of research, with the FRS concentrating on pure research and 
site investigations; the Home Office took responsibility for the production 
of fire statistics from 1976, with the statisticians transferring to its staff in 
1984. By the end of the de cade, BRE’s staff numbers had fallen to 654, with 
101 working at the FRS.50

Alongside staffing changes, initiatives  were introduced to make BRE more 
‘business- like’ by adopting private sector management techniques. By the 
end of 1982–3, the FRS earned over £120,000 in income from industry for 
sponsored research and advisory ser vices. A Technical Consultancy was 
created in 1988 to attract industry funding. Its new director, Roger Courtney, 
boasted of BRE’s growing commercial potential in ‘preparing for a f uture 
in which its clients, in both Government and industry,  will be using BRE 
not only for its technical excellence, but  because it offers the best value for 
money’ to overseas markets.51

One of the Technical Consultancy’s first commissions was to assess the 
smoke control design proposed for redeveloping Battersea Power Station 
into a leisure park. An innovative computer modelling programme called 
JASMINE (‘[J] Analy sis of Smoke Movement In Enclosures’) predicted the 
effects of fire on buildings without having to resort to burning full-s cale 
replicas. The development of electronic computers stimulated a refinement 
in the modelling of fire, drawing together researchers from across the 
public and private sectors to predict fire behaviour in prescribed situations. 
This had far- reaching implications for building control, as the FRS 
recognised following controversial reforms to the Building Regulations in 
1985.52 The financial and time savings promised by computer modelling 
attracted policymakers. From 2007, ‘full- scale test data’ was permitted to 
predict fire per for mance, which was interpreted as allowing for the use 
of desktop studies  because of their use of ‘test data’ instead of full- scale 
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tests in burn halls or laboratories.53 As a result of changes to the published 
guidance, manufacturing firms could commission a succession of desktop 
studies in order to secure approval for their construction products. This was 
permissible even in cases where a manufacturer’s product had failed in situ 
physical tests, as was revealed during the Grenfell Inquiry where one firm 
commissioned a total of twenty-nine desktop studies to secure approval 
for its insulation product using data obtained from an earlier failed test.54 
For many in central government and the construction industry, flexibility 
was the preferred way of ensuring regulatory compliance, which reveals a 
gradual but perceptible shift from the laboratory to the computer suite in 
determining fire behaviour and assessing acceptable risks to h uman life.

The development of computer modelling did not fully replace full- scale 
fire tests overnight, however. Indeed, it cohabited alongside conventional 
methods, including physical testing and field investigation, particularly with 
the emerging prob lem of multi- storey building fires. Public concerns about 
the safety of HRRBs  were first raised following the Ronan Point explosion 
in 1968 when metropolitan local authorities across the country made use 
of site visits and surveys to assess the safety of their own tower blocks.55 
The FRS investigated the incidence of fires in post- war multi- storey flats in 
London, finding ‘no evidence that occupants of the flats are more likely to 
be trapped than t hose in other dwellings’, which justified the continued 
use of the ‘stay put’ policy by fire brigades.56 Fears dramatically escalated 
in the 1970s following several overseas fires involving large loss of life. Even 
then, the overwhelming consensus was that the residents of Britain’s tower 
blocks  were safer owing to a combination of good design and regulatory 
compliance. Yet prob lems persisted, not least in the discrepancy between 
the growing vogue for high- rise living and the contradictory messages 
around evacuation. In one case, a fire at a block of flats in Brent, northwest 
London, in 1975 led to the death of a thirty- year- old male a fter London 
Fire Brigade’s ladders w ere found to be too short to rescue him from his 
thirteenth- floor balcony flat. This fire led to the revision of official advice 
on ‘stay put’ by a working group for the Central Fire Brigades Advisory 

 53 FBU, Grenfell Tower Fire, 18; Department for Communities and Local Government, 
Building Regulations 2000. Fire Safety. Approved Document B (London: NBS, 2006), 93.
 54 GTI, KIN00022610.09.18, Testimony of Adrian Pargeter, Kingspan Insulation 
 Limited, 4 December 2020, 60.
	 
	     




Before Grenfell

80

Council (CFBAC), warning against using balconies ‘ unless they form part 
of an escape route’.57

Clearly lessons  were still being learned and acted upon to avoid ambiguous 
messaging and help save lives as part of the micro- politics of the state’s 
regulation of its citizens during emergencies. Fire safety policymaking was, 
in this sense, experiential and embodied practice in that it responded to 
cases where the limitations of ‘stay put’ w ere exposed by building design 
or the state’s  limited protective resources. ‘Stay put’ inevitably came in for 
criticism –  from housing activists, firefighters and residents alike –  in cases 
where frontline firefighters w ere unable to safely reach occupants trapped 
in multi- storey buildings. Meanwhile, national advisory bodies like the 
CFBAC –  which enjoyed a wide repre sen ta tion of interested bodies speaking 
on behalf of frontline firefighters as well as employers and se nior officers –  
played impor tant roles in reflexively learning from incidents such as t hese, 
thereby contributing to longer- term improvements in public safety.

The high- rise fire risk became more prominent during the 1980s with the 
vogue for over- cladding and the structural issues that beset individual tower 
blocks  were upscaled to a national crisis by the turn of the pre sent  century. 
Prob lems posed by damp and rain penetration in local authority Large Panel 
System housing created the need for improved thermal insulation by over- 
cladding masonry walls with a variety of materials ranging from rock or 
glass fibre to combustible thermoplastics. One such building, the twenty- 
four- storey block of council- owned flats at Royston Hill in Glasgow, 
built in the late 1960s, suffered a fire, fortunately without casualties, in 
1988. Post- fire investigations revealed not only that the refurbishment had 
compromised the building’s structural re sis tance but also, in a move that 
resonates with the experiences of Grenfell Tower’s residents, that tenants 
had been repeatedly ignored when they raised legitimate concerns with 
the council’s housing department. Two years before the fire, warnings had 
been issued in Adam Curtis’s documentary for the BBC, The  Great British 
Housing Disaster, that the flats failed to meet structural regulations to 
withstand a main gas explosion and thus posed a ‘very obvious’ fire risk, 
while laboratory tests revealed ‘a risk of increased vertical fire spread’ in over- 
cladding systems; the flats w ere subsequently demolished.58
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Two  later destructive fires further exposed the risks to public safety from 
tower blocks, bringing existing ad hoc local campaign groups together in 
a national effort to challenge the state’s abandonment of its duty of care to 
high- rise residents. In 1990, a fire at the fifteen- storey Merry Hill Court in 
Smethwick claimed the life of a resident and highlighted a litany of defects in 
the tower block’s protection, including an absence of fire stops beyond the 
ninth floor, no fire- proofing of internal gas pipes or ducting and defective 
dry risers which hampered firefighting efforts. Brian Fuller, the experienced 
chief of the West Midlands Fire Brigade, called for greater powers to allow 
firefighters to issue safety certificates for multi- storey residential schemes 
following site inspections, but  these went unheeded.59

   





        


        

 


Following a major conference in 1983, with the tag line ‘Tower Blocks: 
Homes Not Prisons’, the National Tower Blocks Network (NTBN) was 
formed as a loose federation of groups and individuals with a shared concern 
about the quality of life in Britain’s tower- block homes. Through information 
sharing, publicity and encouraging practical solutions to social and structural 
prob lems, the NTBN would bring together local campaigners facing similar 
prob lems, thereby ‘making tower blocks the national issue they deserve 
to be’.61 In the aftermath of the Merry Hill Court fire and following a spot 
survey of five local authority- managed tower blocks across the country, the 

listen to residents, see Daniel Renwick, ‘Organising on Mute’, in Bulley, Edkins and El- 
Enany, After Grenfell, 19–22.  
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NTBN issued a call for urgent government- funded research into the fire per-
for mance of over- cladding systems and encouraged residents to organise 
in support of a national fire safety charter for flats. Residents and housing 
activists would no longer trust government and other official bodies to 
dictate the pace of change within the sector in a move that was mirrored 
by similar developments in the h ouses in multiple occupancy sector, as the 
next chapter  will show.62

