Fire Futures: Protecting


Executive Summary

Members of the fire industry, the private and non-governmental sector, believe the following issues need consideration as part of the current Fire Futures Review.

· The FRS is the UK emergency service and should not become distracted from its primary business of protecting citizens and property from threats.

· Debate around the priorities of what the country can and cannot be afforded is not evident.

· There is concern that due attention is not being paid to protecting the UK’s built environment

·  Emphasis on maintaining existing FRS arrangements ignores the ongoing decline in technical competency.

·  The role of the private sector as a contributor, supplier, contractor and provider of FRS services appears to have not been encompassed in the review.

Introduction

1. This submission follows up the invitation made by the Fire Minister Bob Neill MP for views on how fire prevention and response activities might look in the future.  Prepared within the overall context of reducing the impact of fire and other risks on the safety and well being of our communities it offers a slightly wider view than that suggested in Fire Futures review, which is specifically focused on the fire and rescue service [FRS].

2. When the four work streams were determined many in the industry were not involved.  Our suggestion is that to have a real chance of withstanding the pressures and challenges of the future there should first be recognition that the FRS is a part of the much broader discipline of risk mitigation.  Further the tight timescale for the review permits only the highlighting of major issues worthy of much more study before suggesting a properly researched series of options for improvement. 

3. This submission is therefore constructed around two concepts.  Firstly, any questions about the future FRS has to be set in a wider risk mitigation scene that is in turn influenced by national values and priorities like economic performance; and secondly, long-term change demands a definitive road map as well as some short-term concrete actions. Our submission is therefore based on the understanding that we are offering views and options to pursue that are not evaluated or fully defined.

A Wider Perspective 

4. ‘Fire’ has to be seen in context, it is one risk, albeit a very commonly occurring one, amongst many
. The impact of some risks are truly daunting, not simply in the number of lives lost but because they are massively disruptive and costly
. Placed in this wider risk environment, ‘Fire’ could be said to be more predictable with outcomes that are easier to forecast and thereby more manageable at the interface between people and the risk.

5. Managing this interface is conventionally through the strategies, policies and investments that deliver prevention and response regimes. The danger with this review is that it concentrates upon the substantial resources within the FRS, and those aligned local or national services, public or private bodies that work with them. 

6. This approach risks ignoring the equally substantial, if not more important, regulatory and financial incentives that control the spatial and consumer environment.

7. Understandably in the first area, the FRS, the boundaries between elements of perceived risk and the countering risk management techniques have evolved over years; frequently it has to be said because of significant failures in protection or reorganisation of the FRS, sometimes the latter evolution happening because of internal FRS industrial strife or to satisfy local government reorganisation. The result is that some changes are not the planned outcome of seeking to meet new risks. 

8. More latterly the boundary of risk and counter action has focused in a highly successful drive to reduce loss of life and injuries.  The outcomes of these activities are truly impressive and commendable with fairly universal delivery of innovative local community fire safety [CFS] programmes, usually concentrated on reducing life loss and injury in the home. 

9. The reduction in life loss now appears to be sustained, it may even in fact have reached a plateau, and there are some positive signs that injuries are reducing.  The success the CFS initiative has now seen the FRS already move on to be involved in a myriad of safety, health and wellbeing activities that demonstrate the value of prevention.

10. However there are also some other striking consequences arising from this evolution like the diversity and variation that is apparent in how fire and rescue authorities are organised, their approach to risk management, the scale of their capacities and capabilities, funding and governance. It sometimes appears that only the title is common
 yet the real FRS role remains to the public as simply being ‘the emergency service’ with a remit that includes everything except crime and national security. 

11. The UK approach can also be seen as being at odds with many other countries
 yet appears set to continue to evolve in a fragmented way with the added notion of ‘localism’. This questions whether we have selected the right route and if this quick FRS review can ever hope to offer options to finish the job of satisfying the dichotomy and tension that exists between determining what local communities want and what the nation needs to face the challenge of future risks.

12. Our view is that the spatial and consumer environment without doubt profoundly influence safety. Often this silent and unobtrusive contribution outside the FRS remit has more impact on risk reduction than all the intervention and preventative actions combined. Protection measures that, for example, control furniture, night clothes, electrical goods, building design, construction materials with protection products ranging from home smoke detectors to large scale industrial plant active suppression systems. 

13. This investment, which outstrips that within the FRS, is predominantly raised from private sources and supports a largely self-reliant research programme. The spectrum of companies involved runs across specialists and suppliers of products to construction and transportation, trainers, installers, innovators, researchers and insurers, all of whom collectively contribute over £3 billion to the UK economy.

14. Although the protection aspect of fire safety appears not to be within the purview of Fire Futures it is argued it must be since it holds the key to future success. They way we control our environment affects citizen and firefighter safety and the more that control is achieved without human interaction the lower the ultimate cost to the exchequer. The demonstrated effectiveness of using transitional FRS savings to invest in prevention needs extending into protection.

