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Executive Summary

The Fire Sector Confederation (FSC) was established to address the systemic failures in
the United Kingdom's fire safety system, as starkly revealed by the Grenfell Tower fire.
This document outlines the necessity of the FSC, its role, and the systemicissues it aims
to resolve.

Purpose and Scope: The FSC exists to fill the gaps between existing institutions, which
were highlighted by the Grenfell Tower disaster. The fire exposed a long-developing
systemic breakdown across regulation, construction, professional competence,
scientific governance, and emergency response.

Systemic Failures: Grenfell was not an isolated incident but a manifestation of multiple
interacting weaknesses:

e Fragmented regulatory systems.

o Poorly anchored performance claims in design and construction.

o Lack of enforceable national standards for professional competence.
e Inadequate training and preparedness for modern building risks.

o Failure to translate known hazards into binding reforms.

Regulatory and Professional Gaps: The UK's fire safety system evolved from
prescriptive, state-led regulations to a fragmented, market-based approach. This shift
led to:

o Devolved responsibility for safety to private actors.
e A dual regime for fire safety, with no single institution ensuring continuity.
e Fragmented and commercially driven fire research and testing.

The Fire Chain Concept: The FSC developed the Fire Chain model to visualise the entire
fire safety lifecycle, from policy formation to emergency response and learning. This
model highlights the broken links and interfaces that contributed to the Grenfell
tragedy.

Role of the FSC: The FSC does not replace existing regulators or professions but
operates in the gaps between them. It ensures the fire safety system can see itself,
remember its history, interrogate its risks, and align its authorities around a shared
system architecture. The FSC's functions include:




e Convening across boundaries.
e Curating and connecting knowledge.
e Translating system insights into policy-relevant intelligence.

Global Context and System Transformation: The FSC's Fire Chain aligns with
international models like the NFPA Fire & Life Safety Ecosystem. The FSC aims to
transform the UK fire safety system through sustained alignment of regulation,
technology, competence, learning, and accountability.

Conclusion: The FSC was created to ensure that the UK does not repeat the systemic
failures that led to Grenfell. It aims to provide coherence, memory, and stewardship to
the fire safety system, ensuring that reforms are comprehensive and integrated.




THE FIRE SECTOR CONFEDERATION
A Systems Response to the United Kingdom’s Fire Safety Challenge

1. Purpose and Scope

This paper sets out why the Fire Sector Confederation exists, why it is necessary, and why
it occupies a space that no existing institution in the United Kingdom is structurally capable
of filling.

It does so by examining the failure revealed by the Grenfell Tower fire, not as an isolated
disaster but as the manifestation of a long-developing systemic breakdown across
regulation, construction, professional competence, scientific governance, and emergency
response.

Grenfell did not simply expose gaps in regulation or individual errors of judgement. It
exposed the failure of a complex national safety system to understand, govern, and correct
its own growing risk.

This paper therefore proceeds from the premise that unless that system failure is properly
understood, reform efforts will inevitably repeat the same fragmentations and blind spots
that produced the tragedy in the first place.

The Fire Sector Confederation exists precisely because the failure exists between
institutions, rather than within any single one. Its role is therefore not to replace
regulators, professions, or emergency services, but to operate across the spaces that sit
between them - where responsibility can easily dissolve and where accountability
becomes structurally blurred.

2. Grenfell as a System Failure, not a Discrete Disaster

Public tragedies are often explained through a narrative of discrete failure: a defective
product, a missed inspection, a flawed judgement, or a delayed response. Such
explanations are emotionally compelling, politically convenient, and technically
misleading. Grenfell Tower cannot be understood through any such single-cause lens.




By the time the fire occurred in June 2017, multiple interacting weaknesses were already
present across the entire safety lifecycle of the building. The regulatory system had
become fragmented and interpretive rather than coherent and prescriptive.

The design and construction system had increasingly relied upon performance claims that
were poorly anchored in transparent public evidence. The professional competence
system had drifted without any enforceable national standard. Fire and Rescue Services
were being trained and cognitively prepared for an earlier generation of building risk. The
national learning system had repeatedly failed to translate known facade fire hazards into
binding structural reform.

None of these failures, taken in isolation, would necessarily have produced catastrophe.
Together, they created the precise conditions — the Swiss Cheese concept - in which small
errors could align, amplify, and cascade.

Grenfell therefore represents not the breakdown of one safeguard, but the collapse of a
system of safeguards that had lost the capacity to recognise and correct its own
accumulating vulnerabilities.

