News reporter of the year
Government did not act after warning about Grenfell-style cladding

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/government-did-not-act-after-warning-about-grenfell-style-
cladding-in-2014-minutes-reveal-57433

While speaking to a contact about the build up to Grenfell, Pete was told about a meeting where the
government had been specifically warned that its guidance did not outlaw the kind of cladding used
on Grenfell.

His source was unable to provide the minutes himself, but he was able to provide specifics of the
meeting — including its date, title and crucially the name of a civil servant to whom the minutes had
just been emailed — which enabled Pete to obtain the minutes of the meeting through the Freedom
of Information Act.

What it revealed was damning — officials had ignored a specific warning that regulations needed to
change to ban the exact form of cladding used on Grenfell Tower in 2014. The story, described as a
“devastating” revelation by survivors of the blaze, was followed up by Channel 4 News, The Mirror,
The Times and others.

Sharma refuses request to fund sprinklers in high rises

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/sharma-refuses-request-for-help-funding-sprinklers-
in-high-rises-52394

In the aftermath of Grenfell, the government was keen to insist it would not let financial constraints
stand in the way of safety. But behind the scenes, its position was different.

It was Pete’s journalism which forced this into the public domain. After speaking to a contact, he was
leaked a letter from the housing minister to Nottingham Council which revealed it would not meet
the £6m cost of installing sprinklers in 13 towers.

The letter branded sprinklers “additional not essential” a day after the London Fire Brigade said they
“can’t be optional”. Pete achieved an eye-catching follow up a week later by revealing sprinklers
were planned in the Houses of Parliament at a cost of £118m.

The stories were followed up in national titles including The Guardian, The Mirror and Private Eye
and were crucial in revealing the reality of the government’s unwillingness to spend money on safety
improvements.

Ministers consider league tables for social housing green paper

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/ministers-consider-sector-league-tables-for-social-
housing-green-paper-57269

The Social Housing Green Paper was trailed by government as “the most substantial report of its
kind for a generation”, pitched at attempting to reframe the social housing sector in the
aftermath of Grenfell. It was, therefore, an absolutely essential document for Pete’s core
audience of social housing professionals.

Relying on a network of contacts developed over several years at the title, Pete was able to
report the headline announcement of this document almost a month before its eventual
publication.
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Based on off-the-record briefings with sector sources close to the development of the ideas,
Pete was able to secure no fewer than five sources confirming the government was planning to
publish ‘league tables’ of housing association performance.

Among eye-catching scoops about fire safety, this type of critical policy exclusive is the sort of
specialist journalism that subscribers really value: advanced warning of what government will
do next.
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Wales

Wales works on
grant solution

Welsh Government looks
atalternative to merging
all funding streams

Nathaniel Barker

The Welsh Government is carrying
out work to establish a new housing-
related services grant, as an alter-
native to controversial proposals to
merge current funding streams.

Ministers previously proposed
rolling 10 separate grants -
housing and non-housing-related -
into an Early Intervention,
Prevention and Support Grant from
2019/20.

This would include Supporting
People - a £125m programme which
sees local authorities given cash to
fund housing-related support ser-
vices for people vulnerable to becom-
ing homeless, as well as older and
disabled people.

The Welsh Government claims
57,000 people a year are helped by
the scheme.

Some providers have raised con-
cerns that the grant merger could
lead to cuts in funding for vital sup-
port services, as cash-strapped
councils focus the funds on more
politically popular areas.

A report by the Welsh Assembly’s
Public Accounts Committee in May
said the changes risk “letting down
vulnerable and elderly people”
and create uncertainty for the
organisations involved.

Ten housing and homelessness
bodies in Wales, including Commu-
nity Housing Cymru, the Chartered
Institute of Housing Cymru and Shel-
ter Cymru, later made the case for an
alternative to the poverty prevention
mega grant.

The Homelessness and Housing-
Related Support Grant, they sug-
gested, would merge Supporting Peo-
ple, the Homelessness Prevention
Grant, Rent Smart Wales and short-
term supported accommodation
grants.

The bodies claimed this would
help safeguard the future of services
while helping the Welsh Government
achieve its target to reduce the num-
ber of different grant streams it
manages.

A spokesperson for the Welsh
Government told Inside Housing it is
“undertaking work to understand
how a separate grant focusing only on
housing-related services might meet
the aims of our grant integration
work”.

It is understood that the Welsh
Local Government Association
(WLGA) - which has expressed sup-
port for the Early Intervention, Pre-
vention and Support Grant - is soften-
ing to the idea of a housing-only
grant.

