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Executive summary and key recommendations  

Summary  

Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service (OFRS) is providing a good, low cost, effective 
service and is striving continuously to improve. 
 
It has made the most of working corporately within the county council.  In particular it 
has made good use of access to centralised resources and to develop effective 
internal partnerships for mutual benefit.  Being a county council service has produced 
internal synergies, for example:  working with Trading Standards on a joint initiative 
with district councils on ‘Smarter Inspection’; shared service support, for example on 
Human resources (HR); and working with colleagues toward the provision of excellent 
Safeguarding procedures.  Both OFRS and the council have gained from this 
integrated working and the reputation of the service is highly regarded, being 
described as the council’s ‘ambassador’. 
 
OFRS is well led with the staff not only feeling pride but also feeling valued.  There is a 
positive organisational culture and a ‘can do’ attitude held by staff.  Support for the 
service comes through strongly with leadership support of the Chief Executive and the 
management team.  Political support is to the fore with the portfolio holder providing a 
powerful voice for the service in the cabinet, as shown by the recent successful bid of 
£660,000 for the Watch Manager Deployment Programme to retained stations. 
 
The service operates at low cost capacity and seeks to maximise resources.  This is 
exemplified in its procurement arrangements, for example the savings achieved on fire 
appliances, and the prominent role it takes on the regional procurement forum and the 
savings achieved through regional procurement.  This is supported by the portfolio 
holder taking the chair for the regional Procurement Board. 
 
Not only has the service made good progress on equality and diversity but it has been 
commended for “acting as a catalyst” on this for the county council. 
 
The preparations for the cutover to the Regional Control Centre (RCC) are proceeding 
well.  The service has effectively undertaken a programme to replace station end 
equipment at all fire stations that has provided extended resilience.  Arrangements are 
in hand to identify ‘out of scope’ activities that will not be transferred to the RCC. 
 
The service has a good performance management framework and this is used to 
record, monitor and report performance against objectives.   
 
It uses a variety of data led intelligence and has recently introduced Mosaic software 
to provide more information on community risk to be better able to target resources to 
risk.  Mosaic has not yet been successfully embedded at all levels in the organisation 
and further work will be needed to achieve this. 
 
OFRS is keenly aware of two key issues that it needs to manage.   The first is the high 
turnover of senior officers expected to leave the service over the next eighteen 
months.  The service is managing this well with Strategic Leadership Team actively 
engaged and the service having in place good succession planning arrangements.   
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The second issue is the challenge and the future strategic operational resilience of the 
service provided by Retained Duty Staff.  This includes recruitment and retention of 
retained staff, retained duty staff operational competence and the turnout of 
appliances from retained stations to meet established response times.  To address 
this, the service is making an investment over three years – referred to above – to 
deploy wholetime Watch Managers to retained stations.   
 
OFRS demonstrates a strong commitment to community well being and this is 
exemplified in the 365 alive programme.  This is an innovative ten year programme 
which has targets to reduce road traffic collision injuries and fatalities, the incidence of 
fires and fire deaths, communication of road safety, fire and other community safety 
messages and a saving of £100m for the county.  The programme runs to 2016 and is 
on target to achieve its targets. 

 

Key recommendations  

 
The recommendations of the peer-review team are set out under the main themes of 
the operational assessment KLOEs and the cross cutting themes, as follows: 
 

Cross cutting themes 
 

 Ensure effective monitoring and reporting arrangements are provided for the 
implementation of Watch Manager support to selected retained stations 

 Make arrangements to further monitor the capacity of the workforce so that it 
does not reach the point of overstretch 

 Consider arrangements to widen the member base understanding of OFRS 
and its work 

 Build on the firm platform of equality and diversity to embed this in the 
organisation, direct this to risk and vulnerable groups in the community to 
become more outward facing to the population served 

 Develop an OFRS communications strategy aligned to the council’s strategy 

 
Community risk management  
 

 Re-communication the benefits of Mosaic and re-launch the use of this to 
support the service to better profile risk and to support improved targeting of 
resources 

 Ensure the planned implementation of the wholetime Watch Manager 
deployment at retained stations addresses local community safety initiatives 
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Prevention 
 

 Ensure the planned implementation of the wholetime Watch Manager 
deployment at retained stations addresses local prevention initiatives, in 
particular by working with community groups, schools, third sector bodies 
and police and closer working with other road safety professionals to reduce 
the killed or seriously injured (KSI) on the roads 

 Ensure consistent application of governance and evaluation arrangements 
for partnership working  

 Use risk profiling to target themed community safety initiatives in 
geographical areas  

 
Protection 
 

 Ensure that systems and practice gather client questionnaire data to support 
protection service learning  

 Ensure that the ethnicity of clients is collected and monitored so that the 
diversity is understood 

 Consider moving from a paper based to an electronic document 
management system for client data 

 Revitalise Fire Liaison Panel for more effective business engagement 

 
Response 
  

 Develop an overarching Response Strategy  

 Ensure that providers of information to GRINFO receive confirmation of 
receipt 

 Engage with the HSE to agree future inspection sharing information between 
organisations 

 Develop an evidence base to support current and future response times 

 Continue to monitor the retained duty system (RDS) cover and the effect of 
the introduction of the Watch Managers at retained stations 

