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Item 5 - The Cladding Crisis and its Impact on Londoners – Panel 3 
 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Can I check we have got everybody for our third and final panel today, which 

is looking at high-rise buildings, firefighting and fire safety?  Andy [Roe] again I can see.  Dominic Ellis, who is 

the Assistant Commissioner for Operation Policy and Assurance, Paul Jennings, Assistant Commissioner for Fire 

Safety, Sue Budden, Director of Corporate Services, Susan Ellison-Bunce, Assistant Director for Strategy and 

Risk and Andy Bell, Assistant Commissioner from the Grenfell team, and from the Fire Brigades Union, 

Dave Shek, Regional Secretary, and Matt Wrack, General Secretary.  Thank you all for joining us today.  

Perhaps I could start off by asking Andy [Roe] what progress has been made on delivering training on fighting 

fires in high-rise buildings and also, when you expect the training to be completed. 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  We revised a policy note on high-rise firefighting, known as policy 

note 633, almost immediately after the Grenfell Tower fire, a process of consultation with colleagues in the Fire 

Brigades Union, working with officers in the London Fire Brigade to develop that policy and bring it forward.  I 

just want to start by saying that was very, very challenging.  I think everything you have heard this morning 

points to the greater risk that our workforce and colleagues from the Fire Brigades Union members, the kind of 

risk that they are exposed to now in what is a much more uncertain environment. 

 

That policy note covers operational tactics used in exceptional circumstances when a high-rise building is not 

able to be protected to provide the greatest possibility of reaching all parts of a building in an emergency 

evacuation of the premises.  We think those policies will go live on 31 March 2021 and will involve every single 

operational member of staff, including 1,200 junior officers and over 200 senior officers.  As of 12 October, the 

completion rates for the initial part of the training, which was computer-based theory training, backed by 

all-staff briefing sessions, are for High-Rise 1, 85%, so three different packages - sorry, four actually; 

High-Rise 2, 81%; Fire Survival Guidance, 75%; and Emergency Evacuation, 74%.  We started face-to-face 

training at headquarters with appropriate social distancing on Monday, 12 October and the ground floor 

meeting rooms are booked from October through to January to facilitate training to all officers from temporary 

firefighters up to and including myself. 

 

I think it is fair to say we have started on that process.  I think it would be wrong not to recognise the concerns 

colleagues such as Matt [Wrack] and Dave [Shek] have with that training and with some aspects of the policy.  

I am sure we will come to that.  I actually, just before this session starts, want to thank them for their input 

over the past few years since Grenfell.  We hear their concerns.  As far as I am concerned, consultation on these 

policies continues indefinitely through the training process.  Actually, if someone can provide me with a 

credible alternative to some of the suggestions we have made, which we think are appropriate on the balance 

of risk versus benefit, then I would welcome that, having written personally to both the Fire Brigades Union, 

the HSE and colleagues across the National Fire Service to ask for that help.  I think it is perhaps worth noting 

that it is now recognised by the National Fire Chiefs Council (NFCC) that is what is being proposed and now 

being trained to in London is, in their professional opinion, likely to be the best operational response we can 



 

 
 

currently deliver with the technology we have and it is therefore likely to be brought into national operational 

guidance.  That process is beginning through the national operations co-ordination. 

 

It is also worth noting, because I think it sets the context, that we have heard the concerns of colleagues that 

are on this Committee.  We conducted high-rise trials at Paddington, which we invited colleagues from the Fire 

Brigades Union (FBU) to.  What that showed to us was actually we had some issues around the use of 

Extended Duration Breathing Apparatus (EDBA) which we can perhaps cover in more detail later and perhaps 

improvise with the solutions we found. 

 

We have therefore engaged the services of Professor James Bilzon, who works with the FBU nationally and 

NFCC, to bring forward the current working standards for firefighters.  He will be helping us conduct a range of 

physiological trials to understand the very real challenges of high-rise firefighting in what is now a more 

complex risk environment, noting that there is currently no credible national body of evidence to really explain 

not only the physiological effects of working not under air, carrying weight, but also where we are asking 

firefighters to penetrate further into a building and working up.  I welcome the fact that a national FBU officer, 

Sean Starbuck, has indicated that he is prepared to come and be part of that process.  I think that is probably 

enough from me, Chair, because I am quite sure there will be further questions, but I thought that might help 

to set the context. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks, Andy [Roe].  Do I assume from what you have said that policy note 

(PN) 633, PN790 and PN800 in the training schedule have not actually been agreed with the FBU?  Were any 

changes made to those documents as a result of your discussions with them? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Discussions around this started informally immediately after the 

[Grenfell] fire.  Formal consultation on all the policies started in December 2018 and there has been constant 

recorded communication between ourselves and the FBU about these policies since then.  I think what we are 

talking about is three really complex policies - I do not know the total number of pages, but in excess of 100 

pages - where we have a difference of opinion over three paragraphs.  Now, those three paragraphs are 

serious.  I would not seek to diminish the content of those three paragraphs, but actually, I meant what I said 

at the start.  Colleagues, particularly from the London region, have worked pretty much tirelessly to help us to 

get to the point where the majority of these policies are understood and agreed, but the issue of putting 

firefighters above the bridgehead, not started up under air, is one that remains in contention. 

