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Summary of key points: 

The National Housing Federation welcomes Building a Safer Future: the final 

report of the independent review of building regulations and fire safety, on 

behalf of our members. In this response we: 

 Welcome and endorse the identified need for cultural change across the industry. 
 
 Make an offer to government on behalf of the sector to share our experience and expertise 

regarding resident engagement and transparency, and to pilot the proposals for a safety case 
file and new Gateway Points in the development process. 

 
 Call on the Government to: 

o Continue cross industry working, demonstrate leadership when responding to report 
recommendations, and provide clear timelines and consideration of the financial impact 
of a new regulatory system. 

o Ensure the new regulatory regime 
 sets out unambiguous definitions and application of the report 

recommendations 
 is properly resourced, both financially and with adequate expertise 
 ensures dutyholders have appropriate powers to allow them to fulfil their 

responsibilities 
 seeks sector consultation regarding application to existing buildings  
 leads root and branch reform of testing and accreditation regimes.
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1. Introduction 

The National Housing Federation (the Federation) is the representative body for housing associations 
in England. Our 900 members own and manage more than 2.6 million homes nationally, as well as 
providing vital care, support and community services. Housing associations are independent, not-for-
profit organisations driven by their social purpose - to ensure everyone in the country has the 
opportunity to live in a quality home that they can afford. 

The tragic events at Grenfell Tower have called into question the effectiveness of the legislative and 
regulatory regime for buildings, particularly high-rise and multi-occupancy residential. Dame Judith’s 
report, Building a Safer Future, is ambitious, wide-ranging, considered and proportionate, and the 
Federation welcomes its scope and clear direction of travel. 

The quality of homes, places and services based on a founding principle of safety is integral to our 
vision for the future. We believe the report must act as a catalyst for transformative change across the 
construction and built environment industries.  

The housing association sector is committed to continue to work with government and industry 
partners to make the recommendations a reality, supporting meaningful and long term change. 

2. Summary 

We have developed this submission in partnership with our members, through policy workshops and 
consultation with relevant member groups. The overall reaction to the report has been positive, with 
members recognising the problems identified and endorsing the direction of travel. 

Given the sector’s social purpose and long-term ownership of residential buildings, this paper 
describes how housing associations believe they can be at the forefront of the culture change needed 
to place safety at the heart of the new regulatory regime and industry practice. In particular, housing 
associations want to: 

 lead the way on resident engagement and involvement by introducing a new sector offer 
focused on trust, transparency and accountability 

 pilot new best practice approaches to managing safety, such as the safety case file and 
Gateways in the development process  

 participate in key industry led groups to establish a new competency framework for building 
safety and roll-out Building Information Management (BIM) for high-risk residential buildings. 
 

The paper also explores areas where we believe the Government must demonstrate leadership for 
the implementation of a new regime to be successful. The Government has a unique ability to 
coordinate, resource, legislate and drive behaviours and incentives, and all will be required over the 
coming years. Specifically, we are calling on the Government to: 

 set out clear unambiguous definitions and application of the report recommendations, 
providing clear timelines and recognition of the financial impact of a new regulatory system 

 commit to properly resourcing the new regulatory regime both financially and with adequate 
staff and access to expertise 

 ensure new dutyholder responsibilities are matched by new powers to carry them out 
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 carry out robust consultation when applying the new regulatory regime to existing stock, 
including the provision of impact assessments  

 lead a root and branch reform of the testing and accreditation regime for relevant products 
and materials. 

3. Sector leadership 

Building a Safer Future is clear that future building safety will be dependent on cross industry cultural 
change, prioritising safety and quality and taking ownership of risk management. In this section we 
describe what this means for the housing association sector. 

3.1 Cross sector cultural change 

Housing associations are significant commissioners, developers, acquirers, managers and owners of 
residential property across England. In 2016/17 housing associations:  

 started 47,709 new homes and completed 38,0821 
 closed the year managing over 2.7m social homes and 228,000 non-social homes 
 spent over £1.5bn on capitalised major repairs to existing homes 
 had a turnover of just under £20bn2. 

The sector exists to provide quality and affordable homes for those who cannot access them through 
the market, and in the last decade, the need for this provision has grown more acute. There is now 
political consensus that we face a housing crisis requiring significantly more homes to be built every 
year for many years. 

