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			I dedicate this book to the bereaved and survivors of the Grenfell Tower fire, and all their neighbours and friends who continue to be severely affected by this atrocity on our doorstep. Also, to the ­hundreds of thousands of tenants and leaseholders around the country living in buildings that are not fire-safe, living in fear every day that there could be a Grenfell 2. Alongside the fight for safe and healthy homes is the fight for justice for the seventy-two, which still seems beyond reach after five painful years.
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			PREFACE

			This book is not a polite discourse on the indefensible extremes of inequality that prevail in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea (RBKC), ‘the most unequal borough in Britain’. Instead, it aims to provide a painstakingly evidenced case, gathered in person over many years, that reveals the actions and motivations of the Council responsible for the ongoing existence of inequity, which some believe has been deliberately fostered to drive low-income families out of the borough. The Council is backed by huge financial reserves and had a breathtaking programme for the redevelopment of Council estates. This ill-conceived plan, followed over many years, preceded the worst peacetime disaster of our time, the Grenfell Tower fire.

			On the morning of 14 June 2017, seventy-two of my neighbours burned to death in their homes, in front of their community, family and friends, who watched helplessly for eighteen hours while overstretched emergency services worked beyond exhaustion to save lives and douse the fire. After the fire, while Kensington’s disparate communities and near neighbours came forward to give their help freely and tirelessly, the Council was nowhere to be seen.

			The Council that had ignored warnings that this fire could happen.

			The Council that had sent ‘cease and desist’ letters to those warning them.

			The Council now facing corporate manslaughter charges.

			 

			This book is written from my personal perspective. This comes from my experience of living in the borough, my sixteen years serving on the Council in numerous roles on most of the committees, serving on the Labour Group as Secretary, Chair and Leader, and my observations of the Council’s decision-making – financial and ideological – that preceded the fire, and of the chaos afterwards, which turned a tragedy into an atrocity. It is written with unremitting anger and frustration.

			Was this disaster due to the Council’s incompetence? To disdain for social tenants? To warped spending priorities? To years of deregulation and underspending on social housing? Or was it just bad luck?

			I hope this book will give you the information you need to decide for yourself. It has been written partly to vent my anger, and partly to give an insider’s view of the bizarre mechanics of the RBKC Council. Of course, I have my own views on the accountability of the Council; nonetheless, here I have tried my utmost to present factual information dispassionately.

			This book also looks at the communities that make Kensington and Chelsea so very special. In it I talk of my ambition to encourage these communities to lead the way out of the continuing chaos. These communities should rightly gain recognition as equal partners, as the true leaders, in the ongoing post-Grenfell recovery. The Council’s motto is Quam bonum in unum habitare: ‘how good it is to dwell in unity’ (from Psalm 133). That is also my wish. But a Council that offers ‘all cherry, no cake’, a Council addicted to vanity projects while ignoring multiple deprivation, even food poverty, has a long way to go.

			The Council’s ‘Efficiency Plan 2016–17’ stated its mission:

			We want the Royal Borough to be a place where people of all backgrounds wish to live: an attractive, safe and diverse area in which residents, businesses and visitors have the opportunity to thrive; a place that is smart, creative and prosperous, with resilient and public-spirited residents who respect their neighbours and contribute to their local communities.

			Instead Kensington and Chelsea will always be known as the borough where ‘efficiency savings’ led to the loss of seventy-two lives, and cost the public purse £1 billion.

			Many years ago I was living in social housing, in a property that suffered from damp and mould. I warned my landlord many times that this damp and mould made my home unsafe. I was ignored. Then my ceiling collapsed, narrowly missing my daughter’s head. This was the start of a five-year legal battle. At the time, a friend told me that if I made contemporaneous notes of meetings, and dated and signed these, that they could be submitted as evidence in a court of law. This advice led me to begin a habit of making notes: this habit has served me well over the years. I keep them all.

			All statistics, times, quotes and analyses in this book are given in good faith and made with the benefit gained from sixteen years of careful note-taking and observation during hundreds – if not thousands – of committee and Council meetings. All the Council documents I have quoted from are in the public domain; I have not used my access to Part B confidential papers, or to Part B confidential meetings which are shared privately with Councillors. Nothing here breaks confidentiality.