This is the defining signature of a socio-technical system failure: a condition in which
institutional structures, professional cultures, technologies, and regulatory philosophies
interact in ways that no single actor can see in full.

3. Regulatory Drift and the Long Retreat of the State

To understand why the United Kingdom arrived at such a condition, it is necessary to trace
the long arc of regulatory change that reshaped building control(s) and fire safety across
the twentieth century.

For much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, building safety was governed
through local byelaws. Standards varied widely from place to place, but the principle was
unambiguous: the state set explicit rules in the public interest, and local authorities
enforced them directly.

After the Second World War, this approach was strengthened through the introduction of
national Building Regulations. These established prescriptive technical standards, clear
“deemed-to-satisfy” routes to compliance, and strong local enforcement authority. This
period represented the high-water mark of unified, state-led building control.




From the late 1970s onward, however, a profound ideological shift took hold.

Across multiple sectors of public life, regulation came to be framed as an impediment to
enterprise and economic growth. Building control and fire safety were gradually drawn
into this wider deregulatory project. Regulation was not removed, but it was reshaped.

Prescriptive rules were replaced with functional requirements. Direct public enforcement
gave way to market-based assurance. Responsibility for safety was increasingly devolved
to private actors operating under the banner of self-regulation.

This shift was not accidental. It reflected a deliberate political re-imagining of the role of
the state. Safety was recast as a matter of individual and commercial responsibility, with
government repositioned as a light-touch overseer, rather than an assertive guarantor of
minimum standards. The consequences of this transformation were subtle but profound.

By the early twenty-first century, fire safety in the United Kingdom existed within two
legally distinct regimes.

One governed design and construction through Building Regulations enforced by a mixed
economy of public and private building control bodies. The other governed occupation
through the Fire Safety Order, under which responsibility was placed on a designated
“responsible person”, often with limited (even no) technical training. No single institution
was tasked with ensuring conceptual or technical continuity of fire strategy across the
building’s full lifecycle.

At the same time, the nation repeatedly experienced fatal fires in public buildings,
transport infrastructure, and housing. Each disaster generated its own inquiry and its own
targeted reforms. Yet the underlying deregulatory philosophy remained fundamentally
intact. The state consistently and consciously resisted rebuilding a fire safety system as a
fully integrated national framework.

Perhaps most significantly, the public infrastructure of fire research and scientific
governance was itself transformed.

The marketisation of the Building Research Establishment, for example, shifted fire testing
and performance evidence into a commercial, client-funded confidentiality model.
Knowledge that had once functioned as a shared public safety asset increasingly became
proprietary. Scientific understanding drifted away from regulatory authority.




Over decades, these changes produced not the absence of regulation, but what might be
called organised regulatory fragmentation. The system grew more complex, more diffuse,
and more difficult for any single body to comprehend in full.

The United Kingdom arrived at Grenfell with a highly elaborate fire safety regime on paper,
but one that had become institutionally thin, intellectually fragile, and politically
deprioritised.

4. The Physical System Failure: Materials, Geometry and Fire

When the fire entered the external facade of Grenfell Tower, the building itself ceased to
behave as the safety system intended. The fire no longer belonged to a single flat
compartment. It became a building-scale phenomenon.

The polyethylene-filled aluminium composite material used in the rainscreen cladding
provided the primary vertical pathway for fire spread. The geometry of the fagcade system
- including detailed junctions at columns and crown - allowed flame and hot gases to
propagate laterally and diagonally around the structure. Combustible insulation, cavities
and unprotected voids contributed additional fuel and airflow.

This was not merely the failure of an individual product. It was the emergent behaviour of
a material-geometric system assembled through design, procurement, testing
classification, and construction detailing. The fire exploited that system in ways that the
regulatory framework had never been designed to infer, model, or control.

From a systems perspective, the building became an active fire growth engine rather than
a passive object exposed to fire. The assumptions upon which “stay put” strategies were
based - that the building would resist external flame spread and preserve
compartmentation - were no longer valid once this fagcade system was installed.

5. The Failure of Professional and Operational Competence

When physical protection fails, a safety system depends upon professional cognition,
judgement and an adaptive, flexible response. Grenfell exposed profound weaknesses in
this capacity as well.




At the operational level, the London Fire Brigade (LFB)! initially responded to what
presented as a conventional compartment fire. However, once the fire transitioned into
the external facade, the Brigade lacked the technical competence to interpret, in real time,
what the building had become.

