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Reporter:  Melanie Abbott 

Editor:  Andrew Smith 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ACTUALITY AT MEETING 

 

WOMAN: The whole estate is a death trap.  Nobody in the whole 

entire estate should go back into them homes until you come and take that cladding away. 

 

WOMAN 2: Would you let your children go back into that 

property?  Just answer the question honestly.  That’s all I want – yes or no.  Would you let 

your child go back into that property? 

 

MAN: Yes, I would. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PEOPLE SHOUTING 

 

MAN 2: Calm down, calm down, please.  

 

ABBOTT: Those jammed into this public meeting in East London 

are shocked and furious.  Twenty four hours earlier, fire spread through their flats. 

 

ACTUALITY – RECORDING OF FIRE 
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WOMAN: [SCREAMING]  Oh no!  Oh my God! 

 

ABBOTT: It started on a wooden-clad balcony, but quickly 

engulfed other apartments.   

 

MAN: Oh my God, this is crazy. 

 

ABBOTT: There were minutes to escape. 

  

TAYAH: So I had a look outside the window and I could see 

people telling people to get out, so I quickly grabbed my stuff, I got out.  Looked out the 

window and I could see that the wood, falling, it’s still alight. So I realised I can’t really go 

downstairs, so the firemen had to come and get me and take me out.  You had to be very 

careful because as I was coming out it was still dropping.  

 

ABBOTT: Did he carry you out? 

  

TAYAH: Yes he had to, yeah, mostly because I was quite 

nervous about the debris dropping, and it was quite shocking at the same time, because I 

inhaled some smoke.  It is extremely terrifying, it was actually shocking, because when you 

come out, you just see all this fire.  It just happened so quickly.  It’s quite unbelievable, to be 

honest. 

 

VONDENBURGH: We heard the bang on the door and someone 

screaming, ‘Get out, get out!’  I just grabbed the cat and my mobile phone and we left.  As 

soon as we walked out of the flat, there was smoke everywhere.  As soon as we came out of 

the front door, we needed to duck down to get away from the fire.  It was, it was massive.  

 

ABBOTT: One  couple I meet can’t help occasionally sobbing. 

Bartek Gerchinsky and Candy Chung live on the top floor of the building.    

 

GERCHINSKY: We ran out immediately.  I think probably it took us 

four to five minutes to get out of the building, and when I looked back, almost the whole 

front of the building was on fire.  All the balconies. 
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CHUNG: I was holding my ten month old and he wasn’t aware 

of it, of course, but I was looking out for my husband and then I just see everybody just 

running away from the fire. 

 

ABBOTT: How is your flat now? 

 

CHUNG:  It’s completely gone.  There’s just nothing left of it. 

 

GERCHINSKY: The fire brigade let us in a couple of hours ago just to 

have a look.  All we retrieved from the flat was our wedding rings and the car keys, because 

we had a car in the car park underground, so we have the car back.  But apart from that, 

nothing.  

 

ABBOTT: The rest of your possessions? 

 

GERCHINSKY: It’s burnt.  It’s done, gone.  All we have is on us at the 

moment, so shocking. 

 

CHUNG:  It’s our first property and, you know, it holds a lot in 

our heart, and we’ve worked so hard just to be where we are now, and you’re talking just a 

few minutes, just gone completely.  It’s devastating, just seeing it burned down. 

 

ABBOTT: The fire was on a sunny afternoon, so Candy and 

Bartek left wearing just shorts and t-shirts.  Today they’re in borrowed clothes.  

 

ACTUALITY AT MEETING 

 

GORST: In terms of the fire damaged apartments, we’ve been 

through each of those and done an assessment.  There’s only a limited number … 

 

ABBOTT: This meeting’s been organised by the local council 

with the builder and the freeholder of the flats.   
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GORST: Most of the apartments are habitable, but have suffered 

some minor defects …. 

 

ABBOTT: Designed to reassure people, it does the opposite. 

Especially when Ian Gorst, the managing director of the builder, Bellway, replies to the most 

pertinent point.    

 

WOMAN: My question to you is, that cladding that you used, was 

it fire retardant or not - yes or no? 

  

GORST: No, the cladding is not fire retardant. 

 

PEOPLE: Says it all.  Get me out.  It’s a timebomb.  

