LANDLORD RECEIVES 30 MONTH JAIL SENTENCE FOR RRO FAILINGS

On the 7th May 2010 at Norwich Crown Court, Norwich landlord Michael Arthur Billings was given a 30 month jail term for failings under the Regulatory Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005, Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 and the Gas Safety (Installation and Use) Regulations.

The prosecution was taken to court by Norfolk Fire and Rescue Service

(NF&RS) and the HSE in a joint prosecution that included a total of 14

charges: 9 under the RRO, the remainder being under the HASAWA and associated Gas Safety Regulations.

The prosecution process followed a severe fire in an HMO in the Magdalen Street area of Norwich on the 14th April 2009. The fire, starting in a bedsit, rendered the occupant Ms Layla Skalli (19 at the time) unconscious, causing extensive burns to her body.  Ms Skalli was given a 1% chance of survival at the time, having received 80% deep tissue burns to her body.  Ms Skalli, a first floor resident, along with another occupant from the second floor HMO, was rescued by ladder by Fire-fighters. The two remaining occupants self-rescued by climbing down drainpipes.

Investigators from NF&RS quickly established vast fire safety failings, and took the unprecedented step of joining up with a team of HSE and Local Authority inspectors to form a multiagency collaborative enforcement team. Due to the horrific injuries sustained by Ms Skalli, the investigation process was initially led by Norfolk Constabulary's Major Incident team. This due to the very high likelihood Ms Skalli would die, thus warranting an impending manslaughter investigation.

The premises, being part of a terrace, consisted of 4 properties (including 3 HMOs) all owned by Michael Arthur Billings. The investigation team quickly established high levels of regulatory breach in all properties and commenced a lengthy process to place the case before the court.

On the 15th February 2010, Michael Arthur Billings pleaded guilty to all 14 charges *.

At the Sentencing trial on the 7th May 2010, Judge Downes said," You have been stupid and neglectful in the extreme. The effect on all victims must have been terrifying. What this case proves is that fire regulations and other regulations are of the greatest importance. The regulations are designed to avoid what happened in this case".

Incredibly, Ms Skalli survived her injuries; this mainly due to a new radical burns treatment performed at Bloomfield Hospital in Essex.

Commenting on the case, Group Manager Richard Herrell (NF&RS) said,

"This was quite simply the worst case of a landlord blatantly disregarding fire safety regulations I have seen during my 27 years in the Fire and Rescue Service. In my opinion Billings failed in his duty of care to his tenants and by failing to carry out even the most basic fire precautions, he put them at serious risk.

For less than £1,000, or a few weeks rent, Billings could have taken appropriate steps, installed suitable fire safety precautions and saved innocent people an awful lot of distress and pain.

It is only thanks to the bravery, quick thinking and good work of the fire crews on the night that a very serious incident wasn't a great deal worse.

The majority of the landlords we work with in Norfolk take their responsibilities very seriously and understand the importance of making sure sound fire safety measures are in place. We also know that there are those who don't and this case should stand as a warning to them; we will continue checking premises and we will prosecute.

This is the first time the Fire and Rescue Service in Norfolk has worked on a joint operation of this kind with the Health and Safety Executive, Norfolk Constabulary and Norwich City Council. This partnership approach proved to be hugely effective in what was a complex and difficult case

This case has never been about interfering public bodies checking up on people for the sake of it; it's been about ensuring all properties where people live are safe.

And of course it has been about Layla Skalli, who has shown quite extraordinary courage throughout what has been a most harrowing ordeal and we wish her well in the future."

Billings had previous convictions for breaches of Fire Precautions, HMO Regulations and Gas Safety Regulations in 3 cases between 1994 and 1998 and had the warning on a Local Authority Improvement Notice relating to an HMO in 2006.

*

Michael Billings was charged by Norfolk Fire and Rescue Service with nine counts of breaching Article 32(1)(a) of the Regulatory Reform (Fire

Safety) Orders 2005.

He was charged by the HSE with four counts of breaching Section 3(2) of the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 and one count of breaching Regulation 36(3)(a) of the Gas Safety (Installation and Use) Regulations 1998. The first four counts related to his four properties affected by the fire.

For further information, please contact Group Manager Richard Herrell, Norfolk Fire and Rescue Service - richard.herrell@fire.norfolk.gov.uk<mailto:richard.herrell@fire.norfolk.gov.uk>