 Continued work to attain RDS staff resilience and competence 

 
Health and safety 

 Ensure that end users of electronic Integrated Personnel Development 
System (e-IPDS) are fully informed of its functionality to ensure that health 
and safety bulletins are recorded as being received and understood 
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 Ensure work on the medium term strategic Health and Safety Plan is 
expedited and implemented service wide as quickly as possible 

 Consider making budgetary provision for the use of private physiotherapy 
and related services that might offer a good investment in appropriate cases 
to assist getting firefighters back to work sooner 

 
Training and development 
 

 Ensure that a consistent message is communicated to the RDS on the 
transition criteria to become wholetime firefighters 

 
 Discuss with the council improved ICT access (hardware and access 

protocols) to e-learning materials for staff development 
 

 Ensure that an Equality Impact Assessment is conducted for training and 
development delivery materials 

 
 
Call management and incident support 
 

 Continue to review the Regional Control Centre cutover arrangements for ‘out 
of scope’ activities  

 
 Closely monitor the age and resilience of mobilising equipment at the Fire 

Control Centre. 
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Background  

 
Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service (OFRS) requested an Operational 
Assessment Peer Review. The current performance framework for the fire and 
rescue sector has a strong focus on within-sector peer review and the development 
of the Operational Assessment Peer Review is key to establishing these new 
arrangements. 

The Fire Services Management Committee of the Local Government Association 
approved a partnership approach between the Chief fire Officer’s Association 
(CFOA) and Local Government (LG) Improvement and Development that includes 
developing the already established LG Improvement and Development local 
government peer review process to fully meet the fire and rescue sector 
requirements.  

The peer review process is designed to help a fire and rescue service (FRS) 
assess its current achievements and its capacity to change. The peer review is not 
an inspection.  Instead it offers a supportive approach, undertaken by friends – 
albeit ‘critical friends’.  It aims to help an FRS identify its current strengths, as much 
as what it needs to improve. 

The basis for this review is the toolkit for operational assessment. The key lines of 
enquiry (KLOE) are: 

 Community risk management 
 Prevention 
 Protection 
 Response 
 Health and safety 
 Training and development 
 Call management and incident support. 

 
The members of the peer review team were: 

 Des Tidbury - Chief Fire Officer at Cornwall FRS and peer review team 
leader  

 Kay Hammond - Portfolio Holder for Community Safety at Surrey County 
Council  

 Alison Davey - Corporate Services Manager,  West Yorkshire FRS  

 Phil Allen - Group Manager, Dorset FRS 

 Rick Palmer -  Service Director, Community Safety and Drugs Strategy, 
Bristol City Council  

 Andrew Winfield, LG Improvement and Development Review Manager 

 
The team was onsite from 17 – 20 May 2010.   
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Context  
 
Background 
 
Oxfordshire is a relatively large county by area, covering some 2,600 square 
kilometres and is the most rural of south east counties. Over three quarters of the 
land is given to agriculture.  The city of Oxford is a major tourist attraction with its rich 
heritage and University.  
 
The M40 motorway is the main arterial route between London and Birmingham and 
cuts through the county.  The A34 road is an important freight route between the port 
of Southampton and the Midlands and also cuts through the county.  There are two 
major rail lines running through the county.  There is an international airport at 
Kidlington and RAF Benson, RAF Brize Norton and Dalton Barracks are all situated 
in the county. 
 
Around 635,000 people live in the area with one in two people living in communities 
of less than 10,000.  The population is predicted to increase rapidly over the next ten 
years.  Oxford and central Oxfordshire are classed as ‘diamonds for growth' – areas 
in the South East that are expected to deliver significant economic and housing 
growth.  
 
Eighty six per cent of people are satisfied with Oxfordshire as a place to live (Place 
Survey). 
 
The proportion of older people living in Oxfordshire is increasing and the numbers of 
very elderly are expected to increase at an even higher rate.  Life expectancy for 
both men and women is above national averages, although the range of expectancy 
between the top fifth of wards and the bottom fifth is 77 years to 83.4 years - a gap of 
6.4 years. 
 
The population is becoming more ethnically diverse. Some 10 per cent of the 
population is from communities other than white-British.  About 4.9 per cent of the 
overall population is from a black and minority ethnic (BME) background. There are 
higher concentrations of the BME population in urban areas such Oxford City and 
the town of Banbury. The proportion of ‘other white’ groups is growing at a significant 
pace, accounting for 5.2 per cent of the total population.  The enlargement of the EU 
has lead to significant migration from Eastern European countries. 
 
 
The economy 
 
Oxfordshire enjoys a dynamic and modern economy.  It is an educational, scientific 
and technological centre of excellence that benefits from the research and 
development activity of its universities. 
 
Oxfordshire has strong links to London and the Midlands, as well as west to the 
Cotswolds and along the M4 corridor.  Economic prosperity and the quality of the 
environment make Oxfordshire an attractive place in which to live and work.   
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About 28 per cent of the workforce is educated to degree level which is well above 
the national average (20 per cent) and the south east of England average (22 per 
cent).  Over 31 per cent of the labour force is educated to NVQ4 level or higher and 
only 9.4 per cent of the working population has no qualification at all. 
 
However there are pockets of relative deprivation and these are concentrated in the 
urban settlements of East Oxford, Banbury and Didcot, where the skills gap is wider 
and educational achievement lower than the rest of the county.  In Banbury and 
Didcot there has been significant inward migration from European Union countries, in 
particular Eastern Europe.  In these areas there are relatively high levels of crime, 
alcohol/drug abuse and vandalism, and standards of health and educational 
attainment are comparatively low.   
 