 

GORST: Can I just expand on the response?   So the building 

that has been constructed and built has been done in accordance with building regulations, so 

there’s no breach in terms of that building.    

 

ABBOTT: Incredibly, that’s true.  A block which caught fire in a 

matter of minutes does comply with current building regulations. 

 

GORST: We are as shocked as you are to see the extent of 

which the fire took hold on the exterior of the building.  

 

WOMAN 2: People don’t want to move back in the buildings or 

into the houses with your wooden cladding that you decided to put on our building. 

 

GORST: Listen …. 

  

WOMAN 2: Honestly and truthfully, would you put your kids in 

one of these people’s blocks? 

 

GORST: Yeah, I know …..  

  



- 5 - 

WOMAN 2: Would you be happy putting your child, in leaving 

your child in one of them blocks?  Be honest - would you be happy leaving your baby in 

them blocks?   And if your answer is no, don’t expect anybody in this room to do the same 

thing.  

 

ACTUALITY IN BARKING 

 

ABBOTT: The eighty flats in Samuel Garside House in Barking 

are in front of a pretty green.  A mix of social and private housing built in 2014, it is a tasteful 

development.  The balconies would have been a selling point.  Not anymore.  Ever since 

Grenfell, people here have been worried.  Last November, the builders did start work to 

improve fire safety and brought in fire marshals to patrol overnight.   

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

ABBOTT: In January this year, a comprehensive fire assessment 

was carried out.  I’ve got this in front of me now.  It’s a fifty-page report and concludes that 

the overall fire risk is tolerable.  And as I flick through, I can see a lot of it is highlighted in 

green, showing it’s safe, but a few sections in red for high risk stand out, and one of those is 

talking about the wooden balconies.  It says – and I’m quoting here – ‘If a balcony does catch 

fire, it should be noted that this will accelerate fire spread through either setting the balcony 

above alight or entering the flats through open windows.’  Wanja Vondenburgh lives just 

below where the fire started. 

  

VONDENBURGH: It’s like a Grenfell Tower.  Why are we doing this still? 

Why are they doing this?  Just to look good?  Does more people need to die before they’re 

going to listen to us?  I don’t understand.  I don’t understand. 

 

ABBOTT: Her partner Andrew says when they bought their flat, 

they were told something very different to today’s revelation. 

  

ANDREW: When we looked at the apartment, we said there’s a lot 

of wood, it’s a little bit concern to us, so we raised it with Bellways before we bought it, and 

they gave us loads of reassurance that the whole of that wood is treated to be fire resistant. 
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ANDREW cont: There would be a good, good thirty minutes before it 

starts burning, and it just went up in two minutes. 

 

ABBOTT: We asked Bellway what prospective buyers were told 

about the safety of the wood cladding.  They didn’t respond to that question, but did say 

they’re undertaking a full review of the properties.  Wood can be treated to make it more fire 

retardant.  Under the European classification system, materials are rated A to F for 

flammability.  A’s the highest and the only one which is not combustible.  The wood used in 

Barking was class D, which is flammable.  What happened here has left people terrified.  

 

ACTUALITY AT MEETING 

 

CHUNG: I can’t sleep through the night.  The minute I close my 

eyes, I just see a burning building and I can’t, I can’t sleep. 

 

ABBOTT: The developer and freeholder are making rapid 

changes.  Fire marshals will now patrol the flats 24/7.  All the wooden balconies will be 

replaced, probably with metal ones.  Other non-essential timber will go, and any remaining 

will be treated with a fire retardant coating.  Yesterday, new advice was issued by the 

Government, saying non-combustible materials used on balconies on all residential buildings 

should be replaced as quickly as possible. 

 

MUSIC 

 

ABBOTT: Wood cladding is popular.  Figures from the 

construction data company Glenigan shows since 2013, approval’s been given for more than 

330 developments with some element of wood cladding.  That’s around 21,000 individual 

flats.  They don’t compile figures on the flammability of the wood used.  But why is cladding 

of any kind on so many buildings?  Professor Richard Hull from the University of Central 

Lancashire, explains. 
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HULL: Traditionally, buildings were built of bricks, stone or 

concrete.  Now they’ve found that they can erect buildings much more quickly and much 

more cheaply.  There’s much more of a bias towards offsite manufacture, so there is less 

work being done on the building site and more work being done in factories.  In a new build, 

you’ve very often got steel pillars and not very much of substance between the inside of the 

building, where there’s a couple of layers of plasterboard, and the outside, where you’ve got 

the facade, which might be insulation and some kind of panel. 