			This book was written in late 2021, during the final stages of the Grenfell Tower Inquiry. It was published soon after the Inquiry’s conclusion but before its final report was released: it reflects my perspective of the situation at the time. This timing is deliberate, to avoid any accusations of interference. The facts in this book have been checked, and any errors are just that. I have no need to invent, exaggerate or misinterpret. The truth speaks for itself, and is shocking enough.

			Any profits from this book will be distributed to the local charities that have been so badly served by the Council. Anything less would dishonour the dead of Grenfell. I dedicate this book to the survivors, the bereaved, and everyone affected by the atrocity of the Grenfell Tower fire, which happened on our doorstep, and to the hundreds of thousands of people across the country who fear that Grenfell II could happen to them.

		

	
		
			 

			INTRODUCTION

			I was spanked by a nun on my first day of school. I was spanked on the main landing in front of the whole school as pupils were going downstairs at breaktime.

			My unspeakable crime? I missed my mother, and was crying.

			The humiliation and pain of that day stayed with me for years. I became shy and withdrawn. Recently I found and framed one of my school reports, written when I was ten, and put it by my front door. The headmistress wrote: ‘Margaret Mary [my baptismal name] is very steady and has an unusual sense of responsibility. She is a bright, intelligent pupil, yet becomingly unobtrusive.’

			Becomingly unobtrusive? I have done my best over the years to overturn that damning verdict.

			I was born in Chelsea in 1954, in Paultons Square off King’s Road, which was a proper family neighbourhood and very mixed. My father’s job as a hospital doctor supported my mother, six children and my Spanish granny. An NHS doctor couldn’t possibly afford to live in Chelsea supporting nine people today.

			I remember well the Bluebird Garage, the old tramlines where a tiny foot could get caught, neighbours walking down the street in their dressing gowns to catch the early post. There was a lavender seller, a French onion-seller on a bicycle festooned with onions, babies left in their prams by their doorsteps for their afternoon snooze ‘to give them an airing’, front doors open much of the day for children to run in and out, chalked hopscotch patterns on the pavement, and men with ladders and long tapers lighting gaslights. There was Boris the grocers, where we children were given little paper bags so we could raid the broken biscuit jar.

			Today, these are all gone.

			Today I can see why Chelsea was so popular with families and why it was such a good place to grow up for me: it was down to good neighbourhood planning. Good planning should be invisible, but should make daily life convenient, comfortable and safe. A well-planned neighbourhood will have everything you need within a ten-minute walk: a post office, GP surgery, dentist, pharmacy, transport links, schools and nurseries, hairdresser and dry cleaner. You might want the kind of corner shop where you could run a tab for a few days or have a friendly chat, where the shopkeepers know that, for some people, that could be their only human interaction all day. Many good shopkeepers will keep an eye on older or frail customers, and offer to deliver some basics if the pavements are icy and treacherous, or if you are ill, or you have a poorly child. All these things make neighbourhoods work and serve the people who live there. That’s why we fight to protect them.

			Where I live now, in North Kensington, is precisely like old Chelsea. If you can’t start your car, a neighbour will run out with jump leads or send their son out to give you a push. You can call the corner shop if you’re ill, and they will bring supplies. Ours gives us some bubbly at Christmas; we bring them a hot Christmas lunch. ‘The gravy was good this year’ – the cheek of it! There are numerous tight-knit neighbourhoods around the borough, but over the years many have been eroded or are in danger.

			Kensington and Chelsea is now a magnet for those who are happy to gut our neighbourhoods to replace them with depositories for international money. Of course we welcome improvements – such as step-free access at Knightsbridge Tube station – but let’s see just how many of the offices, shops and homes that are currently being built are occupied after years of relentless nuisance caused by construction works. Where is the benefit to local people? All too often we are subjected to the cuckoo effect, whereby people drop their money into our neighbourhoods and leave, while we unwittingly nurture it, displacing our own chicks as house prices soar.