Pre-incident intelligence had not captured the true nature of the facade system. Dynamic
risk assessment remained cognitively anchored in a single-compartment paradigm, long
after that paradigm had ceased to apply. Organisational assurance frameworks masked
rather than revealed deficits in deep technical understanding.

Yet these operational failures were not isolated shortcomings of individual firefighters or
commanders. They were symptoms of a deeper professional degradation.? Across
manufacturers, test bodies, designers, building control officers, fire risk assessors, and
responders alike, Grenfell revealed the absence of any shared, enforceable national
definition of fire safety competence.

Professional self-regulation had become symbolic rather than structural. Incompetence
perniciously drifted across the system without any binding mechanism to arrest it. Even
more troubling, this outcome had been anticipated years earlier.

Academic work on fire safety engineering had warned that the rapid expansion of
performance-based design was outstripping the maturity of the discipline itself.
Universities were producing technicians trained to apply tools rather than engineers
educated to understand first principles, uncertainty and system behaviour. Safety factors
were being reduced at precisely the moment when buildings and materials were
becoming more complex. Without radical reform of education and competence formation,
performance-based fire safety was predicted to fail under its own cognitive burden.

Grenfell was the real-world confirmation of that warning.

There is a deep historical irony in this. The United Kingdom once stood at the global
forefront of fire science, with a lineage of research leadership stretching from post-war
pioneers through to contemporary structural fire engineering. Knowledge did not
disappear. What failed was the institutional alignment between knowledge and authority.

11n the interests of transparency, | should be clear that | was an expert witness to the Grenfell Tower Public
Inquiry looking, in particular, at the operational response.
2 See, in this instance, Impact of funding reductions on fire and rescue services (2015) National Audit Office.




The governance system no longer ensured that what was known scientifically governed
what was permitted in practice.

6. What Actually Failed?

Taken together, four interacting system failures became unmistakable from the Grenfell
tragedy:

e Regulatory continuity failed as the state retreated from prescriptive, enforceable
standards into fragmented functional compliance.

e Physical fire behaviour exceeded the governing assumptions embedded within
guidance, testing and classification regimes.

e Professional competence ceased to function as a regulating mechanism of safety.

e Educational formation failed to mature in step with the complexity of modern fire
risk.

This was not simply a catalogue of errors, rather it was the signature of a national socio-
technical system breakdown.

7. Why can the existing system not self-correct?

The intuitive response to Grenfell - to be fair the understandable response - has been to
search for individual remedies: rewrite regulations, strengthen enforcement,
professionalise risk assessment, improve command training, enhance testing. Each of
these actions is necessary; but none of them, on its own, is sufficient.

The reason lies in the way authority and responsibility are currently distributed. No
regulator holds the complete lifecycle of building safety. No professional body governs
across disciplines. No Fire and Rescue Service controls the conditions that shape the risks
it must later confront. No academic institution has the power to embed knowledge into
national practice. No commercial organisation can carry public interest neutrality.

The failure at Grenfell did not arise entirely within any one of these domains. It arose at
the interfaces and between them. Those interfaces are precisely the least governed
spaces in the current system. As a result, the system is structurally incapable of seeing
itself as a whole, let alone correcting itself as a whole.

Self-correction under such conditions is not a matter of will. It is a matter of institutional
impossibility.




8. The Fire Chain as the Missing System Architecture

The Confederation’s Fire Chain concept/ model was developed to make visible what the
regulatory system leaves opaque. It expresses, for the first time within a single conceptual
architecture, the full national fire safety lifecycle: from policy formation and regulation,
through design, products and construction, into inspection, occupation, emergency
response, investigation, learning and reform.
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Every critical failure exposed by the Grenfell Inquiry can be traced not to a single location
within this chain, but to a broken link or a broken interface between links. Regulatory
intent did not translate reliably into procurement. Procurement did not translate reliably
into safe assembly. Assembly did not translate reliably into operational preparedness.
Operational experience did not translate reliably into binding national learning.

The Fire Chain does not replace regulators or professions. It exposes how their
responsibilities must connect if the system is to function as a coherent whole rather than
as a collection of well-intentioned fragments.




9. The Fire Sector Confederation as the Institutional Response

Once the failure revealed by Grenfell is understood in these system terms, the necessity
of the Fire Sector Confederation becomes unavoidable.

No existing organisation in the United Kingdom can occupy the integrative space between
regulation, professional practice, science, industry, and emergency response without
distorting that space through its own statutory, commercial or representational interests.