The following year, in 1991, a fire in a bin storage area on the ground- floor 
level spread rapidly up a newly installed rainscreen (a form of sheet- boarding 
to provide weather protection and improve a building’s energy efficiency) 
over- cladding on the eleven- storey Knowsley Heights in Liverpool. This 
was, reported the NTBN’s newsletter, a £1 million refurbishment proj ect 
projected as a ‘showpiece’ for the revitalisation of tower blocks up and down 
the country, part- funded by central government, but it proved to be nothing 
more than a showcase for the dangers associated with over- cladding.63 
Fortunately the fire did not extend into the interior of the building and 
all residents scrambled to safety amidst what was described as ‘a towering 
inferno’.64 An investigation by the FRS’s Fires of Special Interest Section 
revealed that, while the refurbishment materials met Building Regulations 
approval, no fire- stopping barriers had been installed in the gap between 
the cladding and the walls, allowing the fire to spread unchecked upwards 
in a ‘chimney effect’ that a firefighter described as ‘the most frightening 
 thing any of us has ever seen’.65 Rather than publicly admit any failings, the 
government’s Housing Management Estates Division, which administered 
the national cladding programme, requested its press office ‘to play down 
the issue of the fire’. The experience at Knowsley Heights was consequently 
treated by civil servants as ‘insignificant’ rather than a forewarning of the 
risks of over- cladding using proven combustible materials.66

Subsequent recommendations by civil servants for ‘a major increase’ 
in the use of barriers on similar block refurbishment programmes w ere 
fiercely resisted by the over- cladding industry on the grounds of cost. 
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Moreover, industry proposals for a commercial desktop study testing 
programme w ere initially rejected by the government in preference for an 
in de pen dent FRS testing rig at Cardington, Bedfordshire. This new four- 
storey fa cil i ty would be capable of conducting large- scale tests of over- 
cladding materials, which would more accurately reveal a fire’s per for-
mance over a multi- storey block – a s well as its impact on the ventilation 
properties of cladding – t han a small- scale test at its existing premises or 
a desktop study.67

This research into over- cladding revealed how much of the FRS’s work 
was not best left to the private sector. As BRE Chief Executive Roger 
Courtney stated in a 1995 interview, ‘The maintenance of the knowledge 
base is fundamentally a non- commercial operation … We  can’t have  people 
thinking we are pursuing some commercial agenda of our own.’68 Yet 
BRE’s f uture as a public body faced ever greater scrutiny from John Major’s 
Conservative Government in its programme to extend deregulation in the 
name of improving national competitiveness. In 1994 legislation paved 
the way for the further removal of ‘barriers to trade’, while an Efficiency 
Unit was tasked with recommending proposals for removing government 
controls; its research establishments  were one such area earmarked for 
privatisation.69

Eventually, in February 1997 government sold BRE to a management bid 
team, rejecting a similar bid from University College London which would 
have retained its public ser vice ethos. A registered charity, the Foundation 
for the Built Environment ( later renamed the BRE Trust), took owner ship, 
with the board, chaired by Courtney, recruiting its members from the fire 
and construction sectors.70 It is noteworthy that none of the members of 
the construction industry who responded to the DoE’s own scrutiny report 
supported privatisation, while the L abour Opposition raised questions 
about the unfair advantage of the in- house bid team. Yet still the decision 
was approved a few weeks before Parliament’s dissolution ahead of the 
general election and was justified by the out going minister, John Gummer, as 
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evidence of his department’s commitment to ‘press forward with deregulation 
where appropriate and sensible’.71

The prob lem was that the decision was neither appropriate nor sensible 
but was a blunt po liti cal instrument. Moreover, privatisation was rushed 
through Parliament at a time when emerging fire risks, particularly from 
over- cladding, demanded greater attention in the name of public safety 
rather than commercial exploitation. Freed from the supposed shackles 
of state control, BRE was ‘[n]ow in a position to exploit its world- class 
capabilities both in the UK and internationally’. Its first move was to expand 
its international business and make 115 of its 677 staff redundant.72 In other 
words, while it had been many de cades in the making, the era of state- funded 
fire research had come to an end, with the British government a customer of 
BRE much like any other organisation. Whereas once the firefighting and 
research communities had been joined together through their membership 
of centralised policy organs – n otably the CFBAC, which was disbanded 
in 2005 – p rivatisation created an irrevocable split between the fire research 
industry and the fire ser vice that has materially harmed public safety.

Conclusion
Left largely unsupervised, with a conscious curtailment of the enforcement 
powers of public fire brigades, the construction industry was able to set its own 
par ameters for fire research and testing from the turn of the pre sent  century. 
Moreover, BRE’s failure to provide oversight in the testing and certification 
pro cess for a variety of products –  including flammable cladding panels 
and combustible foam insulation products used in the refurbishment of 
Grenfell Tower in the mid-2010s – w as revealed during Phase 2 of the 
Grenfell Inquiry and described by housing journalist Peter Apps as ‘one of 
the  great corporate scandals of our time’.73 Simply put, by privatising fire 
research, successive governments since the 1970s have diminished the level 
of public scrutiny that was so beneficial to public safety during the three 
de cades that followed the Second World War and, as a result, abandoned 
the state’s responsibility for protecting its most vulnerable civilians from fire.
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4. The path of least intervention in the ‘ great 
unswept corner of En glish housing policy’: 
multiple- fatality fires in  houses in multiple 

occupancy in the 1980s and 1990s

Mohammed was twenty years old on arriving in Britain from Pakistan in 
1985 with his younger  brothers Idrees and Ikram. His goal was to finish 
his studies, get a good job and support his  family in Islamabad. On the 
night of 18 November  1987, on his way home from his part- time job, 
Mohammed died in the disaster at King’s Cross Under ground along with 
thirty other p eople when an escalator fire ripped through the station. The 
King’s Cross fire is one of the most iconic and high- profile disasters of 
the 1980s and, following the publication of Sir Desmond Fennell’s wide- 
ranging public inquiry, triggered major changes in fire safety and passenger 
transport. In par tic u lar, the legacy of King’s Cross had a significant bearing 
on the micro- politics of everyday life in late twentieth- a nd early twenty- first- 
century Britain – f rom the banning of smoking on public transport and 
replacement of wooden escalators in stations to the development of plastic 
surgery for treating burns injuries.1 It is not therefore the focus of this final 
chapter, which is concerned with the many examples of forgotten multiple- 
fatality fires from the same era, described by contemporaries as ‘the de cade 
of disasters’.2 We begin with Mohammed  because of what happened to his 
family afterwards.  

In an article published two years  after the fire in Roof, the magazine of the 
housing charity Shelter, Idrees describes his  brother’s death as ‘a disaster for 
the  family’ as it split them in two, with their f ather returning to Islamabad 
to care for their younger siblings. Idrees recounts how the two remaining 
 brothers and their  mother  were made temporarily homeless before they 
 were h oused by Haringey Council in privately owned ‘bed- and- breakfast’ 
accommodation, other wise known as a bedsit, with more than 100 
residents sharing two kitchens and bathrooms. Their two bedrooms  were 
‘very small and dirty and the carpets full of fleas’; despite complaining that 
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the appalling conditions made their m other sick, the o wners ‘did nothing’ 
to help them. Idrees also describes how the fire bell in the property ‘was 
always g oing off’, which would send his mum ‘into a terrible panic’ as it 
brought back painful memories of Mohammed’s death. A fter c hildren set 
fire to bedrooms in the h ouse, the f amily demanded to be re housed; they 
 were offered a basement room in which the win dows  were nailed shut –  
hardly reassuring for a grieving f amily struggling to come to terms with 
their traumatic loss. Despite living in such conditions, Idrees describes them 
as one of the ‘luckier’ homeless families in London as they w ere eventually 
moved into a self- contained, furnished flat run by a housing association while 
waiting ‘for something more permanent’.3