			 

			As the spanking incident showed, discipline at my primary school was strict. For me, the greatest legacy of this school was meeting my international classmates. A small private Catholic school in South Kensington, it attracted the children of diplomats and even foreign royalty. I had friends from all corners of the world. I thought they were all beautiful, with gorgeous hair, so different to mine. My Polish friends had looped plaits reaching to their waists; a Japanese friend had a thick, glossy ink-black single plait; the South American girls had long brown plaits or ponytails; and one Yoruba princess had a stunning fluffy Afro. In comparison, I was tall and gawky for my age with a sensible bob. I felt very English and boring. As a consequence of my early experience at school, plus the parade of international colleagues my father invited home who became instant aunties and uncles, I had no concept whatever of the supposed ethnic hierarchy until it was explained to me in my teens. I still don’t get it – on whose planet are we all not considered equal? But I also acknowledge that it is a privilege for me not to ‘get it’. Racism always shocks me, and I fight discrimination – wherever it comes from.

			Virgo Fidelis may have done little for my self-esteem, but the education it gave me was good. Afterwards, rather than follow my four sisters to Sacred Heart Hammersmith, I spent three unedifying years at a small Catholic secondary school in Ealing, where we had moved from Chelsea to get a larger house and garden. The nuns there did not win my respect. It was poor educationally and I was way ahead of my classmates. I quickly got bored. Then naughty. I became disruptive. I played pranks. The classrooms were interconnected, and one day I removed some screws from the doors so they hung crooked and wouldn’t close. Total chaos – we could hear teachers yelling at their classes from one end of the school to the other. They never found out who did it. When we misbehaved, one teacher had a habit of crossing her arms and sucking in her cheeks while fixing us with a steely glare. It was hilarious. A group of us used to provoke her deliberately so she’d make the face. One day I just couldn’t stop laughing so she sent me out of the room. I was so helpless with laughter I had to crawl, tears pouring down my face.

			It was time for a change. My mother eventually moved me to Sacred Heart but the rot had set in. I made good friends there, some lifelong, but I had lost my earlier focus. Instead, I continued my prankster career. Some of us took particularly against student teachers and would provoke them until they cried. We were horrible. One day we put a battery radio under some loose floorboards in the classroom. The teacher came in and said, ‘Turn off the radio’. We all said ‘What radio?’ She got very cross and searched the entire classroom, while we pretended not to hear anything. Then she left the room to fetch the headmistress. We, of course, turned off the radio and sat there, all innocence, and the headmistress was most annoyed with the teacher.

			Our music teacher, Mr Buckley, was very irritating. I used to play up in his classes quite a lot. One day he sent me out of the music room for some misdemeanour. As I left I saw that the key was in the door, on the outside, so I locked them in. It took a while for him to persuade one of the girls to climb out of the window and run round to unlock the door. I was punished for this by having to polish the quad with a huge floor-polisher. It took two hours but it was worth it: I was a hero.

			Our English teacher, Mrs Colsell, was another one who annoyed me a lot. She had taught my four older sisters, and constantly reminded me of how good they had been compared to me. She was a large woman, heavily corseted. One day I went a bit too far. I put several thumb tacks, points up, on her chair. I imagined that she would sit down, then scream, jump up and run out of the room. But no. She felt nothing. At the end she left the room, thumb tacks clearly visible in her backside. That was some corset.

			The one saving grace for me was Mother Bunbury. She was remarkable for a Catholic nun in the 1970s, and as headmistress she changed the whole atmosphere of the school. For some reason, we clicked. She was liberal, intelligent, funny and engaging. If we were caught running in the corridors, we had to write a limerick about it – and it had to make her laugh or we’d have to rewrite it. She was frankly odd-looking, but her beatific smile and sense of humour made her very attractive. She had two budgerigars, Ham and Smith, and she used to whistle to them. It was very impressive.

			Mother Bun – as we called her – told us something I will never forget: ‘Read everything, go to everything, and make up your own mind.’

			I have never forgotten this, and I practise this to this day.

