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DRAFT LETTER TO HARRIET HARMAN - SUPER CORONER 

Rt Hon Harriet Harman QC MP 
House of Commons 
LONDON 
SWI A OAA 

C A L L FOR A PUBLIC INQUIRY INTO THE FIRE AT LAKANAL HOUSE, 
CAMBERWELL 

Thank you for your letter of 16 July, regarding the tragic fire at Lakanal House, which 
resulted in the death of six residents. I found the subsequent meeting on 22 July with 
you and local councillors, the Chair of the Sceaux Garden's Tenants and Residents 
Association, and Val Shawcross, the Assembly Member for Lambeth and Southwark 
extremely helpful and constructive. 

At the meeting you reiterated the points made in your letter. Namely that there should 
be an inquiry given the important concerns that had been raised - not least with 
regard to why the fire spread, why there were some people who were not rescued, 
and what needs to be done to make similar blocks safe. 

As we discussed, there are currently two major investigations underway. One is being 
led by the Metropolitan Police Service, and the other by London Fire Brigade. To keep 
an overview of all this on my behalf, I had asked the Chief Fire and Rescue Adviser, 
Sir Ken Knight, to provide an independent review of progress with the fire 
investigations into the fire and to report back on progress and emerging findings as a 
matter of urgency in case of any implications for current national guidance and 
procedures. Sir Ken is advising me of his initial findings which I will be considering 
further. I will of course share with you any lessons learned from his work as soon as 
they are available. 

We also discussed the Coroner's Inquest, which opened on Wednesday 15 July, and 
will be looking at the facts surrounding the deaths. As I explained I have appointed 
Counsel. Counsel attended the opening of the Inquest, and made clear that I was 
keen that any lessons learned would be acted upon. Counsel also offered any 
assistance officials my Department could give. You expressed concern regarding the 
fact that there might be a backlog of cases for the Coroner to deal with in Southwark 
and this could delay matters. You suggested ways in which this could be tackled, 
including the use of a Super Coroner's Inquest and I undertook to look into this. I have 
established that such a request must come form the Coroner who would need to raise 
the matter directly with the Lord Chancellor. However I have today written to the Lord 
Chancellor to seek further clarification on this. 
I have every confidence that the Corner's Inquest will rigorously examine all the 
circumstances surrounding the fire, and after considering the calls for a Public Inquiry 
very carefully I have concluded that it would not necessarily be any more thorough or 
any quicker than the Coroner's Inquest. My department will be fully supporting the 
Corner's Inquest and I have today written to the Coroner and made it clear that my 
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€ lartment will give any assistance we can and again repeated my assurance that 
any iessons learnt will be acted on. 

In our discussions you also mentioned the difficulties that people had been 
experiencing after the event, for example not being able to access their personal 
belongings such as passports. It was suggested that we might think about this further, 
in case of a similar event. I said that I would look into this. 

There are a number of big issues to be considered with social housing landlords. 
This includes adequate resources for updating fire protection measures and 
contingency planning. Housing colleagues aim to report on this after the summer 
recess in the context of the consultation paper on Council Housing Finance. 

Once again very many thanks to you and all who came to see me to discuss these 
matters. I do hope that the measures I have set in train indicate my determination not 
only to act quickly, but to operate in a truly transparent manner. 

With all best wishes 

JOHN DENHAM 
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