While increasing the number of homes is a national priority, quality and safety of where residents live 
is paramount. The Grenfell Tower fire must be a turning point for the entire housing industry, Dame 
Judith Hackitt’s report provides a framework for ensuring, and evidencing that safety is prioritised 
throughout the lifecycle of homes. 

This understanding is at the heart of the housing association mission.  Housing associations are 
determined to use their significant market power and long-term asset ownership to demand more of 
contractors and suppliers to drive the right supply chain behaviours. We will prioritise quality, safety 
and robust assurance and be firm in holding our partners and contractors to account.  

3.2 Housing associations at the forefront  

The independent review brought professions, industry bodies and organisations together in a 
coherent and effective way. We believe it is important that this momentum is not lost, and that 
cooperation and collaboration continue in the design and implementation of the new regulatory 
regime. The Federation, and our members, are involved in a number of cross-sector groups working 
to support successful implementation of recommendations.  

Industry Response Group – Steering Group on Competency (Building Safety Manager) 

                                                
1 NHF Supply Survey 
2 Regulator for social housing, Global Accounts 2017 
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The Federation represents housing associations on the Steering Group and Working Group 8 – 
Building Safety Manager.  

Improving industry competency has correctly been identified as an essential future component of a 
more effective and robust approach to building safety. Our members have direct experience of 
discovering and addressing poor workmanship on-site and the challenges of finding suitably 
competent individuals. Improving competency at all levels will eventually improve assurance and risk 
management due to increased knowledge and expertise. However, existing industry deficiencies 
should not be underestimated or the time and resource needed to reach an acceptable standard.  

The role of Building Safety Manager (BSM) during occupation will be crucial within the proposed new 
regulatory framework. Housing associations will ensure their collective management experience of 
housing and assets, gained from owning millions of homes, is fed in to the working group.  

Initial engagement with members on the BSM suggests the role does not clearly align with any 
existing organisation roles. As described in the Review, the proposed role has both a technical focus 
(fire safety and asset management) and an operational focus (housing management and coordinating 
other teams). These skills and expertise are often currently held across multiple employees or teams. 

Our view is that all organisations must be required to identify a BSM for relevant buildings, and that 
the high-level responsibilities and competencies of the role should be defined within the new 
regulatory system. However, detailed and practical implementation of the role should be left to 
dutyholders. This will allow individual organisations to develop approaches which work best for their 
size, complexity, geographic spread and specialism.    

BIM4Housing 

The Federation is a core member of BIM4Housing, a cross-sector group whose mission is ‘to assist 
the building of more and better homes through digitalisation, by supporting organisations in the 
housing sector with the adoption of Building Information Modelling (BIM).’ We believe BIM has the 
potential to improve the quality of homes built as well as delivering significant efficiency savings 
during construction and management. Some housing associations already have BIM pilots underway 
and the Federation will support further adoption by sharing learning and developing shared resources.  

The report recommends the use of structured data to support a ‘golden thread’ of core building 
information throughout the property lifecycle. We welcome this recommendation as a catalyst for the 
residential sector to catch up with other parts of the construction industry who are further ahead in the 
adoption of BIM.  

However, the time and resource required for successful BIM implementation must not be overlooked 
and it is important that appropriate transition arrangements are put in place.  

We believe the industry would need a number of years to prepare for full BIM implementation on all 
relevant new projects. This is particularly the case for contractors and smaller organisations in the 
supply chain, although progress may be faster for some with relevant experience. Government should 
work with the construction sector to set a realistic and reasonable timeframe for BIM implementation. 

Further work is needed to understand the efficacy and economy of transferring existing properties into 
a digital environment. We recognise the theoretical advantages in terms of asset information, ongoing 
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maintenance and investment and consistent record keeping, but believe the evidence base is 
currently underdeveloped.  

BIM4Housing, the Federation and our members are keen to work with the Government to develop the 
evidence base for applying BIM to existing stock.     

3.3 Our offer to the Government 

The housing association sector stands ready to work with the Government to implement the 
recommendations of the final report. In conjunction with our members, we have identified a number of 
areas where housing associations can take action now to pilot and refine specific proposals. 

Resident engagement 

Delivering great landlord services and properly engaging residents is at the heart of the housing 
association mission. Our aim is to ensure that housing associations are among the most trusted, 
accountable and responsive organisations in the country.  

