
Pete Apps – Feature writer of the year 
 
Special investigation – the lost lessons of Lakanal: how politicians missed the chance to stop Grenfell  
 
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/special-investigation--the-lost-lessons-of-lakanal-
how-politicians-missed-the-chance-to-stop-grenfell-61834?Preview=1 
 
This special investigation is among the longest features Inside Housing has ever published and 
represents the culmination of almost a year’s work. The story, published the day before the second 
anniversary of the Grenfell Tower fire, sheds new light on the political failure to stop the disaster. It 
includes two key new revelations: a document proving government officials encouraged KCTMO not 
to act on the coroner’s advice into a previous fire, and a stash of correspondence which lays bare the 
extent to which former housing minister Gavin Barwell ignored warnings. Also released as an audio 
longread, the story was hailed by survivors of the fire as a “great insight” into how the tragedy 
happened, with Pete’s tweets about it attracting thousands of retweets and hundreds of thousands 
of views. It has since been submitted to the Grenfell Inquiry as evidence and was cited point by point 
by Labour’s shadow housing in an emergency debate about Grenfell in the House of Commons, with 
Inside Housing specifically praised. Overall, the piece demonstrates Pete’s best attributes as a 
journalist: investigative skill, rigorous detail and the ability to present a clear, sharp narrative from 
complex strands.  
 
What sort of politician will Boris Johnson be for the housing sector? 
 
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/what-sort-of-prime-minister-will-boris-johnson-be-
for-the-housing-sector-62373?Preview=1 
 
As Boris Johnson was appointed prime minister, much of the focus was naturally on his views on 
Brexit, but Pete was able to give his readers crucial insight into the new leader’s views on housing 
policy. Written ahead of time and published on the day Boris took over as PM, it was a hit with 
subscribers and became one of Inside Housing’s best read ‘insight’ pieces of the year. It 
demonstrates Pete’s wide range of contacts built up over several years at Inside Housing and the 
trust they have to brief him ‘off the record’ about stories. This allowed for a detailed look at Boris’ 
attitudes gleaned from those who worked with him at City Hall. It also showed off Pete’s flair as a 
writer and demonstrated once more his grasp of a sector he has now covered for several years.  
 
How tweaked guidance led to combustible insulation on high rises 
 
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/how-tweaked-guidance-led-to-combustible-
insulation-on-high-rises-57877?Preview=1 
 
This story filled in a key gap in the post-Grenfell inquest into how the fire was allowed to happen: 
the change to regulation which led to combustible insulation being installed on hundreds of high rise 
towers. With the help of expert sources, Pete forensically tracked through changes to the official 
guidance to settle on a small alteration to the wording in 2006, which allowed insulation onto tower 
blocks if it passed an official test. This loophole then led to widespread use. But Pete followed this 
up by securing the consultation documents which advised on this change – and revealing that the 
organisation which had asked for it was the lobbying arm of the combustible insulation industry. The 
story shows Pete’s investigative and rigorous skill in tracking a complex narrative which simply was 
not being told elsewhere, as well as his power to uncover new information through sources as well 
as Freedom of Information requests. The documents which underpinned this article have since been 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/special-investigation--the-lost-lessons-of-lakanal-how-politicians-missed-the-chance-to-stop-grenfell-61834?Preview=1
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/special-investigation--the-lost-lessons-of-lakanal-how-politicians-missed-the-chance-to-stop-grenfell-61834?Preview=1
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/what-sort-of-prime-minister-will-boris-johnson-be-for-the-housing-sector-62373?Preview=1
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/what-sort-of-prime-minister-will-boris-johnson-be-for-the-housing-sector-62373?Preview=1
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/how-tweaked-guidance-led-to-combustible-insulation-on-high-rises-57877?Preview=1
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/how-tweaked-guidance-led-to-combustible-insulation-on-high-rises-57877?Preview=1


shared with lawyers representing survivors of the fire as they prepare for the second phase of the 
inquiry.  
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  What sort of prime minister will 

                Boris Johnson 

                                        be for the

               housing sector?
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After Boris Johnson won the Conservative leadership contest, Peter Apps analyses the new prime minister’s track record on housing
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I
n 2015, in front of a room full 
of housing association chief 
executives, Boris Johnson 
launched into an expletive-
strewn tirade about David 

Cameron and the housing policy 
coming out of Westminster.