In addition there is a lack of affordable housing, inadequate infrastructure 
(particularly road congestion in the city), social exclusion and the fact that half the 
population (many of whom are elderly) live in rural areas. 
 
 
Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Authority 
 
Oxfordshire County Council is the Fire Authority (FRA) for Oxfordshire Fire and 
Rescue Service and, at the time of the review, was part of the council’s Community 
Safety Directorate.  The Chief Fire Officer (CFO) was also the Director of Community 
Safety and Shared Services with responsibility for Trading Standards, Emergency 
Planning, Gypsy and Travellers Services and the Safer Communities Unit. 
 
OFRS is structured around the city council and four district council boundaries.  
Service delivery is provided by 24 fire stations – three whole-time shift/retained 
stations (two in Oxford and  one in Banbury); three day-crewed/retained stations at 
Abingdon, Kidlington and Didcot and18 retained in the more rural parts of the county.   
 
OFRS employs approximately 250 full-time staff, 385 retained staff, 22 control room 
staff and 50 support staff.  
 
FRA performance under Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) was a 
‘good’ judgement (July 2005).   Under Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) the 
FRA was adjudged to be ‘performing well’ (December 2009). 
 
 
Oxfordshire County Council 
 
The current Conservative administration was elected in June 2009 and holds 52 of 
the 74 seats available.  The Liberal Democrats have 10 councillors, the Labour party 
nine, the Green party two and there is one independent councillor. 
 
The council's key aim is ‘to deliver low taxes, real choice and value for money in all 
we do’.  The council has set four strategic priorities, based on what is important to 
local people: 
 

 World class economy 
 Healthy and thriving communities 
 Environment and climate change 
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 Better public services. 
 
Political direction is provided by a Cabinet of nine portfolio holders and the Leader of 
the council. There are five scrutiny committees covering the business of the council 
itself and a sixth committee is dedicated to NHS and other health matters. 
 
The county council’s final net revenue expenditure for 2008-2009 was £391.5m.   Of 
this figure £22.9m was the net FRS expenditure for the same financial year. 
 
Three tiers of local government operate in the area, with five District Councils and 
317 Town and Parish Councils.   
 
The council employs 13,298 full-time equivalent staff.   
 
Managerial leadership is provided by the Chief Executive supported by a senior 
management team of eight officers.  The council, at the time of the inspection, was 
organised into four service directorates: 
 

 Community Safety and Shared Services; 
 Environment and Economy; 
 Children, Young People and Families; 
 Social and Community Services. 

 
Oxfordshire County Council achieved the highest possible ‘four-star', rating under the 
Audit Commission’s CPA in January 2007. 
 
Under CAA the council is adjudged to be ‘performing well’ (December 2009). 
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Cross cutting themes 
Strengths  

 

• Strong leadership and staff with a ‘can do’ attitude who feel valued 

• Professional organisation leading agendas 

• Strong political support 

• Clear communications messages within the organisation  

• Support of and to partners 

• Achievements in equality and diversity 

• Strong succession planning arrangements. 

 

Areas for consideration 

• Continue to monitor workforce capacity 

• Encourage wider member involvement/awareness 

• Rethink the FRS contribution to influence the Community Safety Partnerships  

• Move equality and diversity beyond ‘Walk the Talk’ 

• Update the communications strategy 

• Performance management inconsistent. 

 

1. Although not within the Operational Assessment Toolkit, there were a number of 
cross cutting issues that either directly supported operational effectiveness and 
efficiency or were worthy of further consideration.  These issues are outlined in 
this section. 

2. OFRS is a county council service.  At the time of the review the Chief Fire 
Officer (CFO) is also the Director of Community Safety and Shared Services for 
the council.  The council Chief Executive described OFRS as a seamless part of 
the council who acted as its “ambassadors”.  OFRS was the first Fire and 
Rescue Service (FRS) in the country to receive the Customer Service 
Excellence award (March 2009).  The FRS was nominated in 2010 for the 
‘Brigade of the year’ at the national Spirit of Fire awards.  [Hook Norton Fire 
Station subsequently won the Fire station of the year award.] 

3. The team encountered positive feedback on the quality of leadership within the 
organisation, with staff and external partners highly complimentary.  What also 
came through was that staff in all parts of the organisation – uniformed and non-
uniformed – not only felt pride in their organisation but they also felt valued by it. 
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4. The FRS is keenly aware that it is a comparatively small service operating at 
low cost capacity and juggling resources with service/public/partner 
expectations.  The service is recognised by the Audit Commission as a “low cost 
high performing service” (Organisational Assessment, December 2009).  To 
support maximising resources there is a Shared Services resource (located 
within the Community Safety Directorate) for all county council services to 
access central support services, for example HR and finance.   

5. The FRS made efficiency savings of £68,000 in 2008-2009 and estimated 
savings of £40,000 each on the cost fire tenders by procuring polycarbonate 
bodies and manual gearboxes.  The South East Strategic Procurement Advisory 
Forum is working on regional procurement, the FRS portfolio holder being the 
chair of the Procurement Board.  The FRS is leading on the regional 
procurement of workwear and is an active partner in the personal protective 
equipment (PPE) project.  The recent workwear contract is estimated to deliver 
cashable savings across the SE region of £120K plus over current prices.  
These savings may increase as each FRS compares new contract prices 
against current costs, with OFRS reducing their uniform costs by an estimated 
£18K.  The FRS is planning ahead for future efficiency savings and an 
Efficiency Board has been established for this purpose.  