 

Again, I would like to thank colleagues from the FBU because the expertise of people like Gareth Beeton 

[Chair, FBU], Steve Wye [Executive Council Member, FBU] and Dave Shek, who is on the call, has helped 

inform the vast majority of the rest of the policies.  I understand their concerns about the other aspects of it 

and welcome the opportunity to continue to talk and debate about it as we train towards what I think at the 

moment is the only readily available solution for a professional fire and rescue service to deliver both its 

statutory functions in terms of the responsibilities to the residents of those blocks, but also achieving that in 

the balance of firefighter safety. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks for that, Andy.  Susan [Hall AM], I will bring you in to ask questions 

of the FBU. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  Thank you.  Going back to that last question, Andy, were there any 

policies that the Union wanted to put in there that you disagreed with? 

 



 

 
 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  No, not fundamentally.  I think generally there has been good and 

consistent agreement about many of the aspects of it.  I think where we differ is around this single point - I will 

stand to be corrected by colleagues from the FBU - about putting firefighters, on the basis of a risk 

assessment, at the very point of an incident where an incident commander has decided he might be seeing or 

she might be seeing the beginnings of building failure, to help residents evacuate that building whilst there is 

still a protected environment within the central lobby.  So that sits at the heart of where there is disagreement 

around these policies.  Perhaps if I turn to my colleague, Dominic Ellis, who has led the detail of this in great 

part.  Are there any other examples that you can think of, Dom, where there has been a fundamental 

disagreement or change as a result of colleagues from the FBU making some points? 

 

Dominic Ellis (Assistant Commissioner for Operation Policy and Assurance, London Fire Brigade):  

Thank you, Commissioner.  The fundamental disagreement is the three paragraphs you have outlined, but 

actually there has been a lot of co-operation and assistance between us and the FBU working on these 

policies.  It brought up some really helpful suggestions on the back of the Paddington trials.  It wanted to see 

earlier involvement of EDBA.  As the Commissioner said, these three policies are open to ongoing consultation.  

The covering reports that the Commissioner agreed when he agreed these policies very clearly says that, that 

we are open to ongoing consultation on these.  By the time they get published and go live on 31 March next 

year, we anticipate that there will be further revisions to these policies.  For example, on the evacuation and 

rescue policy, the London FBU made about 12 suggestions and comments on that policy and my 

understanding is we have been able to incorporate about 11 of those, including a title change to the actual 

policy. 

 

On the high-rise firefighting, it reinforced the value of EDBA.  As the policy says, there is the three paragraphs 

that we are currently unable to agree about, but there is a paragraph after that that says if you can do any of 

this under air, you do it under air.  This is if you want to get up the building quickly to warn and inform and 

initiate an emergency evacuation; that is the purpose of the three paragraphs we are talking about.  So the 

FBU has said, “Couldn’t we have EDBA sooner?” so we are looking at that.  We are looking at changing the 

Pre-Determined Attendance (PDA) so that when you get the ten pumps to a confirmed cladding fire, two of 

those have changed for fire investigation units (FIU) so that you will have EDBA at the incident quicker.  

Therefore, the incident commander will have that tool in their toolbox as well.  If they feel it is more relevant 

that they can come in in EDBA, they have that option. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  Thanks, Dom.  Thanks for that.  I am going to ask a couple of 

questions to the Union.  I do not know if Matt [Wrack] or Dave [Shek] intend to answer this.  I will ask the 

question and you can fight it out between you.  Are you content basically with PN633, 790 and 800 and the 

training schedule for the LFB fire officers?  Who is going to go first? 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Let us take Matt [Wrack] first. 

 

Matt Wrack (General Secretary, Fire Brigades Union):  Thanks for the invitation and the opportunity to 

address you.  Dave [Shek] will come in on, if you like, the more specific points in relation to the LFB training.  I 

wanted to make, if I could, some more general points of principle.  I think we have a pretty fundamental 

disagreement with the LFB on this point of the passing of the bridgehead without going under air, which is a 

bit of a fire service point, a firefighters point, but I have listened to the whole of the session this morning and I 

think it is very useful that you are discussing all of these things because, if you like, we are dealing with an 

operational aspect of a fundamental crisis in building safety in Britain, and that is the problem that we are all 

grappling with. 

 



 

 
 

I think one issue that this goes to the heart of is the question of foreseeability, and this is where, frankly, we 

have had some debate and disagreement with the LFB over the past three and a half years since the fire.  In 

our view, a tragedy like Grenfell was foreseeable.  I noted there seems to be a change of position more recently 

with the Commissioner currently, but the LFB and the LFB’s legal team have been absolutely adamant at the 

Grenfell Tower Inquiry (GTI) that an incident like this was entirely unforeseeable.  The issue of foreseeability or 

not is of course relevant because it touches on the question of the training, the preparation, the procedures 

which firefighters need to be given to prepare them for an incident which might not or might not be 

foreseeable.  In our view, this was foreseeable, therefore we should have been preparing for this.  The LFB’s 

position originally was that it was not. 

 

This goes to the competence of inspection over 15 or 20 years.  I have got to say that during 15 or 20 years, 

we have had either four or five chief fire officers or commissioners in the LFB, we have had two or three 

different mayors and we have something like 20 fire Ministers in England.  I think that is a pretty fundamental 

political problem to deal with, and this little bit of it, the high-rise procedure in the LFB is one symptom.  We 

fundamentally disagree with the point of sending firefighters without adequate safety equipment into 

dangerous and irrespirable atmospheres. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  I hear what you say and there are issues and that is being looked at in 

various different ways.  But at the moment I want to be assured that the training scheduled for the fire officers 

is where you think it should be.  Do you have any concerns about it?  Are you happy with all these new policy 

notes? 

