BETLEY, BALTERLEY & WRINEHILL

PARISH COUNCIL

Minutes of the meeting held on 22nd October 2019
[ During this meeting a significant number of contributions were made by members of

the public, many of them directly affected by the Betley Court fire.  Although notes were taken

of all contributions it is not felt appropriate to directly quote personal experiences which

were often of a sensitive nature.  These minutes therefore summarise the main issues raised. ]

301/19
PRESENT:


Cllrs Robert Bettley-Smith, Neil Bullock, Dave Hales, Richard Head, Ian Walton and Chris Watkin.

302/19
IN ATTENDANCE:

D Hogan & I Housley (Staffordshire Fire & Rescue Service) (FRS).


5 members of the public.


Gwyn Griffiths (Clerk).

303/19
The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting which had been called to discuss the Fire Service response to the fire at Betley Court.
304/19Apologies for absence had been received from Cllrs Berrisford (work), Daly (away), Ecclestone (work), Reah (family illness) and Speed (other commitment). Also from Borough Cllrs G & S White.



RESOLVED that the apologies be accpted under Section 85 of the Local Government Act 1972 as valid reasons for absence.
305/19
Members considered the declaration of interests in agenda items. 




All members declared a personal interest in the business of the meeting through their acquaintance with the property owners and residents. There were no declarations of any prejudicial interests.

306/19
The Chairman outlined the purpose of and procedure for the meeting and invited the representatives of the FRS to talk through their response to the incident. 



Messrs Hogan and Housley outlined their background and current roles within the FRS. Mr Hogan was responsible for protection and prevention within the service while Mr Housley was responsible for stations in North Staffordshire. Mr Hogan had reviewed the response independently to avoid any conflict of interest.



The initial call had been made to the West Midlands Shared Control Room which was able to deploy the nearest available appliance to the address (including out of area resources).  At the time of the initial call three other incidents were also in progress and appliances were being moved to backfill gaps in coverage. A Leek appliance was already on its way to Hanley for this purpose.



As a house fire the initial deployment was of two appliances but the FRS had the capacity to mobilise dynamically and a third appliance was quickly allocated.



The first appliance arrived in 24 minutes, which was significantly higher than the standard of 18 minutes. The average time to attend Betley incidents in recent years was 14 minutes.



The first appliance to arrive was Leek-based, the second Hanley and the third Newcastle (having been released from another call). The Station Manager had arrived 2-3 minutes after the first appliance.



The first priority was the preservation of life. On arrival the occupants of three properties were unaccounted for and this was addressed. The hydrant on Main Road was quickly accessed and the hydrant in Court Walk a little later. However it was important to note that both hydrants drew on the same source and therefore use of the second hydrant did not increase the available supply..



The access platform was quickly asked for, as was the High Volume Pump from Rugeley (which was provided as a National Asset Allocation hence its location was nationally determined).



The incident having been assessed, and the risk to occupants having been clarified, crews were then committed to tackle the fire in the loft and roof space.  This had to be fought from inside and the particular circumstances of very dry wood and no separation within the roof space led to a very quick spread. Crews were therefore withdrawn for safety reasons as the roof had started to fall in. The deployment of the high access platform was delayed by access issues.



The water supply was overdrawn. This was not unusual in rural locations where there was only a single water main, often at the end of a supply link.

307/19
The Chairman invited questions. The following issues were raised (Q) and answered by the FRS representatives (A).

308/19
Q. At what stage was it decided that more units were required? Was the response proportionate?



A. The third appliance was mobilised (owing to the potential risk to life) before the first appliance reached Betley. On his arrival the Station Manager had called for two further units.

309/19
Q. Did the FRS hold an assessment of buildings?



A. Yes for certain buildings. The FRS held Site Specific Risk Information (SSRI) for certain properties. For example Doddlespool Hall care home would be considered very high risk because of the vulnerability of its residents. Betley Court would not have a SSRI designation as it was not a specifically high risk property. The FRS had no powers to act on private residences; when Betley Court was adapted to form residential apartments it would have been required to meet the appropriate building regulations at that time but this was a local authority matter, not FRS. The responsibility for risk assessment lay with the property owner.




There was a low occurrence of fires in Betley and the cause here did not appear to be a typical residential cause. There was no history of fire incidents at this property.

