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Do you expect to be able to maintain frontline fire officers at current 
levels in 2011-12? 

The short answer to this question is no. We are already in possession of the 
proposals for 2011/12 from most of the fire and rescue services (FRS) and all 
are indicating either direct or indirect reductions in frontline cover. 

One of the difficulties in this analysis however is the definition of “frontline”. 
We have heard many different views on what constitutes the frontline from the 
entire service to just those who ride fire engines. For clarity, the FBU holds a 
very narrow definition, that being the frontline constitutes the emergency 
response part of the service. That is from the emergency control room 
operators who take the calls and can provide life saving advice over the 
phone to a caller through to the crews responding to that call and those who 
may attend to manage an incident to a successful conclusion.. They are the 
frontline. However they cannot function without the back-up and support of 
others such as trainers, occupational health, mechanics etc. The key for the 
FBU is that budgets must protect the ability to deliver the frontline. 

Direct reductions – we have now seen proposals from the FRS‟s to cut the 
number of posts, few  of these are non-uniformed and will be done by non-
replacement of vacant posts, however many of the proposals refer to 
firefighter posts in operational roles.  

Indirect reductions – this is principally taking the form of a recruitment freeze 
which is being applied universally across Scotland. At the same time current 
members continue to retire or move off of operational duties through 
promotion. This is leaving fire crews at or in some cases below minimum. 
Where crewing falls below minimum the services are using overtime to prop 
up the numbers, an arrangement that breaks UK wide agreements. The FBU 
have taken the view that maintaining numbers is the priority however we are 
now facing the prospect of pre-arranged overtime being an item high on the 
cuts agenda. Without that overtime and a continuing recruitment freeze there 
will certainly be fire engines removed from duty because of a lack of 
personnel. 

What might the impact of capital reductions be for 2011-12? 

Capital reduction will have an impact;. There have been a number of 
questionable projects over recent years with 8 services all providing various 
facilities that could have been developed more effectively if they had been co-
ordinated. 



2 

Proposals to develop training facilities that duplicate what is already provided, 
such as the Lothian & Borders proposal at Newbridge might be welcomed if 
there was no financial constraints but that project has never been fully 
accounted for and ultimately required reductions in frontline posts to pay for it. 
Investments in vehicles that are less capable than the previous equipment but 
which reduce crewing requirements are popular with some services, but are 
not the most efficient way for services to spend their capital. 

Some specialist equipment is duplicated across Scotland unnecessarily and 
brings with it significant resource implications as personnel must be trained 
and training maintained in the use of equipment that could be provided more 
effectively if it was to be co-ordinated on a Scottish basis. 

Where do you see expenditure cuts falling in 2011-12 and how quickly 
will effects be felt? 

As discussed above we have a clear indication that cuts will be directed at the 
operational fire engine level and that this is occurring now. Most of the 
services have made some attempts to reduce their staffing and to make what 
they describe as efficiencies, however the service has since the 2003 UK 
wide pay agreement been reducing personnel and operational capabilities. 
We are faced now with the prospect of further reductions in the operational 
capabilities of the service. 

For example – Tayside FRS have reduced crewing by replacing dedicated 
high reach appliances with Combined Aerial Rescue Pumps (CARP). These 
appliances, when compared to the previous vehicles,  have a lower height 
reach, shorter outreach and cannot work below ground level, yet they are 
attractive to the FRS because they reduce operational crewing. Despite the 
drawbacks and an appalling maintenance and availability record, Tayside 
have purchased a third vehicle. 

Fife FRS have removed crews from specialist vehicles. Grampian FRS are to 
remove wholetime (WT) fire cover from Dyce and although done by 
negotiation – which was welcome – does reduce the amount of WT 
firefighters available in and around Aberdeen and have introduced „alternate 
crewing‟ (individual firefighters jumping from one appliance to another). 
Strathclyde are currently enforcing a recruitment freeze leaving their 
wholetime establishment short by 104. Dumfries initial proposals were to 
reduce crewing on their front line appliance and remove a specialist appliance 
from constant crewing. 

These examples along with many others are real, are current and are 
reducing the ability to deliver the frontline now. 

What steps could be taken to maintain operational effectiveness and 
public confidence in the fire service? 