6. The Integrated Risk Management Plan (IRMP), covering 2008-2013, has the 
following four priorities, to: 

 Secure a safer community 

 Provide efficiency, value for money and choice 

 Provide effective service delivery through partnership, and 

 Deliver service excellence. 

7. OFRS was described by internal and external partners as a professional 
organisation leading agendas.  For example, the FRS is prominent in leading 
the programme on equality and diversity across the council. 

8. The FRA portfolio holder is committed to championing the FRS and she and the 
CFO are committed to the service integrating with council corporate priorities 
and delivery.  The effectiveness of this relationship is highlighted by the Cabinet 
decision to invest £660,000, over the next three years, to provide 16 Watch 
Managers to support the effectiveness of the retained fire stations.  This project 
is one of several in the IRMP Action Plan for 2010-2011.  Responsibilities and 
areas of work schedules and draft role descriptions have been devised for 
Watch Managers involved in this initiative.  Metrics are in place for measuring 
the impact of this investment and will need to be reported to Strategic 
Leadership Team (SLT) and Cabinet.   

9. The FRS has developed a clear vision through ‘365 alive’ that is well 
understood within the service, by the council and partners.  This provides the 
basis for focused service planning and delivery and external engagement.  This 
vision underpins the clear communications messages within the organisation 
that are supported by the seasonal ‘Inside:  Community Safety and Shared 
Services’ magazine, bulletins and intranet information.  
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10. OFRS has good and productive working partnership associations.  This is clear 
from the working arrangements on co-responding, with the police on the 
Community Safety Partnerships including Arson Initiatives, with neighbouring 
FRSs and with the Fire Brigades Union (FBU). 

11. The FRS has made very good progress on equality and diversity.  ‘Walk the 
Talk’ was focused around recruitment and retention to the FRS but has moved 
beyond this.  The FRS was prominent in moving the council to Level 3 (this was 
approved in December 2009 to be migrated to ‘achieving’ in the new Fire and 
Rescue Service Equality Framework). The assessment “commended” the 
service for “acting as a catalyst to effect major change within the county council” 
(August 2009).   

12. This work has been supported by Shared Services providing some of the e-
learning material for equality and diversity programme.  In 2009 the service had 
a higher proportion of women firefighters than other FRSs in the country (Audit 
Commission organisational assessment, December 2009). These achievements 
in equality and diversity have been recognised by ‘Walk the Talk’ winning the 
Leadership (team award) in the Equality and Diversity Awards 2010. 

13. The service faces a difficult year with the number of senior officers who may 
leave the service.  This number is estimated at 14-17 in number.  This is viewed 
by the service as a risk to manage and an opportunity for development.  It was 
clear from documentation provided that the SLT has a good grasp of this issue 
by understanding the numbers involved, by having regular reports on this and 
by having strong succession planning arrangements, for example there are 
good arrangements for handover, shadowing and mentoring, which are 
supported by Succession Management and Mentoring policies. 

14. The FRS recognises that it needs to continue to monitor workforce capacity.  
This is necessary to ensure that the current succession planning arrangements 
are addressing the changes in personnel and supporting incoming postholders.  
In addition it was clear to the peer review team that the service was operating 
with limited resources, with these operating close to and at full capacity.  It will 
be important to manage this resource so that this capacity can be sustained and 
that there are contingency arrangements if it can not.   

15. Although there is good member involvement through the portfolio holder and 
Overview and Scrutiny, the peer review team believe the service and the council 
would benefit from wider member involvement and awareness of the service.  
This would help the service, when considering future public spending pressures, 
when there is a wider base of member understanding of the service.  It would 
also be consistent with the principle that all members of the council constitute 
the FRA. 

16. It was clear during the peer review that ‘365 alive’ is well understood and 
embedded throughout the service.  However, it was not recognised by all 
external partners.  In addition there was little evidence for the review team that 
partners and, in particular, the Community Safety Partnerships (CSPs), had 
involvement with the strategy.  There is a contribution that partners can make 
and this should be developed further as a ‘golden thread’ from ‘365 alive’ to the 
CSPs.  
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17.  ‘Walk the Talk’ has provided a firm platform for the FRS to extend equality and 
diversity.  The focus to date has been upon service recruitment and retention.  
However, with the progress made in establishing ‘Walk the Talk’ the peer review 
team believe that now is the time to consider extending this to include: 

 Embedding equality and diversity in the FRS working environment 
 
 Linking this to the risk profiling work being developed by Mosaic to 

better understand diversity in the community 
 
 How this can be used to inform ways and means of communicating 

with diverse community groups and vulnerable people 
 
 How this can be used to develop more informed targeting of risk. 

 
18. The advisory role secondment that was the resource for Walk the Talk, has 

ended.  The service will need to decide how this programme is to be supported 
in the future.  One option could be to continue with the designated advisory role 
and/or integrate this within training and development.  This is also a project in 
the IRMP Action Plan for 2010-2011 and should provide an opportunity for 
these matters to be considered. 