 

Matt Wrack (General Secretary, Fire Brigades Union):  No, we are not.  The training schedule, that is a 

matter for the principal management team to deliver or otherwise.  We have no responsibility for that.  We 

have a fundamental difference of opinion on the point that has been touched on by the Commissioner, which 

is about a small area of policy, but it is essential, we believe, that the risk that firefighters will be subjected to is 

to place them into potentially irrespirable atmospheres or to make them at risk of other risks to their health, 

safety and wellbeing, including toxins and so on, and we find that unacceptable.  That is a fairly fundamental 

point of disagreement. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  Going back to the training schedule, I appreciate you are not 

responsible for it, but I am asking what you think about the new training schedule.  Do you think it is as it 

should be to keep our firefighters safe, the actual training schedule?  I know you are not responsible for it, but 

give me your view on the training schedule. 

 

Matt Wrack (General Secretary, Fire Brigades Union):  I will bring Dave [Shek] in on that point, but I 

think the problem with the training programme is if we disagree with the policy within that training 

programme, we cannot endorse that training programme. 

 

Dave Shek (Executive Council Member, Fire Brigades Union):  With regards to the training, no, we are 

not in agreement on where it is.  We have not agreed the training.  The computer based training (CBT) 

packages were rolled out without our agreement because why would we allow our members to train on 

something that we have not agreed to?  Like Matt has touched on there, it is a big issue going past a 

bridgehead.  It is a massive issue.  That is a safe practice that has been there for over 60 years and was agreed 

with fire sector people and the HSE agreed that as a safe practice.  For the LFB to roll it out, it is a real issue 

for us.  We have raised our concerns about that.  Our members have been raising concerns directly with us.  

They have picked up on the fact that the policy allows for them to go past a bridgehead not under air.  We 

have done a lot of work in London on contaminants and toxic fumes and all of that just seems to be negated 



 

 
 

by the fact that we are writing into policy now that it is acceptable to walk around in irrespirable atmospheres, 

which is completely unacceptable to us as a union. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  Do you want to very briefly comment on that, Andy [Roe]? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Yes, I hear those concerns, but I think again, just to put it in 

perspective, we have spoken to all 400 watches about this across a ten-day period.  Whilst I recognise that 

some of those members were concerned about this, we have had overwhelmingly positive feedback in those 

face-to-face sessions from firefighters and officers, because they recognise that this is something you would 

only do in extremis.  It offers firefighters and officers part of a toolkit to take decisions that can then be 

supported as something that is likely to be practically taken in that circumstance.  For example, the Worcester 

Park building fire, where 23 flats burnt to the ground, firefighters, without the protection of this policy, 

without the guidance or the training, did exactly what is written in the policy, not under air because of the 

timescales involved, because of their own risk assessment around the corridors and the lobbies within that 

building, although it was not high-rise, evacuated the full block, ensuring that many residents did not lose 

their lives.  Something similar happened at the Barking site fire, when we lost the back end of a building. 

 

What we are told - and I would recognise it from years of experience as a firefighter - is that very often officers 

will recce above the bridgehead and that was common practice, despite being something that we stopped in 

our previous policy.  We are talking about common-sense decision-making at that point where the lobby is still 

protected and you are seeing the early kind of spread of fire potentially, or even actually signs of a spread of a 

fire that turn out to be wrong and you are just taking an early decision to empty the block.  Now, the only 

practical way to achieve that is to go above the bridgehead, not start it up, because you simply will not reach 

every part of that building in the timescales necessary to get residents out while the lobby is still protected. 

 

I understand Dave’s concerns, but if I could just perhaps put a personal slant on this.  As the corporate soul of 

the London Fire Commissioner, I have both individual and corporate responsibility for the health and safety of 

our firefighters.  Six members of my extended family served in the LFB.  They are the uncles of my children and 

they serve on fire stations and they wear breathing apparatus.  I have not come to this decision lightly, nor 

have I come to it on my own.  This has been years of debate and considering practical, sensible, common-sense 

advice that gives officers and crews the tools to operate in what is, sadly, as you have heard all morning, a 

considerably high-risk environment.  I do respect the Union’s position; I understand it.  I suppose the assurance 

that I would give is that we will continue to consult throughout this process.  As I said before, I have written to 

the Government and the HSE, we are meeting with the HSE to talk about this and we are engaging the services 

of Professor James Bilzon.  We are working with manufacturers to try and develop a lighter EDBA set, which at 

some point we may be able to give to all London firefighters.  I would be prepared to seek the funding to do 

that.  It is not that what colleagues from the Union are saying does not have value or some logic, but this is 

about balancing firefighter safety against what are the needs of often very vulnerable residents in many of 

London’s 8,000 residential high-rise blocks, never mind the low-rise blocks we have heard about. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Susan [Hall AM], Dave Shek has got his hand up and Dom [Ellis] has got his 

hand up as well, so we will take Dave and then Dominic and then bring you back in.  Dave. 

 

Dave Shek (Executive Council Member, Fire Brigades Union):  Thank you.  Just on that, we had to lobby 

to get the LFB to test EDBA and it successfully got the 40th floor and down, and that is with some people who 

were not trained in it that were using it.  For us, that fundamentally is a better option than sending someone 

past a bridgehead not under air. 

 



 

 
 

The other thing is we are talking about something in policy.  We know that they are adopting this nationally.  

The NFCC are saying, “Oh, you may have to go past a bridgehead”.  It is all about mission creep in how this 

happens.  For example, the waking watch was supposed to be temporary in cladded buildings.  That has 

become just like a norm, so if we allow this to go in, it is going to become a norm for firefighters to go past the 

bridgehead not being under air, which is not acceptable.  In fact, it will be a step back 60 years from where we 

are now.  That is why it is a massive issue for us and we are not going to just take it. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  OK. Dom. 