It is our view that with the significant spending cuts forecast the service will 
not be able to provide the service in the way that it does currently. In the 
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short term the priority must be given to the ability to deliver the frontline 
services. That means that decision making must emphasise the need to 
maintain firefighter and fire engine numbers. Resources are currently provided 
on the basis of a service‟s Integrated Risk Management Plan (IRMP), this is a 
risk based model that utilised FESEC computer modelling. We believe that 
this process has identified the current arrangements as the minimum and that 
unless the risk changes significantly these should form the benchmark for 
local provision. That said the opportunity to remove cost from the service must 
be based on what adds or does not add value to the service goals of reducing 
fires and fire loss. 

We believe there are benefits in the short term by freezing promotion in non 
operational posts and the non-filling or sharing of senior posts. There is some 
potential for shared services, especially in specialist fields and in back-office 
provision. However the fact that the service has been making cuts for at least 
seven years and has not only met but surpassed the current Scottish 
Government efficiency targets means that there is little scope within the 
existing set-up for major cost reductions without a serious detrimental impact 
on the level of service provision. 

If the Scottish Fire Conveners were correct in saying that the current eight 
service format is unsustainable and that the status quo is not a long term 
option. We believe that their stated four year timetable cannot be met without 
dramatic cuts in frontline provision. They are proposing such things as shift 
pattern changes and job losses, which will mean less firefighters available to 
deal with emergency situations. An alternative is to consider structural 
changes which may release savings with the removal of repetitive functions 
caused by the multiple service model. 

What might the implications be for fire safety activity?  

The vast majority of the current fire safety effort is still made by operational 
crews. This despite the fact that operational stations have been systematically 
stripped of posts in order to try and provide additional fire safety resources. 
This has led to an imbalance between operational and fire safety 
commitments. One of the challenges facing the service is getting that balance 
between prevention and intervention right. There is a belief currently that the 
emphasis of prevention has led to a detrimental reduction in the emergency 
response of the service and that a lack of operational training has grave 
concerns for the FBU. Any reduction in the number of operational fire engines 
and/or firefighters will mean a reduction in the amount of fire safety delivered, 
ironically leading to a probable increase in demand for the emergency 
response element of our workload. 

Much of the service is constrained by habitual thinking and restrictions on the 
individual fire station to respond independently to local risks. There is also a 
belief within the service that fire safety activity is responsible for the 
reductions in the number of primary fires and fire deaths in the last 10 years. 
However the recent Scotland Together report highlights the fact that there is 
very little evidence to support analysis of which prevention messages are 
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effective. The FBU would acknowledge that fire safety work of course has a 
positive impact and must contribute to some measure in the reductions, but 
without evidence one cannot support the reduction in emergency response 
capability in preference to fire safety. It may in fact be that much of the 
reduction in fires is down to changes in housing policy, with major reductions 
in high density housing stocks across the country. 

Some of the obvious targets for cost cutting are the projects started to engage 
with communities. Whilst fire safety is statutory there is no minimum level at 
which this is set, we believe therefore that such things as youth intervention 
schemes are currently vulnerable because of their cost. It must however be 
recognised that not carrying out this kind of work will of course reduce costs 
but it also reduces value from the organisation. There is also a real risk that 
without such schemes costs will simply be transferred elsewhere, in particular 
removing prevention of youth fire raising will likely see an increase in the cost 
of fire damage. It will only need one school to burn down and the short term 
savings from the FRS budget is lost from the education budget and from 
society more generally. 

We will of course advocate the continuing efforts to reduce the number and 
severity of fires (and of other emergency incidents), however reducing our 
ability to deliver the frontline will curtail any possible advances as it is the 
frontline firefighters who are best placed to deliver innovative and effective fire 
safety strategies. 

What scope is there for efficiency savings to offset planned budget 
reductions in 2011-12? 

There is limited scope for efficiencies as the fire and rescue service has been 
attempting to remove the transitional funding – used to pay for the 2003 pay 
increase – for a number of years. They have also been meeting and 
exceeding the Scottish Government efficiency targets over the last three 
years. The FBU would suggest that any genuine efficiencies extracted from 
within the current structure are utilised to ease the movement to a more 
efficient structural arrangement. 

Many of the savings advocated in the 2011/12 budget are in fact false 
savings, reducing costs that may well reappear elsewhere as expenses. Our 
primary concern is with the ongoing attacks on the number of firefighters and 
the conditions of service under which they are employed. It is unacceptable to 
cut our ability to deliver the frontline whilst the costs of repetitive working, 
quasi-governance and top down management remains. 

What consideration is being made to sharing services and has an 
estimate been made of the savings which might be made? 

