IN THE MATTER OF THE GRENFELL TOWER INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF KAREN ABOUD

I, KAREN ABOUD, DOB -/80 of an address known to the inquiry will say as

follows:

1. I am making this statement to assist the Grenfell Tower Inquiry. I have made a
statement to the police for their investigation and I consent to the disclosure of that

statement for use by the Inquiry in evidence.

2. Ilived at 92 Grenfell Tower, on the 12" floor, with my two children {"A1 (DOB
B 05) and {32 i(DOB N 10) from September 2015 till the night of the fire

on 14 June 2017. I moved to Grenfell Tower as a private tenant some time after I
split up from my husband, the children’s father. I had tried to get a council property

but was told I didn’t qualify, [ can’t now remember why.

3. I am a British citizen, of Lebanese heritage. I was born in Beirut but have lived
almost all my adult life in the UK. My children were born here and have British

passports.

4. Ifound my flat in Grenfell Tower through an agency called Bernard Marcus. My
landlord was a man called Fahad. I believe he and his father used to live in the flat
but I could be wrong about that. Whenever I had issues with the flat, I'd speak to the

landlord in person and he then raised it with the council.

Signed by Karen Aboud..
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I am a make-up artist. At the time of the fire, [ was working in a hairdresser salon
and doing private weddings and that kind of thing. | "A1 ‘had just started secondary

school and {""Az "} was at primary school.

Grenfell Tower was a good place to live. I had nice neighbours. On my floor, there
was an Iranian man and a lady from the Philippines. In another flat was an elderly
black lady. She was quite unwell, and I'd help her sometimes with shopping and
things. There was a white family, their front door is facing mine but I can’t
remember their door number. There was a white English couple, a man, a woman,
and two girls of about seven and eight. There was another black lady, I didn’t see her
so much. I don’t know who lived in the other flat. I never had to time to socialise but
me and my neighbours in the doors immediately next to mine would look out for
each other. My children had friends from school living in the Tower. And I have a

very good friend who lived on the 17" floor, _alled

Rita Tankarian. She got out, thank God, with her nephew.

My flat

I attach to this statement marked KA/1-3 pictures of the tower with my flat outlined

in red. As is clear from the damaged exterior, these pictures were taken after the fire.

KA/1 MET00012497 shows my flat on the east elevation of the tower. You can see
my kitchen window (to the right as you look at the picture) and next to that the east

facing windows of my living room and dining room.

KA/2 MET00012517 shows my flat on the south elevation. To the right as you look
at the picture are the two south-facing windows of living and dining room. Then you

can see a column and on the other side of this are the two bedroom windows.

Signed by Karen Aboud.....
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10.

11.

12,

14.

KA/3 MET00012515 shows the whole of the exterior of my flat on the south east

corner of the tower.

I also attach KA/4 MET00012593_0007 a design drawing which shows the layout of
the floors, which is marked to show the location of my flat on the south east corner
of the block, and also its layout. My flat had two bedrooms and these are marked B1
and B2. The living and dining area is marked L and the kitchen area is marked K. It
was open plan when I moved in. It also had a bathroom, toilet and a storage
cupboard. There was a glass door to the living room. We generally kept the doors in

the flat shut.

There was an extractor fan and a hood above the hob in the kitchen which was in

working order at the time of the fire. I didn’t have a tumble dryer.

My front door was a strong one of wood painted blue. It would close if you didn’t
hold onto it, but it wouldn’t latch shut unless you pushed it. I don’t know how many
hinges it had. My neighbours had new doors put in perhaps a year or so before the
fire. I asked my landlord about us getting a new door and he said something like,
‘It’s the council providing them to their tenants, and I’'m not a council tenant’. The
door didn’t have any draft seal on the edge, but there weren’t any obvious gaps

between the door and the frame. It had a letterbox that closed properly.

There could be noise from other people’s flats, which you could mostly hear from
our kitchen. It would be from flats above us or below us, or from the flat that was
next to our kitchen. It would be shouting or music, and mostly at weekends. It wasn’t
so bad that I'd ever called the police — except for the night of the fire, as I'1l describe
later, when I first called the police because of the shouting which I thought was

people fighting or something.