19. Communications within the service are good but the underpinning 
communication strategies are out of date.  (The council communications 
strategy is for the period 2006- 2007.)  Communications was also drawn 
attention to in the South East Improvement Partnership peer review of 
community safety.  It is recommended that the FRS develops its own 
communications strategy, specific to the FRS, and that this is aligned to the 
council’s communications strategy. 

20. At FRS strategic level there is a good performance management framework 
linked to ‘365 alive’ and the use of balanced scorecard, which measures 
performance across the dimensions of people, process, customers and finance.  
The service is using the management information system PB Views for 
recording performance and sharing this across the service. Performance reports 
are presented quarterly to the council’s management team and SLT.  The FRS 
is also using a ‘Star Chamber’ approach to question service managers on 
service delivery.  This involves the portfolio holder, other senior members and 
senior managers, in reviewing service performance.  This approach links with 
the Efficiency Board and the process of producing business plans and into the 
budget-making cycle.   

21. However, SLT has acknowledged that, “there is not a strong culture of 
performance management across the whole service” and from interviews on site 
there appears to be an inconsistency on how performance information is used.  
For example, the Oxfordshire Performance Indicators template covers both the 
strategic Oxfordshire-wide view, as well as local performance in six key areas:  
primary fires; fatalities from accidental fires; non-domestic fires; false alarms; 
road traffic collisions and percentage of fires where smoke alarms are fitted.  
These are displayed on fire station public notice boards – showing local 
information for these indicators, except for the response times which are service 
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wide.  The FRS is recommended to be clear on what is to be public information 
and what information is for station level use.   

22. There was little evidence that the service-wide performance data or station level 
data was being used to manage performance, rather it was being used primarily 
as a monitoring tool.  Where performance was below expectation / target then 
an action plan should be considered or at least an entry made in a local risk 
register with mitigating actions to reduce the risks of continued 
underperformance.  
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Community risk management 
 

Strengths  

• ‘365 alive’ is a powerful long term vision 

• Retained forum working well  

• Overview and scrutiny regularly check performance 

• Mosaic data product good. 

 

Areas for consideration  

 
• Utilise Mosaic effectively – re-launch Mosaic and extend training on this to 

realise potential across FRS 
  
• Areas covered by Retained Duty System (RDS) not receiving the same risk 

reduction service. 
 
 

23. The peer review team were impressed with the ‘365 alive’ programme and 
believe this constitutes notable practice.  Many fire and rescue services focus 
on reducing the number of fatalities year by year, with such targets potentially 
jeopardised by a major incident.  Instead OFRS has developed a clear long-
term vision.  This ten year programme  (2006-2016) aims to reduce: 

 Reduce serious injury road traffic collision numbers by 10 per cent 

 Non domestic fires by 15 per cent 

 Domestic fires by 20 per cent 

 Deliver a safety message to 840,000 young people and adults  

 And achieve savings of £100,000,000 for Oxfordshire.  

This vision is a central service thread for OFRS; it is promoted on service 
vehicle livery and documentation and is well known and understood by staff 
and internal partners.  ‘365 alive’ is aligned with the IRMP and delivery on this 
vision is measured, reported and on target. 

24. The IRMP has an annual action plan that addresses an annual programme of 
service priorities.  These are risk assessed and subject to public consultation 
and reported to council Cabinet and to Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  
There is a specific Community Fire Safety Policy that is aligned to the IRMP.  

25. Every September there is a Community Safety Achievement evening for all staff 
to “celebrate who we are”. 
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26. The Retained Forum appears to be working well and members felt supported 
and valued.  One interviewee stated that the forum allowed the RDS a ‘real 
inclusiveness’ in the organisation.  Minutes from Retained Forum confirm 
effective communications are operating.  Members are reimbursed for attending 
and the Forum are consulted on their thoughts and ideas and have an 
opportunity to discuss and influence issues relating to their conditions of service 
and day to day role.   

27. The review team found clear Overview and Scrutiny involvement in the service, 
for example review of fire cover (2007), a detailed review of the recruitment and 
retention of retained firefighters (2008) and a report on ’Service and Resource 
Planning 2010/11 – 2014/15’, November 2009. 

28. The FRS has invested resources into better understanding risk in the 
community.  This has been underpinned by use of Fire Service Emergency 
Cover (FSEC) Toolkit to profile risk and this includes five years of collected 
incident data.  FSEC is used to generate risk profiles at area and station levels.  
It is also used by the service to identify properties that receive a response 
greater than 14 minutes and for Fire Risk Managers to prioritise these 
properties for Home Fire Risk Checks (HFRCs).  The new Incident Recording 
System and Community Fire Safety data (number of HFRCs conducted) are 
compatible with FSEC.   

29. The FSEC resource has been recently supplemented with Mosaic [Mosaic is a 
demographic computer modelling software used to predict risks and assess the 
characteristics of those most at risk in the community.]  The use of Origins to 
profile risk across demographic characteristics to household level has also been 
introduced.  These products are being used to provide risk profiles at area and 
station level. 

30. Mosaic is a powerful tool for profiling and better understanding community risk.  
However, there was limited evidence of this being effectively used and a lack of 
staff understanding on how to use the data to target activity.  The impression 
was that staff understand the programme potential and are keen to use it but 
are not clear on the expectations/requirements of the service.  For example, 
although the Mosaic data to 31 March 2010 is available this has not been used 
to update the station profiles.  Although station staff are aware of Mosaic they 
rely on local knowledge to target interventions rather than use the Mosaic data. 