It was during the passage of then-
prime minister Mr Cameron’s notori-
ous Housing and Planning Act – 
which among other things sought to 
force councils to sell off their most 
valuable housing to pay for the  
Right to Buy extension to housing 
associations.

“He made it very clear that he 
didn’t agree with the agenda being set 
by [Mr Cameron’s advisor and former 
head of policy at Policy Exchange] 
Alex Morton,” recalls one chief  
executive, present at the meeting.

“The exact words were, ‘This is  
all Alex What’s-his-fucking-name’s 
fault,’” says another source.

Read this and you might think you 
are getting an idea of Boris Johnson’s 
politics on housing. Mr Cameron’s 
party was at this point pursuing an 
ultra right-wing, free-market policy 
agenda which Mr Johnson, then 
mayor of London, was actively lobby-
ing against. But can anyone ever be 
sure of anything when it comes to 
Boris Johnson?

Right to Buy
Last October, he gave a speech to the 
Conservative Party conference which 
seemed to adopt the exact philoso-
phy he was angry about in 2015. 

Singing the praises of the Right to 
Buy policy, he told delegates Labour 
likes to keep people in social housing 
because “they know that as soon as 
you get a mortgage, as soon as you 
have a stake in society, you are less 
likely to go on strike and you are 
more likely to vote Conservative”.

This week he will walk into Num-
ber 10 Downing Street and become 
prime minister. As he does, the hous-
ing sector is asking: what does he 
really think about housing? And what 
will he do? Inside Housing has spoken 
to a number of people who worked 
closely with him during his time at 
City Hall to try and shed some light.

The first thing to say is that pinning 
down Mr Johnson’s personal philoso-
phy is extremely difficult. This is not 
just because he is prone to change his 
mind and contradict himself. It is also 
because he relies heavily on the 
teams which surround him to lead. 
There is a general consensus that dur-
ing his eight years in City Hall, hous-
ing policy was really coming from his 

two deputy mayors – Sir Ed Lister and 
Richard Blakeway.

“The idea that he’s a man who del-
egates to people is true,” says one 
source close to City Hall. “Housing 
policy was very much left to Ric 
[Blakeway]. I wouldn’t say that 
means he’s lazy as such but he wasn’t 
the most focused politician I ever 
worked with. He tends to drift over 
the surface of things and only really 
focuses in if he needs to.”

Not everyone saw this as a bad 
thing. Paul Hackett, chief executive of 
Optivo, describes Mr Johnson’s 
approach as “chairman like”. “I think 
his approach worked quite well. He 
set a broad direction and trusted peo-
ple to get on and deliver it,” he says.

But what was this broad direction? 
One clear theme cited by everyone 
Inside Housing speaks to is a focus on 
overall numbers of housing which 
was less concerned with percentages 
of affordable homes.

“Like most politicians it was num-
bers rather than tenure,” says 
Brendan Sarsfield, chief executive of 
Peabody.

Soon after taking control at City 
Hall, he dropped predecessor Ken 
Livingstone’s target of 50% affordable 
homes per development. This target 
had never been met, and Mr Johnson 
argued it was a blockage on delivery.

More controversially, he was often 
willing to call in and approve 
planning applications with 
minimal levels of afforda-
ble housing after they 
were refused by London 
boroughs. Among 
the most contro-
versial was the 
sign-off for 
the Mount 
P l e a s a n t 
f o r m e r 

post office site in Islington – which Mr 
Johnson approved with just 98 of the 
681 homes for affordable rent, 
despite the local authority  
trying to dig its heels in for more.

“Boroughs found it quite difficult 
to get affordable housing out of devel-
opers because they knew if they 
appealed to Boris he would wave it 
through,” says Tom Copley, a Labour 
London Assembly member.

“He was less interested in quan-
tums of affordable housing,” recalls 
one source. “There was some evi-
dence of that if you look at the plan-
ning applications he let through, 
which made concessions to the mini-
mum amount of affordable housing 
to get the scheme as a whole built.”

While there was no Garden Bridge-
style vanity project with housing, 
there were a number of policies 
which were developed during his 
time at City Hall. These include the 
Housing Zones programme, which 
saw grant funding applied to bring 
complex housing developments to 
the market. While this was well 
received and oversubscribed, it was 
also difficult to track exactly how 
much housing was being delivered. It 
also involved directing affordable 
housing grant to schemes that were 
in some cases only delivering a small 
percentage of affordable homes.  

