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This paper is in response to members’ requests to provide a summary of good practice within 
one source document and is based upon the Society of Insurance Broking’s understanding of the 
regulator’s rules and current stance. Whilst a summary, it is not intended to be exhaustive and 
should not be relied upon at the exclusion of other sources of information. ©2019 The Chartered Insurance Institute
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This Good Practice Guide has been produced in order to help to educate brokers 
who need to keep updated on current construction methods and the insurance issues 
arising from those methods. The more we can understand these issues, the better we 
can engage with our clients and underwriters.

As well as the materials and constructions methods used, brokers should be able 
to identify, understand and accurately present construction projects and property 
insurances to insurers by being able to communicate the nature of the various features 
and hazards involved in the size of the project or property, physical hazards and fire 
protections. This guide is aimed at assisting that goal.

Thank you to the contributors.

Foreword

Kevin Hancock

Chair, 

Society of Insurance Broking
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Introduction
Building Regulations
The catastrophic fire at Grenfell Tower in 2017 was a catalytic event regarding the design and materials used in UK 
construction, particularly residential tower blocks. Building and fire safety regulations were revised in 20181, and 
a Building Safety Programme introduced2, resulting in greater clarity for tests and assessments to be applied to 
construction materials used. 

With this in mind, insurance brokers also need to be aware of safe and recommended construction materials used so 
that they can provide effective coverage for their clients. Rather than just covering any type of construction material, 
insurance brokers should also be able to recognise, at an appropriate level, whether the construction project will 
meet certain regulations and standards. Whilst not expected to be experts in design and architecture, there should at 
least be a basic understanding of approved and recommended materials so that construction projects can be insured 
responsibly.

When considering a construction project, it needs to be understood what is actually meant by the term ‘standard 
construction’. A typical policy definition of standard construction could be:

A brick, stone or concrete built and roofed with slates, tiles, metal, concrete or sheets or slabs, composed entirely of 
incombustible mineral ingredients and plastic roof lights.

When insuring a construction project, attention should be paid to the following:

• How are things being built?

• What materials are being used?

• Are there any dangerous substances?

• How are things being maintained?

• Who is liable for damage during the construction process?

• Who is liable for damage caused after completion of the project?
The Building Regulations 2010 do not actually provide a list of which materials contractors must use or any materials 
that are banned, as follows:

As nothing specific is outlined, the responsibility to determine “adequate and proper materials” lays with both the 
construction and insurance sectors. This can make it difficult to determine with absolute clarity what materials comply 
with regulation as there is quite a broad range for interpretation (though asbestos is usually singled out as an exclusion 
on most policy wordings). 

However, the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government have published a series of guidance resources 
knows as ‘Approved Documents’3 on ways to meet building regulations. These documents contain general guidance on 
the performance expected of materials and building work in order to comply with the building regulations, and practical 
examples and solutions on how to achieve compliance for some of the more common building situations.

 1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fire-safety-approved-document-b
 2 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/building-safety-programme
 3 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/approved-documents

2010 No. 2214, PART 2, Regulation 7. Materials and workmanship

Building work shall be carried out—

(a) with adequate and proper materials which—

(i) are appropriate for the circumstances in which they are used,

(ii) are adequately mixed or prepared, and

(iii) are applied, used or fixed so as adequately to perform the functions for which they are designed; 
and

(b) in a workmanlike manner.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fire-safety-approved-document-
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/building-safety-programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/approved-documents
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Building Ratings
By having a better understanding of the type of construction project being covered, the more information shared with 
an underwriter the better. As well as meeting building regulatory standards, if a broker can identify the materials and 
principle elements used during the construction, then they should be able to categorise the building themselves. This 
should then provide better and more accurate coverage.

To do this, brokers need to be able to identify the following:

• size of the building (eg number of stories, size of land, occupancy, etc)

• potential hazards (eg types of facility, location, proximity, etc)

• fire safety precautions (eg combustible materials, sprinkler systems, escape routes, etc)

• materials used (eg timber frames, brick slips, insulated cladding, etc)

Fire Safety
Fire safety is an obvious priority, with The Building Regulations 2010 being primarily concerned with the protection 
of life, as detailed in “Fire safety: Approved Document B”. To help clarify this, the Fire Protection Association (FPA) 
providing the following objectives:

Construction Materials
Modern construction sometimes relies on buildings being erected quickly and cheaply. Additions and refurbishments 
may also be required to existing buildings that need to be prioritised. Whilst this can be achievable, it is important 
to recognise if corners are being cut. This can be anything from inefficient precautions to non-durable materials. 
Considering targets and regulations, there are lots of things to consider when deciding how to apply coverage by the 
types of material or process used:

Short-lived materials

Building materials prone to rapid deterioration or dissolution are referred to as ‘short-lived materials’, (eg timber). 
However, some of these are considered as ‘high risk’ because of their rapid deterioration in relation to the expected life 
of the building. Therefore, the parts of the building that uses these materials must be readily accessible for inspection, 
maintenance and replacement if necessary. Any short-lived materials that are inaccessible will not meet health and 
safety requirements.