31. Staff need support to use this tool and to be given a clear direction on the 
information provided as an outcome.  The data currently available is out of date.    
The FRS has a project in the IRMP Action Plan 2010-2011 to review operational 
resilience and the use of historical data and modelling.  This should provide an 
opportunity for the FRS to pick up on the above issues on Mosaic.  The peer 
review team recommend that the service relaunch Mosaic with a clear 
explanation of how to use the data. 

32. Areas covered by retained stations are not receiving the same level of risk 
reduction service as the whole-time and day-crewed stations.  This is a 
symptom of the wider difficulty of recruiting and retaining RDS staff.  Associated 
with this is the social change in work patterns in recent years with people 
working further away, and the difficulty of additional travel time to a fire station 
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to respond to a RDS turnout.  This issue is well understood by reports to SLT 
and Cabinet and acknowledged by the FRS in the investment of Watch 
Managers to work with retained stations.   

33. A related issue was the feedback to the peer review team that community risk 
management tended to take a ‘sheep dip’ approach and might benefit instead 
by targeting higher areas of risk.  The IRMP shows ‘Risk Red’ areas where 
there is a longer attendance time to property.  The peer review team 
recommend that the FRS use the ‘Risk Red’ areas to target higher risk and 
activity appropriate to mitigate this.   This could be enhanced by partnership 
working to engage in joint activity in those areas.  
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Prevention 

Strengths  

• Very enthusiastic workforce 

• Good knowledge of how ‘365 alive’ links to prevention work 

• Some very good prevention examples: Choices and Consequences, Safety 
Centre, Arson Reduction/Fire Investigation 

• Good examples of partnership working - “Fantastic to work with – straight 
forward” 

• Excellent Safeguarding procedures. 

 

 Areas for consideration 

• More effective delivery of prevention strategy in (RDS) areas 

• Community Safety Partnerships have limited engagement in the prevention 
agenda 

• Proportionate project management and evaluation arrangements need to be 
consistently applied for partnerships. 

 

34. The peer review team was struck by the enthusiasm of the prevention staff that 
they met.  Staff activity is based on the Community Fire Safety Policy that is 
aligned to the IRMP.   

35. Staff had a detailed knowledge of the ‘365 alive’ vision and the linkages from 
this to their prevention activity.  The service has established clear working links 
between ‘365 alive’ and the IRMP.  The latter document describes the current 
risk priorities and projects the future risks based on demographic change 
(increases in 20-24 years and 65 years plus age groups) and the increase in 
traffic usage by up to 40 per cent over the next ten years.  This profile of risk is 
used to inform the work of prevention staff, which is structured by the Risk 
Reduction and Strategic Partnership Policy 2009-2012.  Prevention activity is 
directed to three categories: 

 Growing in confidence – engagement with children and young people 

 Living in confidence – engagement with the vulnerable adult population 

 Travelling in confidence – engagement and contribution to successful 
delivery of road safety. 

36. The peer review team encountered many good examples of partnership 
working.  The Phoenix Project is jointly managed by the FRS with the Youth 
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Offending Team and targets young people who are not wholly engaged with 
education and are on the fringes of the criminal justice system.  The programme 
involves up to ten young people undergoing a week course on themes 
including:  teamwork, discipline, motivation and self esteem.  The FRS also 
works with the Huntercombe Young Offenders Institute (HM Prison Service) to 
operate a two week course on similar themes.  The service is in its eighteenth 
year of the Junior Citizens’ programme which has young people undergo a 
range of scenarios, including fire safety, stranger danger, road danger, first aid 
and internet safety.  All these programmes received positive feedback from 
participants and stakeholders. 

37. Interagency referrals and working with organised and professional groups, for 
example Age Concern, Anchor Trust, Stay Put, health visitors, sensory 
impairment team, mental health groups etc. are used by the service to promote 
home fire safety education.  This has led to working links with:  the elderly, 
those with learning disabilities, carers, hospital patient rehabilitation, sheltered 
accommodation etc.  The FRS has a Franklin/Vermuelen Safety Centre that is 
available for use by groups to promote fire safety, for example the PCT’s mental 
health referral unit has used the centre for work with clients with a fire starting 
fixation. 

38. Arson is a priority for the FRS and also as a target for the county Local Area 
Agreement.  The service has estimated the cost of arson at £23m per year.  
Data from 2004 recorded 62 per cent of all fires attended as being deliberate.  
At the same time it was understood that there were geographical areas where 
arson was more prevalent and also that persistent offenders would cross FRS 
boundaries.  This made the problem more sub-regional than service area 
specific and led to the FRS working with Buckinghamshire and Berkshire FRSs 
to establish a shared post of Arson Prevention Officer and to work closely with 
Thames Valley (TV) Police.  This led to the development of the FRS Non-
Accidental Fire (Arson) Reduction Strategy.  The FRS is monitoring this 
intervention and reporting a reduction in primary and secondary deliberate fires 
and is receiving positive feedback from TV Police.  This has also led to arrests 
of serial offenders.  The FRS has shared this working approach with other FRSs 
and police services in England. 

