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This briefing sheet is intended to highlight the outcomes of Coroner’s inquests into two 
fires and the role that design/specification/installation of cabling played in these 
situations. In addition, this sheet sets out issues related to these inquests that 
designers / specifiers / CDMCs / Building Control Inspectors need to be aware of (and 
others, e.g. those who may inspect cabling installations). 
 
INQUEST VERDICTS 
 
Harrow Court 
 
Harrow Court is an 18 storey block of flats located in Stevenage. A fire occurred in the 
building on 2nd February 2005. During the fire, two firefighters and one resident died. 
As a result of the Coroner’s Inquest a “Rule 43” letter was issued by the Coroner. 
 
A Rule 43 letter is issued under the Coroner’s Rules which reads:- 
 
“A Coroner who believes that actions should be taken to prevent the recurrence 
of fatalities similar to that in respect of which the Inquest is being held, may 
announce at the Inquest that he is reporting the matter in writing to the person 
or authority who may have power to take such action and he may report the 
matter accordingly”. 
 
 
The Coroner’s inquest records and the Rule 43 letter in referring to the deaths stated 
that a major factor in the death of one firefighter was that he became entangled in fire 
alarm cables. These cables fell from an overhead trunking which, being plastic, had 
melted in the fire releasing the cables within it. The inquest and letter also referred to 
the indirect link between the death of the firefighter who became entangled, and the 
deaths of the other firefighter and resident. 
 
In particular, the Rule 43 letter recommended that all fixing/supports for fire alarm 
systems be non-combustible / fire-resisting. This recommendation lead to the DCLG 
replying to the Coroner to the effect that Building Regulations Approved Document B 
now restates the guidance for fire detection and fire alarm systems for buildings (BS 
5839-1 2002), that methods of cable support for cables used in fire alarm systems 
should generally be non-combustible. This in turn lead to BS 5839-1: 2002 and 
A2:2008 (Paragraph 26) including three clauses relating to fire alarm cabling:- 
 
� (A2) Commentary: Unless cables are supported in such a manner that they 
remain supported for the duration similar to that for which the cable itself can 
survive a fire, early failure of the circuit might occur because of strain on 
terminations as a result of collapsing cables. 
 
� Recommendations, (f) Note 9 (A2): Experience has shown that collapse of 
cables, supported only by plastic cable trunking, can create a serious hazard to 
firefighters, who could become entangled in cables. 
 
� Note 2 (A2): Serious shortcomings in cable support that could result in (b)(5) 
collapse of a significant length of cable in the event of fire should also be 
regarded as a major non-compliance. 



   

The Rule 43 letter was reinforced by detailed reports issued by Hertfordshire Fire and 
Rescue Service. 
 
Shirley Towers 
 
Shirley Towers is a 16 storey high rise block of residential flats in Southampton. On 
the night of 6 April 2010, a fire in the building resulted in the death of two fire fighters. 
As a result of the Coroner’s Inquest a “Rule 43” letter was issued by the Coroner (on 4th 

February 2013). 
 
Both of the fire fighters died as a result of becoming entangled in cables that had fallen 
from walls and ceilings, due to the fixings/containment being plastic and melting in the 
fire. Several other firefighters suffered from injuries due to becoming temporarily 
trapped by falling cables. 
 
The Coroner’s Rule 43 letter, in referring to the deaths recommended that, in addition 
to the Harrow Court recommendations, all cables (not just fire alarm cables) should be 
supported by fire-resistant cable fixings / containment etc. The letter also 
recommended that the Building Regulations be amended accordingly and that BS 7671 
could be similarly amended. 
 
The Rule 43 letter was reinforced by detailed reports issued by Hampshire Fire and 
Rescue Service. 
 
RELATED ISSUES 
 
Whilst recommendations in Rule 43 letters do not have to be implemented by the 
Government, they do need to be taken into account, partly because they are sent to the 
DCLG in London. In addition, Coroners have a direct relationship with the Home 
Office, and thus can influence Government via other routes. Finally, these letters are 
readily available in the public domain. 
 
The letters referred to above have already resulted in changes to British Standards etc. 
It may be that the Building Regulations will be amended to ensure all cables (not just 
fire alarm cables) are supported by fire-resistant cable fixings / containment etc. 
Irrespective of whether the Building Regulations are amended and/or British Standards 
are amended/created, there are other compliance issues that need to be considered:- 
 
� Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 
 
� Construction (Design and Management) Regulations 2007 
 
The RRFSO and CDM need to considered, as they impose general duties on us as 
designers / specifiers etc. to eliminate or reduce foreseeable risks as far as is 
reasonably practicable. In the light of the Rule 43 letters, failure of any cable supports 
in the event of fire is clearly a foreseeable risk. Relating these duties to the context of 
this briefing sheet, the scope of our duties includes firefighters and residents. 
 
There is evidence that the fire and rescue services are already making their 
enforcement officers aware of this issue and instructing them to ensure that all cables 
be fixed / supported / contained by fire resisting fittings. 
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the messages contained in the Rule 43 letters and 
associated British Standards and the like are not always getting through to all of those 
who need to know about them in the construction, maintenance and property 
industries.  
 
For example, one Building Control team witnessed a project recently with cable trays fixed 
upside down to allow data cables to be zip tied into them more easily. The ties would, of 
course, fail rapidly in the event of a fire. 



   

Recommended 
Action: 

Please ensure the above is distributed as necessary to those who may need to know  

Links/ 
References 

N/A 

Picture: N/A 

Any queries please call Admiral Safety Ltd on 07711 033663 or email – 

anelson@admiralsafetyltd.co.uk 
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