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South East Fire & Rescue Services’ Regional Management Board

Response to Consultation on Draft National Framework 2008/11
General Points

This is a response from the South East Fire & Rescue Services’ Regional Management Board to consultation on the draft National Framework 2008/11. You will receive individual responses from Fire & Rescue Authorities in the South East – this response seeks to deal with the elements of the framework which have a regional perspective. 

The Board notes the steps taken to make the document a shorter and more strategic document. In particular we welcome the reduction in the number of ‘shoulds’ and ‘musts’.

Prevention, Protection & Response

We support the continued emphasis on the importance of Integrated Risk Management Plans in tackling local risks and it is clear that this process has contributed significantly to achieving better results. We accept also that increasing interdependence of FRAs in tackling incidents that cross borders is inevitable and that IRMPs will need to be developed in close consultation with neighbouring authorities. Delivery of a robust and effective response capability will continue to be a high priority to our communities. However we would seek assurance that it is not the government’s intention to interpret the need for closer cross-border working as a sign of a need to develop a regional IRMP.

We support the national ‘Fire Kills’ campaigns, and will continue to use them in conjunction with other regional campaigns which match the specific risks faced by FRAs in the region or on a sub-regional basis. 

The paragraphs covering Contingency Planning for Emergencies appear to designate industrial action in the fire and rescue service as an emergency under the meaning of the Civil Contingencies Act. This appears to us to be a new development and one that may not necessarily be sustainable. It is clear that FRAs will need to plan for the loss of their workforce whether through industrial action or another event such as pandemic flu and we understand that military assistance is unlikely to be available. Whether industrial action constitutes an ‘emergency’ is debateable and to conflate it with the wider responsibilities under CCA is, we believe, unhelpful. We would suggest that it would be more appropriate to consider it as a business continuity issue.

We note the Government's continued commitment to the Regional Control Centre project, and whilst the Board has its concerns on this project as a whole, we are committed to ensuring the best possible outcome for our staff and the populations served in the South East. One key area of risk for FRAs is the likelihood of further slippage in the project, and the potential impact on some FRAs in the region whose existing mobilisation systems will be near the end of their useable life before cutover to the RCC. This is further complicated by suppliers of systems no longer trading, making development work difficult. This may mean that interim arrangements will need to be put in place, which will have a funding implication on those FRAs affected. 
Governance and Improvement

The issue of cross-border working appears in several locations in the framework. Whilst the Board is supportive of the concept of operational resilience in the region, we are concerned that the expectations as set out in the Framework impact on the role of the Regional Resilience Forum (RRF), a body which is formally defined in the Civil Contingencies Act. RMBs have no role set out in the Fire Services Act 2004 in relation to RRFs, and if this is the government’s intention, the Framework should reflect this, and the necessary amendments made to legislation. 

Rather than a separate formal review of future opportunities, it is more constructive for the RMB business plan to identify and develop further opportunities for joint and shared working over the period 2008/11 and examine opportunities for both sub-regional and Inter-regional collaboration. We have reflected this aspiration in our recent bid for support from the capacity building fund.

Additionally, although the LACC’s are formally responsible to each of the participating FRAs, it makes sense to use the RMB structure as an additional collective ‘customer voice’ and to input suggestions and proposals of how the LACC might play a part in delivering the ‘shared services’ agenda.

There remains a degree of confusion over the various mechanisms available for improvement. We have been successful in introducing the first Fire Improvement Partnership but it would be helpful for the Framework to be a little more definite about the relationships between such partnerships, regional Centres of Excellence, the role of the Audit Commission and the contribution of the Improvement & Development Agency. 
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