Our members are vastly experienced in different models of resident involvement and engagement, 
from supporting resident associations to convening scrutiny panels and developing tenant offer 
documents and reviews. We recognise that the private sector is likely to have far less experience in 
this regard and stand ready to share our expertise as needed.  

To reaffirm our commitment to being great landlords and putting tenants at the heart of everything we 
do, we have been leading a national conversation with our members and tenant organisations to 
understand where and how we can do better. We are developing a sector-wide Offer for Tenants, 
which will include: 

 A commitment on openness and transparency, to complement regulation on consumer standards 
and the activities of individual landlords. 

 A change to the Federation Code of Governance to set clear expectations that being transparent 
and accountable to tenants is a board-level responsibility.  

 A Trust Charter, setting out what every tenant can expect from their landlord. We will develop this 
with tenants to ensure it addresses the issues that are the most important to them. This is likely to 
include commitments on safety, complaints, redress, engagement, involvement, how tenants can 
hold their landlord to account, and being more transparent on key issues such as how decisions 
are made. 

 Ensuring every tenant has all they need to hold us to account – including information on key 
measures such as repairs and dealing with complaints. 

The Federation has been working closely with the national tenant bodies to develop our thinking. We 
support the work of the steering group A Voice for Tenants, and back their call for a new organisation 
that can speak up for tenants on the national stage. We also support the Government’s proposals for 
a single ombudsman for all tenants. 

We would like to work with the Government to explore how these proposals can be implemented 
across the whole residential sector. 
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Safety case file and review 

We welcome the report’s proposal for a safety case file and review during occupation, and believe 
consistency of what information is held and how it is scrutinised will drive up industry standards.  

We are pleased to be working with Government on its “early adopter” scheme and believe the safety 
case regime should be tested through this process. 

This will help to refine information requirements, identifying common barriers or key documentation 
availability issues. 

The Government should ensure that piloting involves a broad range of organisations and building 
types so we can truly understand what reasonably practicable approach looks like for both new and 
existing blocks. 

We are keen to understand the purpose of the proposed safety case rating. The report does not 
include details on the purpose of the rating, or how it will be assessed or categorised, and these will 
be key to determining its use and effectiveness. An overly simplified safety rating could cause 
significant unintended consequences for resident relationships, building viability, investment priorities 
and standards in different parts of the sector.  

As well as piloting the safety case file, housing associations want to work with the Government to 
ensure building safety is clearly and consistently communicated to key stakeholders and residents. 

Fire Risk Assessments 

The existing Fire Risk Assessment (FRA) regime requires significant reform to be fit for purpose in the 
future. We believe the key principles of consistency, transparency and competence should be applied 
to any future approach: consistency in assessment and communication, transparency in the 
assessment and actions taken, and robust competence requirements for assessors.   

Many housing associations are already publishing and sharing their FRAs and are exploring options 
for consistent and accessible resident summaries. We believe the Government should play a leading 
role in bringing consistency to the routine and document through regulation and would be happy to 
share the work the sector is already undertaking to inform this thinking.  

Gateway Points for new high-risk residential buildings  

The report recommends three Gateway Points to ensure rigorous, safety-focused dutyholder 
oversight during the design and construction process. We fully support the proposals, but believe they 
will have major implications for the way new projects are commissioned, designed, contracted for and 
monitored. They will also be reliant upon proper resourcing of the Joint Competent Authority (JCA) to 
prevent significant delays in approvals, construction and handover.  The Government should ensure 
that JCA staff receive training to ensure safety case reviews for new and existing buildings are carried 
out in a timely and consistent manner. 

To explore the implications on projects and begin to scope resource requirements for the JCA, we 
propose that Gateway Points for a small selection of relevant projects are piloted through the “early 
adopter” scheme. 
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4. Government leadership 

We welcome the Government’s commitment to implementing the report recommendations and its 
decisive action to consult on banning combustible materials in high-rise residential buildings – a ban 
which we support.  

Building a Safer Future will require bold leadership from both the housing industry and the 
Government.  In the following sections we set out where we believe bold government leadership is 
needed to ensure successful implementation of the report.  

4.1 Leadership to resolve key issues 

Housing associations have identified three key issues that need to be resolved to enable successful 
implementation.  

