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Neutron Tower fire, Poplar — PAS 9980, professional competence and assurance

| am writing on behalf of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Fire Safety and Rescue
following the tragic fire at Neutron Tower, Poplar, on 12 September.

Our thoughts are first and foremost with the family and friends of the man who lost his life,
those rescued by firefighters and all the residents affected.

The issue has particular relevance for the APPG because Apsana Begum, the constituency
MP for Poplar and Limehouse, is a member of the Group and has been actively pursuing
questions arising from the fire. | am therefore copying this correspondence to her.

We recognise that the fire remains under investigation. The APPG does not wish to speculate
about its cause, the performance of particular fire safety measures, the external wall
construction, or the adequacy of any previous assessment of the building.

However, the incident has caused us to return to a wider policy issue previously raised with
the Group: the operation of PAS 9980, the professional judgements made through Fire Risk
Appraisals of External Walls (FRAEWs) and the arrangements by which the competence and
consistency of those judgements are assured.

Professional judgement and PAS 9980
The principle behind PAS 9980 is important. The presence of a combustible material does

not, of itself, determine the overall risk presented by a building. A proportionate, risk-based
approach inevitably requires professional judgement.

But that creates a corresponding requirement for confidence in who is exercising that
judgement, upon what evidence and how the resulting assessment is independently assured.

Cont. 1/4
Constituency Office:

209, Headstone Lane, Harrow, Middlesex HA2 6ND 020-8421-3323
bobblackman.org.uk  facebook.com/bobblackmanofficial  twitter.com/BobBlackman



This is not a theoretical concern. Last year the APPG was approached by an experienced
construction professional who raised detailed concerns about FRAEWs relating to a portfolio
of higher-risk buildings, including instances where combustible external wall construction
had resulted in assessments of “low” or “medium/tolerable” risk and conclusions that
remediation was not required.

We made clear that the APPG is not an investigative or regulatory body and advised that the
evidence should instead be referred through the appropriate channels, including the
Building Safety Regulator and CROSS-UK. We understand that referrals were subsequently
made to both.

We do not seek to determine those individual allegations. However, substantially similar
concerns have subsequently emerged independently through Parliamentary scrutiny. The
Public Accounts Committee heard evidence about inconsistent quality in fire risk appraisals
and different assessors reaching different conclusions about remediation. The National Fire
Chiefs Council also raised concerns about PAS 9980 assessments which, in its view, had
supported the retention of combustible materials where this was not justified.

The Chair of the Public Accounts Committee, Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown MP, is also a
member of this APPG. Given the relevance of the Committee’s previous work to the
questions now arising, | am copying this correspondence to him.

Taken together, these concerns suggest a wider question about the assurance of the system
rather than the conduct of any particular individual or organisation.

The revised PAS and competence
We welcome the publication of PAS 9980:2026 and its attempt to improve consistency,

provide a more structured methodology and establish clearer expectations concerning
competence.

Nevertheless, professional judgement remains central to the process. The revised PAS can
strengthen the methodology, but it cannot by itself regulate the people applying it.

That distinction is important because the Grenfell Tower Inquiry recommended mandatory
accreditation of fire risk assessors and the Government accepted that recommendation.
Although progress has been made, including BS 8674 and the consultation on regulation of
the profession, the mandatory independent competence regime remains in the process of
implementation.

There therefore appears to be a potentially important transitional gap: we have an
increasingly sophisticated technical methodology dependent upon professional judgement,
while the mandatory professional regulatory framework intended to assure that
competence is not yet fully in place.

Cont. 2/4



There is also an important distinction between competence to undertake a general fire risk
assessment and the specialist competence required to undertake a PAS 9980 external wall
appraisal.

The Poplar fire

We are deliberately drawing no connection between these wider concerns and the cause of
the Neutron Tower fire. That must be determined by the appropriate investigations. The
tragedy does, however, illustrate why confidence in the system matters.

Where an assessment concludes that combustible materials can safely remain and
remediation is unnecessary, residents, Responsible Persons and regulators must be able to
place considerable confidence in that judgement. This becomes still more important where
reliable “as built” information is unavailable and conclusions depend heavily upon
inspection, sampling and professional interpretation. Put simply, who checks the checker?
Against that background, the APPG would welcome the Government’s response to five
questions:

1. Competence: What assurance presently exists that those undertaking FRAEWs possess
the specialist competence required by PAS 9980 and how is this being addressed pending full
implementation of the Grenfell recommendation for mandatory accreditation?

2. Consistency and assurance: What independent audit, sampling or quality-assurance
arrangements exist to identify materially inconsistent or inadequate FRAEWSs, particularly
where an assessment concludes that combustible materials may remain without
remediation?

3. Regulatory oversight: What is the role of the Building Safety Regulator where a FRAEW
materially informs a Building Safety Case and what happens where the FRAEW conflicts with
a wider Fire Risk Assessment or other fire-safety evidence?

4. System learning: Where concerns about FRAEWSs are reported to the BSR or through
CROSS-UK, how are patterns or systemic issues identified and fed back into regulation,
standards and professional practice?

5. Next steps: Does Government consider any interim strengthening of competence or
assurance arrangements necessary before the new regulatory regime is fully implemented;
and will any relevant learning from the Neutron Tower investigation be considered as part of
that process?
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The wider question

The APPG supports proportionate, risk-based assessment. We are not suggesting that PAS
9980 is itself deficient, nor are we drawing conclusions about Neutron Tower. Our concern is
more fundamental.

The Public Accounts Committee has heard concerns about inconsistent assessments. The
NFCC has raised concerns about assessments supporting the retention of combustible
materials. Similar concerns have previously been brought to the APPG and referred through
the appropriate regulatory channels. PAS 9980 has now been revised, while the mandatory
competence framework recommended by the Grenfell Tower Inquiry remains under
development. This leads us to one central question:

Does the present regulatory and assurance framework provide sufficient confidence that
safety-critical judgements made under PAS 9980 are competent, consistent, adequately
evidenced and independently challengeable — particularly where the consequence is that
combustible external wall materials remain in place?

Or, put another way, has the technical framework moved ahead of the professional
regulatory and assurance framework required to support it?

The tragic fire in Poplar makes that question particularly timely, without requiring us to
prejudge what caused the fire or what the investigations may ultimately conclude.

We would be grateful for your response and would welcome the opportunity to discuss
these matters with you and your officials.

| am copying this correspondence to Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown and Apsana Begum, given
their respective Parliamentary and APPG interests and to the National Fire Chiefs Council,
CROSS-UK and BSI given their direct interests in the professional and technical issues raised.
We would welcome any observations they may wish to offer.

Kind Regards,

Sl

Bob Blackman CBE MP
Member of Parliament for Harrow East
Chairman, All-Party Parliamentary Group for Fire Safety & Rescue
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