London Housing Bank
A London Housing Bank was also set 
up to provide loans to build afforda-
ble housing. This was far less success-
ful and was grossly undersubscribed. 
Mr Copley recalls the difficulty in 
scrutinising the effectiveness of  
policies of this kind.

“He was congenitally incapable of 
giving a clear answer,” he says. “It 
was immensely frustrating trying to 
scrutinise him – he just used to joke 
around and try and make people 
laugh.”

From 2011 onwards, Mr Johnson 
also took control of housing grant 

programmes in London – 
which meant funding the 
controversial affordable 
rent product of up to 
80% of market rents. 
While this was imposed 
on London by central 

go v e r n -
m e n t 
auster-
ity, the 

m a y o r 
did little 

to publicly 
challenge or 

criticise the policy.
Nonetheless sources say he did 

ameliorate it – average affordable 
rents under his programme were 
65%, not 80%. There were also fewer 
conversions of former social rent 
homes in London than other parts of 
England, with housing associations 
generating profits through market 
sale schemes instead.

“Affordability did matter to him,” 
says one housing association chief 
executive. “I remember him saying in 
a number of meetings that he didn’t 
want London to become like Paris – 
with all the poorer residents living on 
the outskirts. He didn’t have the 
antipathy towards social housing that 
others in his party had at the time.” 

This became apparent, sources 
recall, as he pushed back against  
the policies developed in Westmin-
ster by David Cameron’s majority 
Conservative government in 2015.

But did this represent a genuine 
dislike of the policies or was it politi-
cal calculation? “To be a successful 
Conservative mayor in London, you 
need to take a different view from the 
mainstream party at times. It may 
have been politics,” says one chief 
executive.

Homeownership
So what should we expect from Mr 
Johnson as prime minister?

One source suggests there will sim-
ply be little change – he will focus on 
Brexit and will not have the time or 
interest to push a new direction on 
housing policy. “He is pro-homeown-
ership, but actually most of the gov-
ernment funding is already directed 
to homeownership so he doesn’t 
need to change much,” they say.

Another notes that given his pro-
pensity to delegate, it is his choice of 
housing secretary that will be crucial. 

Mr Sarsfield says it is the team he 
assembles around him at Number 10 
that will be crucial: “Ed Lister was 
crucial in delivering his vision when 
he was mayor. If he keeps that team 
around him and adds to it he can 
build on what Theresa May has 
started.”

Mr Copley is more sceptical: “The 
thing about him is he’s an opportun-
ist. It will be whatever advances the 
cause of Boris. I wouldn’t be sur-
prised to see him resurrect the forced 
sale of council housing if he thought it 
would help him win an election. 
Either that or it will be some sort  
vanity project like Boris bungalows.”

Whatever he has in store for the 
sector, we will soon find out. ■

“He didn’t have the 
antipathy towards 
social housing that 
others in his party  
had at the time”

Boris 
Johnson 
addresses the 
Conservative 
Party 
conference  
as mayor in 
October 2015A
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COMBUSTIBLE 
INSULATION: 
A sentence swap in building guidance was hardly noticed but had huge consequences. Peter Apps finds out who was asking for it

e

THE RISE OF  
LARGE-SCALE  
TESTING

1985
A new system of national building 
regulations is introduced, replacing 
regional systems in London and the four 
countries of the UK.

1999
A fire at Garnock Court, Scotland, 
spreads via combustible materials in 
window panels, killing a disabled man.  
At a parliamentary inquiry, a new system 
of large-scale testing is proposed to clear 
combustible cladding systems for use. 
This is introduced, but initially only for 
cladding. 

2000s
A series of climate change agreements 
leads to new insulation targets for 
residential properties, leading to an 
insulation boom. 

2005 
Official building regulation guidance is 
quietly changed to permit combustible 
insulation on high rises if it passes an 
official test.

2014
The insulation used on Grenfell Tower – 
Celotex RS5000 – passes one of these 
large-scale tests when combined with 
cement fibre cladding. The test would 
later be withdrawn for “inaccuracies”, 
but Celotex immediately markets the 
product as “suitable for use” on high 
rises. 