39. Road safety is a service priority and data shows that the road traffic collision risk 
is greatest in the 17-25 years age group.  The FRS operates a Choices and 
Consequences presentation to school students at Key Stage 4 (14-16 years).  
To date 43 per cent of schools have booked on this course with high levels of 
positive feedback from students and teachers.  In addition to this there is 
involvement in the TV Police Road Safety partnership and the ‘Safe Drive, Stay 
Alive’ working with the Driving Standards Agency and the council’s Road Safety 
Team.  This work has contributed to a reduction on road traffic fatalities from 68 
in 2006 to 28 in 2009. 

40. District Council Building Control Liaison officers support the service with 
information on new properties/building developments.  This relationship is also 
used to provide expert fire safety advice to architects at the pre-development 
stage.  A recent partnership has been developed with housing associations 
where the FRS provides data on dwelling fires by a number of variables, for 
example lifestyle, age and ethnicity for the housing associations to act on.  
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Partners were highly positive and complimentary of the FRS as a partner - 
“Fantastic to work with – straight forward”. 

41. Safeguarding (Section 11 of the Children Act 2004 places a statutory duty on 
key people and bodies to make arrangements to safeguard and promote the 
welfare of children) and this duty is well understood by the FRS.  The FRS is a 
member of the Oxfordshire Safeguarding Children Board and also the Youth 
Offending Management Board.  The FRS has adopted a Child Protection Policy 
and a Children and Young People Strategy.   This duty is also acted upon for 
example, there have been three safeguarding referrals from FRS staff for 
Criminal Record Checks (CRB).  This again highlights the benefits of a county 
fire and rescue service that has close working relations with other council 
services.  The advantages of internal partnerships have been obtained, in this 
instance, by close working on the Children and Young People Strategy and the 
Child Protection Policy to ensure that these are understood and applied across 
different council services. 

42. Areas of risk in retained station areas are not subject to the same level of 
prevention activity as those within whole time station areas because of the 
different staffing arrangements.  This raises the issue of service ‘post code 
lottery’, that is the service received is dependent on where people live.  The 
service recognises that it has an opportunity to address this through the 
programme to locate the sixteen additional Watch Managers to advance the risk 
reduction capacity in retained station areas.  [Deployment of this programme is 
over a three year period, with eight to be deployed this year, four in 2011-2012 
and a further four in 2012-2013.]  It is expected that the prevention agenda can 
be developed in retained station areas through working with community groups, 
schools, third sector bodies and police.  This strategy will need good project 
management and project support.  In addition it should be very clear on its 
objectives, it may require some training and support for Watch Managers to 
develop into these roles and should be actively monitored.  

43. The Community Safety Partnerships (CSPs) have limited engagement in the 
FRS prevention agenda.  Instead issues like domestic violence tend to take 
priority for CSPs.  The difficulty for the FRS is to be able to influence fire 
priorities at local levels.  Although fire statistics are included in strategic 
assessments there was no evidence of fire priorities being picked up.  For 
example, ‘365 alive’ is not evident in strategic assessments.  It may be useful 
for the FRS to consider some defined issues that can be evidenced as 
important for the CSPs, for example, geographical arson hot spots, older people 
support, disadvantaged young people etc.  The IRMP Action Plan 2010 - 2011 
has a project to review prevention and risk reduction through partnership 
working.  This should provide an opportunity for the above issues to be 
considered further. 

44. Governance arrangements for partnership working are not consistently applied.  
There is a Partnership Working Policy which sets out clear guidelines for 
partnership engagement, the use of memoranda of understanding (MOU) to 
structure these and the requirements for partnership evaluation.  Despite this 
the review team found there was often no clear business case for entering into a 
partnership and lack of governance arrangements for managing these.  The 
review team could find no evidence of any in-kind contributions to overall costs 
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of partnership projects.  In addition although there is guidance on partnership 
evaluation there is only limited use of outcome evaluation (just three evaluations 
conducted – the last of these understood to be carried out in 2007).   

45. Some partnerships are invested with significant resources for delivery and 
should consider applying project management principles to all 
projects/programmes, for example a project initiation document (PID), risk 
register, budgets, project monitoring etc.  The review team recommend 
proportionate project management and evaluation arrangements are 
consistently applied to partnerships. 
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Protection 
 

Strengths  

• There is training for all roles, including trainee firefighters  

• Success with sprinklers in schools (liaison with Oxfordshire County Council 
Officer)  

• Enforcement concordat:  no ‘issues’ resulting in court action  

• Clear and comprehensive Fire Protection Plan. 

 

 Areas for consideration  

• Evaluation of service.  Questionnaire for clients (exists) but is not being used. 
No evidence of previous data being utilised for service learning. 

• Use of electronic document management.  Current paper based system 
requires dedicated staff to input data from fire protection officers.  

• Revitalise Fire Liaison Panel for business engagement 

• No method to capture ethnicity of clients within Regulatory Reform Order 
regulatory activity 

• Ensure that the planned risk audit regime takes into account the ‘Risk Red’ 
areas to reduce risk proportionately to anticipated response times. 

 

46. The Fire Protection Team produces an annual Fire Protection Plan that aligns to 
the IRMP.  This plan is supplemented by a regulatory fire safety strategy.   

47. The service has a dedicated Fire Protection Training Officer.  All Fire Protection 
Officers attend a suite of fire protection courses provided both internally and by 
the Fire Protection Association.  Specialist Fire Protection Officers are 
considered for specific courses provided by the Fire Service College.   