 

Dominic Ellis (Assistant Commissioner for Operation Policy and Assurance, London Fire Brigade):  

Thank you, Chair.  I just thought I would pick up on some of the language that is being used.  The policy does 

not say that we would be committing crews into irrespirable atmospheres.  It is as the Commissioner said, what 

we are looking at here is the stairwell is still maintaining its integrity, but there is a window of opportunity to 

get into the building, get to the top and initiate an emergency evacuation.   

 

To maintain our crew safety, we are bringing on new equipment.  We are bringing on gas detection monitors 

that the crews would have on their breathing apparatus (BA) set that would inform them if the oxygen content 

was low or if there was carbon monoxide or hydrogen sulphide or other productions of combustion.  Before 

they could even see, hear or smell it, they would know that they are in an oxygen deficient atmosphere and 

they could then start up the breathing apparatus set that is on their back for their safety.  We will also be 

bringing smoke blockers on to every appliance by the time these policies go live so that the crews below the 

crews that are above, can be protecting that stairwell with smoke blockers, which are like a fire blanket which 

stops smoke getting on to the stairwell.  Please do not think it is us committing crews into a smoky stairwell 

with their BA set not started up.  That is not what this is about.  It is about seizing that window of opportunity 

to initiate an emergency evacuation. 

 

Another really important piece about why I think it really needs to be in the policy is two things.  One, it means 

the policy protects our firefighters, as the Commissioner has said, from what they will do anyway.  Basically, 

you try stopping them if there is life at risk doing what they need to do.  But equally, and as importantly, it 

means we train to it.  If it is in the policy, we identify training to train to it and then, as they are now, they are 

in the ground floor meeting rooms here for a full day’s training on high-rise survival guidance and evac and 

rescue.  They are discussing when it would be appropriate, but as importantly, when it would not be 

appropriate.  If it is not in the policy, our officers simply are not having these discussions.  If you do not have 

these discussions, then at 3.00am in the morning when you are stood outside something like this, you will not 

have the muscle memory to be able to respond to these sorts of incidents.  I think that is why we feel it is so 

important that it is in the policy.  Thank you. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks, Dom.  I see Matt [Wrack] has got his hand up, so we will take Matt 

and then we will come back to Susan.  Sorry, Susan.  Matt. 

 

Matt Wrack (General Secretary, Fire Brigades Union):  I do want to re-emphasise a point that Dave Shek 

has made.  This is turning the clock back on 60 years of safety procedures that have been developed in the 

British fire service.  In fact, it goes to a London incident, the 1958 Smithfield fire, which we jointly 

commemorated just two years ago with the LFB.  That is why we are so alarmed about this.  I think the 

questions that we want answered are: how many buildings does the Commissioner think this would apply to, 

how many circumstances and is there any risk assessment of the scale of that?  Because we need to know the 

scale of the risk if changes to policy are being considered.  Has the LFB undertaken health monitoring of all 

those attended the Grenfell incident, including those who were placed in this position?  Because Dominic has 



 

 
 

just said that this is not about going into smoky atmospheres.  He also then said, “Actually, you try stopping 

them when the need arises.”  The truth is at Grenfell we have had people in irrespirable atmospheres without 

BA on.  What is the impact of that on the health of all those employees of the LFB? 

 

The fire service has done very little for a long time to study the impact of not just smoke and so on, but other 

toxic material on firefighters who attend fires.  This has become a major source of debate since the Grenfell 

Tower fire.  I do not know whether the LFB has any information on the impact of that on our members who 

attended the Grenfell fire, but these are the risks to which our members will be exposed.  I do not think those 

points have been addressed by the officers addressing you this morning. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks, Matt.  Sorry, Susan, now Andy [Roe] wants to come in. 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  It is just really a couple of points.  Firstly, I hear what Matt is 

saying.  I agree around the health monitoring point.  Someone might have to give me the detail, I cannot 

remember what university it is.  We have partnered with a university to do exactly that and both myself and 

Richard Mills [Assistant Commissioner], who attended the fire in different parts of it, will be among those who 

are continuously monitored post-Grenfell.  They have not got to me yet, partly delayed by Covid, but that is 

the terms of reference.  We have done our own monitoring via HML Occupational Health, because we do have 

a concern about that and the environment that firefighters had to operate in in Grenfell. 

 

Just to speak to Dave’s point about the trials in Paddington, with the greatest of respect, Dave, we were not 

lobbied to hold those trials.  They were planned trials run by LFB which we invited you to, as we will all the way 

through, and just as we hope that you will engage fully with what I think will be much wider physiological trials 

conducted by [Professor] James Bilzon, which I think actually will impact national understanding of this.  

Speaking to those trials, I am afraid only one crew got to the 40th floor and then were not able to pass on to 

take the work tasks they needed to, I am afraid.  What that Paddington trial actually did was cause some real 

issues around EDBA.  If I am frank, I think we hoped that it might offer more answers around EDBA than it did.  

If that could have provided EDBA to me as a solution, as Commissioner, I would have been very pleased, 

because we would have been able to perhaps avoid this issue. 

 

What it actually showed us was that the wearing of an EDBA set is not necessarily going to reach a greater 

height than those wearing Standard Duration Breathing Apparatus (SDBA).  It is not borne out by the data 

derived from either the fire at Grenfell nor those trials.  It showed that EDBA wearers breathe more air than 

SDBA wearers over the same distance, were under greater physiological strain from the aspects of the monitor 

and negated the benefit of the additional air capacity of the EDBA set.  Really it has turned us to want to push 

the providers of respiratory protective equipment (RPE) technology to come up with a better solution, but that 

will not come quickly. 