Yet without some institution deliberately performing that connective function, the system
will continue to fragment, even while reform efforts multiply.

The Fire Sector Confederation exists to operate precisely within that institutional gap. It
does not regulate. It does not inspect. It does not command. It does not test. It does not
certify. Instead, it ensures that the national fire safety system is able to see itself,
remember its own history, interrogate its own risk, and align its many authorities around
a shared system architecture.

It convenes where the system otherwise collides. It curates where the system otherwise
duplicates. It integrates where the system otherwise fragments. It sustains memory where
the system otherwise forgets.

10. The Fire Chain in a Global Systems Context

The Fire Chain does not exist in isolation as a uniquely British construct. It aligns closely
with parallel international efforts to frame fire safety not as a collection of technical rules,
but as an integrated socio-technical ecosystem.

One of the most developed of these models is the NFPA Fire & Life Safety Ecosystem,
developed in the United States following a similar recognition that repeated catastrophic
fires were not the result of single regulatory failings but of interacting weaknesses across
multiple domains.

The NFPA model identifies safety as the product of continuous interaction between
government responsibility, codes and standards, product quality, design and installation,
the competence of the workforce, public awareness, and effective emergency response.




What the NFPA ecosystem expresses in conceptual terms, the Fire Chain expresses in
operational, lifecycle form. Both assert the same core truth: that fire safety is not
delivered by any one institution or intervention, but by the alignment of multiple actors
whose responsibilities must overlap without colliding. The UK’s historical weakness has
not been the absence of institutions, but the absence of a structure that binds those
institutions into an intelligible whole.

In this sense, the Fire Chain can be understood as the UK’s national articulation of the
same systems insight that underpins international best practice: that safety is an emergent
property of system coherence, not a product of isolated compliance.

11. System Transformation and the Arup Change Model3

While the Fire Chain explains how the fire safety system is structured, a further question
remains: how does such a complex system actually change?

The question is best answered within modern systems-change theory and was explained
by multiple expert witnesses during the Grenfell Tower Inquiry. Of particular relevance,
though, is the contribution of Dr Barbara Lane, who presented the Arup Change Model
in her final report to the Inquiry Chair. Similar to the Fire Chain, the Arup model
conceptualises transformation as the result of interaction among several distinct yet
interdependent levers. Further xxamination of this model is merited, as it demonstrates
significant alignment with prevailing perspectives and offers valuable triangulation.

At its heart, the Arup Model recognises that meaningful system reform does not occur
through policy alone, nor through technology alone, nor through behaviour alone. It
emerges from the alignment of five core domains: structures and rules, technologies and
assets, capabilities and behaviours, feedback and learning, and the networks of actors who
operate within the system.

This framework maps with remarkable precision onto the failures revealed by Grenfell.
The structures and rules of the regulatory system drifted into fragmentation. The
technologies and assets of modern fagades evolved faster than their governing
assumptions. Capabilities and behaviours across professions failed to keep pace with
complexity. Feedback and learning mechanisms repeatedly failed to translate earlier
disasters into durable reform. Meanwhile, the network of actors became ever more
numerous and ever more disconnected.

3 See link to the Arup Change Framework Report (2023)




The Arup Change Model therefore provides not only an explanation of why reform is so
difficult, but also a guide to what real reform must involve. It makes clear that no single
lever can be pulled in isolation. Regulation without competence fails. Technology without
governance fails. Learning without authority fails. Networks without coordination fail.

The Fire Sector Confederation is designed to operate across precisely these interacting
levers. It is not itself a rule-maker, nor a technology provider, nor a training institution. It
acts as the orchestrator of alignment between those forces, ensuring that action in one
domain reinforces rather than undermines action in another.

12. Why is a System Integrator now indispensable?

Once the fire safety problem is understood in these systems terms, the absence of a
national system integrator becomes one of the most striking institutional gaps in the
United Kingdom’s public safety architecture.

Every major actor in fire safety is structurally constrained by its own remit. Government
departments are limited by political cycles, statutory demarcations and administrative
churn. Regulators are bounded by the scope of their legal powers. Professional bodies and
trade associations focus on their own membership. Fire and Rescue Services operate at
the extreme right-hand end of the risk lifecycle. Industry is governed by commercial
incentives. Academia generates deep insight without any power of enforcement.

Each of these institutions is necessary. None of them is sufficient.

