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6 June 2005
REGIONAL CONTROL CENTRE PROJECT
Thank you for your letter of 9 May in which you copied to me your letter to Clive Norris and asked for clarification on certain points. I am very sorry not to have replied earlier.

You asked for evidence that the expected benefits of FiReControl will be realised. The Full Business Case is being built up from the Outline Business Case, modified as information is received from tender responses, and as FRAs further refine the figures they have supplied to us. Two separate groups have been set up to work on the costs and benefits. The FiReControl finance working party has been reconstituted to work on information relating to the business case, and each region has a representative on that group (the SE region representative is Chris Salt from West Sussex). The intention is to give Treasurers as much information as possible to enable them to plan their budgets for forthcoming years before the final case is agreed and published. 

The Benefits working group has been set up to define the expected benefits and set out ways of ensuring that they are realised - it is of course for individual FRSs to realise the benefits. The benefits management strategy produced by the group has been shared with the Senior Operations Group, and the benefits realisation profile, which has been discussed in draft with individual FRSs,  will be published in July. At that stage FRSs will see how the costs are likely to affect them and how the benefits will be realised.

For this first tranche of new burdens expenditure, the Office asked regions to submit bids in two categories: the costs of the regional project manager and of travel and subsistence. Several authorities in the SE region bid for their own project manager ie one each, rather than one authority bidding on behalf of the region for the project manager's costs;  and they bid for other costs as well as travel and subsistence. There was therefore a big discrepancy between the bid and the allocation in the SE which did not occur in other regions. James Kemp here on 020 7944 5334 will be happy to discuss with individual authorities any aspects of their bids which still concern them.

The business change team leaders here have been discussing the forthcoming work packages for the project and the workload implications with individual regions. Once these packages are agreed by the Senior Operations Group, the existing allocations will be increased to reflect this additional work.

On service delivery,  you will be aware that performance standards currently differ across the country and within regions. We have been out to consultation twice on the proposed performance standards, which reflect the practice and performance of the best.  The work has been temporarily halted to enable convergence work to progress, and a workshop will be held in September to finalise the outstanding issues. There is no intention to set the standards below what the best already achieve.

Similarly, on out-of scope activities, more work is planned. If a function is required to maintain operational viability, it is not out of scope. If it is simply using spare capacity in the control room, it will be out of scope. The project will take into account the first set of activities, but the second type are not necessarily proper to the fire and rescue service. Some will be, some will not, and the work under way at the moment is defining what pertains to the work of the FRS and for which a provisional allowance has been made, and what will be for other users, eg other county departments, to account for.   We will shortly be going out to FRAs with a questionnaire the objective of which is to ensure the accuracy of the information in the business case.

On the final issue you raise, the location announcements, there has been some misunderstanding of the "one hour's notice". Our intention has always been to provide at least two or three days' notice of the announcement to regions. I understand Lucy Carter, SE representative on the national team, has explained this at the SE project board meetings. The "one hour" referred only to our plan to wait this long after the Parliamentary announcement and notification of the regions before placing any information on the website or sending out press releases.

I understand your concerns, and it is not satisfactory, but it is an inevitable characteristic of a major complex project, that we cannot give as full information as we would like at this stage. Detail simply has to be worked out as the project develops. I hope this letter answers many of your questions, and that where it fails to do so, information which is to follow will set your minds at rest. 

I am copying this also to Councillor Dewdney.

Marie Winckler
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