			When I was in fifth form, a group of us joined the National Union of School Students (NUSS, a brief interlude in NUS history) and went on strike. We wanted to ban school uniform and homework, and get pocket money in sixth form. We skipped classes and sat in the quad. The nuns went off for tea, and sent out for buns. Clearly a serious discussion was taking place. Some time later, Mother Bunbury appeared. She suggested we set up a Sixth Form Council where we could debate these matters. We did so. This led to the abolition of school uniform for sixth formers, but the agreement that we should all wear blue to school – quite a victory for 1972. We also set up a debating society. Mother Bunbury encouraged us to get involved in the broiling political melee of the early 1970s. One day a group of us trooped off to a meeting in Portobello Road. It seemed to be run by Maoists, who were handing out Chinese propaganda. Door security had been supplied by local members of the Black Panthers movement. They spotted an infiltrator and threw him out – Richard Neville of Oz magazine. It was an exhilarating time.

			After this, my political education continued: I joined the National Union of Students at college and uni, the National Union of Journalists when I began writing for magazines, then Unite when I became a Councillor. I have continued to be involved with fighting for justice and equality in education: I was delighted to be invited by my old uni, the Royal College of Art, to speak at a University College Union strike picket, and have spoken at Imperial College to support striking staff. Every campaign needs a range of voices, and I’ve spoken numerous times for causes including CND (Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament), Stop the War, Stand Up to Racism, and Republic. To me, all these issues are important – and connected.

			So why have I focused my fury – in this book – on RBKC Council? My fury has built up over a lifetime. The Council has wasted our money. It was deliberate. The Council cut corners on the Grenfell Tower refurbishment. The Council knew what they were doing, and their actions led to the most horrific and avoidable loss of life. I want you to see what happened through my eyes.

			For me, since this is where I grew up, it’s personal.

			To introduce what some people have suggested is the rank financial incompetence of RBKC Council, I’ll explain the first time I became aware of it. After living in Ealing for a period, then – after getting divorced – in a squat in Islington for two years, then a ‘hard to let’ high-rise in Bermondsey, I had returned to the beautiful borough to have a family. It must have been around 1988 – because my first-born was in a buggy – when I first ventured out to Portobello Market. In an attempt to boost trade by giving the street an olde-worlde feel, the Council had decided to lay cobblestones along the entire length of the market. This genius idea came from the then Cabinet Member for the Environment, who was Leader of the Council at the time of the Grenfell Tower fire.

			No discussion or consultation had taken place with those who would be most affected by this change – according to residents and market traders. It was a disaster. I was not the only one tripping and sliding over the prominently rounded cobbles. Pushing the buggy was a trial, and rattled the baby’s bones. The cobbles were hard to walk on in high heels, sandals, clogs and any shoes that were not ‘sensible’. Market traders with traditional metal-rimmed wooden-wheeled carts found it difficult to manoeuvre them along the cobbles, as well as extremely noisy, waking the neighbourhood at an ungodly hour as they set up.

			After a huge row, tarmac was relaid. But as we saw later, during roadworks when the road was dug up, the tarmac had been laid directly over the cobbles, rather than recycling the £1 million cobblestones. A metaphor for the times: covering expensive mistakes instead of tackling them properly is a recurring theme in this narrative.

			I decided to stand for the Council after my local councillors had helped me with the housing disaster – the collapsing, damp-riddled roof – mentioned previously. Luckily for me, I had friends and local Councillors to support and advise me as to how to tackle the ridiculous bills they were sending me for the ceiling and roof repair, and was determined – as I went from solicitor to solicitor to find someone willing to take my case – that I would not give in to their bullying and incompetence. After five years of stress, including threats of eviction, the ridiculous invoices I had been sent for repairs was cancelled, repairs were finally carried out, and the housing association apologised and paid me a pitiful sum in compensation. I had won. And that is why I decided to become a local Councillor: so I could help people in my situation, who were so badly served but who didn’t have the support network that had saved me.

			Many years later, I was in the thick of it all as a local Councillor. I was constantly outraged by bad spending decisions and misdirected priorities. I could just state here that the Council is financially incompetent, and this statement would be challenged. But I don’t have to state this; I have evidence. Remembering Mother Bun’s wise advice, I have always done my utmost to read everything, so I am in a position to lay out the Council’s extensive mismanagement for you as clearly as possible, using internal and external reports and my notes from Council meetings. Then you can decide the truth for yourself.