While the circumstances surrounding Idrees and his  family’s housing 
situation  were extraordinary, it was common for the most vulnerable 
 people in the country – l ow- paid mi grants, students, the el derly, survivors 
of domestic abuse and homeless families with young  children – t o live in 
cheap, poor- quality and unsafe accommodation during the 1980s. They also, 
as we  will repeatedly see in this chapter, lived in a state of perpetual anxiety, 
waiting to be moved into better housing by a state that was unwilling or 
unable to help. As a consequence of government housing policies, including 
the sale of council housing and deregulation of the private rental market, 
coupled with squeezed bud gets for urban local authorities, the market in 
‘bed and breakfasts’ –  which often involved sub- dividing older properties 
into small single- room apartments with shared amenities – w as booming 
in central London as well as inner cities across the country throughout the 
de cade. Many private sector landlords built lucrative ‘buy- to- let’ businesses 
profiting from the growing demand for housing and local authorities’ 
increasing inability to supply it. As Chiara Briganti and Kathy Mezei have 
argued, ‘living with strangers’ in communal housing had a long history 
from at least the mid- nineteenth  century, but its heyday was the de cades 
following the end of the Second World War.4

A succession of reports during this period consistently identified the 
dangerous conditions of bedsit- style housing, which became known as 
 houses in multiple occupancy (HMOs) from the mid-1980s. Residents, 
environmental health officers, firefighters and housing charities repeatedly 
argued that unsafe fire precautions, as a spatialised social prob lem specific to 
rental housing,  were the main threat to h uman safety in HMOs: unenclosed 
staircases providing the sole means of escape, combustible partition walls, a 
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rabbit warren of corridors with poorly fitted smoke- stopping doors, defective 
or non- existent fire- warning and extinguishing equipment, and a lack of 
useful guidance for tenants.5 As was learned in the wake of the Grenfell 
fire, residents’ concerns are rarely taken seriously by housing providers or 
governments, and the same can be said for  those living in unlicensed HMOs 
during the 1980s and 1990s.

Yet residents found a sympathetic ear in the form of voluntary 
organisations – c harities, law centres, tenants and consumer groups –  who 
spoke out on behalf of the millions of p eople like Idrees and his  mother 
living in unsafe housing. It is to this ‘third sector’ – a s the voluntary and 
community sector became known during the twenty- first c entury6 –  that 
this chapter turns. National charities like Shelter and umbrella organisations 
such as the Campaign for the Homeless and Roofless (CHAR) and the 
Campaign for Bedsit Rights (CBR), as well as local community groups and 
law centres, worked tirelessly over a number of years to convince government 
to improve safety in bedsits, bed- and- breakfast ‘ hotels’, lodging h ouses 
and other premises where the residual poor lived, eventually achieving 
reform  after a long campaign. This is a story that has been replicated in 
recent years with ‘activist communities’ composed of charities, grassroots 
organisations, trade  unions and housing campaigners serving as the fulcrum 
around which demands for improved safety in tower blocks have coalesced. 
As was the case with HMOs, it is only with sustained pressure that the 2017 
proclamation that ‘Grenfell changes every thing’ can be realised by holding 
the state to account for its responsibility for public safety and reversing its 
disastrous deregulation of fire precautions.7

The efforts of voluntary sector organisations and activists coincided 
with growing support for privatisation and deregulation within the public 
and private sectors. Successive governments rejected the notion, spelled 
out in the Conservative Party’s 1983 general election manifesto that ‘the 
State can and should do every thing’, and placed a renewed emphasis on 
the role of individuals and community groups in tackling the so- called 
‘de pen dency culture’ that existed at the start of the de cade.8 The Thatcher 
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governments and their successors increasingly relied on the market as 
the main agent of economic and social change and provider of welfare 
services.9 Housing policy was viewed within central government as the 
natu ral preserve of market forces and a succession of acts during the 
1980s and early 1990s deregulated the rental housing sector by removing 
government controls over the provision, cost and regulation of housing 
and allowing for an enhanced role for private and voluntary providers. 
Eigh teen years of Conservative rule, argue Peter Malpass and Alan 
Murie, produced ‘a more fragmented housing system with more dramatic 
differences between tenures, between urban and rural areas, and between 
estates and between communities’.10



Despite the centralising trend in housing policy, and the general 
mistrust from ministers t owards local authorities throughout the period, 
central government also failed to tackle systemic defects in HMOs u ntil 
the turn of the pre sent  century. Successive fires –  many but certainly not 
all occurring in London, which faced a growing ‘crisis’ in the private 
rental market11 – e xposed the contradictions of central government policy 
in insisting that local authorities had sufficient discretionary powers to 
enforce minimum safety while failing to provide the resources to enable 
them to do so. This echoes recent challenges faced by the third sector in 
influencing policy change at the national level post- Grenfell, as well as in 
exposing the systemic neglect of some local authorities  towards  those it 
had a duty of care to protect. Repeated calls by professional and voluntary 
bodies for state intervention within the private rental housing market 
 were at odds with government policy, which favoured an incrementally 
deregulated approach that prioritised the financial interests of landlords 
and mortgagees over and above any responsibility for safety or security. In 
the end, when government occasionally acted it did so by following the 
path of least intervention. Landlords and building  owners  were expected 
to take responsibility for their own properties with the responsible local 
authority stepping in to enforce the law as a last resort, which in e very case 
followed avoidable disasters.

<https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/110859>, accessed 6 January 2023. ​ ​ ​ ​
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Multiple-fatality fires in HMOs
In the early hours of 18 March 1980 neighbours w ere woken by screams 
from a burning hostel in Kilburn, north London, which was run by 
the Catholic Order of the Missionaries of Charity, headed by  Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta. Neighbours rushed to help the residents, all w omen, 
to safety from the three- storey terraced  house. Firefighters eventually 
discovered the bodies of eight w omen on the top floor; two more l ater 
succumbed to their injuries. A month before the fire London Fire Brigade 
had inspected the premises and recommended vari ous improvements, 
including enclosing the single staircase used for exit in the event of a fire, 
but  these had yet to be implemented by the o wners. An internal review 
by Brent Borough Council revealed that the nuns had been awarded a 
licence for ten beds the previous year, but firefighters found twenty- one 
occupied beds.12

With one exception, the victims w ere residents and aged between thirty 
and seventy years.13 All w ere single, though some still used marital names; 
being part of a transient community to which a  great deal of stigma was 
attached, some gave pseudonyms such as ‘Peggy’ or ‘Rose’.14 Most of the 
victims w ere described by members of Brent W omen’s Aid Group as ‘battered 
 women’; that is, they w ere survivors of domestic vio lence who had been forced 
into emergency accommodation and w ere awaiting rehousing.15 One of the 
residents was l ater arrested for starting the fire as a grudge against the nuns. 
At the trial, her l awyer unsympathetically told the court that the hostel 
catered for ‘inadequate alcoholics and t hose who w ere mentally disturbed’ 
and considered that ‘any one of t hese w omen could have started the fire’. 
The defendant was acquitted of all charges.16

The victims  were part of the ‘hidden homeless’, marginalised by a society 
and government that abandoned t hose without a fixed abode despite the 
1977 Housing (Homeless Persons) Act prioritising vulnerable  women such as 
 these for rehousing. Local authorities acted inconsistently, and sometimes 
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indiscriminately, in prioritising families at the expense of single persons.17 
They also suffered from cuts in government subsidy which forced poor 
boroughs like Brent to close their housing priority lists b ecause of over- 
subscription. Single older w omen thus faced l imited housing options and 
many  were forced into direct- access hostels even though  these w ere disliked: 
‘I c ouldn’t bear to live in one of t hose places –  it would make me feel I’d 
reached the end of the road, with nowhere further to go’, claimed one w oman 
interviewed for a con temporary study.18 A spokesperson for Brent  Women’s 
Centre reported that public expenditure restrictions made it ‘much more 
difficult for  women and  children to escape from violent homes by finding 
a place of their own’.19