Timber frames are often used as they can be easily erectable on site as well as a natural insulator. However, they are 
also highly combustible if not protected properly. RISCAuthority explain:

“It is important to remember that insurers are not condemning timber frame, as it is a long established form of 
construction; however the parameters of its use have been extended and pushed to large structures over recent years.  
Poor workmanship in the finishing of timber frame buildings has become more apparent with levels of fire damage in 
structures far exceeding those that would normally be expected.”4

  4 https://www.riscauthority.co.uk/about/latest-news_detail.hse-pens-open-letter-on-timber-frame-fires.html

The building shall be designed and constructed so that there are appropriate provisions for:

• the early warning of fire;

• appropriate means of escape in case of fire from the building to a place of safety outside the 
building capable of being safely and effectively used at all material times; and

• the resilience of the premises from the effects of fire and smoke is ensured in order that premises, 
business and homes are protected.

B1 – Means of warning and escape

• The building shall be designed and constructed so that there are appropriate provisions for the 
early warning of fire and appropriate means of escape in case of fire from the building to a place 
of safety outside the building capable of being safely and effectively used at all material times.

B3 – Internal fire spread (structure)

• The building shall be designed and constructed so that in the event of fire its stability will be 
maintained for a reasonable period.

https://www.riscauthority.co.uk/about/latest-news_detail.hse-pens-open-letter-on-timber-frame-fires.html
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Materials susceptible to changes in their properties

These are materials containing properties that may change in certain environmental conditions. These types of building 
material will only meet regulatory requirements if:

• residual properties used can be estimated at the time of their incorporation in the work; and

• residual properties are shown to be adequate for the building to perform the function for which it is intended, for the 
expected life of the building.

Non-combustible materials in external walls of tall buildings

The Building Regulations restrict the use of combustible materials in the external walls of certain buildings over 18m in 
height.

Brickwork

It is important to recognise and differentiate between the use of bricks and brick-slips. The latter acts as a brick-
embossed type of wallpaper. As a result, it recreates the features of brickwork but without the support and structure of 
actual bricks. Buildings that look too perfect are usually because they use a façade such as this.

Composite panels

These are inner and outer metal facings containing insulation. As there are many types of insulation panel (eg 
polystyrene, polyurethane, polyisocyanurate and mineral fibre) with varying degrees of combustibility, its use needs 
to be determined as safe and appropriate This is so that  the structural integrity of the building is maintained and to 
prevent the spread of fire into other compartments. 

Aluminium composite panels have been used for external cladding on high-rise buildings, which came under criticism 
due to their contribution to the Grenfell Tower in 2017. As a result, the ABI conducted a research report5 recommending 
the following: 

“The approval of cladding systems for use on high-rise buildings occurs by a number of methods, most of which 
referenced back to a large-scale British Standard test, BS8414. The requirement for a large-scale built-up-system test is 
due to the allowance of materials in the system’s makeup that are combustible. In such systems, combustible materials 
are nominally protected from fire involvement through separation by higher performing materials for a period of time 
considered ‘safe’.”
Structural insulated panel systems (SIPS) are insulated panels that can structurally support residential and light 
commercial construction. They contain insulated foam, sandwiched inbetween two panels, that create a strong building 
system that is also energy efficient. They also comply with the British Standard BS EN 300 for structural integrity.

Modular construction

Modular buildings and pods are created in factories and then assembled on a construction site. As these are effectively 
‘pre-made’ it needs to be clearly understood exactly what sort of materials are used in their structure. This is so that 
contractors and project managers can accurately account for the materials used, if they meet regulatory standards and 
if they are compatible with the structure of the building. Fire can still spread via cavities and unprotected shafts, even if 
the materials used are deemed acceptable. However, the benefit of off-site construction means there will be a greater 
consistency in build. There will also be improved health and safety as not everything has to be built on site, resulting in 
less noise, dust and accidents.

Energy values

In order to meet carbon usage targets set by the EU, the Building Regulations were updated in 2006. The new section 
L includes, among other things, guidance on dealing with ‘thermal elements’ (walls, roofs and floors) to limit heat gains 
and losses. In addition, the UK government announced targets for all new housing to be “zero carbon” by 2016 and new 
commercial buildings by 2019. These new requirements have led directly to the greater use of renewable resources such 
as timber in the construction of modern buildings, and also the use of materials with high thermal insulation values, such 
as expanded polystyrene and polyurethane.