			On occasion, I been dismissed by political opponents as a ‘Marxist ideologue’, which is ridiculous. I’ve never studied Marx. I’m an architectural historian more interested in post-war Modern Movement housing – which is, of course, political but hardly Marxist. It’s what I’d call ‘people politics’: politics that works for everyone. Some of my old school friends tell me that, while I no longer subscribe to any religious observance, I’m still Catholic through and through, and that shapes my values. I’m not sure about that, but what motivates me to act on behalf of those who struggle to feed their families and pay their bills, while some of their neighbours are shovelling money into tax havens without a thought for others, is the sheer injustice of it, and the lack of understanding of what creates inequity.

			I have no problem with people who have a great deal of money, as long as they came by it honestly, they pay the required amount of tax in the country in which it was earned, they treat their employees with respect, and they pay them a decent wage. We have thousands of such people in Kensington, and some of them are friends or allies. The way I see it? Paying tax at the proper rate is your membership of the human race. If everyone who avoids or evades tax decided to pay this membership fee and join the human race, the Exchequer would be far better off and could eliminate poverty – if it so wished.

			Sadly, in Kensington and Chelsea – described by a senior Conservative Councillor as ‘the richest borough in the universe’ – there is a shocking level of inequality, including the poorest neighbourhood in the whole of London, Kensal Town next to Trellick Tower, as well as the least deprived, which is Queens Gate ward opposite Kensington Palace. The ongoing effects of the Covid-19 pandemic have exacerbated this inequality, which shames the Royal Borough. It is entirely avoidable.

			You might say that RBKC is a microcosm of all that has gone wrong in our country in the recent past. I don’t doubt that there are other councils across the country making similar mistakes, and I look at some examples in chapter 11, but in the context of huge wealth, the Council’s actions are indefensible. Squandering funds on vanity projects while starving nurseries, youth clubs and lunch clubs for elderly people can never be justified. Chapter 1, ‘The Royal Bank of Kensington and Chelsea’, looks at this financial mismanagement in detail. The result of this misspending and overspending is analysed in Chapter 2, ‘The Most Unequal Borough in Britain’. With reference to the 2011 Census, information taken from the Office of National Statistics, Child Poverty Action Group and Trust for London, among other sources, it lays out the specifics of inequality and deprivation in Kensington and Chelsea.

			To follow this exposure of financial ineptitude, Chapter 3, ‘The Sultan and Mrs Braithwaite’, looks at housing inequality in the borough, and how national and local housing policy – and the ideology and actions of the Council – fails to benefit low-income families so that over the years hundreds of families have been squeezed out of the borough. Chapter 4, ‘Fighting Gentrification, One Cupcake at a Time’, looks at the actions of property developers and the Council, who have worked together to raise property prices and drive low-income families out of the borough.

			‘The Surprise MP’ (Chapter 5) follows the period before, during and immediately after I was elected the first ever Labour MP for Kensington on 9 June 2017 – after four recounts.

			Chapters 6 and 7 on the Grenfell Tower disaster – ‘Grenfell’ and ‘The Aftermath’ – describe the night of the Grenfell Tower fire. They also look at the lead-up to the fire, and what happened afterwards, including damning reports written by the government-appointed Independent Grenfell Recovery Taskforce, the numerous policies adopted by the Council, and the many reviews of the background to the fire and its aftermath, including investigations on how Grenfell funding was spent.

			Two months after the Grenfell Tower fire, the Notting Hill Carnival took place. Chapter 8, ‘Carnival’, looks briefly at the history and meaning of Carnival to local people, and how the 2017 Notting Hill Carnival was quiet, respectful, and a welcome respite for local people. Chapter 9, ‘Hogwarts’, looks at my thirty months in Parliament, with some personal insights and a round-up of the work I was involved in before losing my seat (by 150 votes) in December 2019.