The Kilburn fire horrifically exposed the need for action in what had 
become a crisis in the safety of emergency accommodation for society’s most 
vulnerable citizens. It was the latest in a growing number of fires since the 
late 1970s: in 1978 alone, thirteen p eople died in hostel blazes across the 
country, including in Birmingham, Leeds and Clacton.20 The night  after 
the Kilburn fire, seven  people  were rescued from a fire in a mission hostel in 
east London. A spokesperson for CHAR, a parliamentary lobby co ali tion, said, 
‘It is appalling that  there are second- class standards for  people regarded as 
second-class citizens.’21  
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most vulnerable p eople living in one of London’s ‘worst areas of housing 
deprivation’, according to a report published  later that year.23 In mid-1980, 
Brent Council  housed 220 families in bed- and- breakfast accommodation 
in neighbouring boroughs at a cost of over £100 each per week.24 Moreover, 
‘drastic cuts’ to its bud get meant that the council was unable to improve its 
existing housing stock, with the leader of the local  Labour group blaming 
central government: ‘We even made a special plea to Government to allow 
us extra money to at least carry out fire precaution works … but no help was 
forthcoming.’25 The council’s review recommended bringing the regulation 
of hostels in line with the law on h otels and boarding h ouses, introducing 
enforcement powers to close down premises ‘where t here is excessive risk 
to persons’.26

For a fleeting moment, the ‘hidden homeless’ became vis i ble to a 
government whose own housing minister had described hostels as ‘the  great 
unswept corner of En glish housing policy’.27 Spurred into action by pressure 
from religious leaders and homelessness charities, government agreed to 
amend its housing bill to strengthen local authority powers for dealing 
with large HMOs.28 But it rejected extending the Fire Precautions Act to 
cover hostels, with the home secretary, William Whitelaw, explaining that 
they ‘do not represent a risk to life serious enough to justify the burden 
which would be imposed on o wners, occupiers and fire authorities’.29 The 
government’s own evidence did not support this hard line since official 
statistics collected by the Home Office revealed the risk of a fire in an 
HMO to be three or four times higher than in a single- occupancy  house, 
while the risk of serious injury or death was nine or ten times greater.30

A few months  later, the jury for the inquest into the Kilburn victims 
returned a verdict of unlawful killing and called for urgent clarification 
of the law on means of escape. Noting the brief period in which a policy 
win dow opens following multiple- fatality fires, the coroner Dr David 
Paul complained that ‘the spur and urgency of this newsworthy tragedy 
lost its impetus’ amidst the cumbersome procedure of government review 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	          




Before Grenfell

92

and obfuscation.31 The fact that few newspapers even both ered to report 
on the verdict substantiates his point and shows how  little national media 
interest was shown in the lives of ‘battered  women’. It also resonates with 
comments made by Sam Webb about his memories of the Ronan Point 
inquiry, which, owing to the fact that ‘it took an hour and a half to get 
to East Ham from … central London’, attracted l ittle attention from the 
national press ‘ after the first few days’.32

Ignoring the coroner’s criticism, government opted to take the path of 
least intervention. A duty was placed on local housing authorities requiring 
means of escape from fire in large HMOs of three storeys or more and 
with a combined floor space exceeding 500 square metres.33 Guidance 
would clarify the law on means of escape in other HMOs, eventually 
being published several years l ater.34 The decision to devolve responsibility 
to housing authorities seems to have been influenced by party- political 
antagonisms in London where the L abour Party had recently taken control 
of the Greater London Council (GLC), which had responsibility for the 
London Fire Brigade, as well as a general re sis tance to arming fire brigades 
with additional powers given they  were regarded as being tougher in 
enforcing fire precautions. While the Order was welcomed by campaigners 
as ‘a long overdue safeguard’, it was also noted that less than 2 per cent of all 
HMOs  were covered by the law and that only 1 per cent of all improvement 
grants went  towards the provision of fire escapes. With a gross floor space 
of only 226 square metres, the Kilburn hostel was too small to be included, 
making ‘a mockery of the new duty’, claimed the director of CHAR Nicholas 
Beacock, who predicted ‘further tragedies’ before the law was properly 
updated.35

And so it proved. In December  1981, fire gutted a large property on 
Clanricarde Gardens in west London, killing eight residents and injuring 
many more. Notting Hill Gate was an area notorious for cheap, low- quality 
housing and illegal landlord practices: the ‘slumlord’ Peter Rachman had 
operated in the neighbourhood during the 1960s and l ittle had improved, 
judging from this latest disaster. The properties comprised fifty- six bedsits 
across three converted Victorian terraced  houses. The figures on occupancy 
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ranged widely: whereas the landlord incorrectly claimed that only fifty- 
three tenants resided on the premises, first responders estimated between 150 
and 200 persons in occupancy on the night of the fire. The h ouse keeper, 
who lived on the ground floor, l ater confirmed the figure to be ninety- 
three residents, the majority of whom  were low- paid mi grant workers and 
the el derly. By lunchtime, all the refugees from the fire, some dressed in 
their nightclothes with their belongings wrapped in bedsheets, w ere given 
shelter, with food and clothing generously donated by market traders. 
The local authority, Ken sington and Chelsea London Borough Council 
(KCLBC), provided temporary accommodation in h otels, from where its 
staff interviewed survivors to determine which families should be given 
priority for rehousing before Christmas. The bleak prospects for rehousing 
led to twenty- five tenants accepting accommodation owned by the same 
landlord, with some even moving into the  house next to the burnt- out shell 
that remained.36

In the aftermath of the fire, the attention of voluntary and community 
groups turned to the poor standard of safety within the property and the 
fears of residents living in similar accommodation across the borough. 
Ken sington and Chelsea was described as having ‘some of the poorest 
housing conditions in the country’, with HMOs comprising between 
a quarter and a third of its housing stock. A survey by a local race and 
housing action group revealed that the borough also had the highest rents 
among its council housing stock and the lowest average rate of pay in the 
capital.37 It was also claimed that KCLBC had not acted upon residents’ 
complaints about safety six months before the fire. One report, compiled 
by an environmental health con sul tant on behalf of Shelter and the North 
Ken sington Law Centre (NKLC), concluded that ‘the arrangements to 
limit the spread of fire and secure the safe evacuation of occupants are 
inadequate’. A fter it was further revealed that KCLBC maintained no 
register of HMOs within the borough, the leader of the  Labour Opposition 
demanded an internal inquiry into ‘what went wrong’. KCLBC was  later 
found guilty of maladministration by the local government ombudsman and 
in direct contravention of race relations legislation, having ‘failed to follow 
up complaints over a number of years’.38

Fire investigation officers discovered a litany of safety defects, including 
combustible partition walls, unprotected staircases and a dangerously high 
electrical loading. At the inquest at Westminster Coroners Court, an 
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‘in de pen dent’ expert, Keith Gugan, who was acting on behalf of the 
insurers and landlord, claimed that the fire had been maliciously started 
by a tenant, which attracted greater media interest than the identities of the 
victims.39 Gugan’s findings w ere challenged by experts appearing on behalf 
of London Fire Brigade and the Metropolitan Police and the coroner, Dr 
Paul Knapman, rebuked him for failing to produce forensic evidence to 
substantiate his claim. The landlord was called to give evidence but refused 
to answer questions.40

The main issue, according to counsel acting for the bereaved families, 
was that the fire had broken out in ‘slums without the most elementary fire 
protection’, which demonstrated ‘reckless’ negligence by the landlord and 
warranted a verdict of unlawful killing. Knapman replied that the job of an 
inquest was ‘to find out where, when and how a person met their death –  not 
to apportion blame’.41  After nine days, the jury returned a verdict of death 
by misadventure, finding no evidence of negligence. Furthermore, Knapman 
declined to add recommendations on safety to the verdict, claiming that the 
need to reconcile cheap accommodation for homeless  people with ‘expensive’ 
fire precautions was an ‘insoluble prob lem’. This decision angered campaigners. 
Michael O’Dwyer, who represented bereaved families for the NKLC, called 
the decision an ‘outrage’ and criticised Knapman for failing the victims, before 
adding: ‘We w ill go on pressing for more resources, for better fire precautions 
to be introduced into  houses in multiple occupation and for landlords to own 
up to their responsibilities –  we  will not stop  until we reach that.’42 Survivors 
 were still pursuing a claim for damages several years  later.