Signed by Karen Aboud...
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13,

16.

17.

18.

18.

20.

21

There could sometimes be cooking smells, which perhaps were worse in winter. I

didn’t do anything about this.

I wasn’t aware of any problems with draughts coming in the windows.

Other information about the Tower

The lifts in the tower were always under maintenance and often broke down. They
could be out for a day or two. I remember one time coming back from picking the
kids up from school and both the lifts were out. Everyone was so angry! It’s just
about OK if you’re on the 12" floor, though it’s bad enough. I don’t know what

people did at the top. I think they just stayed at home.

There were lights on our landing that sometimes went out, not for long though, it
wasn’t a big problem as far as I was concerned. As for the lights in the stairwell, I
never used the stairs at night so I don’t know how reliable they were. There wasn’t a
problem with people leaving rubbish and other stuff on the landing. The stairwell
was small, but it was OK, it wasn’t dirty or smelly and the doors were OK and not

damaged.

I’'m not aware of the Tower having had a caretaker.

I do not recall ever receiving any fire safety advice either from the TMO or from the
council. I have never seen a fire drill evacuation since I have lived at Grenfell tower.
I didn’t have a smoke alarm in my flat. I never received a visit from the Fire Brigade
about fire safety. There were no safety instructions on the night of the fire, no alarms.
There were no smoke alarms on my floor and I never noticed any safety instructions

in Grenfell Tower.

Around a year before the fire, there was a gas supply problem on the side of Grenfell
Tower I was living, the south side. It meant [ had to use an electric cooker in my flat.
I reported this problem to my landlord, the landlord then took it up with the Council.
The problem lasted about eight months. The TMO came and installed gas pipes

Signed by Karen Aboud.;......,.6.-77....,
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22.

23.

which were exposed inside my flat from kitchen, through toilet, into hallway and the
gas pipe ran along above the doors of my flat and another flat. I believe they did the
same thing on other floors on the side I was living on. I was aware that residents
were complaining about the repairs because when I saw residents in the lift, they
would ask if I have the pipes outside my door. At the time they installed the pipes
they damaged the walls in my flat and never came back to repair the damage. I
remember that the gas meter was in the storage room and this and the pipes were
exposed. I remember that my landlord came over with someone else to check the
quality of the work done and I remember my landlord asking the individual when
they will come back to repair the damage but they never came back to do it. I
remember that I was getting £30 towards my gas bill each month through the period

because of the gas problems.

Health issues before the fire

Before the fire, my children generally have had good health, with no physical or

mental health issues before the fire. | NN

-I suffer from asthma and am prescribed inhalers. I have two, one is the steroid

and the other is the blue Ventolin. I don’t always use them — maybe once a month.

The night of the fire

On the night of the fire, I was at home with the children. I was woken at 1:30 am by
people shouting outside at the bottom of the flats. It was exactly 1:30 — I looked at
my clock. I thought it was people fighting so I called the police. The operator asked
me if I lived at Grenfell tower and when [ said yes, said that there is a fire upstairs.
She told me something along the lines that I should stay inside and the firemen were
dealing with it and would come and get me. My statement to the police says I was

told to try and leave, but I think its all a bit mixed up because later in the statement I

Signed by Karen Aboud...... ép) i
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24.

25.

26.

say [ was told to stay. [ am not going to go into more detail about this first call in this
statement, because my memory of it is not good and I do not want to rely on my
memory, [ would rather rely on the audio tape of the call. However to date I have
been unable to obtain this. In the meantime I am submitting this statement now as |
want to assist the inquiry. But I stress that I am very concerned to obtain a copy of
the audiotapes of all my calls, as these are obviously the most accurate record of

what I said and what was said to me.

Anyway, I remember I looked out of my bedroom window, which is on the south

side of the tower and could not see any fire at that stage. I also remember I asked the
police to send someone with a mask because of my asthma. They said they would let
the firemen know. To be clear, I'm saying ‘the police’ but I guess it’s possible it was

the fire people I was talking to. I did ask for police when I first called though.