 

ABBOTT: So cladding is cheaper, quicker, and architects like it 

because it looks nice.  It also serves a practical purpose. 

 

HULL: There has been a huge amount of pressure to address 

the issues of climate change and you can reduce the amount of space heating by increasing 

the amount of insulation, so cladding is certainly a way, a cheap way of being able to turn an 

older building to meet modern thermal regulations, and to keep people warmer for less 

money.  So you think, well, that’s an entirely valuable thing to do.  The danger has been that 

there’s been so much pressure on the insulation requirement, there hasn’t been the focus on 

fire safety. 

 

MUSIC 

 

ABBOTT: In December, the Government did strengthen the 

building regulations, allowing only cladding which is class A – that’s non-combustible - on 

the outside of buildings, but only for new residential buildings over 18 metres.  The Barking 

flats aren’t that high, so even if they were built today, Bellway would still be able to say they 

comply with regulations.   

 

EVANS: There are buildings with combustible materials going 

up in flames all around the world.   

 

ABBOTT: Jonathan Evans is a chartered engineer and advised the 

Government on cladding testing after Grenfell.  He says he’s been trying to persuade 

politicians to take the risks seriously. 
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EVANS: The common factor with them all is the combustibility 

of the material.  And if you bolt essentially a bonfire onto the front of a building, you 

shouldn’t be surprised when it goes up in flames.  What I’ve been calling for was basically 

for all buildings above eleven metres to have non-combustible external walls.  So a simple 

ban on combustible materials above 11 metres would have been nice and simple to 

understand and very simple to apply.  

 

ABBOTT: Why 11 metres though? 

 

EVANS: 11 metres effectively is a four-storey building, so it’s 

very rare that a single occupancy dwelling is over three storeys.  So a four-storey building 

and above is very likely to be a block of flats or a multiple occupancy building, where you’ve 

got complicated exit routes, shared exit routes and so on.  And the Government’s 

determination to stick to 18 metres has very much gone along the lines of, ‘Give us evidence 

that we should change it,’ whereas my point all along has been, ‘Well, you give your 

evidence to keep it.’ 

 

MUSIC 

     

ABBOTT: The Scottish Government’s planning to introduce the 

11 metre rule.  Wales and Northern Ireland are still considering what changes to make.  But 

what about those high rise buildings which already have flammable cladding?  The 

Westminster Government agreed in May to give £600 million to fund the removal of 

Grenfell-style ACM cladding.  But some people have other kinds.  

 

ACTUALITY IN MANCHESTER FLAT 

 

OATES: We’re in our apartment in Skyline Central in 

Manchester.  We moved in May 2016, so you know, just over three years we’ve lived here. 

 

ABBOTT: It’s a beautiful flat, really spacious.  Lovely dining 

area, sitting area, kitchen.  And you’ve got these great double doors going out onto a lovely 

balcony. 
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OATES: The second we moved in, we just absolutely fell in 

love with the place.  We both knew on the first viewing that we just wanted this place, and it 

was kind of this real excitement about it, and I don’t think we’ve ever lost that,  

 

ABBOTT: For James Oates, this flat was the only good thing to 

come from losing both his parents to cancer.  His inheritance paid for the two-bedroomed 

home.  But he and his partner, Amy Du Cain, now have a bill for £21,000 to make fire safety 

improvements.   

 

DU CAIN: We’re getting married next year.  We’re using all the 

money we’ve got to get married, and this couldn’t be worse timing for us.  We don’t have a 

spare penny.  We’re self-employed, we don’t even know what we’re going to earn month by 

month as it is, but this was meant to be a safety net for us and it’s become the opposite.  We 

feel like we’re actually now financially worse off because of it. 

 

OATES: We originally thought we’d have to sell the flat in 

order to pay for the work to be done to it, but we can’t even do that, because it’s un-

mortgage-able.  So the only people we could sell to would be a cash buyer, who is obviously 

going to take us to the cleaners on it, and it’s a bit heartbreaking, if I’m honest. 