2015/16
The refurbishment of Grenfell fits 
Celotex RS5000, a small amount of 
Kingspan insulation and styrofoam 
window panels to the outside of the 
24-storey building. 

14 June 2017
A fire starts in a fridge-freezer on the 
fourth floor of Grenfell Tower, igniting 
the cladding and insulation and 
engulfing the building in flames. 
Seventy-two people are killed.  

over 18m in height. 
“Once the door was opened in 

2006 by that subtle change in word-
ing in Approved Document B, the 
whole thing just unravelled,” an 
industry source says. 

What has never been previously 
reported is why this change was 
made, and who was asking for it. 

Inside Housing can finally answer 
that question. After an eight-month 
wait, which required the intervention 
of the Information Commissioner’s 
Office, we have received the submis-
sions to the 2005 consultation on this 
guidance. 

These reveal that the alteration in 
wording was supported in a consulta-
tion response submitted by the  
British Rigid Urethane Foam Manu-
facturers’ Association (BRUFMA), a 
lobbying group set up to represent 
the interests of the plastic insulation 
industry. 

I
n 2005, John Prescott’s office 
considered a tiny change to 
the wording of official building 
guidance and almost nobody 
paid any attention. 

The change – to Approved Docu-
ment B, the official guidance to rules 
on fire safety – was to move a sen-
tence on large-scale testing from one 
paragraph, 11.5, to another, 11.7. 

This tiny alteration was to have 
huge ramifications, opening the door 
for the widespread use of combusti-
ble insulation on the outside of high 
rises across the UK.

So, what was it? In short, the 
change – as it was finally included in 
the guidance from 2006 onwards – 
permitted the use of combustible 
insulation materials on tall buildings, 
provided they passed a large-scale 
test known as BS 8414. This replaced 
the previous position which had sim-
ply banned their use on buildings 
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This landmark change, in the guise 
of a quiet tweak to a complex docu-
ment, must be placed in context to be 
understood. 

This is really a story that begins 
with the government of Margaret 
Thatcher in 1985 (see timeline). In 
that year, the government passed the 
Building Control Act – which swept 
away some 300 pages of prescriptive 
regulation and replaced them with 
just 24 pages of headline ‘perfor-
mance’ standards. 

In the context of the fire safety 
debate post-Grenfell, the crucial line 
was that the walls of the building 
“adequately resist the spread of fire”.

To support this high-level guid-
ance, the government also commit-
ted to publish ‘Approved Docu-
ments’. These would contain 
guidance notes, approved and 
altered by ministers without the  
scrutiny of parliament, which set 
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out how to meet these regulations. 
They are minimum standards in all 
but name. 

Standards tested
In 1999, what these standards said 
about cladding and insulation came 
under the spotlight. This was because 
of a fire at a tower block in Scotland, 
Garnock Court, which spread rapidly 
up the building via combustible win-
dow panels, killing a pensioner with 
disabilities.

A parliamentary inquiry decided 
against banning combustible clad-
ding systems. Instead, it accepted the 
recommendation of the Building 
Research Establishment (BRE) that if 
combustible materials are to be used 
to clad a high-rise building, they must 
be subjected to a large-scale test 
which the BRE had designed. The 
newly privatised organisation – until 
1997 a nationally run laboratory – 
would charge manufacturers to run 
this test on their products. 

By 2005, this test – which was set 
out in British Standard 8414 and 
became known as the BS 8414 test – 
was an established part of the system 
of building regulation. It was a means 
to clear combustible cladding materi-
als, but it could not be used to give a 
pass to combustible insulation. 

This changed in the 2006 version 
of Approved Document B. This came 
at a time when climate change trea-
ties were setting increasingly tough 
standards for insulation – creating a 
booming market for the sale of insula-
tion products. The document was 
updated to change the wording 
around large-scale testing – to make it 
an option for combustible insulation 
as well as cladding panels. 

The consultation on the 2006 ver-
sion of the document ran in 2005. 
Inside Housing first requested the 
responses to this consultation  
submitted from the industry in Janu-
ary. In February, the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local 
Government responded to other 
questions but did not provide this 
information. 

Inside Housing appealed and in 
mid-August, following a complaint to 
the Information Commissioner’s 
Office, the information was finally 
released. 

