
It is often said that, given the population pressure, the only way to solve the housing crisis
is by “building up”. This is, I believe, a developers' mantra, adopted by politicians who have
never bothered to think through the consequences of what they say and who have made
no effort to consider the arguments. It is something that should not be repeated by others
as some kind of “received truth”. The articles below, written in response to the Grenfell
Tower tragedy give powerful reasons for avoiding such unthinking mantras regarding this
issue. It  is emblematic of avoidable social  problems which have persisted into the 21st

century in one of the richest countries in the world. 

David Pavett, June 2017

The lesson from Grenfell is simple: 
stop building residential towers 
Simon Jenkins, The Guardian, 15th June 2017

How  many  times  should  we  say  it?  Don’t  build
residential towers. Don’t make or let people live in
them, least of all families. They are antisocial, high-
maintenance, disempowering, unnecessary, mostly
ugly, and they can never be truly safe. No tower is
fireproof.  No  fire  engine  can  reach  up  20  storeys,
period.

Towers are again raising their heads across the urban
landscape, creatures of egotistical architects,  greedy
developers  and  priapic  mayors.  We  gasp  at  their
magnificence, their extravagance, their sheer height.
Yet like Grenfell they are alien creatures in a British
city. They do not converse with their context, they
thumb their noses at it.

As I gazed on the still-burning hulk of Grenfell  on
Wednesday,  the  horror  was  palpable.  What  had
happened?  Who  allowed  British  towers  to  be
constructed  with only one means  of  escape?  Many
put up in the 1960s and 1970s were also jerry-built.
When Ronan  Point  in  Newham collapsed  in  1968,
wreckers found newspapers stuffed into joints instead
of cement. Grenfell was one of the many that have
recently  been  cosmeticised,  to  make  it  more
presentable  and  “green”.  That  this  was  done  with
what appear to be combustible panels beggars belief.

Yet the longer I watched the rescue efforts, the more
my  anger  took  a  different  turn.  I  could  not  help
noticing  the  charm  of  the  surrounding  streets,
squares  and  precincts  of  North  Kensington,  of
Avondale  Park  and  Walmer  Road.  This  is  not
smart  Kensington:  these  are  Labour wards  that
won  the  borough  over  to  Jeremy  Corbyn  last
week.  Its  houses,  mixed  public  and  private,  are
built on streets, pleasing to look at, densely packed
but low-rise. Each seemed a neighbourhood in itself,

a  hundred  miles  from  the  horror  that  loomed
overhead.

Grenfell  Tower  was  erected  in  1974  as  the
shockwaves  of  the  Ronan  Point  collapse  were
wearing  off.  The  construction  industry  was  again
selling  multiple  housing  designs  cheaply  to  local
councils.  London’s  skyline  erupted  with  such
concrete  monoliths  as  the  Trellick  and  Balfron
towers, by the modernist architect Ernö Goldfinger.
He  even  briefly  went  to  live  in  Balfron  before
retreating  to  his  Hampstead  terrace.  Similar  estates
sprouted over Birmingham, Liverpool, Newcastle and
Glasgow.

The  social  disasters  that  attended  these  single-
income, single-generation, single-class developments
are  now  familiar.  They  are  catalogued  in  Lynsey
Hanley’s  graphic  Estates:  an  Intimate  History.  She
charted their isolation and misery, and challenged the
purpose of moving people from familiar surroundings
“into hutches that were barely any bigger than the
slums they left”.

The housing expert Anne Power spoke of the craving
of architects and planners at the time for “something
distinctive and prestigious”. Architects even invented
a  vocabulary  to  justify  what  was  in  effect  a  sales
pitch. They would build “vertical streets … villages
in  the  sky  …  new  cities  for  a  new  age”.  Social
consequences were damned.

The  reality  was  costly,  inefficient  servicing,
tenants  with no control  over their property,  and
access by unreliable lifts and unpoliced corridors.
Children found themselves imprisoned. There were
no  common  spaces  where  people  could  encounter
each other informally.  The “self-policing” street,  as



advocated  by  the  urban  guru  Jane  Jacobs,  was
ignored. The iconic was all. Many of these high-rise
estates  are  no  more.  Hundreds  of  towers,  from
Glasgow’s Gorbals and Birkenhead’s Oak and Eldon
to Newham’s Canning Town have been demolished in
favour of low-rise flats, usually at similar densities.