  

ABBOTT: The reason a new buyer is unlikely to get a mortgage is 

because the fire safety is inadequate and it has cladding.  Not Grenfell-style ACM cladding; 

this stuff is called high pressure laminate.  But is it safer than ACM cladding?   

 

ACTUALITY IN LABORATORY 

 

HULL: This is a cone calorimeter.  I do describe this as an 

overenthusiastic kitchen grill.  If you’re developing new materials, then you would use this, 

because it gives you a better scientific understanding of how the material behaves in a fire. 

 

ABBOTT: At his laboratory in Preston, Richard Hull, from the 

University of Central Lancashire, shows me what happens when heat and cladding combine. 
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HULL: So we’ve got a piece of high pressure laminate, which 

we’re going to put under the heat source. 

 

ACTUALITY – CRACKING NOISE 

  

ABBOTT:  Oh, that was rather a loud crack. 

 

HULL: Because it’s a laminate, it’s starting to split open and 

the layers … 

 

ABBOTT: We can see the smoke coming off the top. 

 

HULL: You can see the smoke, but it still hasn’t ignited, and I 

think we’ll see flaming fairly soon, because you can see enough smoke coming off now, 

you’ve got flames. 

 

ABBOTT: And there’s the flames now. 

 

HULL: Yep.  And you can see how … 

 

ABBOTT: And that’s a pretty full flame, isn’t it? 

 

HULL: … how that material is burning.  That isn’t something 

that you would want to have on the side of a building that you were living in. 

 

ABBOTT: The piece being tested isn’t much bigger than the palm 

of my hand.  It’s classed as grade D, so isn’t fire retardant - which doesn’t take long to 

demonstrate. 

It’s completely engulfed in flames now. 

 

HULL: Yes, and it’ll carry on burning.  And this material, 

because it’s about 8mm thick, will burn for a very long time.  It’ll keep going for 10 or 15 

minutes. 
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ABBOTT: That was incredibly quick.  That was less than a 

minute. 

 

HULL: Probably about 30 seconds. 

 

ABBOTT: He shows me ACM next, which takes longer to set 

alight - nearly two minutes - but once alight, burns very quickly.  So, if he had to choose, 

what would he rather have on the side of a building? 

 

HULL: I worry about anyone living in the side of a building 

with these highly combustible facades.  I don’t think it is really possible to say that one is 

better or worse than the other.  I think the reason that we know about ACM is because of 

Grenfell, and had it happened on an HPL building, then probably we’d have had the focus on 

that instead. 

 

ABBOTT: He estimates high pressure laminate cladding is on 

three times as many buildings as the ACM cladding.  And back in Manchester, James and 

Amy are unlucky enough to live in one of them.   

 

OATES: If we just step out onto the balcony itself, as you step 

out and you look left and slightly down, the building is covered in this orange facade, which 

is what the cladding is.  And this is what we found out is just not up to safety standards really, 

and it’s what’s underneath it as well.  The fire breaks either weren’t installed correctly or 

weren’t installed - we just don’t know, to be honest, at the moment.   

 

DU CAIN: We’re on the ninth floor, so we don’t know how we 

would get out very easily, and it’s, yeah it is terrifying.  We find it hard to sleep, thinking 

about how would we get out if there was a fire. 

 

ABBOTT: Unlike the one Professor Hull tested, their HPL is fire 

retardant, but still combustible.  Along with those problems James mentioned, it contributes 

to poor fire safety.  We’ve seen an expert report showing the cladding panels aren’t fixed 

properly, there’s not enough ventilation, and there’s no fire stops around the windows.  It will 

be replaced with Class A cladding, which meets the highest fire standard.  The total bill to put 
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ABBOTT cont: this right is more than £2 million.  The freeholder told 

us its priority is keeping residents safe, and is trying to keep the bill as low as possible, and 

offering interest free payment plans.  So what exactly is high pressure laminate?  Jonathan 

Evans can tell us. 

  

EVANS: High pressure laminate is combustible by its very 

nature.  It is essentially squashed layers of paper bonded together with a thermo-set resin, so 

it’s impossible to make a non-combustible version of high pressure laminate.  

 

MUSIC 

 

ABBOTT: In 2009, six people died in a fire in Lakanal House in 

South London in a building with high pressure laminate or HPL, a significant factor in the 

quick spread of the fire.  Why was there was no outcry about it?  Why instead did developers 

use that cladding on hundreds of other buildings?  This is what experts like Professor Hull 

have been asking. 

