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Frantic race to 
test panels on 
suspect towers
Thousands of residents face anxious 
wait after Grenfell cladding is found
Robert Booth and David Pegg

Thousands of tower block residents 
around the country have been warned 
that their homes are clad with the same 
fl ammable aluminium panels  believed to 
have fuelled the  Grenfell Tower  fi re.

A day of frantic testing by councils 
began to determine how many people 
were living in potentially dangerous high 
rises  after Theresa May had warned that 
some of the first tests conducted had 
revealed their cladding was combustible.

Some councils announced cladding 
would be stripped from buildings and that 
round-the-clock fi re patrols  would start 
immediately in suspect blocks. 

High-rise residents voiced fears that 
they may be living in  deathtraps  while 
contractors abseiled from buildings to 
remove panels  for testing .

The prime minister said it was unaccep-
table for people to live in such properties 
and that “landlords have a legal  obligation 
to provide safe buildings”. Hinting that 
people  might have to be moved if their 
homes were not made safe, she added: 
“We cannot and will not ask people to live 
in unsafe homes.”

Downing Street subsequently said it 
had already identified 11  blocks across 
eight local authority areas with  alumin-
ium composite  cladding similar to  that 
blamed for spreading the fi re at the  Kens-
ington tower  that claimed at least 79 lives.

Inquiries by the Guardian suggest that 
at least 25 towers, including 13 in London, 
nine in Salford and three in Plymouth, 
use aluminium composite cladding, 12 
of which are believed by local authorities 
to have a combustible polyethylene core. 
Cladding at the other 13 high rises is still 
being tested. 

Luke Murphy, 33, a resident of a 
22- storey block in Tottenham, north 
London, clad with the same panels as 

 Grenfell, said it was “scary to think it 
could be the same”. Bob O’Toole, head of 
the  residents’ association at the Chalcots 
 estate in the London borough of Camden, 
where the cladding on fi ve towers up to 22 
storeys high is to be torn down, said: “A 
lot of people are worried because they all 
thought it was safe.”

Birmingham  city council announced it 
 would fi t sprinklers in all  its 213 council 
blocks at a cost of  £30m. The government 
indicated that “cost consideration should 
not and cannot get in the way” of making 
buildings safe. Salford council said it was 
testing the cladding at nine blocks .

About 600 towers across the UK have 
been clad using diff erent systems, some 
of which are likely to be fl ammable, the 
Department for Communities and Local 
Government estimated. 

Councils have been asked to conduct 
safety checks  and send the material 
 removed to Whitehall to be tested.

In a statement to parliament yesterday, 
May also warned the Grenfell death toll 
 may rise  and that entire families were 
known to have been killed . She  said the 
government would fund tests on as many 
as 100 towers a day.

Police are carrying out a criminal 
investigation into the blaze and, under 
 pressure from the Labour MPs Hil ary 
Benn and Yvette Cooper to say whether 
the cladding used was legal or not, May 
said the police  and the fi re service would 
make a statement in the next 48 hours.

The government has already said that 
“cladding using a composite aluminium 
panel with a polyethylene core would 
be non-compliant with current building 
regulations. This material should not be 
used as a cladding on buildings over 18m.” 

Camden council said it 
would strip the cladding 
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Boys skirt the issue of school shorts ban
Steven Morris

Some had borrowed from girlfriends, oth-
ers from sisters. A few had gone the extra 
mile and shaved their legs. When the 
school gates opened at Isca academy, in 
Exeter, yesterday morning, more than 30 
boys arrived for lessons in fetching tartan-
patterned skirts.

The longest spell of hot weather since 
1976 had led to a bare-legged revolution at 
the Devon secondary school.

 As the temperature soared past 30C  
earlier this week teenage boys had asked 
their teachers if they could swap their long 
trousers for shorts. They were fi rmly told 
no – that wasn’t school uniform policy. 
When they protested that the girls were 

allowed bare legs, the school – no doubt 
joking – said the boys were free to wear 
skirts too if they chose.

On Wednesday a handful braved the 
giggles and did so. Yesterday the  rebellion 
increased as their ranks swelled.  

“Quite refreshing” was how one of the 
boys described the experience, pointing 
out that if  even Royal Ascot had allowed 
racegoers in the royal enclosure to remove 
their jackets  then the school ought to relax 
its dress code.

Another said he rather enjoyed the 
“nice breeze” his skirt had aff orded him.

A third tall boy claimed when he wore 
a short skirt on Wednesday he was told it 
exposed too much hairy leg. Some of the 
boys visited a shop on their way to Isca  to 

pick up razors to make sure they did not 
fall foul of any beauty police.

 Ironically the temperature had dropped 
in Exeter yesterday to a more manage-
able 20C  but some boys said they had so 
enjoyed the freedom aff orded by the skirts 
that they might continue.

The school said it was prepared to think 
again in the long  term. Its  headteacher, 
Aimee Mitchell, said: “We recognise that 
the last few days have been exceptionally 
hot and we are doing our utmost to enable 
both students and staff  to remain as com-
fortable as possible. 

“Shorts are not currently part of our 
uniform for boys and I would not want to 

More than 30 boys beat the heatwave by turning up at Isca academy in Exeter in school skirts yesterday Photograph: BBC/Apex
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