So it all seemed fine. They were going to come and get me. [ wasn’t worried at all at
this stage. I called my friend Dunya to come and pick us up so we could stay with
her. She only lives five minutes away. She started shouting that I should leave the
building. It turns out she was downstairs outside the building, though I did not know
this at the time. My social worker also called. She lives very close to the Tower. She
started shouting over the phone telling me to leave. Because of what I’d been told by
the 999 people, I just thought, ‘Calm down’. I woke the children and then made a cup
of coffee in my Starbucks cup and had a cigarette out the window. So I was pretty
relaxed. I could hear the police and firemen outside and so I knew they were there

and believed it was just a case of waiting for them to get me.

My recollection is that I called 999 again a few times, because the fire-fighters didn’t
come. I can’t recall the details of the number of calls or what was said. Again I want
to rely on the recordings of these calls rather than my memory, for the reasons I've
already given. My recollection is that in one of these calls, the operator advised me
to leave the flat if I could. I know that we went to the front door to see what it would

be like if we tried to get out without the firemen and I think I did this because we

Signed by Karen Aboud...\ . dx...... 4
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28.

25,

30.

were told to try and get out, but I can’t be sure about that. Anyway, we definitely did
this, but I can’t remember the time. The whole hallway was covered in thick smoke,
top to bottom. It was white. It didn’t have a smell. It was not so thick I could not see
my kids, but it stung our eyes and it was thick enough that I couldn’t see anything

further away from me, like the doors or the walls.

We went towards the stairs. We could not breathe properly, the smoke was stinging
our eyes and the kids were crying. I opened the stairs door thinking it might only be
in the lobby, but it was worse in the stairway, it was thick with smoke. The lights
were off, it was dark, you could see and feel the smoke, in your eyes and when you
breathed. It didn’t look safe to go down and the kids were crying. So we ran back
me to open the door and let them get back in because of the smoke, but I don’t

remember that.

I got into my bedroom. The boys went to their bedroom. They were watching from
the window. We couldn’t see much, but we could see people and ambulances. Then I
went to their room. My recollection is that I called 999 again and told them we
couldn’t get out. They said not to worry, someone was coming to get us. So at this
stage I was thinking I should stay because of waiting for the firemen who I'd been
told were coming. I didn’t want my kids to get hurt — I thought it was just too risky to

try and go without the firemen.

(LFB00000335), 02:38:54 (LFB00000370) and 02:57:59 (LFB00000391) for a first-

hand account of what was going on in our flat at each of those times.

From about 2:30, I saw bits of the building on fire falling down past our windows. I
saw this from all the windows as I moved between rooms. Now we were getting
really scared. But where were the firemen? Closer to 3, I saw flames bursting, like

explosions, from the kitchen window as I looked down. Also closer to 3, I could see

Signed by Karen Aboud....
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32.

the building was on fire from my kitchen, looking down. Smoke started coming in
from under the door, it was quite a lot. The 999 people told me to put on the fan to

help my kids with their breathing, but this didn’t seem to help.

...........

right outside the kitchen window and that he opened the window and asked for help.
He says the fireman said ‘Close your windows, block the windows and stay there’. I

don’t know what time this was.

for help and crying. A short time later, I noticed black smoke coming through the
children’s bedroom window. It was coming under the door too. We were struggling
to breathe by now. I began thinking that we are going to have to leave, with or
without the firemen. I called 999 again and told them that black smoke is coming
into my flat and I have been told to stay because help is coming. I rely on the
transcript of this call (LFB00000402). I was desperate by now. That is when the
operator said, do not wait, you do not have time, it will be too late. The operator said
to put wet towels on our faces and make our way downstairs. He said it was our last
chance. So that is what we did. I got towels dipped in water and got the children to
put them over their heads. We went to the front door and there was a lot of smoke
coming through the gap underneath. We went to the door several times but couldn’t

go out, the smoke was too thick. At this point I really feared for my life and the life

that he had lost hope by this time. But I was still on the phone to the operator and he

kept saying, “You’ve got to get out now’. He kept on telling me. I couldn’t have done

it but for him. I told the kids we just had to do it. { A2 iwas saying he couldn’t go.

............

____________

that now — it shows what a state I was in by then.

Signed by Karen Aboud
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34,

35.

36.