 

HULL: There was significant concern and we believed, and the 

coroner certainly sent very clear messages to the Government, but they weren’t acted upon at 

the time.  The size of the Grenfell tragedy has been sufficient to cause Government action 

and to stimulate that, and we’re now seeing the regulations moving in the right direction.  The 

surprise to me is that the high pressure laminate wasn’t even considered and it’s only now 

that the first tests are being undertaken to see whether it is safe or not. 

  

ABBOTT: Those tests, commissioned by the Government, will 

replicate sections of wall built with high pressure laminate.  The Ministry of Housing, 

Communities and Local Government can’t tell us when the results will be known.  It’s given 

£600 million to pay for removing Grenfell-style cladding from buildings.  But those with 

other types, like Amy and James, get nothing.   Some are already taking action at their own 

expense.  

 

ACTUALITY OF BUILDING NOISE 
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ABBOTT:  I’ve travelled to South London now and I’m standing 

outside blocks of flats where work is well underway, replacing the high pressure laminate 

cladding.  There’s about three blocks surrounding me. There’s scaffolding everywhere.  And 

you can see in some areas they’re affixing the new cladding, but just here next to me they 

have begun the job of rendering the cladding that’s already been fixed.  These blocks are 

owned by the Hyde Group, a housing association, and Jake Le Page is in charge of some of 

this work.  

 

LE PAGE: We’ve had some tests done and found that the systems 

that were on here were combustible, but most importantly, not installed correctly with the 

right fire breaks, which is why we took the decision to remove them. 

 

ABBOTT: It’s raining out here, so maybe we’ll go into your site 

office and talk a bit more. 

 

LE PAGE: Good idea. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

ABBOTT: This is your office through here. 

 

LE PAGE: Just round to the right.  We’ve got plans up on the wall 

of some of the details of the new system that’s going on. 

 

ABBOTT: What kind of insulation and cladding is going on? 

 

LE PAGE: So we’ve got a non-combustible mineral-based 

material going on.  We’re using a panel called rock panel, which has been tried and tested 

and achieves the right ratings. 

 

ABBOTT: How much is this going to cost? 

 

LE PAGE: Quite a lot of money [laughs].  Certainly millions of 

pounds for each block, which is a significant cost to us as a housing association. 
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ABBOTT: The flats were built in 2008, at the time of the financial 

crash.  Hyde now believes the developer was scrimping on costs.  A mile and a half away 

from the building site, I meet Elaine Bailey, the Chief Executive of the housing association. 

  

BAILEY: We found that we’d got HPL, which of itself we were 

told was safe, but when we took some off, actually we found the panels had got stamped 

across the back of them ‘Not fire grade’. 

 

ABBOTT: People might wonder how on earth someone could 

think it was okay to put lots of panelling up that clearly says non fire retardant. 

 

BAILEY: Absolutely, absolutely!  I cannot begin to think what 

must have gone through the minds of the people who actually lifted those panels up from the 

ground and put them on those buildings with not fire grade on the back of them, unless they 

just didn’t know that that that was the wrong thing to do. 

 

ABBOTT: What was your reaction when you realised how 

widespread this was? 

 

BAILEY:  Absolutely horrified.  I’m a structural engineer, I spent 

15 years in the construction industry, mainly house building, and so I was horrified.  And 

actually, on behalf of the industry, embarrassed and ashamed that there should be such 

widespread poor workmanship, to be honest. 

 

ABBOTT: How much is all of this work costing the Association? 

 

BAILEY: So far it’s going to cost us just over £50 million.  We 

did get £3.7 million back from the Government. 

 

ABBOTT: That was just for the Grenfell-style cladding. 

 

BAILEY: But the rest of it we are funding ourselves.  And, to be 

honest, it costs what it costs to keep people safe. 
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ABBOTT: How are you managing to find the funds? 

 

BAILEY: What we did was, we sold some of our properties to 

other housing associations, so those properties are still available for social rent, but we’ve got 

fewer homes, but it did give us the funding then to be able to do all this work. 

 

ABBOTT: Who do you blame for this situation? 

 

BAILEY: I think that’s a really difficult one.  I don’t think you 

can blame any one person.  It feels much more like a systemic failure across the piece, a lack 

of clarity with the building regs, and I think that combination all the way along is what’s led 

to this. 

