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Family reflections on Grenfell: No voice left unheard 
INQUEST report of the Grenfell Family Consultation Day 

This report was written by INQUEST, an independent charity providing expertise on state related 

deaths, as a result of their work to support the victims of the 2017 Grenfell Tower fire and subsequent 

consultations with bereaved families in early 2019 during the Family Consultation Day (FCD). 

The focus of FCD was to directly hear from those who have been bereaved – the Government and the 

Inquiry team must listen to these voices and provide the foundations for an inquiry that delivers 

structural change and accountability.  

Key Focus 
 What support and information was made available in the aftermath of the fire 

 The families’ impressions and thoughts on the first phase of the Public Inquiry 

 The families’ thoughts on how they could become central to the process 

 Recommendations for what good practice could look like in the future 
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Introduction 
In June 2017, a terrible fire took over Grenfell Tower in South Kensington, London, and led to the loss 

of 72 lives. INQUEST has been working with bereaved and survivors and undertaking policy, 

parliamentary, campaigning and media work to ensure that legal process can deliver the meaningful 

cultural change that is so imperative to the prevention of future deaths. Following conversations with 

families, their legal teams and the community support organisations that have evolved since the fire 

it was agreed that INQUEST could usefully run a Family Consultation Day (FCD), based on its Family 

Listening Day model, to hear directly from families on a number of key issues. 

Aftermath of the fire 
Provision of information and support 

 Problems with assessing information and support which were suggested to have been 

apparent almost as soon as the fire had started 

 A lack of coordinated emergency response and knowledgeable authority figures – the need 

for self-reliance and mutual support became essential, inequalities of provision 

 Families would wait days, weeks, and in some cases months for confirmation of a death which 

led to understandable anger at central government, the Royal Borough of Kensington and 

Chelsea (RBKC) and the Tenant Management Organisation (TMO) 

 No up-to-date register was available from RBKC or the TMO to help determine who was 

resident in Grenfell Tower  

Emergency helpline 
o Limited contact, confused messaging and lack of professionalism and humanity from those 

responding to calls 

o Families were often asked to repeat information – the need to continually revisit and retell 

traumatic experiences proved extremely distressing 

Family Liaison Officers, key workers and counselling  

Positive 
o Skilled, empathetic Family Liaison Officers (FLO) and key workers from RBKC providing advice, 

care and support 

o Hestia, Cruse Bereavement Care and the NHS 

Negative 
o The importance of specialist skills required to work sensitively and empathetically with 

bereaved people 

o Failure to respond in a timely fashion or with the correct information 

o Inconsistence and insensitivity  

o Continuing support not guaranteed  

o Lack of services on offer for children and young people  
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Community self-reliance and the role of non-government organisations 
o The families became their own advocates informing extended family and friends as to what 

was happening 

o Community and faith centres were commended for their humanity, sensitivity and speed of 

their responses: Grenfell United, Red Cross, Muslim Aid, INQUEST 

Understanding rights, accessing legal representation and the legal process   

Families highlighted the utter confusion surrounding their legal rights in the aftermath of the fire. At 

a time when families were experiencing multiple needs, there was no timely, independent source of 

advice from the state to help them negotiate complex matters such as reporting a missing person or 

determining who had responsibility for their relatives’ bodies or funeral arrangements. Families were 

simply unaware of their rights in these matters and how expert legal advice could benefit them. 

 INQUEST produced a leaflet by a number of community organisations (available in 21 

languages) describing what families could expect and the importance of legal advice.  

 In absence of state provisions, families relied among others on: North Kensington Law Centre, 

the Kensington Citizen’s Advice Bureau and the Victim Support Unit.  

 For the families who were fortunate enough to secure representation early in the process, the 

benefits were tangible 

 On a positive note, families were granted automatic funding to meet the costs of legal 

representation at the Inquiry 

 Disclosure requests from families’ lawyers were being constantly turned down  

 Families suggested that the process needed to be conducted with dignity and respect the 

families’ wishes – personal information had become part of the public domain  

The Public Inquiry 
Initial information and trust in the process  
There appeared to be no systematic approach to contacting families about the initial phase of the 

Public Inquiry. Families who were part of community support groups, or who had met with the Inquiry 

team or were legally represented were informed quickly and felt more engaged. However, many of 

the families were not networked to the same extent and relied on word of mouth, the media and in 

one case, from posters in the local area. This chimes with the lack of coordinated communication that 

characterised the immediate aftermath of the fire. 

Families expressed concerns that their experiences and views were not properly reflected, due to the 

Inquiry being led by an individual chair employed by the government, as opposed to an independent 

panel. The way the Inquiry was conducted and underlying conflict of interest left them suspicious of 

the process itself, regarding it as self-serving and designed to obfuscate rather than identify and hold 

hose responsible to account.                          