Towards the end of the BRUFMA 
submission is the following line: “Par-
agraph 11.7 – we support the introduc-
tion of BS 8414-1 2002 where BRE 
conducted a test programme to sup-
port the introduction of a large-scale 
test for facades.”

BRUFMA was responding to a draft 
version of Approved Document B 
which the consultation respondents 
were being asked to assess.

This draft version, available 
through government archive web-
sites, shows the reference to large-
scale testing crossed out in paragraph 
11.5 – where it would have applied to 
cladding only – and introduced in 11.7, 
where it applied to insulation.

This change was never listed on the 
summary of significant changes, nor 
did the consultation document itself 
draw attention to the change.

BRUFMA’s support of it – the only 
response seen by Inside Housing to 
even mention it – was a throwaway 
line towards the end of its response in 
the ‘any other comments’ section.

But its effect would be significant. 
When the final version of the docu-
ment was published in 2006, it gave 
even more backing to the BS 8414 
test, applying it to cladding materials 
and insulation.

This was not all the response from 
the plastic industry asked for. 
BRUFMA and the British Property 
Federation all submitted responses 
supporting a document recently pub-
lished by the BRE titled The Produc-
tion of Smoke and Droplets From Prod-
ucts Used to Form Wall and Ceiling 
linings.

This document, written for the gov-
ernment in 2005, assessed the neces-

sity of introducing limits on the 
amount of smoke and burning drop-
lets which could be produced by 
materials used in internal walls and 
ceilings. All European countries bar 
the UK and Ireland, the report said, 
had some sort of standard. While this 
would not have impacted cladding 
systems, introducing one would limit 
the use of plastic insulation products 
inside buildings. 

But the report advocated against 
doing so. It said the standards would 
“have a significant impact on product 
sales”. 

“The most demanding option 
could potentially affect sales with an 
annual value upwards of £249m,” it 
said. This was weighed against the 
impact on safety. “The benefits in 
terms of lives saved or reduced inju-
ries… are considered to be low,” it 
reads. “Using accepted valuation 
techniques… the annual benefit is 
estimated to be £174,000 per year.”

A BRE spokesperson says: “The 
outcomes of the cost benefit analysis 
in the BRE report (a government pre-
requisite to introducing any new reg-
ulatory provisions) are a snapshot in 
time. They relate to the information 
that was provided/available then. As 
with any such analysis, the balance of 
costs and benefits changes with time 
as they require revisiting on a regular 
basis. The results from 2004/05, 
when the work was carried out, will 
not be valid today.”

But without these standards and 
with the newly expanded testing 
regime post-2005, the use of combus-
tible insulation boomed inside and 
outside buildings. 

A process known as ‘desktop stud-
ies’ was formalised by guidance from 
the Building Control Alliance in 2014.

That same year, a company named 

Celotex was able to secure a pass for 
its polyisocyanurate insulation 
through the BS 8414 test when com-
bined with cement fibre. It 
responded by marketing the product 
as “suitable for use” on high rises. 

In 2016, this plastic insulation was 
fixed to the walls of Grenfell Tower 
and covered with polyethylene-cored 
cladding panels. A year later, the 
worst fire in this country in modern 
times killed 72 people.

Alternate combinations
Did the change in 2005 contribute to 
the environment that allowed this to 
happen?

The BRE has always rigorously 
defended its testing regime. 

It points out, correctly, that no sys-
tem passed through a BS 8414 test has 
ever been involved in a deadly fire. 
The problems arise when materials 
cleared through BS 8414 are combined 
with other combustible products. 

Simon Storer, chief executive of the 
Insulation Manufacturers Association 
– to which BRUFMA changed its name 
last year – says: “We would still sup-
port BS 8414 and large-scale testing as 
the best route to ensure the fire safety 
of buildings. If the alignment used on 
Grenfell had been tested to BS 8414 
standards, it would not have been 
allowed.”

He adds that BRUFMA was 
“extremely small” in 2005 and it 
would be “remiss” to imply that it 
was particularly influential in lobby-
ing for change to regulations. 

Nonetheless, the government is 
now preparing to ban combustible 
materials from the walls of high-rise 
buildings outright. In doing so, it will 
be reversing the position suggested 
by the sellers of plastic insulation 13 
years ago. ■

“Once the door was 
opened by that subtle 
change in wording, 
the whole thing 
unravelled.”

The BRE 
designed the test 
for combustible 
materials 
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