 

ACTUALITY IN IPSWICH 

   

ABBOTT: I’ve now come to Ipswich and I’m standing outside 

another high rise tower block, which had high pressure laminate cladding.  A lot of it has now 

been removed for safety reasons, and I’m looking at denuded bare walls; in some places you 

can see right through to the plasterboard.  It’s all looking rather sad.  But this building poses 

wider questions about how high pressure laminate cladding was used in the first place and the 

building regulations surrounding this. 

 

MARICIC: I’m Philip Maricic, I’m a retired engineer and we are 

enjoying - or not enjoying - our retirement at the moment due to the problems at St Francis 

Tower. 

 

ABBOTT: Philip and his wife bought two leasehold flats in  

St Francis Tower in 2016 for a total of £124,000.   

   

MARICIC: And eventually, once we became infirm and insane, we 

could sell them off to fund our care, and that is now threatened. 
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ABBOTT: The seventeen-storey block stands alone in the centre 

of the town.   A private developer started refurbishing it in 2005, with grand plans for a 

penthouse swimming pool and a gym.  They didn’t materialise.  Problems quickly did.  

Asbestos wasn’t removed safely.  Health and safety inspectors discovered workers living in 

the top floor of the building with their partners.  But it wasn’t until tests after Grenfell that it 

was discovered the building was another with HPL cladding, and other fire safety issues like 

non-compliant fire doors and gaps in the walls allowing fire to spread.  Most of the cladding 

has been removed by the freeholder.  Philip has been sent a bill for £20,000 for each flat. 

 

MARICIC: Potentially, we are £40,000 short of our care fund if 

that happens.  I’m keeping my fingers crossed and hoping that the freeholder can recover the 

costs from other sources. 

 

ABBOTT: It does look in a bit of a sorry state.  We’ve got here … 

[knocking] 

 

MARICIC: Looks like a sheet of aluminium to keep the weather 

out. 

 

ABBOTT: Behind that, there’s this gap.  You’ve got some steel 

right there.  And then above that, what looks like some insulation which is exposed.  When 

you look at this, I’m sure it’s quite different from when you bought your flats.  What does it 

make you think? 

 

MARICIC: Angry that people who are out there, willing to do 

shoddy work to make money and put people’s lives at risk - and excessively at risk.  I’m 

angry, sad at some of the people who live in our society. 

 

ABBOTT: The freeholder, which bought the building after the 

refurbishment, has paid for the work so far and is trying to claim under the 10 year building 

warranty.  So far the insurer has refused.  What we’ve discovered about this building is since 

the refurbishment, which was finished in 2008, it’s never had a completion certificate.  This 

should be issued within eight weeks of the work finishing, to show it conforms to building 
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ABBOTT cont: regulations.  The Labour MP for Ipswich, Sandy 

Martin, says the fact no one has noticed this until now shows a shocking failure of the 

building regulation system. 

 

MARTIN: If you’re going to start selling leases in a building, then 

I think the people buying the leases ought to know that the building regulations have already 

been signed off on. 

 

ABBOTT: Couldn’t their solicitors be checking up on something 

like that?  

 

MARTIN: That may well be the case, but I don’t want to leave 

this to a matter of civil law.  I want us to have a system in this country, when people buy 

leases they know that the building regulations in the building that they’re buying or leasing 

have been signed off on. 

 

ABBOTT: The job of signing off the completion certificate can be 

done by the local council or contracted to a company chosen by the builder.  That’s what 

happened in this case. 

Couldn’t the local authority have been making some kind of checks on the building control? 

 

MARTIN: The local authority actually has no powers to do that, 

which is bizarre and which is one of the reasons why I believe the whole of the building 

regulations enforcement system should be done through the local authority.   If you’re going 

to have private sector involvement, then there needs to be all sorts of checks and balances in 

order to make sure that that private sector involvement adheres to the regulations properly.  

But at the moment, the developer nominates their chosen approved inspector and there is no 

way of checking whether the approved inspector has actually done any inspections and 

whether or not the building regulations have been signed off. 