This case illustrates the  limited opportunities facing survivors and the 
bereaved in having their voices heard in formal judicial settings. As the 
first neighbourhood law centre in the country, opened in 1970 in a former 
butcher’s shop, NKLC operated on the premise that l awyers failed to act 
in the interests of t hose communities in greatest need of help. NKLC 
provided  free l egal advice and repre sen ta tion to  those who could not 
other wise afford it for a range of issues including immigration law and 
housing rights; they also assisted with claims for compensation following 
fire inquests. Law centres thus amplified the voices of  those communities 
most directly affected by avoidable multiple- fatality fires, allowing them to 
seek justice and obtain some closure to a horrific chapter in their lives. But 
the law centres w ere also in a parlous situation, as Kate Bradley has shown: 
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they experienced prob lems with securing a regular income, strug gled with 
under- staffing and w ere often accused of being po liti cally motivated in their 
casework. Some  were threatened with losing their main funding stream 
when they openly criticised local authority policies.43

Following the Clanricarde Gardens verdict, the government declined 
to strengthen the law or give serious consideration to practical solutions. 
When the Institute of Environmental Health Officers and CHAR jointly 
submitted a proposal for national licensing, the undersecretary of state for the 
environment, George Young, expressed ‘serious reservations about the cost 
implications of such proposals at a time when the Government is concerned 
to see restraint in local authority expenditure’.44 While the proposal was 
costed to be self- financing, it would have entailed transferring funds from 
the Department of Health and Social Security bud get to local authority 
housing departments, which was contrary to Whitehall policy to ‘trim’ local 
government spending. Moreover, Young warned that licensing ‘would add 
unnecessarily to landlord’s cost [sic], and discourage them from making 
accommodation available’, which prompted some to question w hether many 
Conservative MPs w ere themselves o wners of HMOs: ‘ there could be some 
very red  faces at Westminster’, suggested one journalist writing for The 
Surveyor, though such lines of enquiry never appeared in the popu lar press.45

Although housing charities found themselves frozen out of decision making 
by a government that was hostile t owards single- issue campaigning, they 
found support among opposition parties as well as the Tory backbenches. 
Frustrated by government’s ‘neglect and inaction’, in 1983  Labour MP Jim 
Marshall’s private bill proposed to introduce a duty on local authorities 
to ensure proper means of escape in all HMOs. Brandon Rhys- Williams, 
Conservative MP for North Ken sington, the constituency in which the fire 
at Clanricarde Gardens occurred, supported the bill and warned that it was 
incumbent on Parliament to not allow ‘that horror to be repeated’.46 His 
warnings w ere echoed by John Wheeler, Conservative MP for neighbouring 
Paddington: ‘It is a scandal that  people should lose their lives for the lack 
of a determination in the House [of Commons] to ensure that the law 
provides the protection that they need.’47 Only with effective and enforceable 
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regulations would lives be saved in f uture, claimed  Labour MP for Swansea 
East Donald Anderson, who added that this would be ‘the best memorial 
that the House could give to  those who died at Clanricarde Gardens’.48

Despite passing its second reading in February 1983, the bill was dropped 
 after Parliament’s dissolution ahead of the general election and it was not 
 adopted as part of the new government’s legislative agenda. Low rates of 
house- building for rent, coupled with the acceleration of the sale of council 
homes, led to an increase in homelessness in the mid-1980s in metropolitan 
areas. Homeless  people had  little option but to live in substandard 
accommodation, while local authorities strug gled to provide a satisfactory 
alternative for single- person  house holds. Chris Holmes, the director of 
CHAR and one of the draftees of the bill, calculated that the number 
of claimants in bed- and- breakfast accommodation in  England and Wales 
increased fourfold from 25,000 to 100,000 between 1979 and 1984. Research 
showed that 81 per cent of  those living in HMOs  were single, 35 per cent 
of whom w ere  women and 65 per cent  under the age of thirty- five. The 
‘worsening crisis of single homelessness’, Holmes argued, demanded three 
urgent and interlinked actions by the state in order to provide ‘a safe, secure 
and satisfactory home for e very member of the community’: additional 
social rented housing, security of tenure and the enforcement of minimum 
standards of fire safety, amenities and management of HMOs.49

In 1985, a consolidating act made tentative steps t owards improving 
standards but disappointed campaigners who expected quicker pro gress. 
This followed the death of a Bangladeshi m other and her  children in a 
five- storey bed- and- breakfast fire in Gloucester Place, Westminster, which 
fi nally prompted Dr Knapman to write to ministers urging that ‘action be 
taken to prevent the occurrence of similar fatalities’.50 This fire exposed the 
racial inequalities in London’s rental housing market, with this par tic u lar 
‘halfway  house’ grossly overcrowded with Asian families who should have 
been priority cases for rehousing; the  family had lived in a single room at the 
top of an unenclosed staircase for the past nine months, while firefighters 
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found as many as seven  people sleeping to a room and rescued a baby sleeping 
in a cot in a bathroom.51 The inquest again revealed ‘totally and hopelessly 
inadequate’ fire precautions, including a wooden ladder used in lieu of an 
escape, but the landlord –  who had received £356,000  in rent to  house 
homeless families from neighbouring Camden – i gnored warnings from 
frightened tenants. One resident reported that he had tried to fight the fire 
but all the extinguishers in the  house w ere empty.52

Survivors from the fire de cided that direct action was the route to escaping 
the squalor of halfway h ouses. Assisted by the Camden Committee for 
Community Relations, a local pressure group funded by the borough council, 
up to seventy homeless  people, many with young  children, organised a three- 
week occupation of Camden Town Hall  until the  Labour group agreed to 
permanently re house them in council  houses. Two heavi ly pregnant  women 
slept on the chamber floor for over a week, deeming it preferable to staying 
in their death- trap bedsits.53 While local press coverage was consistently 
detailed, national media interest was virtually non- existent, with few 
newspapers reporting on e ither the fire or the town hall’s occupation. 
Eventually, the novelist Salman Rushdie wrote an excoriating piece for The 
Guardian in which he argued that Black and Asian families, who made up 
between a third and half of all families living in London’s halfway  houses, 
 were being victimised by racist slumlords and councillors. With evidence 
emerging that the fire was started deliberately, Rushdie likened it to the 
1981 New Cross Massacre, in which thirteen young Black men,  women and 
 children died in a suspected racist attack on a h ouse party, but in neither 
case did the Metropolitan Police pursue the cases seriously. ‘Presumably 
not enough  people have been burned to death yet’, Rushdie wrote before 
demanding that ‘it is time  people  stopped having to die to prove to local 
authorities that they live in hideously unsatisfactory conditions’.54

Despite the best efforts of campaigners to raise the plight of homeless 
families, ministers did the bare minimum. Firstly, an HMO was defined as 
‘a  house which is occupied by persons who do not form a single  house hold’, 
creating more  legal ambiguities than it solved. Secondly, local authorities 
 were awarded discretionary powers to establish registration schemes in their 
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area, but few took advantage of  these. Thirdly, a ‘fitness’ test was drawn up 
for governing HMOs, which provided for regulations to render premises fit 
for occupants, covering areas ranging from lighting and ventilation to space- 
heating appliances.55 Despite calls to establish means of escape in the event 
of a fire as a condition of fitness, this was not originally included despite a 
government- commissioned survey unearthing ‘disturbing’ evidence that 81 
per cent of HMOs lacked satisfactory means of escape; the figure r ose above 
90 per cent for privately owned properties. In Greater London, where 43 per 
cent of all HMOs in E ngland and Wales w ere located, over 80 per cent had 
defective means of escape, while ‘a substantial minority’ of larger HMOs 
continued to lack precautions. This ‘hidden housing prob lem’ was now so 
vis i ble to policymakers that it could no longer be ignored by ministers.56 
But ignore it they did. While the recast Building Regulations specified 
mandatory rules for means of escape in case of fire for dwellings and flats 
of three or more storeys,  these did not originally extend to HMOs, though 
guidance on fire safety was issued in 1986, four years a fter it was initially 
promised, and an advisory standard was a dopted two years l ater.57