  5 https://www.abi.org.uk/globalassets/files/publications/public/property/2018/04/abi-cladding-systems-research-report-2018-04-19.pdf

https://www.abi.org.uk/globalassets/files/publications/public/property/2018/04/abi-cladding-systems-research-report-2018-04-19.pdf
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Good Practice
1. Designate a ‘responsible person’.
Insurance brokers should also be concerned with how to limit property damage as well as the resilience of the business. 
A responsible person can include the management or maintenance of a construction project, or someone appointing 
contractors during a project. Any ‘responsible person’ must be competent in all areas by undergoing sufficient training, 
and able to demonstrate knowledge and/or experience of responsibilities.

2. Have an effective fire assessment.
The main objective of a fire assessment is to both understand and prioritise occupant safety. This assessment will help 
to provide assurance, both to you and regulators, that safety precautions are met. Plus that you have insured your client 
responsibly. The assessment is normally carried out by the designated ‘responsible person’ and should carry out the 
following:

• identify fire hazards

• identify people at risk

• evaluate, remove or reduce the risks

• record the findings, prepare an emergency plan and provide training

• review and update the fire risk assessment regularly
Once completed, and any issues resolved, the fire risk assessment should be recorded as a written document that can 
be easily shared.

3. Understand types of coverage.
Ensure you have the corrects scope and limits of indemnity in place, and that it is clear which parties are accountable 
for each part of the construction project. Maintain regular collaboration between brokers, insurers and risk managers so 
that there is consistent communication during the project, so that if an incident occurs it can be responded to quickly 
and effectively by the appropriate persons.

Business Interruption should also be thorough, whether it is during the course of construction, or if it is a commercial 
property affected at a later date. Disasters such as fires and flooding can halt construction as well as any later 
operations. Cover for Loss of Rent and Alternative Accommodation should also be factored in too if relevant.

Other relevant types of coverage that should also be considered when covering a construction project include:

• Directors and Officers (D&O)

• Professional Liability

• Public Liability

• Product Liability

• Employer Liability

• Contactor All Risk

• Structural warranty

4. Ensure construction materials are compatible.
As construction sites can vary, with some parts constructed on site and some assembled, it is important for your client 
to know if all materials are compatible. By adding materials that either counteract or don’t protect other materials could 
prove costly at a later date. If structures and frames are built off site, ensure they meet safety and building standards 
before assembling.

Conclusion
Building ‘quickly’ doesn’t mean building ‘inefficiently’. With the demand for affordable housing rising, as well as a never-
ending demand for high-rise buildings, construction needs to be quick as well as compliant. This is achievable if safe 
materials are used and comply with regulatory standards.

When insuring a construction project, by being able to identify important information such as the types of construction 
material used and how it has been assembled, the underwriter will be able to provide a more accurate policy wording. 
The vaguer the policy, the less effective the coverage will be in the event of a claim. By identifying the materials used, 
brokers should then be able to consider the many different types of scenario that could cause a disruption, presenting 
their client with the safest and most comprehensive cover as possible. 

http://claim.By
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Appendix - Primary Source Material
Association of British Insurers

Date Title Description Link

22 February 2018 Cladding Approvals A review and investigation 
of potential shortcomings 
of the BS8414 standard for 
the approval of cladding 
systems such as those 
commonly used on tall 
buildings.

https://www.abi.org.
uk/globalassets/files/
publications/public/
property/2018/04/abi-
cladding-systems-research-
report-2018-04-19.pdf

25 February 2018 Scale of fire safety testing 
failures laid bare

Research conducted on 
behalf of the insurance 
industry in the wake 
of the Grenfell Tower 
fire has exposed the 
utter inadequacy of the 
laboratory tests currently 
used to check the fire safety 
of building materials.

https://www.abi.
org.uk/news/news-
articles/2018/04/scale-of-
fire-safety-testing-failures-
laid-bare/

GOV.UK

Date Title Description Link

9 April 2010 Approved Documents The Approved Documents 
provide guidance on 
ways to meet the building 
regulations.

https://www.gov.uk/
government/collections/
approved-documents

20 July 2017 Building Safety Programme The programme was 
established to make sure 
that residents of high-rise 
buildings are safe – and 
feel safe – now, and in the 
future.

https://www.gov.uk/
guidance/building-safety-
programme

RISCAuthority

Date Title Description Link

30 October 2014 HSE Pens Open Letter On 
Timber Frame Fires

The Health and Safety 
Executive (HSE) has 
published an open letter 
to all parties involved in 
the design, specification, 
procurement and 
construction of timber 
frame structures.

https://www.
riscauthority.co.uk//index.
cfm?originalUrl=about/
latest-news_detail.hse-
pens-open-letter-on-
timber-frame-fires.html

3 July 2015 RISCAuthority Design 
Guide: Essential Principles

This document outlines 
the basic principles that 
all designers and their 
supporting consultants shall 
consider during the design 
process.

https://www.riscauthority.
co.uk/free-document-
library/RISCAuthority-
Library_detail.
riscauthority-design-guide-
essential-principles.html
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