 

ABBOTT: The company chosen by the builder to inspect and sign 

off this tower block was the National House Building Council or NHBC, which also runs one 

of the biggest warranty schemes for new builds.  They told us they were never informed the 
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ABBOTT cont: site was complete and ready for inspection.  And 

despite, they say, chasing the builder a number of times, in 2016 he cancelled the contract.   

We asked the building firm why, but haven’t had an explanation.  The latest refurbishment, 

which includes replacing flammable cladding, is now being overseen by the council.  What 

do the building regulations say about cladding on the side of high-rise buildings like this? 

 

MARTIN: They say that the external face of a building shall 

adequately resist the spread of flame. 

 

ABBOTT: Which sounds clear enough.   

 

MARTIN: But then there is a guidance document, also published 

by the Government, which is called Approved Document B, where it says, ‘The building 

regulations can be met in a number of ways, one of which is to follow the guidance 

here’.  And then this is a 170 odd page document, which prescriptively defines what you can 

and can’t do in a building, so we have this mismatch between the guidance document, which 

says it’s okay to put combustible stuff on the side of a high rise building, and the regulation, 

which says it must adequately resist the spread of flame. 

 

ABBOTT: Here’s a flavour of Approved Document B under the 

heading External Walls. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Paragraph 12.4.   The external walls of buildings other 

than those described in regulation 7 … 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: Open brackets 4, close brackets. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: … of the building regulations should either meet the 

guidance given in … 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: Paragraph 12.5 to 12.8. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: … or meet the performance criteria given in the BRE 

report, ‘Fire performance for external thermal insulation for walls of multi-storey buildings’ … 
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READER 2 IN STUDIO: Open brackets - BR135 - close brackets. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: … for external walls using full scale test data from … 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: BS 8414-1 colon 2015 or BS 8414-2 colon 2015. 

 

ABBOTT: Got that?  The coroner  who investigated the fire 

spread by HPL cladding at  Lakanal House flats in South London wrote to the Government in 

2013, urging simplification of this Approved Document B.  Between September 2016 and 

April 2017, MPs on the all-party Parliamentary Group on Fire Safety wrote six times to the 

Government, asking for the same, but a consultation on possible changes has only just been 

completed.  We asked when we might see the long awaited simplification.  The Ministry of 

Housing, Communities and Local Government told us: 

  

READER IN STUDIO: The Department is committed to improving Approved 

Document B.  We consulted on a clarified version and received more than 1,300 comments. 

We are working towards publishing revised guidance in the summer. 

 

ABBOTT: So far the Government has committed £600 million to 

remove Grenfell-style ACM cladding from high-rise blocks.  But the public bill could be 

much higher.  Experts say having funded removing ACM cladding, they’ll have to pay for 

HPL.  But there’s also flammable cladding on many public buildings.  These include 

hospitals.  Eight were found with the Grenfell-style ACM cladding.  Only three have finished 

removing it.   In Liverpool, a new 656-bed hospital being built had ACM cladding.  The 

contractor, Carillion, is now in liquidation.  The hospital is two years behind schedule and the 

cladding will have to be replaced.  We’ve discovered another new acute general hospital 

being built in Sandwell in the West Midlands, the Midland Metropolitan, has wooden 

cladding on the outside of the hospital wards.  That cladding’s being upgraded to non-

combustible.  It will take six months and cost £1 million.   

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 
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ABBOTT: Our journey now takes us to Oxford and the John 

Radcliffe Hospital.  The trauma unit’s been closed for nearly two years because it has ACM- 

style cladding, among other fire safety issues.  Since then, trauma beds have been moved to 

the main building, but there are fewer of them, and that’s led to concerns about how patients 

are cared for, like Marian Grant.  

 

GRANT: She just turned around and turned awkwardly and fell 

over.  We tried to stop her falling, we were close enough, but we couldn’t stop her falling, 

and unfortunately she broke her hip. 

 

ABBOTT: That’s Nick Grant.  He was in Oxford with his mother 

Marian and his wife Sally, celebrating their son’s birthday.  Marian was admitted to a 

neurological ward because of the lack of trauma beds, and operated on two days later. 

Afterwards Nick and Sally received a phone call. 

  

SALLY: They told us that, whilst in the operating theatre, she 

had a pulmonary embolism and they were unable to save her.  We didn’t find out until later 

that she’d missed the opportunity to have the prophylactic. 