“WLGA is aware of the genuine
concerns that have been raised about
the inclusion of Supporting People
and homelessness monies in the
EIPSG [Early Intervention, Preven-
tion and Support Grant] from within
the housing sector,” said Anthony
Hunt, finance and resources spokes-
person for the WLGA and leader of
Torfaen Council.

“Local government hugely values
the Supporting People programme
and the important work it does to
support those at risk of homelessness
and those who need housing-related
support.

“It is because of this that the WLGA
remains open to finding solutions
based on agreement across all
stakeholders.”

Cladding
Government
warned about
ACMin 2014

= Continued from front

The notes show that at the meeting, it
was said that “there have been major
fires in buildings in various parts of
the world... where ACM materials
have been used for the cladding with
the ACM responsible for the external
fire spread”.

They add that the government
responded by claiming it believed
Approved Document B - the official
guidance on fire safety - banned the
use of these materials by stipulating
that ‘insulation materials/products’
should be of limited combustibility.

|
"There have been major
fires... where ACM materials
have beenused with the
ACMresponsible for the
external firespread.”

Meeting minutes from 2014

This is an argument ministers have
advanced since the fire and which
many industry figures have rejected.

The notes show this was expressed
to officials at the meeting. They say:
“The current clause is preceded by a
heading ‘Insulation Materials/Prod-
ucts’ which implies that it only
applies to insulation.”

They show the Building Research
Establishment (BRE) was asked to
clarify the guidance by adding to the
‘Frequently Asked Questions’ section
on the government website. A BRE
spokesperson said this was because it
later decided to make the change
through an edit to Approved Docu-
ment B.

The meeting was held at the same
time as the cladding material for the
Grenfell refurbishment was being
decided, and two years before the
refurbishment finished.
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Firesafety

MPs argue for
ban extension

Select committee calls for
retrofitting of sprinklers
in high-rise buildings

LukeBarratt

The government’s proposed ban on
combustible materials in cladding
systems should be extended to cover
existing buildings, a group of MPs has
recommended.

A report from the Housing, Com-
munities and Local Government
Select Committee has concluded that
the ban should apply retrospectively
to existing buildings and those cur-
rently under construction, not just
new ones.

Among other recommendations, it
called for the retrospective installa-
tion of sprinklers in high-rise residen-
tial buildings, a key ask of Inside
Housing’s Never Again campaign.

It added that the government
should tackle the “clear conflict of
interest” in the product testing
system, as well as other conflicts of
interest in the construction industry.

Officially, the report was a
response to Dame Judith Hackitt’s
post-Grenfell review of building
regulations.

Fromtheweb
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It welcomed Dame Judith’s pro-
posal that the construction industry
“should no longer be able to choose
their own regulator”, referring to her
plan for a stricter building control
regime.

Clive Betts, chair of the committee,
said: “The industry is riven with con-
flicts of interest at every turn, with
manufacturers choosing the most
lenient testing bodies for their prod-
ucts. It just cannot be right that build-
ers get to choose who marks their
homework and urgent action is
needed to make sure this does not
continue.”

The committee criticised Dame
Judith, however, for failing to recom-
mend a ban on combustible materi-
als, something the government is
now consulting on. As well as its rec-
ommendation for extending this ban,
it suggested that as well as using only
non-combustible materials in clad-
ding systems, all systems should be
subject to large-scale testing.

The committee stopped short of
banning so-called desktop studies, a
controversial means of clearing mate-
rials for use without testing by extrap-
olating results from previous tests. It
said, however, that they should be
limited.

Social Housing Green Paper

Ministers
mull sector
‘league tables’

= Continued from front

It is understood ministers have con-
sidered turning the document into a
‘white paper’ and including clear pol-
icy proposals rather than headline
aims, although this is believed to have
been dropped.

The green paper is expected to
focus on tackling stigma, encouraging
homeownership, giving residents
more influence over services, better
recourse for escalating complaints
and increased transparency.

The Social Housing Green Paper
was announced by Sajid Javid in Sep-
tember last year, as part of the gov-
ernment’s response to Grenfell. Sec-
tor sources expressed concern that
league tables could prove too simplis-
tic as a way of ranking services.

Mr Javid said the paper would be a
“top-to-bottom review of the issues
facing the sector” and represent “the
most substantial report of its kind for
a generation”. Since then, housing
ministers Alok Sharma and Dominic
Raab have carried out a series of
round table discussions with social
housing tenants to discuss the policy
proposals before both were reshuf-
fled to different ministerial roles.

The government had promised to
publish the document by spring,
before moving the date back to the
end of the parliamentary term.
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