There  is  no  need  to  build  high  at  all.  The
developers’  cry,  that  cities  must  build  high  to
“survive”, is self-serving rubbish, the more absurd
when  their  towers  are  left  half-empty.  The
principal  reserve  of  residential  space  in  British
cities is derelict land and the under-occupation of
existing  houses.  Unless  we  wish  to  build  at  the
squalid densities of Mumbai and Hong Kong, high
buildings require space round them and extensive
ground servicing.

Hence the most “crowded” parts of London are not
around towers but in eight-storey Victorian terraces.
The boulevards of central Paris have treble London’s
residential  density  without  towers.  Westminster
council’s  aborted  Paddington  Pole,  at  some  60
storeys, had fewer housing units than the high-density
street  housing  suggested by its  opponents.  The tall
blocks  wanted  by  Boris  Johnson  for  Clerkenwell’s
Mount Pleasant estate are at a lower density than the
low-rise  town  houses  proposed  by  the  consultants
Create Streets.

Besides,  people  are  entitled  to  the  city  they want.
When in  the  1980s  Liverpool’s  Militant  movement
asked Everton’s inhabitants what should be done with
their towers, the reply was pull them down and give
us back the streets. It was done.

Today’s surge in tower building – some 400 are in the
pipeline of London’s uncontrolled property market –
is driven by a quite different demand. It is from high-

income migratory couples  and foreign  buy-to-leave
investors. These people do not want a neighbourhood.
Their  social  life  is  dispersed.  They want  a  locked
gate, a concierge and a pied-à-terre with a view. They
want a gated community in the sky. When I moved
from a  tower  flat  to  a  street  flat,  I  encountered  a
completely different city, exchanging what amounted
to  a  self-catering  hotel  for  a  community  of
neighbours.

Lessons will need to be “learned” from the Grenfell
disaster.  But  I  hope  they extend beyond  just  more
sprinklers and safer cladding. They should plead for
the sensitive planning of a modern, sociable city. This
has nothing to do with the nature of property tenure,
with wealth or  poverty,  or  with population density.
Streets can be just as densely packed as towers. By
whom  they  are  occupied  is  a  matter  for  housing
policy. What matters in the long term is how flexible
the buildings are, how they interact with each other
and their surroundings. No one asked such questions
of Grenfell.

North Kensington used to be a tough area, and has
long  been  under  pressure  from  inward  migration.
That it has responded so well is, I believe, because of
its topography, its intimate streets and squares and its
relatively  subtle  rich/poor  mix.  Towers  are  here
wholly out of place and character.  Their plutocratic
reincarnation,  backed by developer-led mayors  Ken
Livingstone  and  Boris  Johnson,  signals  only  a
crumbling, atomised urban society.

Such  atomisation  delivers  ugly,  inappropriate
buildings under distant, careless custodians. That
is the true message of the Grenfell tragedy.

(Emphasis added throughout - DP)



Look at Grenfell Tower and see the 
terrible price of Britain’s inequality 

Linsey Hanley, The Guardian, 16th June 2017

The  appalling  destruction  of  Grenfell
Tower and the lives of so many who lived
there  has  exposed  what  society,  in  its
heart, already knows: our housing cannot
continue  to  be  subject  to  the  market’s
desires,  needs  or  fluctuations.  If  some
housing  is  regarded  as  being  more
valuable,  more  desirable,  corners  will
always be cut in the places where there is
less  financial  return.  The same goes  for
people:  the  most  disadvantaged  always
suffer  most  from  the  mistakes  of  the
powerful.

In an inner-London borough as rich as Kensington
and Chelsea, social housing is at once integral – in
that  it  forms  a  massive  proportion  of  its  housing
stock,  and  houses  a  large  number  of  its  working
residents and families – and yet invisible. This means
tenants  could  warn,  repeatedly and with  escalating
fear, that the building they lived in was a death trap;
it  meant  they felt  harassed  and intimidated  by the
landlord  and  subcontractors  during  the  recent
renovation; and it meant, ultimately, that they would
be the victims of possibly criminal levels of neglect.