What has been missing is an organisation whose sole purpose is to hold the system itself
in view: to maintain long-range institutional memory; to reveal the cumulative interaction
of regulatory, professional and technological change; to convene across competitive and
statutory boundaries; and to translate learning across the entire lifecycle of fire safety
rather than confining it to individual silos.

Without such an integrator, reform proceeds only in fragments. Regulations are rewritten
without full regard to operational consequence. New products enter the market faster
than competence frameworks adapt. Training evolves without matching changes in
building behaviour. Investigations conclude without their lessons ever fully embedding
into practice. The system moves, but it does not cohere.

This is the structural space the Fire Sector Confederation was created to occupy.




13. The Fire Sector Confederation as a National System-Level Institution

The Fire Sector Confederation is neither a regulator, nor a professional body, nor a trade
association, nor a response agency. It is a system-level institution, whose legitimacy
derives from neutrality and whose effectiveness derives from convening power rather
than statutory authority.

Its function is to enable the UK fire safety system to operate as a connected architecture
rather than a loose federation of interests.

It does this by creating structured spaces in which actors who would otherwise meet only
in adversarial, contractual, or enforcement relationships can engage as parts of a shared
safety system.

Through this role, the Confederation maintains something the UK has historically lacked:
national system memory. In a policy environment characterised by frequent ministerial
change, repeated restructuring of government departments, and constant movement of
personnel across professional roles, corporate bodies, and regulatory authorities,
institutional memory is perpetually at risk of erosion. Tragedies become isolated episodes
rather than cumulative lessons.

The Confederation exists to ensure that knowledge does not simply circulate but
accumulates.

It also serves as a system mirror. By mapping organisations, initiatives, consultations,
research programmes and regulatory reforms against the Fire Chain, the Confederation
enables the system to see where effort is clustering and where it is absent; where
duplication is occurring and where critical gaps persist; where accountability is clear and
where it dissolves between institutional boundaries.

14. From Fragmentation to Coherence: The Confederation’s Practical Role

In practical terms, the Fire Sector Confederation performs three interlocking functions
that no other institution is currently configured to undertake.

First, it convenes at national scale across statutory, commercial, professional and
academic boundaries. This convening function is not symbolic. It is structured around the
Fire Chain architecture and focused explicitly on the interfaces where failure most
commonly arises between design and enforcement, between product testing and




specification, between building behaviour and emergency response, and between
investigation and national learning.

Second, it curates and connects knowledge. This includes formal research, operational
learning, regulatory consultation, professional guidance and international best practice.
The aim is not to replace existing knowledge producers, but to ensure that their outputs
are no longer confined within disciplinary or institutional silos.

Third, it translates system insight into policy-relevant intelligence. By maintaining a
panoramic view across the Fire Chain, the Confederation is able to identify emerging
systemic risks long before they manifest as incident trends or disasters. It is equally able
to identify where reform initiatives are likely to generate unintended secondary
consequences elsewhere in the system.

Through these combined functions, the Confederation operates not as a lobby, but as a
system steward.
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15.  From Grenfell to System Maturity

We all owe it to the victims of the Grenfell tragedy to ensure that it should represent not
the end of a failure, but the beginning of a national reckoning with the complexity of
modern fire safety.

The reforms now under way in building regulation, product oversight, professional
competence and emergency planning are necessary. They are also, judged against the
depth of the failure revealed, only the early stages of a much longer journey.

System maturity is not achieved through isolated interventions. It emerges through
sustained alignment of regulation, technology, competence, learning and accountability
over time. That is a generational project rather than a single parliamentary cycle.

The Fire Sector Confederation exists to carry that long view. Its purpose is to ensure that
the United Kingdom does not once again succeed in reforming individual fragments of its
fire safety system while leaving the system as a whole fundamentally unchanged.

16.  Conclusion: From Tragedy to Coherent Stewardship

The Grenfell Tower fire revealed a safety system that had become too fragmented, too
commercially mediated, too professionally diffuse and too institutionally forgetful to
govern the risks it had created for itself.

The Fire Sector Confederation exists because that mode of governance is no longer
defensible. In a world of increasingly complex buildings, materials, supply chains and
operational environments, public safety can no longer be delivered through disconnected
assurance alone. It requires coherence, memory, and system-level stewardship.

The Confederation does not claim to solve the fire safety problem. It exists to ensure that
the problem is finally understood at the level at which it truly exists, not within any single
regulation, building, profession or organisation, but in the space between them.
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