 

My promise to Matt and Dave is that London will be at the forefront and you will have sight of all of it, 

because I do take your point that this is a serious business.  It might only be three paragraphs, but it is a 

serious business.  While my colleague, Dom, is right, this should be applied in the decision-making in the early 

stages of an incident, I do hear what Matt is saying.  At the end of the day, this is a balance between the risk 

to firefighters and the risk to the residents that I am afraid no one has an answer for until these buildings are 

remediated.   

 

I hear what you say about the scale of the risk map and that is an entirely appropriate question.  However, I am 

afraid it is not confined to 40 or 50 particularly tall buildings in London.  I have real concerns about large-scale 

low-rise blocks.  I have real concerns around buildings that are not just clad but are constructed poorly or are 



 

 
 

remediated poorly and then behave in a way we cannot understand and, again, we may have to have 

firefighters inside there for protracted periods in very difficult circumstances. 

 

I talked earlier about the fact that MHCLG’s early dataset tells me there may be 72,000 buildings it would now 

consider to be high risk, which is across not just clad buildings but all types of building.  You might reasonably 

apply this policy potentially in some of those, even if they are lower than 18 metres.  The idea is we want to 

move to a place where we give firefighters protection in the form of common-sense policies that enable them 

to decision make based on their own professional experience and knowledge - which I trust, because I know we 

have very good people in London - and that we enable them to think intelligently about decision making under 

pressure, because that is what this comes to the heart of.  That is really what this policy speaks to and where I 

think we are going in the wider context of operational policies, giving officers the room to take those decisions 

given what they are faced in front of them in a much more uncertain building environment. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Susan [Hall AM]?  Sorry, a lot of interventions there. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  That is fine, it is interesting.  I am very heartened, both Andy and 

Dom [Dominic Ellis], to hear you have had positivity coming back from the watches.  That is something 

positive.  At the end of the day being a firefighter is a dangerous job unfortunately.  We have to keep our 

firefighters as safe as we can.  Thank God they bravely went into Grenfell and saved those they could and none 

of us must ever forget that.   

 

Andy, you have said the PN633 will be subject to monthly reviews.  How will that happen and who will be 

consulted? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  It will operate formally through the Brigade’s Committee for 

Health, Safety and Welfare (BJCHSW), the joint council for health and safety at work.  It is happening 

informally all the time.  I speak to Dave [Shek].  I speak to other colleagues in the Union as does Richard Mills 

[Deputy Commissioner and Director of Operational Delivery, LFB] my deputy, and as does Tim Powell, my 

Director of People Services, and as does Dom [Ellis].  My answer is we will use all available machinery where we 

meet and talk, both informally and formally, with the Union to debate and discuss this.  We had a London 

Summit around a range of issues with colleagues from the FBU on Friday where we did not touch on this.  

However, I would welcome an additional summit around this subject if that was to help at the highest level.  

The door is always open.   

 

At the very start of my tenure as Commissioner the national FBU raised concerns about this policy.  Myself and 

Richard Mills spent many hours meeting with national officers - with Andy Dark [Assistant General Secretary, 

FBU] and Sean Starbuck [National Officer, FBU] alongside Dave, Gareth [Beeton, Chair, London FBU] and 

Steve White [Organiser, London FBU] from London.  That offer is always there.  I am willing to speak to 

Matt [Wrack] about this at any point, it will happen both formally and informally. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  I am assured to hear that and I am sure the Union will be as well.  Will 

the reviews be published? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  I do not think they will be published in the form that they 

currently exist.  Obviously, the documents that exist through BJCHSW are publicly available.  What I would say 

is that all of the consultation will be subject to the evidential process within the second phase of the inquiry.  I 

am fairly sure we will be expected in module 5 of the inquiry to show all of the consultation we have 



 

 
 

undertaken with the FBU over a number of years to reach this point because it is one of the fundamental 

recommendations from phase 1 that we will be questioning in phase 2. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  OK.  It is an area of disagreement so it is interesting for those of us 

who are scrutinising to see how the situation is going.  Thank you for that. 

 

Can I also ask you, Andy [Roe], does the LFB have or is the LFB acquiring sufficient equipment to support it in 

tackling fires in the high-rise buildings? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Yes.  As you will be aware we have procured a new fleet of aerial 

appliances.  All of the 32 metre appliances are on the run at a cost of £40 million.  I was at Old Kent Road last 

night talking to operators there and they are very pleased with that piece of kit.  The new 64s will be on the 

run once the training has been completed in January [2021]; 64 metre ladders, the tallest in Europe.  We have 

already procured smoke blockers, which Dom [Ellis] referred to.  All firefighters in London ride with smoke 

hoods already and in about 90 instances that has saved the lives of more than 30 Londoners.  We continue to 

progress the procurement of a better form of communication, because that was key to some of the issues we 

faced at Grenfell that night, so the process of procuring new radios is well underway.  It is aligned to the 

procurement of new RPE, which I think has been now made more complicated by the environment we are 

operating in.  We are pushing the manufacturers to try to come up with better solutions to meet the points 

that colleagues from the FBU and our own officers have made around the safety of firefighters. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  You are happy that local stations will be able to access the right sort of 

equipment should they have a high-rise residential building fire occurring on their grounds? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Yes, I am.  What is also important is the ridership of those 

appliances and the number of appliances we send, which is equally important.  I do not anticipate us reducing 

the predetermined attendance of appliances to high-rise incidents any time soon in the context of what we 

heard today around that built environment.  It is both the equipment and the numbers of firefighters that 

immediately responded to those incidents that I think gives firefighters the best chance of tackling what can 

be very complex incidents in this environment. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  That gives us some comfort, thank you.  Going back to the Union - I 

do not know which one of you wants to answer - are you content that the revised policy, notes, training and 

equipment will enable fire officers to evacuate residents from high-rise buildings like Grenfell Tower? 