In the intervening period, a revised private members’ bill was promoted 
by opposition MPs, which included prescriptive mea sures to tackle what had 
become ‘a national scandal’. Its timing was bad, being promoted during the 
period of ‘high Thatcherism’ when central government curbed the powers 
of local authorities through rate capping and the abolition of the GLC and 
metropolitan councils. Indeed, the government, having failed to block the 
bill’s debate, disrespectfully sent its minister for sport, Richard Tracey, to 
pre sent the case that legislation was not required and the bill was timed out 
through filibustering by backbench Tory MPs.58

Despite their understandable frustration at the government’s intransigence 
 towards housing provision for the poor, homelessness charities learned a 
 great deal about campaigning during the 1980s. One such group was CBR, 
founded by Nick Beacock following the fire at Clanricarde Gardens.59 As a 
former director of CHAR who had been active in the writing of homelessness 
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legislation in the 1970s, Beacock enjoyed good contacts across Parliament 
and with sympathetic newspapers, using  these to advocate for an evidence- 
based approach to policymaking. As Matthew Hilton et  al. have shown, 
the importance of a professional media strategy was increasingly apparent 
to non- governmental organisations by the 1980s in order to react swiftly to 
any item in the news and to offer journalists an alternative interpretation 
on policies.60 Beacock was no stranger to this approach: CBR’s small staff 
 were regular correspondents with broadsheet newspapers and repeatedly 
quoted in press coverage of bedsit fires and related topics.61 Although the 
CBR team’s efforts to secure media coverage met re sis tance from some 
popu lar daily newspapers – i n 1990 the Evening Standard and Daily Mail 
both cited CBR as a recipient of ‘daft donations’ by ‘loony left’ councils –  it 
operated a sustained campaign on a shoestring bud get, receiving grants from 
the London Boroughs Grants Committee as well as member subscriptions.62

  

In addition to its media campaigning, CBR also published handbooks 
aimed at tenants in an attempt to directly improve the standard of housing 
in HMOs.  These handbooks contained advice and useful contacts about 
tenants’ l egal rights and landlords’ duty of care, as well as fire safety hints 
and tips. Owing to CBR’s parlous financial arrangements,  these publications 
 were generously supported by other voluntary and professional bodies. 
Organisations such as the Law Society, Crisis, the National Association 
of Citizens Advice Bureaux, Fire Brigades Union (FBU) and the Housing 
Associations Charitable Trust helped to lend CBR a more authoritative voice, 
illustrating the importance of cross- sectoral groups coming together to form 
‘activist communities’ to deal with the prob lem in the absence of leadership 
from central or local government.63

At a time when single- issue groups strug gled to exert influence within 
central government, CBR raised standards of safety locally through a dense 
network of tenants’ groups, local authorities, student  unions, law centres and 
other organisations. Grassroots campaigning enjoyed success in cities with 
progressive councils, such as Birmingham, Bristol and Southampton, using 

	 


	  


  

	     
	  





Before Grenfell

100

a mixture of activist strategies to improve housing conditions.64 In Wales, a 
cross- sectoral approach was agreed following the death of a man in a fire at 
a Pontypridd hostel in 1986, while the all- party Welsh Affairs Committee 
unanimously supported urgent legislation.65 Direct action demonstrated 
that the best route to positive change was from below. Private tenants’ 
organisations such as the Brent Private Tenants Rights Group, Ken sington & 
Chelsea Private Tenants Rights Proj ect and the Camden Federation of Private 
Tenants – t he latter formed in the aftermath of the successful occupation of 
Camden Town Hall –  built on deep- rooted grassroots activism that dated 
from the late 1960s, while the effectiveness of the Welsh campaign pointed 
to what could be achieved with a progressive government in Whitehall.66

Licensing HMOs
While the Thatcher Government stubbornly refused to intervene to protect 
the safety of t hose who most needed protecting, the fatalities continued 
to occur. In the five years to 1991, an average of 168  people a year died 
and 3,294  were injured in HMO fires according to the government’s own 
published statistics. One fire in 1988, in a Blackpool hostel, resulted in 
the deaths of three  children and two adults from the same  family. The 
premises w ere used by the Department of Social Security (DSS) to  house 
unemployed families. Newspapers reported that c hildren smashed win dows 
and climbed onto ledges to escape the choking smoke.67 Shortly afterwards, 
a flimsy ten- page consultation paper rejected licensing and even had the 
temerity to recommend redefining HMOs, which would have halved the 
number protected by existing safeguards. Even the Conservative- controlled 
Association of District Councils, a staunch advocate of a tougher stance 
on local authority finances, criticised the report for contradicting the 
government’s own evidence.68

Instead, government passed the Housing and Local Government Act 1989, 
which aimed to revive the private rental sector through deregulation while 
continuing the erosion of local authority provision through new financial 
arrangements for housing associations. The introduction of shorthold 
tenancies gave landlords greater controls over properties, including powers to 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
 




The path of least intervention

101

gain possession through eviction notices, e ither to re- let them on high- rent- 
assured tenancies or to convert them for sale.69 The promise of a substantial 
profit from a quick sale – p roperty speculation was rife in Ken sington and 
Chelsea in the late 1980s, for instance, with a pair of vacant properties on 
Clanricarde Gardens valued at £1.4 million (nearly £4 million according to 
2020 prices) – w as a power ful incentive for landlords to ‘persuade’ tenants 
to leave through low- level harassment at the same time that many local 
authorities cut their housing support ser vices.70

Fire by fire, the campaigners chipped away at policymakers. In 1991, a 
damning report issued by the National Consumer Council (NCC) described 
HMOs as ‘deathtrap housing’ and repeated calls for mandatory licensing. 
Given the ‘Right to Buy’ programme had been framed in terms of giving 
greater choice to consumer- citizens, so too should the same rights of consumer 
protection be extended to poorly h oused renters. In her foreword to the 
report, Lady Wilcox, the NCC chair, wrote, ‘Most of us associate deathtrap 
housing with the squalid slums of our Dickensian past. But this report shows 
that even  today millions of  people are renting dangerous housing, often 
without knowing the dangers  until  things go wrong.’71 With the widening 
of the campaign beyond the homelessness charities, it was fi nally reaching 
its desired audience as well as attracting sympathetic press attention: while 
charges for registration schemes had already been introduced  earlier in the 
year, advisory guidance on standards of fitness followed a year  later.72 This left 
one significant obstacle for campaigners to overcome: deregulation.

In 1993, John Major’s Conservative Government launched its Deregulation 
Task Force to review a raft of regulations dealing with health and safety 
legislation. The review of fire safety recommended repealing fire precautions 
legislation and transferring responsibility for oversight to the Health and 
Safety Executive. The goal was to engender a cultural shift within the 
fire ser vice away from a prescriptive approach to a risk- based one where 
self- compliance predominated. An internal review supported repeal and 
also rejected licensing HMOs on the grounds that it would ‘run c ounter 
to the Government’s deregulation initiative’.73 In its response, the FBU 
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warned that repealing legislation would ‘give entirely the wrong signals 
and could be misinterpreted as a move to lower standards of fire safety’. 
Instead, the FBU argued for the extension of inspection and certification to 
HMOs and other higher- risk premises.74 But the decision was a fait accompli: 
deregulation, claimed Home Secretary Michael Howard, would improve 
public safety by constituting ‘an approach which places the responsibility 
for assessing risks, and dealing with them, on  those who create the risks’.75 
Government remained committed to a path of least intervention, having 
seemingly learned l ittle from past failures to mitigate against mass fatalities.