			Chapter 10, ‘Consequences and Repercussions’, explains what happened to many of the Council’s plans for development of Council-owned residential estates and commercial properties – so many of which failed for various reasons, or were withdrawn after the Grenfell Tower fire. Finally Chapter 11, ‘Compassionate Kensington’, looks at our communities and how they have come together to help people affected by difficulties or disaster, such as post-Grenfell and during the pandemic.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			THE ROYAL BANK OF KENSINGTON AND CHELSEA

			While he may well regret it now, a senior Tory Councillor once publicly called RBKC ‘the richest Council in the universe’. There are several reasons for this wealth: monetisation of sports facilities; selling off Council properties, such as care homes and residential street properties; outsourcing of numerous services to save money; a lack of funding invested where it could help residents who are struggling to support themselves; a lack of investment in managing and maintaining Council homes; making ‘efficiency savings’ on statutory services; cutting the cost of refurbishing Grenfell Tower. All this happened when the Council had one-third of a billion pounds in usable reserves (including cash reserves) – an amount unprecedented in any municipal council. Much of this money was not even invested if it was not immediately needed; it just sat in zero-interest and low-interest accounts. One resident calculated that this cost the Council a potential £10 million a year in lost investment income.

			If you want to ensure that a Council has robust finances so it can fulfil all its statutory and legal duties, you must appoint people who know their subject and are highly competent. You bring in officers to run it who are knowledgeable and wise. You may decide to co-opt members or advisers from relevant business areas who are competent and think strategically. And you do your utmost to find Councillors to sit on scrutiny and oversight committees who will read their papers, ask questions, pursue answers, monitor outcomes, and have a thorough understanding of what they’re doing.

			Thus the existence of the Investment Committee of RBKC Council, which is charged with overseeing the running of the £1 billion pension fund set up for officers, Councillors, teaching staff, in-house staff, etc., which was – within their Terms of Reference – run very well. I sat on this committee for six years, the token Labour woman on a committee of up to twenty pinstripe-suited men. Some of the investments were indefensible – BAE, British American Tobacco, mining on sacred sites in India, anti-environmental activities. Some RBKC staff struggled with the Council’s total lack of integrity in funding arrangements for their future pensions. I brought it up every year when the Council’s Ethical Policy was ‘reviewed’, and even brought in ethical fund managers to explain their work in environmentally positive investment. They were labelled by one senior Tory Councillor ‘snake-oil salesmen’.

			They really should have listened; the snake-oil salesmen have done very well indeed.

			When I joined the Investment Committee it was, I think, 89% funded. When I left – and I always took credit for this, to loud howls of laughter – it was over 100% funded. In 2020 it was 120% invested – the ‘best funded’ pension fund in the UK.

			Setting aside for a moment my strongly felt ideological opposition to many of the investments, the mystery is: how can the pension fund be run so well, while in so many other financial areas the senior Councillors who run things are incompetent?

			When I joined the Council in 2006, it took a while for me to understand the workings of the budget. There was always money to be spent on ‘fun stuff’, such as opera in Holland Park, endless civic receptions, and an annual garden party at Royal Hospital which could have rivalled the Buckingham Palace garden parties – all hats, medals and military bands. In 2007 the Mayor decided to upgrade the mayoral limousine, and insisted on a Bentley Continental Flying Spur whose list value was £132,000 (though we were told it ‘only’ cost the Council £95,000) and which did 14 miles per gallon. We were told it ‘befitted the borough’s Royal status’. I travelled in the Bentley once, to the funeral of a former Labour Councillor, and offered to chip in for petrol costs. No one laughed.

			Paying for opera in Holland Park and garden parties were hardly the core duties of a Council; often they were blatant vanity projects. Should a local authority spend so much on fun stuff while squeezing the budget elsewhere? By 2014 food banks in the borough were struggling to get enough donations to feed people.

			The Council’s capital reserves were always ‘healthy’: in 2016/17 they reached, along with cash reserves, an extraordinary £333 million. This was achieved in ways that even some Conservative Councillors found inappropriate. In essence, revenue budgets were generously overestimated at the start of the year. Then at the end of the year, the resultant ‘underspends’ were sent over to the capital reserves. As one senior Tory said disparagingly at a Cabinet and Corporate Services Scrutiny meeting in October 2014: ‘Revenue budgeting is a machine for generating capital reserves.’ To which his colleague countered: ‘More can be shaken out of that tree.’ And the Town Clerk pitched in: ‘If you can make a saving, you must.’