 

Dave Shek (Executive Council Member, Fire Brigades Union):  Thank you, Susan.  Once again, that is 

another thing we wanted tested more.  Mass evacuation, we have not done enough testing on it.  We currently 

cannot do it because of COVID.  However, to date there have been no decent simulations of how to evacuate a 

building.  It is basically a theory-based policy that has been written.   

 

One thing I want to go back and address is the basics of this change being brought into PN633.  The main 

issue here is obvious.  It has been deregulated.  It is covering what the Government has messed up, in a 

nutshell.  The safest option would be take all this cladding off the building and then people would not be 

compromised, but that is not happening as we heard from the previous sessions.  Therefore, we have now 

altered our policies to make it more dangerous for firefighters to cover up the cracks the Government has left, 

which is not right and that is where we are with it.   

 



 

 
 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  I think a lot of things have been delayed because of COVID and I think 

every single one of us would accept that.  Did you want to come in, Matt [Wrack]? 

 

Matt Wrack (General Secretary, Fire Brigades Union):  On the question of mass evacuation, interestingly 

we made a submission to the end of phase 1 calling for a national review of the question of stay put versus 

evacuation.  We have made this point for more than a decade that the issue needs to be reviewed.  I do not 

think we were supported in that submission by LFB’s legal team.  There are national instructions now underway 

in relation to mass evacuation, i.e. as to whether it is even feasible to evacuate a building full of people in 

circumstances such as we faced at Grenfell.  Those are clearly very, very serious issues.  My concern is that 

before that research has been undertaken the LFB has reached a conclusion about the outcome of that work 

and I think that is the wrong way around.   

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  Andy [Roe], did you want to comment on that? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  I hear what Matt [Wrack] is saying.  I recognise the position the 

Union took on this and I think it was right to raise the issue of mass evacuation of these buildings.  What I 

would tell you is that that is a position we understand and support in the context of the LFB, which is why this 

is the first service with a mass evacuation policy.  Obviously, there were members of this Committee who 

attended a very large-scale exercise we ran - which we had invited Matt to but unfortunately he was not able 

to attend - where colleagues from the Union came and where the Chair of this Committee came and observed 

the very real difficulties of doing that.  We are very aware how difficult it is to evacuate these buildings.   

 

What I would say is that whilst Dave and Matt talk of exercises, the reality is we are doing this on a day-to-day 

basis in London.  If you are a resident of a tower block in London and you have a fire in your block at the 

moment, as I have said in previous Committees, I recognise we have lost the trust of many of those residents 

and therefore even if I am asking them to stay put, because it is the best advice, they are themselves leaving 

the building and we are having to aid them with that evacuation.  We have very good understanding of the 

difficulties and what it means.   

 

What I would say is we have a very large-scale programme of exercising to test this plan.  I make a direct 

invitation to Matt, Dave, to any colleagues from the Union to come to observe that, and the members of the 

Committee.  I will be writing to the Secretary of State, in the form of the Home Secretary, to invite her as well 

to those exercises when they occur.  They are a fundamental part of the rollout of this.   

 

I hear Matt’s concerns and I hear Dave’s concerns but I suppose I will have to split it and say at the start of my 

tenure as Commissioner I wrote to all the major stakeholders - which included the FBU, which included the 

Government and NFCC - and said, “Look, we hear your concerns but as the Commissioner of the Fire Service 

serving the greatest number of residents living in high-rise buildings in the country I need to provide an answer 

for those people now”.  I understand what they have said about remediation.  I too feel affronted that people 

live in buildings that are not safe in modern London.  However, I also know the reality is that remediation will 

take many years and in the meantime, whether it is an issue of cladding - because they refer to cladding but it 

is much wider than that, as far as I see it - or whether it is poor compartmentation or poor renovation we know 

nothing about, I must provide an operational response for the safety of the residents who live in those blocks, 

that is our duty. 

 

Susan Hall AM (Deputy Chairman):  That is right and residents are very grateful for that.  Because of time 

issues I will leave it there.  Thank you, Chairman. 

 



 

 
 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thank you.  Andy [Roe], you just mentioned operational response and the 

Brigade is facing significant financial pressures, part is also COVID but the Mayor has indicated savings have to 

be made.  Can they be done without reducing staff, stations or equipment or by otherwise impacting on the 

Brigade’s ability to keep London safe? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  As you will be aware, Chair, there is an ongoing budget process 

and it is too early to give you that detail.  What I can say is we are both speaking to central Government and 

colleagues in the GLA about the level of funding the Fire Brigade receives and any potential impact that might 

have moving forward in terms of our operational disposition, obviously taking into account the very complex 

risk environment and the greater level of services we might have to deliver as laid out to date.  As you are 

aware, that process is ongoing.  The earliest opportunity we can discuss that with you as a Committee I will 

obviously welcome the scrutiny. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks for that, but of course let us remember the Meyer review, which 

happened about four years ago, came after the previous round of cuts concluded that no further operational 

cuts to the frontline should be made.  That, of course, was before Grenfell, which has created additional 

demands on the service.   