Failure to learn was brutally exposed in May 1994 when an adult female 
and two- year- old child died in another coastal resort fire, this time at a 
Scarborough hostel for DSS claimants; it was subsequently discovered that 
the owner had failed to comply with an order to upgrade the premises’ 
means of escape.76  Later that day, Major committed his government to 
‘investigating the feasibility of introducing a licensing system to control 
such establishments’.77 While the subsequent consultation paper accepted 
that t here  were strong arguments in favour of licensing (76 per cent of 
respondents favoured mandatory registration), it also warned that, following 
the deregulation of the private rental market, ‘it would be introducing too 
high a degree of licensing’, which could lead  either to tenants being charged 
higher rents to pay for the improvements or landlords withdrawing from 
the market.78 Ministers concluded that ‘a full- scale national and mandatory 
licensing system cannot be justified’ on the grounds that ‘it would lead to 
excessive cost and bureaucracy by forcing e very local authority to follow a 
standard licensing approach’.79 The 1996 Housing Act thus imposed a broad 
duty of care on landlords in re spect of safety and other amenity standards, 
while also allowing the secretary of state to make model registration 
schemes for adoption by local authorities.80 Following almost two de cades 
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of campaigning, multiple reviews and consultations, l egal confusion and 
hundreds of avoidable deaths, the country was on the verge of a national 
system of licensing if only a government had the gumption to enact it.

According to Jane Lewis and Pete Alcock, a change in government in 
1997 heralded a new era of voluntary action favouring ‘partnership working’ 
between the state and the third sector.81 Taking its cue from the operation 
of successful local schemes, the incumbent New  Labour Government 
pledged to resolve the fire safety prob lem through ‘a proper system of 
licensing for local authorities which  will benefit tenants and responsible 
landlords alike’.82 The following year, government- commissioned research 
underpinned proposals for a new code of practice and recommended that 
the best approach to reducing fire deaths was education coupled with 
enforcement. As befitted the era, an emphasis was placed on collaborative 
working across the public, private and third sectors to mitigate the risks. 
Charities like Shelter and Crisis  were consequently brought into the fold to 
help devise national policy.83 While New  Labour completed its pre de ces sor’s 
policy to increase self- compliance mea sures, it also recognised that HMOs 
 were ‘a special case’ demanding ‘better regulation’.84

Taking a further six years to get onto the statute books, the Housing Act 
2004 fi nally introduced compulsory licensing for HMOs, the definition of 
which was widened to include a  house of three or more storeys occupied by 
five or more unrelated persons and sharing basic amenities. This brought 
a large number of unprotected premises u nder the law, including h ouse 
shares of groups of students and young professionals. Landlords would be 
screened by housing officers, following consultation with fire authorities, to 
determine  whether they  were ‘a fit and proper person’ suitable for letting 
property. Welcomed by many in the third sector as an effective way of 
protecting public safety, critics resorted to kneejerk arguments that ‘buy- to- 
let’ investors w ere being ‘smothered in red tape’ which would result in ‘the 
better landlords’ deciding that ‘it is just not worth the hassle’ to continue in 
the rental market. ‘It’s such a hard life being a landlord’, bemoaned one writer 
in a particularly egregious piece published by The Times on behalf of the 
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National Landlords Association, which was more concerned at the impact 
licensing could have on investors’ returns than the safety of residents.85 If a 
reminder was needed that Whitehall had fi nally intervened to protect the 
lives of  those least able to protect themselves, this came in the form of a 
hostel fire in Birmingham, which caused the deaths of four residents. This 
fire provided further proof of the importance of multi- agency partnerships 
to protect ‘vulnerable tenants’ against negligent landlords, many of whom 
openly ‘flout legislation’.86 The  battle to sweep the g reat unswept corner 
of En glish housing policy was a long one and it would require periodic 
cleaning to deal with stubborn stains.

Conclusion
This chapter echoes Nicholas Crowson’s contention that the voluntary sector 
was at the heart of the ‘mixed economy’ of welfare reform during the 1980s 
and continued to play a central role as part of a widened ‘third sector’ during 
the 1990s and 2000s. Homelessness charities, law centres and community 
groups w ere a continuous source of support for residents and a thorn in 
the side of governments, holding the latter to account for their reluctance 
to regulate safety in the private rental housing sector. More importantly, 
in advocating on behalf of the groups most vulnerable to fire, including 
victims, survivors and bereaved and grief- stricken families, voluntary and 
community groups spoke on behalf of the  people and communities who 
otherwise received scant representation within mainstream political, legal 
or media discourse around housing. They interposed themselves between an 
indifferent, occasionally hostile, executive on the one side and Parliament 
on the other, while also creating dense networks of grassroots activists who 
raised safety standards from the bottom up, often in collaboration with 
environmental safety and fire prevention officers as well as trade u nions. 
What campaigners lacked in terms of direct influence over policymakers at 
the heart of government, who generally favoured a ‘top- down’ approach to 
policy ‘unencumbered by the constraints provided by interest groups’, they 
more than made up for in perseverance and partnership- building at both 
the local and national levels of civil society.87

     

The lessons  here for third- sector organisations to work in partnership 
in the wake of the Grenfell Tower fire offer a glimmer of hope for activists 
and safety campaigners determined to effect lasting cultural and regulatory 
changes to building safety. That they  will have to continue fighting for 
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justice and reform a fter the publication of the final report into the public 
inquiry is testament to the courage and resilience of t hose who have been 
most directly affected by the events of 14 June 2017 and the consequent 
‘cladding crisis’ that has eroded public faith in government’s moral purpose 
to provide security for its citizens. Having been brought into the fold to 
deal with the prob lem of HMOs at the turn of the pre sent  century, ‘activist 
communities’ find themselves at a similar crossroads in 2023 as we head 
 towards a forthcoming general election in which trust in our demo cratically 
elected representatives w ill be tested.

Returning to this chapter’s opening example, the thirty- one victims of the 
1987 King’s Cross fire are remembered through regular memorial ser vices on 
significant anniversaries.  These have been held at St Pancras New Church 
(where a plaque was erected by the trustees of the disaster fund) as well 
as in the station concourse, where a memorial site comprising two plaques 
and a commemorative clock has evolved as part of its refurbishment.88 This 
site serves as a reminder of t hose who lost their lives to anyone who seeks 
it out, as I do whenever I travel to London. It also offers reassurance and 
comfort to many of the families affected by the tragedy, as Mohammed’s 
younger s ister, A ni la, who was thirteen at the time of the fire, described 
following the thirtieth anniversary memorial ser vice in 2017: ‘I feel like I 
am among my own  family  here … Whenever I pass through the station 
I always stop at this spot and touch his name on the memorial, but  today 
 there is something special about being among the other families and 
supporting each other.’89 In addition to the memorial providing a space 
for remembrance, the legacy of the official in de pen dent inquiry, headed by 
the high court judge Desmond Fennell QC, also served to underline that 
lessons  were learned and acted upon by government. Statutorily improved 
standards of health and safety on the Under ground network are a lasting 
memorial to the thirty- one victims that we all benefit from whenever we 
travel on the Tube and  whether we pause at the memorial or not as we go 
about our daily lives.

Unfortunately, the same cannot be said of the many victims of fires in 
HMOs. To my knowledge, none of  these fires has ever been commemorated 
with a formal plaque or a memorial ser vice. As the properties have long since 
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been redeveloped, and the surrounding areas gentrified and regenerated, few 
who remember t hese fires remain in the local area and  there is unlikely to 
be  little interest among homeowners or renters (least of all landlords) to be 
reminded of the horrific experiences that took place in their homes. Most 
fires in HMOs have therefore long been forgotten, only occasionally to be 
brought up as a reminder of the invisibility and expendability of marginal 
communities. When I was writing a blog post on the fortieth anniversary 
of the Kilburn fire in early 2020, I was struck by how quickly the victims 
 were stripped of their identities and reduced to simplistic, incorrect 
and insulting descriptions (as ‘el derly  women’, ‘destitute w omen’ and 
‘inadequate alcoholics’).  Doing so renders  these w omen –  and the many 
other victims of the fires discussed h ere – a s unimportant. It removes them 
from their individual lives. Ultimately, it allows  those institutions who have 
failed them to avoid feelings of guilt  towards them. The ‘ great unswept 
corner of housing policy’ was yet another reminder of the  human costs of 
deregulation and the failure of an inhumane state to care for  those who 
most needed our care.
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Conclusion
The need to learn before and after Grenfell

This book has traced the development of a regulatory approach  towards 
fire safety and building control across twentieth- century Britain and its 
subsequent diminution from the late 1970s to the pre sent day. It has shown 
how deregulation, both as ideology and practice, was dominant in shaping 
policymaking in  these realms for successive governments since 1979. 
Predominantly concerned with relaxing and removing existing controls 
over the market, restricting the state’s powers of inspection, certification 
and enforcement, and devolving responsibility for safety to the individual, 
deregulation resulted in a confusing regulatory landscape  under which it 
was l egal to permit flammable and combustible cladding to be placed 
on tall buildings in which many millions of individuals and families 
lived. Historicising deregulation and multiple- fatality fires over the long 
twentieth c entury thus sheds light on the longer- term historical context 
to the 2017 disaster at Grenfell Tower, which has been largely peripheral to the 
public inquiry. While the fire has been shown to be the result of par tic u lar 
local circumstances, specific to the North Ken sington community, it 
also reflects a historical moment defined by a confluence of national and 
international f actors, not least neoliberalism, deregulation, globalisation 
and austerity.