15. One example of how we may have failed to recognise the importance of the built environment is illustrated by commercial property losses
. The estimates of growth in loss have certainly not followed a similar trend to life losses suggesting that new strategies are now needed.  This example also demonstrates that there is a real and present danger that despite legal controls being in place we have and are continuing to create a legacy of buildings that simply should be better.

16. Where we are now lacks true integration, between aspiration and enforcement, finance and purpose, reliability and regulation. There are signs that the FRS is developing a risk averse culture because of uncontrolled building fires; giving ground on effective enforcement because of self-regulation; is seeking to expand its functions to generate income; and is focused upon using what it terms latent capacity. 

17. All are commendable but latent capacity is needed to maintain capacity and reliability for response and to develop competency, skills and capabilities. Reducing risk, scaling down intervention and exploring bold options cannot happen unless the wider risk environment is managed.

The Present

18. It appears generally accepted that the FRS now has the necessary legal and financial instruments, 
 to allow it to operate flexibly without major restriction. The minor exception perhaps is compliance with defined national priorities as currently expressed in the National Framework and to a limited extent other cross cutting issues like civil contingency arrangements for flooding. 

19. The chosen method of managing risk, the Integrated Risk Management Planning [IRMP] approach, associated with numerous area partnerships, is accepted as embedded and is now seen as being the embodiment of ‘localism’ offering variability in service delivery to meet local requirements.  

20. That said IRMP is not judged fully effective by all informed commentators. Assessment of risk is now variable in application and consequently less quantifiable, and there are other weakness such as the bureaucratic nature of the consultation process and an undecipherable decision process to those outside the FRS. However the overwhelming view now is that the FRS is a good public service.

21.   This may be both true and reflect the fact that there are fortunately few service users, which means forming a public view on the adequacy of the FRS is in a completely different league to how the public might judge education, social services or even the police, where interactions are common with multiple service demands. The principal measure might simply be reliability – is the FRS there when needed – something that explains why communities object to the removal of apparently cost effective FRS response vehicles, those staffed by the part time workforce. 

22. A further and extremely crucial interaction that IRMP is now tasked with managing is that between the public and firefighter and the built environment. The safety of both groups is easily jeopardised
 if there are weaknesses or failures in the design and construction and maintenance and management phases of buildings. 

23. In new buildings adherence to Approved Document B
 [ADB] is not totally robust. In addition to ADB reflecting older traditional design not modern methods of construction [MMC] it now places reliance to achieve quality in construction upon self-assessment and self-regulation. Fire engineering design and performance-based interpretations now act as the drivers of good safe buildings rather than prescription.  

24. This approach can, and many believe is now, seriously undermining safety.  It is not diligently and adequately supervised and implemented by competent and skilled people who understand the interactions between the various systems, design features and install the buildings fire protection. 

25. Amplifying this concern now is that fact that the capacity and capability of the FRS and Local Authority Building Control, to monitor and enforce compliance, has simultaneously reduced. This may be an unintended consequence of previous government policy but the fact remains that the process of ensuring compliance is weak and legal controls that exist are sometimes ignored.

26. The stage is now set that the FRS will soon be ill equipped to advise and assess designers, builders and users on the appropriateness of building protection systems or the technical suitability of protection products and arrangements that secure safer buildings and reduce economic loss. 

27. This presents a serious risk now for the FRS, as the loss of technical competency will increase as the FRS withdraws from inspection and enforcement. No suggestion has been found in the workstreams that the FRS wishes to explore, retain or increase this functionality, either as an option to use latent capacity or to help create a more holistic safer environment. 

28. Furthermore questions about the definition of what is an exceptional event, a review trigger for ADB outside the prescribed Building Regulation review periods or clarity on how ADB is to be updated as guidance and standards around its application change, remain unanswered weakening what is the substantial control mechanism of UK building safety. 

29.   In summary although the FRS is now positioned with most of the instruments and tools that allow it scope to be the ‘emergency service’, meaning further change in these aspects might be little more than tinkering, there remain serious gaps in how the UK faces the risk of fire.

The Future 

30. One option worthy of wider consideration is improved interaction between the FRS and wider fire and security sector.  This form of interaction requires a working relationship based on a common goal, probably ‘reduction of risk’, which is compatible with the aims of both collaborators. It also requires a framework in which to operate, mandated or otherwise, that establishes transparency and accountability.

31. Previous interactions have ranged from: contracted services, an example being provision and maintenance of FRS equipment and plant; supplying the FRS, a process damaged for many SME companies by the Firebuy experience; to informal sponsorship, again as an example the domestic smoke detector initiatives, with many variants in between.  

