Fire Futures: Addendum


Executive Summary

· The views of the business sector are important and need including

· Procurement requires better FRS collaboration

· Action is needed to create a safer built environment

· Urgent work to solve how national functions will continue is required

· Determining how to continuing core FRS functions within anticipated expenditure reductions needs to take more precedence

Introduction

1. This paper has been prepared following circulation of the ‘Fire Futures – Have Your Say’ papers on 22 October 2010 and is addition to the submission made on the 14 October 2010, headed ‘Fire Futures – Protecting. It also follows attendance by members of the association at the four work stream organised workshops.

2. The earlier comments made do remain substantially relevant. This is partially because there have been few notable additions or changes since those comments were made and perhaps more importantly it remains the case that little reference still appears to be made to all those groups, associations, charities, NGOs, agencies and businesses that are outside the FRS or local government.

Sustaining the Future

3. The most significant external change has been the ‘Fire’ comprehensive spending review announcement and whilst it will be some weeks further before actual settlements are known what is apparent is the headline average reductions in funding.  

4. Commentators suggest this impact is a 12.5-13% real term reduction on current settlements that now represent around 45% of FRS revenue income. This reduction linked to grant reductions of 25% means that to stay the same the FRS would have to raise around 70% of its provision from local ratepayers adding actual substance to the conceptual dimension of localism.

5. Linking this last point to the overall results for England of collection of council tax and national non-domestic rates, which are pooled and then redistributed, does rather underline the business contribution to local services.  In 2009-10 £21.4 bn was raised from council tax and £19.6 bn from non-domestic rates. External funding to local government from Communities and Local Government subsequently provided a Rate Support Grant of £4547 bn and a redistributed NNDR grant of £19,963 bn
.

6. Considering this financial contribution we find it disappointing that little reference to business interests exists within the work stream outcomes, especially in the context of governance and localism, and feel this highlights again a serious lack of inclusion for those engaged in the wealth creating part of the national economy.

7. Another external change apparent has been the announcement that the Firebuy procurement agency, an agency the National Audit Office
 indicated need serious reform if it were to survive having failed to deliver real savings after allowing for a £6.5 m legal challenge to be removed, should cease to continue.  

8. Whilst a decision as to how the legacy contracts will be managed remains open we strongly support the central NAO message, which we believe remains pertinent, namely, "To deliver value for money for the taxpayer, public sector bodies should prevent the procurement of unnecessarily expensive bespoke equipment and collaborate successfully to build higher volume orders which reduce supplier prices."

9. Any further extended delay in the procurement policy and management of the Firebuy legacy would therefore be very damaging for the whole supply chain. What is required for a sector that relies heavily on a mature network of specialist SMEs is continuity of a robust UK supply chain.
10. In addition to these two external changes it was pleasing to note inclusion within the National Interest work stream of the subject of knowledge management and the built environment. Both areas are in our view significant since it is within these two additional areas of interest that we consider important progress can be made and UK competency, innovation and enterprise sustained.

11. Somewhat disappointingly however little detail has been added, for example has to how the sector commissions research and supports knowledge management or to the value of suppression and compartmentation in limiting fire in buildings, despite numerous previous references to what is required to change the UK’s physical vulnerability. This remains an omission that should be rectified.

12. In the recent past and following extensive discussion industry experts have accepted that the Building Regulation review process is appropriate and agree with the primacy of the concept of performance rather than that of prescription. They also consider the Approved Document approach is useful but feel the effectiveness of the regulatory process is less than acceptable in the areas of:

· Defining what constitutes an exceptional event that might trigger a regulatory review outside the prescribed routine review periods.

· Clarifying how it is intended to maintain currency for Approved Documents as other standards and guidance changes.

· Enforcing standards to help eliminate poor workmanship and provide information to the responsible person.

· Using Third Party Accreditation to control safety specific installations.

13. In addition in relationship to the Regulatory Reform [Fire Safety] Order it is believed public safety would be improved if:

· There were stronger controls on the competency of those who conduct risk assessments.

· Responsible persons were required to register the risk assessment and its principal findings on an open national register.

· Assurance existed that there were adequate numbers of competent staff in the regulatory departments of the FRS.

14. In regard to improving the existing built environment it is also considered there is an extended role for active water suppression systems and smaller compartment size in some property types and, having fewer fires would assist reductions in economic loss and the drive to have a more sustainable environment.

15. We therefore reiterate the firm view that protection of the built environment has been neglected and should be re-energised.

Centric Functions

16. It appears to us that a consistently recurring theme throughout the workshops has been the desire of government not simply to reduce public expenditure and thereby resource at the centre of FRS policy and processes but to exit or at least cease to govern directly the FRS. Far more than decentralisation this appears to be a transfer of accountability. A transfer for not just of one or two functions but also of the substantial part of the process and structures by which fire, and to an associated extent civil contingency arrangements, are managed in England.

17. This theme has in many cases raised both disquiet and approval, alarm and contentment. It has also prompted discussions and a number of submissions that suggest there is a continued, indeed a heighten, need to continue and reinvigorate a centric focused approach for a number of essential functions that are best managed at the national level. 

18. Generally this is to ensure greater effectiveness and economy, aid operational interoperability and improve overall performance. It is a view that we strongly support but this is a task that we do not see as the sole preserve of either the FRS or local government.  Indeed without challenge and scrutiny from outside these provider bodies there is a risk that decisions and accountability may become remote.

19. Earlier work conducted by a representative group within the sector offered the suggestion that a social partnership for the fire community
 might be appropriate. That group had deliberated the key outcomes needed to take forward, what was then a smaller number of, national functions and concluded that this offered a suitable future concept. 

20. Some submissions, particularly those seeking to offer a solution, touch upon the possible design of some form of mutually agreed and supported body that might be acceptable to the wider community and one offers the proposal of a substantially larger national ‘Civil Protection Authority’. 

21. Given these proposals and further reduction in central government involvement it is reiterated that the previous work on creating a social partnership does strike a firm chord with what might now be required in the medium term. However it is also considered that there is not yet within the sector the overall maturity needed to create that partnership and this is a serious shortcoming given the anticipated speed of reduction in the activity component that will be available from government. 

22. Unsurprisingly we therefore see as a high priority in the short term not only value in reviewing this earlier work with additional effort to see if the sector can reach a conclusion, on how best to address the broad issue of taking forward national functions, but the continued need for interim government support to maintain public protection whilst working towards a phased withdrawal and transfer of accountability.

Filling the Gap

23. Other threads that have emerged within the discussions and workshops are the extension of FRS role and functions with frequent references, including structural and organisational change to incorporate activities, such as those undertaken by the ambulance trusts, to enlarge and diversify the FRS; with other ideas to gain income. In many areas the matters were raised within a context of ‘filling the funding gap’ and ‘building on the brand’.

24. Contrary to many of the supportive comments made that endorsed this approach we feel more attention should still be addressed to finding efficiencies that ensure the core business and legal functions of all FRS will continue within a backdrop of declining public expenditure.  

25. The concern exists that the above approach suggests positioning and protectionism rather than facing the difficulties of the national economic situation. We accept that our view is not as well informed as those within the FRS but feel the Minister’s recent letter to Fire and Rescue Authorities on the spending review that suggested areas of saving is far closer to our view than that observed in the process so far. Our conclusion is we need a competent, affordable and accountable FRS. 
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