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the campaign for sensible fire regulation
for homes and small premises





PRESS RELEASE
Date: 5 January 2009 
B&Bs facing closure due to heavy-handed fire regulation call for “level playing field” with Scotland
Small B&Bs are being closed across England and Wales as many local fire authorities are over-zealously enforcing 2006 Government regulations.   A campaign for ‘Fire Safety SENSE’ has been backed by representatives of 460,000 businesses and its Downing Street Petition reached the top 1.5% on the 10 Downing Street website but Ministers remain unmoved, calling for “more evidence” of closures.  

In a stark contrast of approach within the UK, it has now emerged that enforcement against small B&Bs in Scotland has been put on hold by the Scottish Government, leaving those in England and Wales questioning the fairness of their treatment and asking how much the Westminster Government really values small businesses and tourism.

David Weston, Chief Executive of the Bed and Breakfast Association, commented: “many small B&Bs have already closed rather than substantially alter their family homes or spend a five-figure sum, when they already have appropriate fire precautions, in order to offer hospitality to a couple of guests.   The Scottish Government has shown it can respond decisively faced with damage to tourism - which is clearly viewed in Scotland as a key industry.  We call on the Westminster Government to take similar action to put England and Wales on a level playing-field".
Meanwhile campaigners have been staggered to discover that Whitehall plans to extend enforcement further south of the border, to homeowners hosting students. Everyone offering hospitality in their home – even for one night - with a contribution to costs, must perform a “Fire Risk Assessment” and install fire precautions or face a £5,000 fine, say officials at Hazel Blears’ “Department for Communities”.
The Scottish Government’s decision to halt the enforcement of what they admit were “expensive and unnecessary” fire precautions on family B&Bs was taken at a meeting chaired by Fergus Ewing MSP, the Minister for Community Safety, on 16 December.  Co-incidentally on the same day the Westminster Fire Safety Minister Sadiq Khan MP was telling representatives of the Fire Safety SENSE Campaign that he was unconvinced action was needed in England and Wales.  
A spokesman for FireSafetySENSE.com said “we appeal to the Minister in London to do what his Edinburgh colleague has done, and call a halt to this heavy-handed enforcement whilst more sensible guidelines for fire authorities are worked out in consultation with the industry.  The Government should act now to save small struggling tourism businesses, rather than work out ways to bring more homes into the regulations.”
<<Ends>>
For further detail, see www.firesafetysense.com 

Press Contact: Campaign Co-ordinator David Weston, Chief Executive of the Bed & Breakfast Association, who can be reached on 01935 815252 or 07785 235003, or email pressoffice@firesafetysense.com 

Quotes from B&B owners:

In the two years since the new regulations were introduced, tourism bodies have been inundated with calls from members threatened with closure or the enforcement of major works including fire doors, emergency lighting and sophisticated fire alarm systems associated with major commercial premises – often even in family homes offering one or two bedrooms on a “B&B” basis.  The following quotes are typical:
Mr & Mrs L of West Sussex have decided to close, saying “we ran the our B&B for over 20 years with absolutely no problems whatsoever we built up a very good reputation locally - then along came the local fire officer, a more negative person we have yet to meet. He delighted in telling us how many local firms he was going to close and boasted that the local pubs would be putting up wanted posters with his name on, I kid you not!   We are both 65 and had planned on running perhaps at a reduced level for at least another five years as we both really enjoyed the job; but we felt the disruption and the cost both of lost trade and the cost of the works demanded were so high that we would just be working for the next three years to pay for them - so we reluctantly decided to call it a day and close down”.

Mrs H, a B&B owner in Wales faced with closure because of fire authority demands, says “we operate a battery system with fire extinguishers in all rooms and much more, but we do not have fire doors or a hard wired system.  We have been given quotes from £6,000 to £15,000 plus for alarms and fire doors and frames etc.  We no longer have any money behind us because our circumstances changed when my husband was taken ill two years ago and was unable to work, so we cannot afford this. We will have no choice but to close as we do not feel in a position to borrow money during this economic downturn and to be honest I do not think any lender would help as we are not able to guarantee our B&B income because of the financial climate.”

Mr & Mrs P of North Yorkshire are also facing the closure of their B&B:
“We have only two letting rooms in our owner-occupied semi-detached house in north Yorkshire which is in fact our home! We are now required to install an interconnected alarm system…the initial cost for this system is in the order of £2000. My wife and I are both past retiring age and this may well be the straw that breaks the camels back.  It all seems a bit heavy handed to us.  Common sense must play a part in the equation somewhere and in light of the reduction in custom that we have experienced over the last 12 months, which can only get worse, closure seems to be the only way out.”

Mr C of Norfolk says “we have a small 18th century Fisherman's cottage which is our home - we let two rooms out as Bed and Breakfast accommodation. Our clients always commented on its old-fashioned charm, with modern facilities.  We have done a full risk assessment and are very aware of health and safety issues.  We have made great effort to take all sensible precautions and maintain them, without losing the character of the cottage.  Alas, now these new requirements leave us in the sad situation of having to lose the character of our home and of high expense.   This leaves us with only two options: (1) to cease trading as a B&B or (2) to pay out the costs, possibly more than we receive in income for the year, to conform with these new unreasonable and unnecessary demands, as it seems that the Government is not prepared to give any grants or Zero % loans to assist us.  If a number of B&Bs or holiday lets have to close, which seems to be the trend, I can foresee a big problem with supplying accommodation for the 2012 Olympic Games - or has the Government not thought of this?   Yes, we all wish for our premises to be safe; yes, we should be vigilant and reduce the risks - but Please! ...let us do it  with common sense”.