Grenfell Tower’s action group rightly regarded their
social  landlord  and  their  local  council  as  being  in
“sordid collusion” with each other to disregard the
needs  of  tens  of  thousands  of  residents,  in  the
knowledge  that  the  only power  the  latter  had  was
their collective anger – whereas their landlord could
rely on the borough for political and legal clout. This
power  imbalance  was  amplified  by  the  fact  that
residents  could  no  longer  seek  legal  aid  since
extensive cuts were made to the service.

Residents  are  not  ignorant:  they  have  to  live  in
buildings like this one every day, hoping for the best
in the knowledge that this home is the only one they
have.  Grenfell  Tower’s  tenants  may not  have  been
experts in architectural cladding – who is, apart from
the people you entrust with the safety of your home?
– but they were well aware that their building didn’t
have an adequate fire-alarm system or procedure for
evacuation in the event of a serious fire.

I don’t doubt the current government’s involvement
in  this  disaster,  if  only by implication  through  its
reluctance  to  update  and  enforce  building

regulations,  and  its  insistence  on  starving  local
authorities to the bone. The relentless enforcement of
austerity as an ideology has meant that all councils
now feel it is their job to spend as little as possible.
This  includes  the  borough  of  Kensington  and
Chelsea,  which,  according  to  Kensington’s  new
Labour  MP,  and  housing  campaigner,  Emma  Dent
Coad, has a £300m contingency fund.

However,  the  previous  Labour  government  was
complicit in applying the market to social assets. Not
only  that,  it  refused  to  counter  the  Thatcherite
narrative  that  social  housing  and  tenants  were
inherently  problematic  in  a  “property-owning
democracy”.

Tony Blair made a point of visiting the Aylesbury, a
massive south London estate, when Labour was first
elected in  1997,  to  launch its  crackdown on crime
and  antisocial  behaviour.  Although  the  party
instigated  the  decent  homes  standard,  under  which
the majority of social housing was modernised and
refurbished  between  2000  and  2010,  most  estates
were  only  improved  once  residents  had  agreed  to
have  their  housing  stock  transferred  from  local
authority control  to  a  housing  association  or  other
registered social landlord. These new landlords could
lever huge private grants and loans to carry out the
work, while local authorities could not. Tenants and
leaseholders mostly voted for stock transfer knowing
it was the only way their homes would be improved.

Many Labour-run councils, especially in London
where land values are highest,  are continuing to
threaten social  housing by pushing for full-scale
demolition  of  estates  that  could  instead  be



refurbished. The line is always the same – “There
is  no  alternative”  –  even  when campaigners  on
estates  such  as  Central  Hill  and  Cressingham
Gardens,  in  south  London,  have  drawn  up
detailed plans showing how their estates could be
refurbished  at  lower  cost  and  without  forcing
people to move.

When such plans  get  rejected  by the  council,  you
have  to  wonder  what  ulterior  motives  are  at  play.
Inner London council estates are, after all, situated on
prime land. Social housing tenants and leaseholders
across London are starting to feel ever more insecure
with each redevelopment  that  squashes  their  living
space (refurbished estates often include extra flats for
sale on the open market, to “pay for” social rented
homes),  or,  worse  still,  leads  to  forced  eviction  to
other places and the loss of all local ties.

Tower blocks  are  generally  held  to  be  the  least
popular form of housing, particularly for people
raising  families.  Wide-eyed  postwar  council
leaders, often in cahoots with private contractors
who sold them high-rises on the basis of novelty
and  ease  of  construction,  didn’t  foresee  the
difficulty and expense of maintaining the blocks.
After  the  Ronan Point  disaster  in 1968,  when four
people  were  killed after  a  gas  explosion destroyed
one side of a newly built tower block in east London,
their reputation diminished further, causing people on
the waiting lists to refuse them.

But that’s not to say other people don’t enjoy living
there,  for  the astonishing views,  and for their  self-
contained nature – which in the most successful cases
creates a tight-knit community.