Clear definitions 

The report recommends that multi-occupancy, higher risk residential buildings (HRRBs) be defined as 
residential buildings of 10 storeys and above, and that the Government should have the future ability 
to extend that definition. 

While we understand the logic of initially focusing a new regulatory regime on the highest risk 
buildings, our members have been clear that they will apply a risk-based approach to their own stock. 
They will proportionately focus their actions on buildings which they believe generate greater risk 
because of their size, complexity or resident profile.  

The Government must ensure that the new regulatory regime is unambiguous, particularly regarding 
the buildings and risk profiles that are in scope. While housing associations may choose to take a 
risk-based approach and utilise good practice regardless of legal or regulatory requirements to do so, 
this will not necessarily be replicated in the private sector.  

We believe the Government should consult on a hierarchical approach to the future regulation of 
higher risk buildings. This must set out clearly which report recommendations will apply to different 
building types and occupancy, together with the level of regulatory oversight. 

For example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Highest risk

10 storeys and above
All recommendations

Higher risk

Multiple occupancy, 
vulnerable residents

Relevant recommendations

Normal risk

All residential buildings
Best practice
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Statutory powers of access for dutyholders and resident obligations 

We welcome the proposed whole building approach to managing safety and risk in HRRBs. Housing 
associations have first-hand experience of the challenges of managing risk under present regimes for 
mixed ownership and tenure buildings. Identifying a specific dutyholder with responsibility for entire 
building safety during occupation will encourage simpler ownership and management models with 
clearer lines of responsibility and accountability.  

However, we believe the recommendations could go further to ensure dutyholders have the powers 
necessary to fulfil the obligations described. A key barrier to successfully managing stock quality and 
safety is securing leaseholder agreement and cooperation for safety checks, system maintenance 
and necessary improvements. However, the report is also right to make firm recommendations on 
improving the rights of residents, and such rights should come with appropriate obligations to each 
other and the dutyholder.  

The report recommends: 

“residents should have clearer obligations in relation to maintaining safety of flats and should 
cooperate with the dutyholder to the extent necessary to enable them to fulfil their duty to keep 
the building safe for all living there.” 

We believe that new dutyholder responsibilities should be adequately matched by new powers to 
carry them out. This would include, but is not limited to, necessary powers of access set out in 
legislation to residents’ properties (both tenants and leaseholders) to carry out essential safety checks 
and remediation works. 

However, new powers should seek to ensure proportionate and appropriate behaviour from the 
dutyholder, regulator and resident with the ultimate aim of not breaching the agreed and publicised 
safety case for the building. 

Access to properties to check compliance and take appropriate action to manage risk should be 
reasonable. All residents should be required to comply with any reasonable request and to not do 
anything that would constitute a breach of the safety case. 

The use of such powers would be as a last resort and a defined process would need to be developed 
and followed prior to use. In most cases, we would expect the dutyholder, the Building Safety 
Manager and residents to work together constructively and transparently to ensure all understand the 
key elements of the safety case file for the building and are aware of their responsibilities in managing 
risk. However, given the catastrophic risk to life of such collaboration breaking down and dutyholders 
being unable to properly manage risk for the whole building, a statutory backstop is necessary and 
proportionate.   

Assurance regime for product specification and quality 

Housing association boards and executive teams take their responsibilities for the health and safety of 
residents and staff very seriously, and welcome proposals for clearly defined client responsibilities 
during construction, refurbishment and occupation. 

However, if housing associations and other landlords are to take responsibility for managing building 
lifecycle risk, a product testing and accreditation regime that is robust, transparent and independent 
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must be developed. This will help mitigate future systemic regulatory failure, such as that identified by 
the post-Grenfell Building Safety Programme.  

Successful risk management will require all parts of the regulatory system to be interdependent and 
work in tandem, none more so than product specification and quality.  

The report diagnoses existing problems but does not provide detail on future improvement and 
reforms. 

The Government must act decisively and quickly to lead root and branch reform of the product testing 
and accreditation regime in England. This should apply to all materials and products which could have 
a bearing on the safety performance of buildings. 

4.2 Coordination and resourcing  

The report proposes bold and comprehensive changes to the entire regulatory regime for multi-
occupancy, higher risk residential buildings (HRRBs), built upon robust competency frameworks, clear 
responsibilities, properly resourced dutyholders and an unerring focus on quality, safety and risk 
management. This ambitious approach is welcome and necessary given the systemic failure 
identified.  
 