  

ABBOTT: This was the drug Heparin, which prevents deep vein 

thrombosis.  It should have been routinely prescribed and might have prevented the 

pulmonary embolism.  But despite alerts on her patient record, it never was.   

 

GRANT: Every time somebody went on to a computer to log in 

for that patient. apparently a sign did come up on 27 occasions to check for deep vein 

thrombosis. 

 

SALLY: I think everybody else assumed that everybody else 

had done it. 

 

MUSIC 
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ABBOTT: Her family believe Marian Grant’s death was partly a 

result of not being on a specialist trauma unit, where nurses might routinely pick up this 

omission.  The coroner investigating the death agreed, and I’ve spoken to a senior member of 

John Radcliffe Hospital staff who told us the closure of the unit - let’s not forget because of 

the cladding - is having a detrimental effect on patient care.  He said on a neurological ward, 

it’s not usual to give deep vein thrombosis medication.  His words are spoken by an actor.  

  

READER IN STUDIO: People get DVTs, even if you give them the 

medication, but the medication does reduce the chances.  Cutting the number of beds for a 

specialised unit without reducing the demand means more patients will end up on different 

wards, and that can be a significant factor in the care they get. It removes one extra layer of 

safety and places more strain on the safety systems we have left, and on staff in the unit they 

are on, who may have - quite appropriately - different procedures and policies.  

 

MUSIC 

 

SALLY: It makes it makes the whole experience that we went 

through, you know, pointless and heartbreaking, because maybe she didn’t need to die.   

Maybe it wasn’t her time.  And them knowing there’s fail-safes that break down when 

patients aren’t in the right ward and worrying tendencies to ignore alerts created by the 

electronic system, which could have saved her life is just heartbreaking. 

 

ABBOTT: The hospital told us there is no evidence of a direct 

causal link between the closure of the trauma unit and your mother’s death, and the coroner’s 

report didn’t list the closure of that building as a contributor to her death.  What do you 

think? 

 

SALLY: We’ll never know, will we, but the fact that it was just 

never mentioned doesn’t make sense.  We might still have had the same outcome, but we’ll 

never know. 

 

ABBOTT: The hospital declined to be interviewed about this case, 

but did tell us they’re completing highly detailed work setting out the options to bring the 

trauma building back into use.  They couldn’t say when.  They offered Mrs Grant’s family 
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ABBOTT cont: their sincere condolences, but pointed out the coroner’s 

report concluded her death was accidental.  They say the number of trauma patients treated in 

other clinical areas is similar to the number before the building was closed.   

 

MUSIC 

   

ABBOTT: Most hospitals we’ve spoken to can’t tell us how much 

the remedial work will cost or where the money will come from.  The hundreds of people 

living with dangerous high pressure laminate cladding are pressuring the Government to 

make money available for them, as they have for those with ACM cladding.  And what about 

those with wooden cladding, like in Barking?  Why should the Government pay for all this?  

Experts say, because they’ve missed the chance to tighten the regulations.   

 

ACTUALITY AT MEETING IN THE HOUSE OF LORDS 

 

ABBOTT: Here, at a meeting of the Federation of Master Builders 

in the House of Lords, the Housing Secretary, James Brokenshire, promises action. 

 

BROKENSHIRE: We know that the system needs fundamental reform.  

We are determined to see that change happens.  [Applause] 

 

ABBOTT: A warmly received speech, but when I asked the 

minister for an interview afterwards, he declined, saying he wasn’t prepared and we should 

send in our questions.  The Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government later 

sent a statement, reminding us this month they launched a consultation on a comprehensive 

review of building safety legislation, conceding the current system isn’t fit for purpose.  Plans 

include a new regulator to oversee a more stringent system for high-rise buildings, with 

powers to sanction those flouting the rules.  On the question of offering financial help to 

remove flammable cladding, it will continue to depend what kind you have.  They told us the 

money for replacing ACM cladding is wholly exceptional, based on its unparalleled fire risk 

and the failure of many building owners to do the right thing.  [MUSIC]  No mention of help 

for people with other types of cladding, like Amy.   
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DU CAIN: It’s a cladding lottery that they’ve created and it makes 

no sense that our building is as unsafe as theirs.  It literally is ludicrous.  The only reason 

we’ve had to lobby the Government and tried to ask them to help us is because the system’s 

so bad and because a tragedy like Grenfell could happen again. 