 

Another B&B owner in Cornwall comments:“My career covers many years in the fire prevention industry and I have as much knowledge of the requirements of this Act as many Fire Officers.  I am now semi-retired and running a small B&B sleeping up to five guests.   In line with the new regulations I have completed the Risk Assessment and formulated a plan to deal with any risks.  Having read at length the precise requirements for "small" B&Bs, it indicates to me that I will need a Fire Alarm to BS5839; 3 Fire extinguishers; 3 emergency lights; 7 Fire doors complete with new frames and self-closing devices, and possibly to enclose my staircase with all the redecorating costs: between £6,000 and £12,000 of work to my home.  My wife and I do not have those funds available in these current financial times and have already made the decision to close at the end of 2009/2010 rather than suffer the stresses caused by this act And its varied regional applications or unscrupulous so called Fire Consultants telling you to put more in than you actually need.   If we are pressurized we will close earlier.”
 
Editors’ Notes:

On 1st October 2006 the Government abolished Fire Certificates (which did not apply to most premises with three guest bedrooms or fewer) and brought in a new self-assessment fire precautions regime under the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 (the “RRFSO”).  It was intended as a deregulatory measure.  Although it brought virtually all premises used by the public under the regulations, very small premises (now covered for the first time) were intended to be treated proportionately, bearing in mind their size and the actual fire risk posed.  The RRFSO requires owners to perform a “Fire Risk Assessment” and put in place “appropriate” fire precautions. Full details are on www.firesafetysense.com   The Minister for Sire Safety at the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) is Sadiq Khan MP.  Although the RRFSO specifically excludes “domestic premises”,  DCLG officials have declared that if even one room is let to a non-family member, even occasionally, the regulations must apply.   

In Scotland, the Fire (Scotland) Act 2005 came in simultaneously with the RRFSO on 1st October 2006, and although the legislation is different to its England & Wales counterpart, broadly the same issues apply and very similar problems have emerged of disproportionate enforcement by local fire authorities.  In Scotland the Minister concerned is Fergus Ewing MSP, the Minister for Community Safety.
Following many representations made (including by Alan Keith, Co-ordinator of the Fire Safety SENSE Campaign Scotland) to Mr Ewing and other MSPs, the Head of the Scottish Government's Fire and Rescue Advisory Unit, Brian Fraser, has issued a letter dated 19th December 2008 to the Chief Fire Officers of all Fire & Rescue Authorities in Scotland.   The letter notes that "concerns have been raised with Ministers about the enforcement of fire safety for small bed and breakfast accommodation providers. The concerns raised suggest that the guidance on which compliance and enforcement is based may be resulting in expensive and unnecessary fire safety measures being put in place which are not proportionate to the risks."   The letter informs Chief Fire Officers that "At the recent Ministerial Advisory Group meeting, chaired by Mr Ewing and including representatives of fire board conveners and Chief Officers, it was agreed that guidance for this sector would be withdrawn. It was further agreed that a working group, including tourism industry representatives, will be convened to produce new guidance, which will be subject to full consultation."   Scottish Fire & Rescue Authorities are told that "To avoid conflict with the revised guidance, which shall be issued as soon as practicable, enforcement officers should no longer rely on the benchmarks in the small guide as being appropriate for small bed and breakfast type establishments. It is therefore recommended that fire and rescue services reschedule their routine audit and enforcement activity in this sector until such time as the revised guidance is available. However, cases where serious risk is discovered should still be acted upon."
Scottish Parliament member Alex Fergusson told B&B owners in his constituency (Galloway and Nithsdale) “I am delighted commonsense has prevailed on this occasion and do give [Scottish Parliament] Ministers credit for admitting they had got it wrong”.   

There are over 50 ‘case studies’ from small B&Bs at: http://www.firesafetysense.com/bandbcasestudies.htm
The B&B Sector: The total "bedstock" of B&Bs makes up a fifth of the total 'serviced accommodation' sector in the UK.  The B&B sector is 28% bigger than the 'budget hotels' sector, and is 35% of the size of the UK's hotels sector in capacity.   £1.7 billion pa is spent staying at B&Bs by UK residents alone (ie excluding incoming tourists). 

The “Fire Safety SENSE Campaign” (www.firesafetysense.com) is supported by organisations representing over 460,000 small businesses.  These include VisitBritain, the Federation of Small Businesses, the Tourism Alliance, the Bed & Breakfast Association, Alastair Sawday Publishing, Southwest Tourism, Tourism South East, Norfolk Tourism, Farm Stay UK, the English Association of Self-Catering Operators, and the British Institute of Innkeeping, amongst others. The full list of supporters of the campaign is at: http://www.firesafetysense.com/supporters.htm. 
The launch of the Fire Safety SENSE Campaign followed the decision of the last Fire Safety Minister, Parmjit Dhanda MP, not to issue new guidance to local fire authorities, despite admitting that “an over-zealous and, in some cases, a disproportionate approach by some fire safety officers may be damaging both the [tourism] sector itself and the reputation of the Fire and Rescue Service” (Mr Dhanda was sacked by Gordon Brown in last Autumn’s reshuffle).

The Campaign’s online 10 Downing Street petition was, in just three months before it closed on 31st December, personally signed by 1,449 individuals, making it the fifth best-supported “business & industry” petition, and better supported than over 98.5% of all the many thousands of petitions on every subject, on the 10 Downing Street website.

When asked in the House of Commons in March 2008 for data on fire deaths in B&Bs, the Government said they had no figures for B&Bs alone, but announced that there was one death in a fire accident in five years (2002-2006) across all hotels, guest houses and B&Bs in England, and that death was caused by smoking (and predated the 2007 Smoking ban).

The Bed & Breakfast Association is the UK trade association for the B&B sector.   It exists to inform, support and represent B&B owners throughout the UK.  See www.bandbassociation.org