 

Dr Alison Moore AM:  Thank you, Chair.  I am glad you asked that question because I would have followed 

that one up. 

 

To Andy [Roe], are you on track with the section 7(2)(d) visits? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Yes.  You are talking about residential high-rises? 

 

Dr Alison Moore AM:  Yes. 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Yes, very well into it.  We are operating obviously across 

thousands of high rises.  Working from the original dataset - which was around 5,000 and that has obviously 

expanded to 8,000 now as more data has been given to us by MHCLG - I know we are a very long way into 

that.  Paul [Jennings] is going to usefully give me those numbers but I know we are a very long way into that. 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Yes, station-based 

crews have completed in the region of 6,000 premises risk assessments in high-rise premises across London 

and will continue to carry out those visits going forward. 

 

Dr Alison Moore AM:  Thank you for that, it is really helpful to have the figures.  Can you update us on the 

progress on completing premises risk assessments and whether these will be completed for all potential 

high-rise buildings by December [2021], recognising we are in difficult times? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Again, we did not stop these.  If you are talking about the balance 

of risk and benefit, despite the challenges of COVID we did not stop these.  We always carried on the high-rise 

inspection and risk assessment process because we recognise for those residents - it speaks back again to the 

operational procedures we have been discussing - they are still living in those blocks regardless of COVID.   

 

Paul [Jennings], perhaps you can give us an idea on the numbers around this, if you have it to hand? 

 



 

 
 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  As we have heard 

earlier from different panels, data has been an issue here and it is one of data capture and cleansing.  MHCLG 

has provided us a list of what they believe are 8,000 high-rise premises in London and our data sources 

suggest they are different.  At the moment, I have a high-risk premises team looking at data cleansing and 

coming up with the right figure so we can assure residents of London, yourselves and the Commissioner we are 

tackling the right risk.  Between a combination of station-based crews and Fire Safety Inspecting Officers we 

will ensure we have completed that task the Government has set us by December 2021. 

 

Dr Alison Moore AM:  Thank you very much.  Hopefully, we will get an update on that come 

December [2021].  Thank you, Chair.   

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Now we will go on to Assembly Member Boff who is going to ask some 

questions about fire safety.  Andrew [Boff AM]? 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Before I ask that set of questions I wanted to clear one thing up.  On Thursday last week 

the Tower Hamlets Development Committee considered an infill development at Brunton Wharf which would 

prevent direct access by fire tenders to a block on the estate.  Despite the safety concerns of the residents, the 

Committee was unwilling to wait for a report by the Fire Brigade and decided to give those plans permissions 

anyway.  Do you, LFB, think local authorities should have the benefit of a report by the Fire Brigade before 

they approve applications? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  Paul [Jennings], perhaps you can answer this one for me? 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Yes, I will do, 

Commissioner.  Building consultations form a large part of the work my Inspecting Officers do in London, from 

simple consultations right the way up to engineered solutions that we spoke about fire engineers looking at.  

In this particular case, we were consulted on 16 September [2020] around the new development.  Looking at 

the development, we would always look at access and water supplies, as you would expect.  In this instance, we 

were made aware that it would impact on appliance access to Caledonia House.  We fed back to the 

development team that we would need that route to be rethought before it would satisfy our requirements.  

We made those observations prior to the Committee. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Yes, but those observations did not form a report.  On this estate there is a 16-storey 

tower block.  Do you think that local authorities should give extra attention to the comments of the LFB where 

there are tower blocks involved? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  The answer is yes, I think they should listen to our concerns 

particularly where there are operational issues.  I suppose this speaks really to the heart of the planning issue.  

That is that the responsibility for planning decisions, the responsibility for competent inspection, maintenance 

and construction of buildings lies with local authorities, people who have been deemed competent within the 

current inspection regime.  It lies within the remit of the Housing Act.  We have offered our view and I do think 

our view should be respected and heard, particularly in the current context.  However, we have almost no 

power to insist that it is the defining factor in whether or not the scheme gets approved. 

 

Paul has his hand up, he might want to add some further detail. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  In fact, Andrew, in the dying days of London Fire and Emergency Planning 

Authority (LFEPA) one of the things we did was to put our comments into the London Plan and made a 



 

 
 

particular reference to the need for proper access for fire service, indeed not just to get there but also to be 

able to get close enough to buildings as well.  That is one of the things we particularly focused on in LFEPA’s 

representations to the London Plan. 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  A lot of the legislation 

we see forthcoming, especially the Building Safety Bill, will assist in this area of consultations.  Yes, in principle 

of course we would want greater scrutiny and greater response to our observations around safety. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  So it would require Tower Hamlets Council to play its part, not just to leave it to other 

people. 

 

Let me go on to my further questions, if I can.  Does the Fire Safety Bill make sufficient provision for the LFB 

to be assured about fire safety in buildings and to be able to take enforcement action if building owners or 

managers do not ensure they are safe? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  I need to answer this in two parts, I will start generally.  We 

welcome the Fire Safety Order and general principle.  It gives much needed clarification about those areas of a 

building that we would now reasonably inspect - I should not use the word “inspect” actually because we are 

not inspectors - that we could reasonably assess in terms of the risk it represents to the residents.  What I 

would say is that, in the scale of the built environment in London, really this has to be about the culture and 

the legislation that ensures the responsible persons - either in the context of construction, maintenance or 

management of those buildings - take their responsibilities seriously.   