Problems mostly arise when housing managers fail to
keep  on  top  of  repairs,  safety  issues,  residents’
complaints and other bugbears, such as blocked bin
chutes  and  noisy  neighbours.  On-site  caretakers,
when  landlords  decide  they  can  afford  to  employ
them,  solve many of these issues.  What they can’t
change is the wider snobbery that has come to infect
the public perception of high-rise blocks. The social
makeup of Grenfell Tower revealed clearly where the

combined effects of class and race inequality meet.
The geographer Danny Dorling has shown that black
and  minority  ethnic  people  in  social  housing  are
disproportionately housed in flats, to the extent that
most black children in London and Birmingham are
housed above the sixth floor. This is not to do with a
shortage of housing, but is a reflection of the fact that
not  only  are  ethnic  minorities  more  likely  to  be
working-class  by  wage  and  occupation,  but  they
experience discrimination – tacit or outright – when
allocated housing.

Yet not everyone who lives in tower blocks is poor:
since the advent of right-to-buy, many professionals
– particularly in the capital, where affordable housing
is at a severe premium – have become private tenants
on  council  estates.  It’s  the  perception  of  social
housing,  particularly high-rise  ,  as  being “for  poor
people” that leads to the maltreatment of residents,
regardless of their class or income. If poverty is an
individual  moral  failing,  as  has  been  relentlessly
argued by those in power for nearly 40 years, then
anything associated with poverty must also be a sign
of  second-class  status.  Jeremy  Corbyn  and  other
Labour MPs are  right  to call  for  the requisition of
empty homes in Kensington to rehouse locally those
made homeless by the fire: such action would be a
test  of  the  government’s,  and  Kensington’s,
willingness  to  acknowledge  the  extent  of  housing
inequality.

Grenfell  has to be the point where we recognise
collectively  the  criminally  destructive  effects  of
Britain’s  class  inequality.  When  inequality  is
permitted  to  flourish,  its  effects  bear  down all  the
more on those at or near the bottom. The experience
of  material  poverty  is  compounded  by  the
assumption  that  you  caused  your  own  poverty
through being stupid.  The privileged can buy their
safety,  their  security,  their  legal  representation,  and
kid themselves  that  it’s  because they’re  clever  and
know the answers, so they don’t have to listen. Their
wilful deafness has come to haunt them. (Emphasis
added)



The Grenfell Action Group. No one could have 

been unaware of the problems and the dangers

The article below was published on the website of the Grenfell Action Group on 16th December 2016. It was 
one of a series of articles warning of the dangerous situation in which tenants had been placed. No one can 
reasonably say that they didn't know of these warnings. 

KCTMO – Playing with fire!
Posted on November 20, 2016

It is a truly terrifying thought but the Grenfell
Action  Group  firmly  believe  that  only  a
catastrophic  event  will  expose  the  ineptitude
and  incompetence  of  our  landlord,  the
KCTMO, and bring an end to the dangerous
living  conditions  and  neglect  of  health  and
safety legislation  that  they inflict  upon  their
tenants and leaseholders. We believe that the
KCTMO are an evil, unprincipled, mini-mafia
who have no business to be charged with the
responsibility of   looking after the every day
management  of  large  scale  social  housing
estates and that their sordid collusion with the
RBKC Council is a recipe for a future major
disaster.

Unfortunately,  the  Grenfell  Action  Group  have
reached  the  conclusion  that  only  an  incident  that
results  in  serious loss  of life of  KCTMO residents
will  allow  the  external  scrutiny  to  occur  that  will
shine  a  light  on  the  practices  that  characterise  the
malign  governance  of  this  non-functioning
organisation.  We  believe  that  the  KCTMO  have
ensured their ongoing survival by the use of proxy
votes at their Annual General Meeting that see them
returned  with  a  mandate  of  98% in  favour  of  the
continuation  of  their  inept  and  highly  dangerous
management of our homes. It is no coincidence that
the 98% is the same figure that  is  returned by the
infamous Kim Jong-un of North Korea who claims
mass  popularity  while  reputedly  enslaving  the
general  population and starving the majority of his
people to death.