			In total, between 2006 and 2010, when the new Tory government decided on a decade of austerity to ‘balance the books’ after the 2008 financial crash, RBKC was doing fine. Every year, millions of pounds continued to be ‘underspent’ in revenue budgets and were transferred to capital reserves.

			This didn’t just mean a few hundred thousand pounds here and there. Look at this between 2007 and 2010:

			 

			2007/8

			Underspends on revenue budget:	£6.7 million

			Underspends to capital reserves:	£3.8 million

			 

			2008/9

			Underspends on revenue budget:	£2.7 million

			Underspends to capital reserves:	£2.2 million

			 

			2009/10

			Underspends on revenue budget:	£6.7 million

			Underspends to capital reserves:	£5.1 million

			 

			In 2010, before austerity kicked in, RBKC had capital reserves of £158.9 million. Six years of austerity later, this amount had doubled. Due to these impressive reserves, many people called our Council ‘the Royal Bank of Kensington and Chelsea’.

			This practice of sending ‘underspends’ to capital reserves continued into the years of ‘austerity’ from 2010, where the Council made numerous unnecessary ideological cuts in the name of austerity, while in fact losing very little in terms of government funding.

			Let’s break that down. The government’s plan to reduce council funding across the nation was based on a parallel plan for business rates retention, which was intended to help plug the gap where government funding was reduced, by allowing councils to retain more of the business rates that had previously been pooled between councils, then redistributed according to calculations I cannot fathom. For some councils, this was an unmitigated disaster. However, for RBKC Council, with its numerous high-value, famous shopping areas, and with its museums, bars and clubs, it was not.

			While many councils approached the austerity programme with trepidation, RBKC was more than comfortable with its then c.£200 million in usable reserves. It lost a fair bit on government funding, but kept more of its business rates. Here are the figures, including the annual local government financial settlement (these are officially published sums).
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							COUNCIL TAX FREEZE GRANT

						
							
							RETAINED BUSINESS RATES

						
					

					
							
							2010/11

						
							
							£105.9m

						
							
							–

						
							
							–

						
					

					
							
							2011/12

						
							
							£108.2m

						
							
							£1.9m

						
							
							–

						
					

					
							
							2012/13

						
							
							£100.8m

						
							
							£1.9m

						
							
							–

						
					

					
							
							2013/14

						
							
							£69.2m

						
							
							£0.78m

						
							
							 £44.1m

						
					

					
							
							2014/15

						
							
							£56.2m

						
							
							£0.8m

						
							
							£46.1m

						
					

					
							
							2015/16

						
							
							£41.2m

						
							
							£0.8m

						
							
							£46.1m

						
					

					
							
							2016/17

						
							
							£31.5m

						
							
							–

						
							
							£46.1m

						
					

					
							
							2017/18

						
							
							£22.3m

						
							
							–

						
							
							£46.1m

						
					

					
							
							2018/19

						
							
							£16.2m

						
							
							–

						
							
							£52.9m

						
					

					
							
							2019/20

						
							
							–

						
							
							–

						
							
							£65m

						
					

					
							
							2020/21

						
							
							£10.1m

						
							
							–

						
							
							£54.5m

						
					

				
			

			So in 2010/11 the Council had £105.9 million in formula grant, and in 2020/21, the combination of reduced formula grant and retained business rates was £64.6 million. In essence, RBKC lost £41.3 million over ten years – just £4.3 million per year. In the same period, there were some spectacular revenue underspends, totalled across all business groups. These figures are taken from the annual Statements of Accounts:

			 

			2010/11 £9m

			2011/12 £19.8m

			2012/13 £24.3m

			2013/14 £30.6m

			2014/15 £23.4m

			2015/16 £19m

			2016/17 £13m

			2017/18 £6.4m

			2018/19 £9.7m

			2019/20 £11.3m

			 

			Every year up to and even after Grenfell, most of these underspends were transferred into a capital expenditure reserve, which was spent on a wide variety of more or less essential projects. By my calculations, this totals £169.5 million.
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