 

Yes, I think it is a vast improvement in terms of the tools it is going to give us.  We continue to inform the 

further guidance that will arise from it.  Yes, I am positive of that, just as I am positive about the Building 

Safety Bill.  Really what we are talking about is a problem in the built environment that is on such on a scale 

and to such a depth that it requires a wholesale change in attitude and culture from, particularly, the building 

industry and those who inspect.  If you heard what we have heard from phase 2 of the inquiry, frankly it is 

extremely disappointing in the context of the behaviours that have been identified, the lack of care about the 

safety of residents and the unwillingness to accept responsibility for the very poor standards of construction 

and competent inspection. 

 

Would there be anything you would want to add around the Fire Safety, Paul Jennings)?  

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  It is to echo your 

comments.  What we want the legislation to do is to provide clarity, something that Panel 1 was desperate for; 

clarity of responsibility for all the stakeholders involved in this issue, across the whole building regime.  We 

believe both pieces of this legislation will go towards providing that clarity for us. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  What are the financial and staffing impacts to the LFB of visits to high-rise buildings that 

are awaiting remediation with waking watches and do we know how many buildings are involved? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  I am going to get Paul [Jennings] to give the detail of how many 

the current list is because it flexes.  To put this in a context, we visit those with waking watches once every two 

weeks, so it is a considerable burden in London where it is an ongoing issue.  It ties up our resources and is 

likely to do so for the long term because, going back to Dave’s [Shek] point, whilst it is disappointing that we 

still need to have these waking watches in place there is very often no other alternative to ensure residents are 



 

 
 

safe in that building.  Therefore, we will continue to service that because obviously that is a key part of 

providing some degree of assurance to those residents. 

 

Paul [Jennings], perhaps you could give some detail on the figures? 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Yes, 430 premises in 

London currently have simultaneous evacuation. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  That is a lot. 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Those will be based on, 

as Andy has mentioned earlier, cladding and other compartmentation issues and not just ACM so across a 

whole variety of issues within the built environment. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  I know there is a lot of them about.  If I look out my window I can see the waking watch 

wandering past doing their surveys.  What is the impact on fire officers’ day-to-day duties of needing to check 

on waking watches? 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  That is very hard to quantify, to be honest with you.  Inevitably it 

is going to have an impact.  What I would say is that it is not wasted time though because these buildings are 

dangerous buildings, which is why we have a waking watch.  Therefore, that is a good investment of my 

officers’ time because what it means is that they understand the building, they know what is going on in it and 

should there be an incident, they are more likely to be able to respond effectively and therefore keep both 

themselves and the residents safe.  There is an impact in terms of the time taken but I do not see that as 

wasted time, I see that as vital to us conducting our business in London and doing the job we are here to do. 

 

Andrew Boff AM:  Thank you very much.  Thank you, Chair, I have completed my questions. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thanks, Andrew [Boff].  Someone else has just put their hand up, I did not 

see who it was.   

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  It was me, Chair.  I 

wanted to put that the NFCC on 1 October [2020] revised its simultaneous evacuation guidance, pushing and 

encouraging freeholders to take up the option of a common alarm rather than a waking watch.  That should 

lessen the burden on leaseholders and the costs that are passed on.  We will be looking to work with those 430 

to ensure that takes place. 

 

Andy Roe (London Fire Commissioner):  That is a good point, Paul, and it does speak to Dave’s [Shek] 

point earlier, which is actually waking watches are very costly and are a real burden to residents.  If you look at 

the overall cost, many of these buildings would be better placed putting in a common alarm system, which 

even if the building is then remediated will certainly not make residents less safe and is a good legacy to have 

at the end of it.  Yes, I think it is a good point.  Thank you. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  One of the residents we heard from this morning is going to have a waking 

watch and an alarm system as well, which seems a bit ‘belt and braces’.   

 

Perhaps we could pick up a couple of other questions about Fire Safety Inspecting Officers.  How many have 

we got in post and how many is the establishment? 



 

 
 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Yes, Chair.  We have, at 

the moment, 139, with an establishment there should be 170.  We have struggled to attract operational staff 

to come and join fire safety, but that is something that myself and colleagues from the FBU are going to be 

working on going forward, looking to utilise the Fire Protection Grant that has been provided by Government 

to upskill our fire station staff.  One step on the way to do that has been the firefighter checks training we 

have rolled out this summer in collaboration with the FBU, which is a one-day training course.  I would like to 

upskill more of our fire station staff with a Level 3 or Level 4 fire safety qualification so they have that 

attraction and understand what the role provides going forward. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  You will fund the courses? 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  We have been given 

the Fire Protection Grant from Government as part of its aspiration to uplift protection activities so, yes, we will 

be using some of that funding. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  That is good.  I was talking to a station officer about 18 months ago, he was 

doing Level 4 and he was complaining he had to pay for it himself so things must have moved on since then. 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Indeed. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  I do not know if Matt [Wrack] or Dave [Shek]want to comment on that? 

 

Dave Shek (Executive Council Member, Fire Brigades Union):  I have had contact with the Brigade, no 

meeting has been set up to date and when it is I will talk to the necessary people. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  As you are short of Fire Safety Inspecting Officers, what is their workload like 

and how many buildings do they look after? 

 

Paul Jennings (Assistant Commissioner for Fire Safety, London Fire Brigade):  Our aspirations for our 

Fire Safety Inspecting Officers is to audit one premise a day and on top of that workload they also deal with 

building consultations.  We have to determine where the risk sits, determine where they visit and what they 

look at.  That is determined locally, depending on the profile of the risk within each of the boroughs that they 

respectively work in. 

 

Andrew Dismore AM (Chair):  Thank you very much.  I think that has exhausted our questions.  I think it has 

exhausted all of us actually, it has been quite a long session but a very interesting one.   
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