It is our conviction that a serious fire in a tower block
or  similar  high  density  residential  property  is  the

most likely reason that those who wield power at the
KCTMO will  be found out  and brought to justice!
The Grenfell Action Group believe that the KCTMO
narrowly  averted  a  major  fire  disaster  at  Grenfell
Tower in 2013 when residents experienced a period
of  terrifying  power  surges  that  were  subsequently
found  to  have  been  caused  by  faulty  wiring.  We
believe that our attempts to highlight the seriousness
of this event were covered up by the KCTMO with
the  help  of  the  RBKC  Scrutiny  Committee  who
refused  to  investigate  the  legitimate  concerns  of
tenants and leaseholders.

We have blogged many times on the subject of fire
safety at Grenfell  Tower and we believe that  these
investigations will become part of damning evidence
of the poor safety record of the KCTMO should a fire
affect any other of their properties and cause the loss
of life that we are predicting:

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/01/28/fire-safety-scandal-at-lancaster-west/

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/01/30/more-on-fire-safety/

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/02/21/another-fire-safety-scandal/

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/01/24/grenfell-tower-still-a-fire-risk/

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/01/24/grenfell-tower-still-a-fire-risk/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/02/21/another-fire-safety-scandal/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/01/30/more-on-fire-safety/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/01/28/fire-safety-scandal-at-lancaster-west/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/


In  October  2015  a  fire  ripped  through  another
KCTMO  property,  the  14  storey  Adair  Tower  in
North Kensington, causing mass panic and resulting
in a number of residents taken to hospital suffering

from smoke inhalation. It is reported that had it not
been for the swift actions of the London Fire Brigade
the consequences of this fire and potential loss of life
could have been much worse.

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11967592/50-rescued-from-burning-flats-in-
Kensington.html

In the aftermath of the Adair Tower fire the London
Fire Brigade found that  the KCTMO had not  been
looking  after  the  safety  of  residents  properly  and
issued  an  Enforcement  Order  compelling  them  to
improve the fire safety in the escape staircases and to
provide self closing devices to all the tower block’s
front  doors.  A further  audit  by  the  London  Fire
Brigade  of  the  neighbouring  Hazelwood  Tower
(located  alongside  Adair  Tower)  found  similar
breaches  of  health  and  safety  legislation  and  an
Enforcement Order was also issued for this property
forcing the TMO to address the serious concerns of
the  Fire  Brigade’s  inspectors.  What  is  shocking  is
that a decade ago a fatality occurred due to a fire at
Hazelwood Tower  and the  Fire  Investigation  Team
ordered that the grills on the fire escape staircase be
covered over. This never happened and it is believed
that the uncovered grills at Adair House (Hazelwood
Tower’s twin block) acted like a chimney and were
responsible for the accelerated spread of the fire and
smoke damage.

In the last twenty years and despite the terrifying power
surge incident in 2013 and recent fire at Adair Tower,

the residents of Grenfell Tower have received no proper
fire  safety instructions  from the  KCTMO.  Residents
were informed by a temporary notice stuck in the lift
and  one  announcement  in  a  recent  regeneration
newsletter that they should remain in their flats in the
event of fire. There are not and never have been any
instructions posted in the Grenfell Tower noticeboard or
on individual floor as to how residents should act in
event of a fire. Anyone who witnessed the recent tower
block fire  at  Shepherds  Court,  in  nearby Shepherd’s
Bush,  will  know  that  the  advice  to  remain  in  our
properties would have led to certain fatalities and we
are calling on our landlord to re-consider the advice that
they have so badly circulated.

The Grenfell  Action Group predict that it won’t
be long before the words of this blog come back to
haunt the KCTMO management and we will  do
everything in our power to ensure that  those in
authority know how long and how appallingly our
landlord has ignored their responsibility to ensure
the  heath  and  safety  of  their  tenants  and
leaseholders.  They  can’t  say  that  they  haven’t
been warned! (Original Emphasis)

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11967592/50-rescued-from-burning-flats-in-Kensington.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/law-and-order/11967592/50-rescued-from-burning-flats-in-Kensington.html