Pen portraits and commemoration hearings 
Families appreciated the pen portrait and commemorations and highlighted the importance of 

recognising relatives and humanising a legal process that some described as feeling “cold” and 

“impersonal”.  Families were in broad agreement that the pen portraits also had a positive impact for 

the Inquiry team and the legal community.  
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Venue and facilities 
The choice of venue at Holborn Bars was preferred by some of the families, since they had not been 

able to return to West London since the fire. The venue selection process was criticised because the 

families were not consulted. Practical failings with the venue were reported, such as insufficient 

parking space, a lack of refreshments, insufficient rooms where families could consult privately with 

their lawyers and cultural insensitivity for people of faith.  

Layout & Organisation 

 Seating arrangements that allowed the families to see and be seen by those giving evidence 

were paramount 

 The room was no conducive to participation – it was crowded and did not provide families 

with a space where they could recover from the emotional impact of the evidence# 

 The presence of interpreters was imperative, but the job of translating complex legal 

information is a difficult one and some felt the Inquiry Lawyers had a responsibility to 

acknowledge this when speaking 

 Positive response to the live video stream from the Inquiry 

 Legal procedures, candour and interim recommendations 
 Concerns as to why their lawyers did not have the power to directly question those giving 

evidence, instead having to submit questions in advance to counsel to the Inquiry 

 Imbalanced questioning that seemed evasive and protective of corporate interests  

 The complexity of legal language was a hindrance to full engagement and participation  

 Central government had made safety commitments in the aftermath of the fire but, 20 

months later, little had changed 

The Families’ Interim Recommendations: 

• The ‘stay put’ policy to be abandoned for buildings over 10 storeys high 

• Combustible cladding to be completely banned 

• Every tower block to be inspected by the Fire Brigade to ascertain the need for, and 

effectiveness of, dry/wet risers 

• First responders to receive improved and effective training, including control room staff 

• At least one aerial ladder to be available in each London borough 

• A duty on the Government to implement interim recommendations (and future final 

recommendations) made by the Inquiry and a system for monitoring and following up on 

implementation; 

Difficulties faced by families who are non-resident in the UK  
Whilst acknowledging the commonality of concerns shared by all those affected by the fire, it became 

clear that these were significantly amplified for non-UK residents. They identified: 

• Unacceptable delays in discovering what had happened to their relatives 
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• Uncertainty around travel arrangements 

• Visas and securing accommodation when in the UK – some were even refused visas, despite 

the loss of close relatives, which added to their trauma  

• The prohibitive costs of participating in the Inquiry and fears that their right to be in the UK 

would be rescinded before the conclusion of the process – those granted entry reported this 

is limited to a six month stay, there is growing anxiety about whether or not they will be 

granted leave for the next stages of the Inquiry  

• The need for skilled interpreters 

Families’ suggestions for establishing good practice 
Emergency response 

• There should be an organised coordinated response from authorities e.g. central and local 

government and emergency services providing a central point of support for families to 

contact e.g. for information about missing relatives, legal rights, pastoral support etc. Families 

described this as a Central Support Hub; 

• Families should be given a unique reference number relating to their relatives so each time 

they contact the authorities, they can just quote the reference number, without going through 

re-traumatisation by having to repeat the same distressing information 

• There should be free, independent mental health support available for families at the critical 

early stages 

• Professionals (e.g. keyworkers, FLO’s) dealing with families should receive proper training in 

the skills required to carry out the role effectively 

• Every family should have a trained, lead key worker, independent of the council, with 

responsibility to communicate information/developments and ensure families have the 

resources required following a disaster on this scale 

Phase two of the Inquiry 
• Phase two of the Inquiry should not start until a diverse decision-making panel is in place 

• Families should be engaged in an inclusive consultation exercise to determine a mutually 

acceptable venue 

• Wherever the second phase convenes, it would be useful to have a family centre near the 

Inquiry so that information and support can be accessed centrally and throughout the 

proceedings 

• The Inquiry room needs to be made more comfortable for families attending 

• Better facilities need to be arranged and maintained for families 

• The layout of the room must situate families at the heart of the proceedings rather than as 

bystanders 

• There needs to be a better way to facilitate those who attend the Inquiry with interpreters 

• Families’ lawyers should be able to question witnesses themselves without giving prior notice 

of questions they want to raise 
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• Duty of candour - public officials and corporate entities should be held to a duty of candour 

and should sign up to the Charter for Families Bereaved through Public Tragedy. (RBKC have 

signed up to the Charter) 

• There needs to be more certainty around dates of hearings with advance notice for families 

who work/live abroad/have other commitments without unnecessary delay 

• The Government should implement a mechanism through which working family members can 

participate in the Inquiry process without losing their annual leave or having to take unpaid 

leave, similar to the jury service mechanism 

• The Inquiry team must review its communication strategy, recognising that some families are 

not following the Inquiry team on the Inquiry website or social media, and that it is dealing 

with a diverse group of people 

• Implementation of seminars to help un-pick and understand the technical evidence. 

 