32. With the exception of Firebuy the fire sector was not particularly involved with the different forms of public private partnership or private finance initiatives that have involved the FRS. The continuing unresolved situation of Firebuy is unhelpful and it is difficult to comprehend how the FRS intends to gain value from its suppliers unless it collaborates to maximise leverage from volume spend, reduce product evaluation costs and commits to suppliers meaningful order volumes. Clearly a new arrangement is required if there is to be meaningful engagement with the fire industry sector.

33.  Industry has no desire or capacity to engage in FRS decision-making or to absorb what government or the FRS decide they can no longer support, but it would be concerned if the FRS sought to plug funding gaps by entering into commercial activities, activities that raise serious principles like conflict of interest and misuse of the public purse, rather than address cost reduction.  That is not to say meaningful dialogue cannot and should not happen, it should, but the FRS’s first task must be to consider what can and cannot afford to undertake.

34.     The term privatisation may be regarded in the public sector as provocative but numerous examples here in the UK and abroad
 show that private companies can support the FRS with highly reliable and highly efficient services.

35. Extending the role of the private sector into qualitative areas, like third party certification of fire safety installations, accreditation of fire risk assessments to aid the building’s responsible person, control of workmanship for safety specific installations and certifying specification compliance in new buildings, are all areas that require oversight by the competent authority, the FRS, and the application of standards if they are to work in the best interest of the public. A regulated private sector could deliver this aspiration with acceptance that there has to be a cost to the consumer.

36.    Reappraisal is therefore timely and should not focus solely upon national resilience and the FRS. Negative associations that fire is an irritating ‘add-on’ or a ‘too difficult’ cross agenda issue need challenging across government and within the public sector. The regulatory departments of the FRS need adequate numbers of competent staff if they are to drive forward application of existing controls and change attitudes that seek to ignore or reduce personal responsibility. 

37. Under the current circumstances national exchanges that encourage information exchange and data fusion, need revitalisation and the Federation of British Fire Organisations with its wide base of members and international contacts is a good place to start this process.

Timescales and Actions

38.   The public and private sector expectation is that risks are professionally assessed and suitable and affordable mitigation measures put in place. Being outside the FRS understanding all the details, mechanisms and features involved in this process is difficult.  Inevitably this means taxpayers and potential users must trust and rely upon the FRS technical and managerial staff to get it right. Any timescales and actions have therefore to be set within a framework of professional judgement and reducing public expenditure

39.   The FRS in particular has been subject to numerous studies and reviews, so much so there is almost a syndrome of review fatigue, but questioning the actual need and purpose of the service against the national backdrop and then setting quantifiable and objective metrics that enable performance to be audited and assessed is one less than apparent trait amongst the review’s work.  Rationalisation and privatisation may help but will those leading this review suggest them?
40. Similarly it is suggested that the preferred method to meet future challenges is to go for intrinsic protection, with minimal human interaction and maintenance; methods that are innate, reliable, silent, inherent and always present. Unfortunately consumer or construction products, cultural and built environments, infrastructure and intelligent choices cannot be conceived and implemented overnight. It is anticipated government might not favour this approach but unambiguously we believe this is the direction that fundamentally can alter the overall risk situation. 

41. This in turn suggests that there needs to be a two-step and two-stage timeframe of change. The first step and first stage concentrating upon concrete actions and focused on the functions delivered by the FRS.  The second step and second stage being actions implemented from a road map over a longer period and resulting from agreement after further research and analysis.

Concrete Actions [The Coalition Government’s First Term]

1. Adopt a more holistic approach to fire risk management by making the built environment a cornerstone of future fire policy with greater private sector involvement.

2. Define in the national interest central government and the FRS functions and purpose and set overall parameters on cost and measures of performance.

3. Support sector led bodies that seek to optimise service delivery, harmonise and support interoperability, best practice, value for money, information exchange and research.

Longer Term [Post 2015]

1. Continue focus on creating a safer more inherently protected environment.

2. Rationalise and adjust FRS provision to help change social attitudes.

3. Change finance, governance and legislation to enable implementation. 

� The Global insurance industry classifies 5: Nature, Technology, Socio-Political, Systemic and Aggregate, and People.


� World financial collapse  - al Qaeda terrorism - the Eyjafjallajokull volcano-Pakistan floods


� The Independent Review of the Fire Service 2002 endorsed the then accepted task of the FRS extending its role and title to include rescue.


� Civil protection or comprehensive emergency or disaster management service and arrangements are globally accepted in countries as diverse as the USA [FEMA] Russian Federation [EMERCOM]


� Insured losses in 2009 estimated by ABI at £1.3 Billion with a rising trend 


� The 2002 review and the subsequently enacted Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004, the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 and Regulatory Reform [Fire Safety] Order 2005,


� Recent examples are Atherstone on Stour where 4 firefighters were lost and Lakanal House where 6 people died, both older legacy property. 





� The Building Regulations 2006


� In Denmark there is private provision of FRS and EMS services to many public bodies
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