310/19
Q. The water supply had run out during the fire. There were plenty of appliances and firefighters present but no water for them to use. Surely this was unacceptable?



A. The FRS had quality information on the area’s water network and could request help from the water companies to increase water pressure. However they had no powers to require this and capacity could only be pushed so far. Excessive water pressure could burst the main upstream and then the supply would be lost completely.



Q. Properties were at risk without a decent water supply.



A. Most property fires were contained and could be tackled by the onboard water supply carried by the two appliances deployed. Overdrawing of the main was not unusual, particularly in rural areas.  In an urban location it was often possible to access more than one main.



Q. The view had been expressed that “if your house is on fire then you’re on your own”.



A. Absolutely not. The risk of fire, and its impact, could be mitigated by behaviour. 

311/19
Q. Did the fact that Betley had CW2 and CW3 postcodes create any difficulties in deplying appropriate resources?



A. No. All Control Rooms were capable of deploying appropriate resources to any location. On occasion, if for example the West Midlands Control Room was overwhelmed by calls, a call would be diverted to a neighbouring Control Room which could identify and deploy appropriate resources.

312/19
Q. Betley was closer to the Crewe Fire Station than to (e.g.) Hanley. Would their resources be deployed if they were best placed?  There had been suggestions of a reluctance to use out of area resources.



A. There was no animosity toward the Cheshire FRS.  Morally, legally and professionally the two Services worked well together. Indeed they were legally obliged to co-operate. He would check what happened in this case, but it was likely that the Crewe appliances were already deployed.

313/19
Q. There was a lot of standing water in the area, such as Betley Mere. Could that be used to supplement the mains supply?



A. There was no objection in principle. They would favour a pragmatic approach and consider any options. However they needed to be practical. Moving water uphill in volume with sufficient pressure was not easy.

314/19
Cllr Head raised matters brought to his attention by a resident who was a former FRS employee.



Q. Each appliance carried a portable pump. Could they have been used?



A. The appliances do carry such pumps but they are very limited in capacity. Setting them up was also time-consuming for staff.



Q. Would the FRS response have been different ten years ago when appliance and staffing cover was greater?



A. Potentially two additional appliances could have been deployed. However this would not have changed the outcome in this case. The FRS budget had been reduced but were it to be restored it would be used on prevention work rather than additional stations, appliances or staffing.

315/19
Q. There was a feeling by some present on the night that the FRS had resorted to allowing a “controlled burn” of the main building.



A. This was not the case. Any such decision would have been logged, and there was no reference on the Log.  Such a controlled burn would never be adopted on such a fire.  The only circumstances where it would be appropriate would be, for example, a barn fire where the contents of the barn would not be salvageable or a chemical incident where run-off might create a pollution incident.  In the case of Betley Court every effort was made to save as much of the building as possible under the circumstances.

316/19
The Clerk advised that there had been some confusion over gas supplies which had not been accurately identified and isolated on the night.  The FRS representatives indicated that there was a requirement for relevant utilities to attend and to isolate supplies.  However the FRS had to work to the assumption that the supplier would have an accurate record of their supply and suggested the property owner would need to clarify this with the supplier and with Cadent (who were responsible for the physical supply network).

317/19
The Chairman summarised the issues raised and the steps which could be taken to improve the situation for the future.




* A Fire Safety Event would be helpful to guide residents on potential prevention and mitigation measures (Staffordshire FRS would facilitate);




* The potential for using local water sources would be explored, including - if practical - potential purchase of appropriate equipment;




* Explore whether cross-border arrangements with Cheshire FRS were appropriate and effective (Staffordshire FRS would check what happened on the night);




* Lobby the relevant water companies regarding the adequacy of the mains water supply.

318/19
The Chairman read a letter from Dr Brown setting out the current position regarding the future of Betley Court.

319/19
The Chairman thanked the representatives of the FRS for attending, and for being so open in responding to the issues raised.

320/19
The Clerk presented members with the following account for payment:



RESOLVED
that the Council authorises payment of the following : 



Kirkwells Ltd


Neighbourhood Plan
£1,692.12
1381

321/19
The Chairman thanked all present for their attendance and contributions to the meeting.

