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Purpose

The purpose of the report is to summarise the changes to the Fire Safety policy and 
seek Board approval of the draft Policy for consultation with residents. 

A subsequent report will be submitted with the details and findings of the consultation.

Recommendation

That the Board approves:

 The fire safety policy in draft for consultation with residents.

1.0 Background

1.1 Since the Grenfell disaster there has been much debate around fire safety 
in buildings, and all building owners have had to look closely at the properties 
they manage, consider what the risks are and what changes are required.

The main focus of discussion nationally since the disaster has been 
focussed on high rise blocks of flats, 6 storeys and above, and the 
associated cladding. The Fire Safety Act 2021 which has recently been 
granted Royal Assent seeks to improve fire safety in multi occupancy blocks 
of flats. 

The existing GBC Fire Safety Policy needs to be updated to reflect the latest 
legislation and current recommendations.

Whilst GBC does not own or maintain any housing blocks over 5 storeys, or 
with any combustible cladding, the  current  guidance and recommendations 
of the Act together with the 'Fire safety in purpose-built blocks of flats' 
document have been considered when updating this policy.

GBC current fire safety policy makes no reference to the management of 
combustible materials in common areas, and currently a common sense 
approach is adopted depending on the situation.

The updated policy aims to clearly lay out the position regarding communal 
areas to provide clarity to both staff and building occupants

2.0 Report



2.1 The Fire Policy sets out the following:

 The Councils’ approach to undertaking FRAs
 Explanation of stay put policy
 Means of escape routes
 Use of firefighting equipment
 Smoke detection
 Management of combustible materials in communal areas
 Managing and enforcing the items kept on private balconies
 Fire safety Information

2.2 Good housekeeping is fundamental to reducing risk in blocks of flats and 
controlling the presence of combustible materials and ignition sources. 
There is a tendency for some residents to treat the common areas of blocks 
of flats as an extension of their own home. 

2.3 A significant update to the policy is the clarification of the management of 
the common areas, where there is a greater impact on the means of escape 
as a consequence of a fire or where there is an increased risk of a fire.

2.4 Decisions on fire safety are all dependent on the assessment of risk.

The assessment of risk takes into account the different nature of the blocks, 
and the differing degree of risk associated with them. For example, a high 
rise enclosed block carries a much higher risk than a two storey block with 
open walkways.

It is important to balance this risk with the view that we want residents to feel 
that their environment is welcoming and encourages them to maintain their 
property and be invested in the local environment.

2.5 It is proposed to adopt a ‘zero tolerance’ or ‘managed use’ policy for 
communal areas of blocks of flats, depending on the type or design of the 
block. Guidance and recommendations on these options are stated within 
'Fire safety in purpose-built blocks of flats' guidance produced by the Local 
Government Association, and still widely referenced within the housing 
sector.

2.6 A ‘zero tolerance’ approach is one in which residents are not permitted to 
use the common parts to store, or dispose of their belongings or rubbish. 
No exceptions would apply. It would ensure that the common parts are 
effectively ‘sterile’ i.e. free of combustible material, ignition sources and 
obstructions.

2.7 It is recommended that the fire safety policy is updated to state a ‘zero 
tolerance’ policy to blocks of flats where there is a greater impact on the 
means of escape as a consequence of a fire or there is an increased risk of 
a fire. 



Therefore the following communal areas will have a 'zero tolerance' policy 
where: 

 Common walkways or stairwells are enclosed (except for 
sheltered schemes) or 

 Hostels or 
 Fire risk assessment recommendation identifies that the 'managed 

use' is not appropriate 

2.8 A managed use approach allows strictly defined use of common parts and 
limits the items allowed, to control fire load and ease of ignition. It includes 
strict conditions on where such items can be kept. For example, a 
‘managed use’ policy might permit residents to:

 Place pot plants and door mats outside their front doors
 Have framed pictures and notice boards on walls
 Store bicycles or prams in places that are out of the way and not likely 

to cause obstruction

2.9 A 'managed use' approach is recommended where common walkways are 
external and not enclosed, or the block of flats is a sheltered scheme. 

If there is a fire in common walkways that are not enclosed and the block is 
low rise the risks to residents are reduced

2.10 Whilst the sheltered blocks of flats have enclosed walkways a 'managed use' 
is recommended as it benefits older and disabled people in particular by 
allowing them to store mobility aids at the point of access and enables the 
common areas to be 'homely'. The buildings have effective security access 
controls, interlinked smoke detection and alarm systems, and the buildings 
are managed with Council staff on site who can actively manage the risks.

2.11 The other most significant addition to the policy is the enforcement of items 
kept on private balconies. Our insurers have issued guidance on fire safety 
relating to balconies and part of the guidance states: “The fire safety issues 
extend beyond the combustible elements of construction, the way occupiers 
use balconies for outdoor living and storage presents a significant risk.” 

The use of barbeques, fire pits, or patio heaters on private balconies is 
prohibited. Any items stored or fixed to the private balcony must be non-
combustible to reduce the risk of a fire starting, or spreading.

2.12 Other updates to the fire policy include:

 noting the individual doors opening onto common parts of the 
building and external walls

 reference to the PAS79-2:2020 code of practice for fire risk 
assessments



 training for those using fire extinguishers in sheltered schemes and 
hostels

 requirement for maintaining fire safety information in sheltered 
schemes and hostels  

3.0 Consultation

3.1 Residents and leaseholders residing in council-owned blocks, as well as 
the Residents Group, will be consulted to get their views on the changes to 
the Fire Safety Policy, in particular, the management of communal areas, 
to ensure a fair and measured approach is taken prior to implementation. 

3.2 Details and findings of the consultation, together with residents’ views, will 
be shared in a subsequent report. An Equality Impact Assessment on the 
changes, taking account of residents’ and leaseholders’ feedback, will also 
be included with that report.

4.0 Conclusion

4.1 Building and fire safety is of paramount importance to residents and the 
council. We are committed to ensuring that our properties are safe to live in 
and residents feel safe in their homes.

The policy has a focus on managing communal areas to minimise the risk 
of a fire, on avoiding obstructions to the means of escape in the event 
there is a fire, and adopts an approach to manage the communal areas 
that recognises these are people’s homes.

No explicit policy currently exists to cover this issue. Officers need clarity 
when enforcing health and safety in our housing stock, and residents’ 
expectations and obligations need to be effectively managed.

4.2 Subject to consultation it is intended that a gradual roll out of the policy will 
be implemented starting with the highest risk blocks first. Property Services 
will work closely with Housing Management to ensure all residents affected 
by this change are informed, and given reasonable time to make any 
amendments necessary to comply with the policy. 

Officers routinely check communal areas and highlight any areas of concern, 
so in many cases implementation will be a reinforcement of the current 
status quo.

4.3 Managing and maintaining this policy will be the responsibility of all 
Housing staff who regularly visit the blocks. This includes Neighbourhood 
Housing Officers, Surveyors, Neighbourhood Service Officers, and 
cleaning staff.

Financial Services comments: N/A



Legal Services comments: Contained within the report
Equality and Diversity: An EIA on the policy changes and resident 

consultation feedback will be submitted in a 
subsequent report.

Climate Change implications: N/A
Corporate Plan: Empower our residents, raise aspirations, 

deliver effective services
Background Papers: None
Appendices: Appendix 1 – Draft Fire Safety Policy
Report Author/Lead Officer: Dean Pickett, Property Services Manager