Three services have led the shared services agenda, Tayside, Central 
Scotland and Fife. The FBU have been involved in this development and have 
suggested it would be more productive to operate in a partnership 
arrangement, a proposal which two of the three have accepted. There is a 
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realisation by the services involved that the potential savings available 
through shared services fall some considerable way short of the savings 
needed in the coming years. 

It is indicative of the current service structure that cross border agreement 
between eight services is all but impossible. Examples are procurement, 
where one service will decide on a different helmet or a different ladder or will 
paint their fire engines a colour other than red. Other examples are the 
approaches to specialist skills, where some services have water rescue and 
others don‟t, or some have line rescue teams whilst others don‟t. Things like 
maternity payments vary across borders. 

There is no mechanism whereby all eight must have commonality of policy, 
procedure or procurement. They are very much eight different organisations 
with only a few things in common. The fact that fire follows the same rules of 
nature no matter where it occurs, or that a road accident cannot defy the laws 
of physics if it occurs in a different service area does not influence policy 
makers. The fact that firefighters carry out the same duties across the country 
should mean that in order to counter those laws of physics they apply the 
same operational tactics and techniques. Without the ability to create common 
and consistent practices and to set parameters in which local managers can 
confidently work there is little prospect of shared services delivering anything 
of great value. 

Without a common approach and measurement across all eight services it is 
impossible to give any real estimate regarding what savings might be made 
using shared services. 

What are the longer term options for reducing the cost of the fire service 
in Scotland? 

It has been the belief of the FBU for some time that the finances of the fire 
and rescue services in Scotland were not being directed in the most effective 
way. We have for some time pointed out that the repetitive nature of policy 
decision making where eight services approach the same issue 8 times over 
and come up with eight different answers is not a viable model. We have 
highlighted the fact that to get any kind of consistency all 8 must agree and 
that this has been all but impossible. In order to attempt to reach agreement 
numerous projects or workstreams have been originated in order to bring 
together personnel from all eight services to discuss issues and to try and 
formulate an agreed approach. They have consistently failed to do so. We 
have also pointed out that this work requires many meetings and journeys 
plus considerable time and expense, is conducted outside of the agreed 
advisory structure, is isolationist in its approach and very often utilises FBU 
members to produce work from which the FBU is denied official access, 
despite that fact that we both sit on and contribute to the Ministerial Advisory 
Group. 

Having failed to reach agreed common positions on policy, procedures and 
procurement the services develop their own, in isolation from the others. For 
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example the recent Single Equality Act was addressed with the services by 
eight different departments making eight different policies. We believe this 
isolationist approach is unnecessary, unhelpful and ultimately damaging to the 
service. 

We currently have eight Fire and Rescue Authorities, six of which are joint 
boards and two are unitary authorities. They are ostensibly responsible for the 
discharge of the statutory duties of the service within their areas, yet most 
have delegated much of that responsibility to the Chief Officer, who is 
supposed to advise them. They effectively appoint the individual who advises 
them, carries through that advice on their behalf and then reports to them on 
the progress his organisation has made in reaching the targets he set on their 
behalf. This incestuous relationship can be  deeply damaging. 

It is this background that has led to the current situation whereby the fire and 
rescue services capability in Scotland have been reduced to a minimum, 
where they struggle to cope with the additional services that they have tried to 
provide (water rescue, line rescue, urban search and rescue). It is this current 
situation where we are seeing proposal after proposal that cuts further the 
very part of the service that the tax paying, voting public value and demand – 
the delivery of emergency response. These proposals look to further 
dismantle the vital and safety critical firefighting capability offered to Scotland 
and based upon the agreed IRMP system is unacceptably. The FBU believe 
that the time is right to re-evaluate the priorities with the service and to focus 
on the ability to deliver the frontline. That the entire service system should 
focus on the handling of emergency response in order to made sure that 
sufficient numbers of trained firefighters are available to react to an 
emergency whenever and wherever it occurs. Similarly we all accept that it is 
better to prevent than to cure, but that preventative work is inexorably linked 
to the provision of the frontline, it is one and the same.  

We believe therefore that the a solution to the fire and rescue service funding 
shortfall may lie with service restructure. If this is the agreed way forward then 
this should not be delayed, as the current short-termism is seriously damaging 
the service – now! Major changes are always fraught with difficulties; however 
any organisation that can engage with those going through the changes will 
stand a greater chance of success. The FBU is willing to engage in a positive 
and constructive manner and accept that radical reform of the service 
structure and management systems may be required if Scotland is to be able 
to rely on a fire and rescue service fit for the 21st century. 
 
 
John Duffy 
FBU Scotland Secretary 
19 November 2010 
 