Understandably, explicit consideration of resource implications have been avoided but this is clearly 
within the Government’s remit when implementing the recommendations. We believe it is imperative 
that the Government recognise the resources, and in some areas the potential skills gaps, required to 
support the step-change needed. 

To comprehensively address safety as recommended, organisations and individuals will be required 
to take develop and follow new processes and procedures, providing and working with higher levels of  
information and more accurate data to support enhanced quality design, specification, installation and 
oversight. In the short term this implies increased cost, longer delivery timeframes, and additional 
infrastructure requirements such as staff, systems and consultants.  

These changes will occur within an operating environment in which the Government is challenging the 
industry to maximise the number of new homes built and scrutinising value for money and operational 
efficiency.  

The Government must recognise that recommendations will have an impact on the cost and speed of 
delivery of new homes, at least in the short term.  

Viability and sustainability of existing housing stock 

A new regulatory regime for residential buildings over 10 storeys will have a profound and wide-
reaching effect on existing housing stock. During the design and implementation of the new system it 
will be essential for all parties to consider how proposals will work for new build and existing homes.  

The systemic safety failings uncovered in the wake of the tragedy, combined with more stringent and 
demanding standards going forward, will have major implications for the future sustainability and 
viability of existing high-rise stock. This is particularly the case in the social sector where homes are 
provided at less than market rates and there is far less potential to recoup capital investment through 
sales or rents in the future.  
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Proposals which explicitly or implicitly require increased investment in existing homes will have major 
implications for: 

 tenant and leaseholder affordability through service charges 
 planned and cyclical investment programmes across all housing stock  
 property valuations for mortgage and security purposes 
 resources available for the supply of new affordable homes  
 the financial viability of existing high-rise buildings and suitability of disposal or demolition. 

We ask that the Government ensure a robust consultation and impact assessment is undertaken 
when deciding how and when the new regime will apply to existing stock, and in particular the 
definition of ‘so far as is reasonably practicable.’ 

The impact assessment must consider the factors listed above, and importantly, must take into 
account other policy drivers regarding the supply of new homes, the strength and profile of public 
sector finances and appropriate ways of investing in the nation’s housing stock.  

The Joint Competent Authority 

The Joint Competent Authority (JCA) will be integral to the proposed new regime and we fully support 
the ambition to improve the regulation and enforcement of building regulations and safety. 

The logic behind a JCA model is sound. HRRBs are complex and regulating their design, construction 
and management will require a range of expertise and significant resources. Bringing together Local 
Authority Building Control, the Fire and Rescue Service and the Health and Safety Executive will 
allow construction, fire and risk management expertise to be combined and applied.  

While supporting the theory of the JCA, we believe its success in practice will rely on: 

 consistent operation across the country 
 proper resourcing 
 access to appropriate expertise  
 clarity and accountability. 

Many medium and large housing associations are part of Primary Authority Scheme (PAS) 
arrangements with Fire and Rescue Services. The Government must consider how these will work 
under the JCA. 

5. Conclusion 

Housing associations are determined to be at the forefront of the culture change needed to ensure fire 
and building safety risk is successfully managed in the future. Through our written contributions to the 
independent review, participation in the Occupation and Maintenance Working Group, membership of 
the Industry Response Group and wider engagement with members and the industry, the Federation 
has sought to engage constructively by focusing on areas where we and our members can add value 
through our experience and expertise.   

The tragic fire at Grenfell Tower must be a watershed moment for everyone involved in the 
commissioning, design, construction, maintenance and ownership of HRRBs. It is incumbent on the 
Government and the housing industry to restore residents’ faith in the safety of their homes by 
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delivering a new regulatory regime with safety and quality at its heart. Building a Safer Future sets out 
a comprehensive vision for how this could be achieved. The housing association sector looks forward 
to continuing to work closely with the Government and other stakeholders to make that vision a 
reality.  

6. Further information  

National Housing Federation submission to phase one of the Hackitt Review  

National Housing Federation submission to phase two of the Hackitt Review  

National Housing Federation response to final report of the Hackitt Review  

For further information, please contact: 

Amy Simmons                           
Head of Policy 
Amy.Simmons@housing.org.uk 
020 7067 1078 
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