As I say, the operator kept telling saying this was our last chance and we had to get

to the staircase. So we went back out. I was leading the way with the kids holding on.

couldn’t see the lifts because of the smoke. It was thick black smoke, it was burning
so you could not open your eyes. It smelt like burning electric. I got to the door that

leads to stairs and pushed my elbow against the door to open it.

The stairwell was dark and I could smell plastic burning. It was difficult to breathe. I

felt like the stairwell was hot too and also slippery. I did not hear anything or see

anyone in the stairwell.

remember them. I just kept going. At a particular floor, I think the second or third, I
started stepping over things. I don’t know what it was. On the third floor, I could
hear people shouting ‘Come down’ and I could see better. A fireman came upstairs
and pulled me by my hand and asked me to go downstairs. But at this point I thought

I had lost my sons and told the fireman I had to go back upstairs to find them. He

when I got to the first floor, I saw one of the firemen carrying him and giving him
oxygen. When I got downstairs to the lobby, there was no smoke there. I could see

between three to five firemen.

gave the details for {_A1_ito the fireman and told them that{ A1 was behind me on

the stairs. The fireman radioed other firemen onside Grenfell Tower with | A1 {'s

_________ k]

details and some time later — it felt like about five minutes because I was so terrified

about him, but I now know that in reality from the CCTV images from the lobby it

was a bit over a minute - I saw another fireman carrying | "a7 "out of the building.

i
i
i

Signed by Karen Aboud

IWS00000130_0009



37,

38.

38,

40.

41.

Once we were all together, we sat outside and the London Ambulance Service was
giving us oxygen and after about thirty minutes, the London Ambulance Service took
us to the hospital. I attach to this statement marked KAS5-7 the first page of our
ambulance records from the night which show that we all suffered the effect of
smoke inhalation, with smoke residue around our mouths and nostrils and with

singed nasal hair. My younger son | A2 {'s record, KAS5 ( ) shows he was

.............

KA7 ( ) shows he had a sore throat from the smoke. My record is at KA6
( X

We were then taken to Charing Cross Hospital but after two hours we were taken to

to the Paediatric Unit. He had problems breathing and he was freezing. He was
coughing and spitting black mucus. We were all admitted to St Mary’s recovering

from smoke inhalation.

After we were discharged from hospital, we went to stay at my friend’s house for
two nights and then we moved to a hotel, which my social worker organised. I will

deal with what happened after we left hospital in a separate statement.

We went through something that night that no one should go through, let alone two
children. We really all thought we were going to die. And though I didn’t have any

friends that did die, my kids do. | A1 :had three very good friends who died, and five

children from his school died. He says he saw one of them in the lift the day before

and said ‘See you tomorrow’. He never saw him again.

jrrsrrrny

would try to make him laugh when we visited him, but nothing would make him
laugh. When he came out for a while he was refusing to go to school. He’s doing

better now. But still every time we pass by, he wants to see the tower.

Signed by Karen Aboud..... [ A...., 4
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42. The police or whoever was taking the 999 calls should have told me evacuate as
soon as they knew there was fire. I don’t think they were coordinating with firemen
because they told me they were going to call them and send them up to me, but no
one came up. As for the design of the building, how could they do that — wrap a
high rise building in flammable material? It has made me feel so bad, so so bad, like
they do not care about people’s lives. That is what I felt, that is what my kids also
think — they feel they cannot trust the authorities any more. That’s something we
have lost too — trust in the authorities. That makes me very sad, for my children

especially. No child should lose that.

Statement of truth:

I believe that the facts stated in this witness statement are true.

I confirm that I am willing for the statement (with the appropriate redaction of personal
details regarding my children) to form part of the evidence before the Inquiry and for it to

be published on the Inquiry’s yﬁite.

Dated: 17 May 2018
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IN THE MATTER OF THE GRENFELL TOWER INQUIRY

INDEX TO EXHIBITS
TO WITNESS STATEMENT OF KAREN ABOUD

KA/1 MET00012497

1.

2. KA/2 MET00012517

3. KA/3 METO00012515

4. KA/4 (MET00012593_0007)
5. KA/5( )

6. KA/6 ( )

7. KA/T( )
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