While the official proceedings reveal undoubted systemic failures in 
governance and organisational management, the inquiry into the Grenfell 
fire has also exposed an ingrained culture of institutional insouciance 
 towards public safety, especially in protecting t hose most vulnerable to fire 
risks. Institutional indifference permeates central and local government 
as well as the construction industry, and is manifested in a ‘race to the 
bottom’ of safety standards, commercial greed, local authority cost- cutting 
and the belittling attitudes of a po liti cal elite that resists calls for a more 
precautionary approach to fire safety  because of its likely impact on ‘UK plc’. 
It is also reflected in the testimony of individual politicians and se nior civil 
servants during the inquiry: in one particularly egregious moment, a former 
secretary of state incorrectly paid tribute to the ‘nameless 96 victims’ of the 
fire, confusing the fire with the 1989 Hillsborough stadium disaster. Such 
an example illustrates a casual nonchalance and has been bravely challenged 
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by t hose with ‘lived experience’ of the fire and the public inquiry; in this 
case, the local community, survivor groups and bereaved families.1

Such an insouciant attitude has revealed the inability of governments, 
as well as other stakeholder organisations, to learn and change from their 
historic encounters with failure. It is further manifested in the unwillingness 
of se nior ministers and industry leaders to accept responsibility for failure 
immediately following a catastrophic event: rather, the inquiry’s lead counsel 
has criticised ‘a merry- go- round of buck passing’ from responsible persons 
across the private and public sectors.2 Thus, lasting systemic change cannot 
be expected  until this historic culture of indifference and ‘buck passing’ 
is conceded and challenged from within; that is, by  those who have up 
to now been complicit in its continued operation. As Gill Kernick, a fire 
safety con sul tant and one- time resident of Grenfell Tower, has argued, what 
is required is a ‘demo cratisation of change’ in which a greater diversity of 
communities are invited to disrupt the status quo and brought into the fold in 
order to hold governments to account for their policies as they affect everyday 
lives.3 This final chapter w ill therefore draw two broad conclusions about 
how a history that foregrounds its ‘public purpose’ can help policymakers 
and other responsible organisations challenge the institutional culture that 
created the conditions  under which the fire occurred.

Firstly, history shows us that a cultural change is required at the heart of 
government, especially one that embraces the value of regulation for public 
safety and the wellbeing of the nation. For too long, deregulation has been 
regarded by politicians, industry leaders and the right- wing media as the 
solution to Britain’s social and economic malaise, largely due to an entrenched 
belief that the market needs to be freed of all restrictions and can effectively 
become its own regulator. Yet the real ity is quite the opposite and history 
reveals a need to question such deeply held contextual assumptions. The 
seventy- two victims of the Grenfell fire, as well as the many hundreds of 
other lives lost in the forgotten disasters examined in this book, tragically 
and repeatedly underline the marketplace’s inability to protect vulnerable 
communities, as well as central government’s unwillingness to step in and 
impose appropriate controls or sanctions. What is required, argue Hilary 
Cooper and Simon Szreter in their compelling history of the Covid-19 
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pandemic, is a new mindset within central government that embraces 
‘collectivist individualism’, reinforces the ‘psychological contract’ between 
the state and its citizens and stops seeing regulation as an unnecessary burden –  
on businesses,  people and the state. The wellbeing of a nation can be assessed 
by how far a state is prepared to go to protect the most vulnerable  people 
who fall  under its duty of care. Indeed, universal protections coupled with a 
commitment to public safety are a positive means of enhancing the personal 
freedoms of the  whole of society while also offering tangible benefits to the 
economy through a healthy and productive workforce.4

       








         
     
          




Secondly, in order to re- embrace the value of regulatory governance as 
being in the best interests of society, t here is a need for a new arrangement 
of checks and balances that simplifies, as well as strengthens, the existing 
patchwork system. Tentative steps  were made with the 2021 Fire Safety 
Act and the following year’s Building Safety Act, not least with greater 
clarification issued for the role of ‘responsible persons’ for multi- occupied 
residential buildings. Further piecemeal change is on the horizon with 
the announcement, in December 2022, that government is consulting on 
requiring second staircases in new tall residential buildings, mandating 
sprinklers in all new care homes to help firefighters with building evacuations 
and adopting tougher Eu ro pean fire testing requirements.5 However, more 
could still be done to bring about, in the words of the Department for 
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Levelling Up, Housing and Communities’  legal counsel during his final 
statement at the Grenfell Inquiry, ‘lasting changes to overhaul a regulatory 
system that has been shown to have been unfit for purpose’.6 In this sense, 
politicians and se nior civil servants need to act bravely, embracing a greater 
diversity of voices from t hose with lived experiences on new regulatory 
bodies that monitor, enforce and hold to account the decisions made in their 
interest.  Those who have lived in unsafe buildings, lost friends, relatives or 
neighbours in fires, and entered burning buildings to save lives should be 
listened to by  those who are tasked with creating a new regulatory system 
that is fit for purpose. Public safety should be realigned as the priority of 
every one in a post- Grenfell era; joint regulation, with a fuller diversity 
of lived experience and knowledge, would help ensure that the system of 
checks and balances is in place to make this happen in practice.

Again, history reveals a pre ce dent for joint regulatory working in the 
form of the Joint Fire Research Organisation (JFRO) and the Central 
Fire Brigades Advisory Council (CFBAC), both of which drew together 
experts to lead on fire safety research and advise on national policy in 
the de cades following the end of the Second World War. JFRO’s fire and 
building research stations –   later amalgamated into the Building Research 
Establishment (BRE) –  conducted world- leading research into fire behaviour 
and made a material contribution to improved safety in the home as well 
as the workplace, especially between the late 1940s and 1970s. CFBAC, on 
the other hand, brought together a co ali tion of ranks and experiences from 
across the fire ser vice to advise government on national policy, including 
the representative  unions of frontline firefighters as well as se nior fire officers. 
Taking BRE back u nder national owner ship, as advocated by the London 
mayor, Sadiq Khan, and the Fire Brigades Union, would signal a decisive 
step in the move to make public safety a national priority by establishing a 
new statutory body to advise the government on fire ser vice  matters.7 Were
ministers also to reconstitute BRE’s membership, with representatives 
drawn from the fire and rescue ser vice as well as consumer and residents’ 
bodies who speak on behalf of local communities, alongside more traditional 
voices representing the engineering and building professions, this would 
signal systemic change by focusing regulatory attention on building safety 
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beyond the design and completion stages. It would also hopefully end the 
‘path of least intervention’ approach taken by governments, which, as we 
have seen  here, only leads to more deaths and misery for families and 
communities.

Learning from disasters requires a fuller range and diversity of voices and 
experiences to be heard than is currently allowed. Learning must also by 
necessity involve listening to uncomfortable truths, especially if government 
is to be compelled to act in the moral as well as the economic interests of 
the nation. Citizen participation extends beyond the public inquiry pro cess –  not 
least b ecause this formal pro cess of learning often happens after the event –  
and should be embedded within the formal mechanisms that produce and 
monitor existing regulations. A more inclusive, honest and historically 
reflective approach  towards building regulation –  in which governments 
learn and publicise the lessons from past fires before  future ones occur –  
would herald lasting change, including greater security for communities. 
This would be the most fitting memorial to t hose who lost their lives in past 
building fires.
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