48. Staff are involved in the design and delivery of fire protection activity through 
one-to-one meetings/appraisals with line managers, area meetings and monthly 
Fire Protection and Risk Reduction meetings.  In addition the FRS monitors the 
fire protection service through twice yearly management audits of Area Fire 
Protection Departments, conducted by the Fire Protection Manager, and twice 
yearly audits of Fire Protection staff individual performance.  

49. Partners are engaged with the FRS work on protection and are consulted on the 
development of the annual Fire Protection Plan.  [The Regulatory Reform Order 
(RRO) 2005 makes it a legal requirement for the premises owner to carry out 
risk assessments to identify and record significant risks and the control 
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measures to reduce those risks. The duty to carry out risk assessments is on 
the owner occupier not the FRS.]  The IRMP Action Plan 2010-2011 has a 
project to improve protection through the reduction of risk within premises.  The 
outcome of this project is specified to be the production of a Fire Protection 
Procedure document that sets out how resources will be most effectively used 
to this end.  

50. The risk management information system (AQ5) is used to manage the 
programme of inspections and risk rating.  Fire safety audits and inspections are 
conducted using a premise and risk score to give each premise an operational 
risk rating.  This rating defines the frequency for inspections and the resources 
to be allocated.  Fire Safety Officers collect data which is then uploaded onto 
AQ5 management information system (MIS) and FSEC to maintain up to date 
information on the risk profile.  

51. The importance for firefighters to have technical fire safety knowledge is 
recognised by the service and trainee firefighters receive five day’s 
development following their return from initial training.  

52. The service has achieved success with introducing water sprinklers in schools – 
this includes local education authority, faith and independent schools.  This 
initiative was supported by the decision of the council’s cabinet (September 
2009) to ensure that all primary, secondary and special schools are risk 
assessed against the Department for Children, Schools and Families risk tool.  
This enables the council to assess and understand fire risk at its schools and to 
inform decisions on future protection by investment in sprinklers.   This positive 
progress is a result of effective FRS working with colleagues in the Education 
service and another example of a county FRS working with internal council 
services to address issues of mutual interest and benefit.  

53. In the spirit of the Enforcement Concordat, contained within the Fire Protection 
Plan, the service has worked to make enforcement/court action the last resort 
with the aim that business is supported without unnecessary cost to implement 
the requirements of the RRO.  This is set out in Fire Protection Procedure 01-06 
and is supported by liaison with Chambers of Commerce, breakfast/evening 
meetings with business stakeholders and the Fire Liaison Panel.   

54. This approach is supported by the Smarter Inspection Scheme, which is 
supporting the reduction of ‘burdens’ upon businesses by having less 
inspections, and  is a collaborative working arrangement with Trading Standards 
and inspection/enforcement services in district councils.  This scheme 
effectively encourages partner sharing of premises inspection information so 
that potential risk can be alerted and to promote targeting of risk based 
protection activity.   

55. However, the work on the evaluation of questionnaires from clients seems to 
have faltered.  Interviewees were aware of the questionnaires but unable to 
confirm if they were being used, whether these were being analysed or where 
the results were going.  The peer review team recommend that arrangements 
are re-established for this information to be gathered, reviewed and, where 
necessary, acted upon 
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56. The current Fire Safety Audit system is paper based with information from hand 
written assessments being manually inputted into the AQ5 MIS.  Any significant 
operational risk information instigates the production of a ‘7.2.d card’ (higher risk 
premises, under Section 7, subsection 2 paragraph d of the Fire and Rescue 
Services Act 2004) which is sent for checking by the relevant Station Manager 
who has the premises within their station ground.  The card is then returned for 
dissemination. The peer review team recommend that this system be reviewed 
and advantage taken of technical solutions to reduce information inputting and 
speed the delivery of risk critical information to stations. 

57. There is currently no method to capture ethnicity of clients RRO regulatory 
activity, as set out in the KLOE descriptor. 

58. A key opportunity for business engagement is via the Fire Liaison Panel.  
However, this was described as “events offered but lacklustre take-up.”  The 
peer review team noted the significant reduction in calls to automatic fire 
alarms, but that this seems to have flattened.  There could be an opportunity to 
use the Fire Liaison Panel to further improve the reduction in calls. The peer 
review team recommend that the service considers giving attention to revitalise 
the Fire Liaison Panel for more effective business engagement. 

59. The IRMP shows ‘Risk Red’ areas where there is a longer attendance time to 
property.  There appears to be no method to identify ‘high risk’ premises within 
those areas (for example, residential homes, country hotels etc.).  Whilst the 
AQ5 MIS identifies high risk premises generally for reinspection the peer review 
team believe that those premises located in the Risk Red areas should receive 
particular attention in order that the ‘extended’ response time can feature in the 
fire risk assessment of the premises. 
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Response 

Strengths  

• Command competence – good methodology of assessment and support – 
good cost effective facilities  

• Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs):  Co-responding, Emergency Planning 
and Highways Agency.  Clear benefits for all partners. 

• Service is an open and learning organisation and good evidence of the 
collation of organisational learning from incidents/events and action to reduce 
risk through information or training 

• Exercises with other FRSs within Thames Valley and other neighbouring 
Brigades. 

  

Areas for consideration  

• Communication of risk critical information.  Receipt of GRINFO not 
acknowledged back to originator and development of arrangements to receive 
risk information from the Health and Safety Executive (HSE).   

• Review the rationale of response times in line with the programmed IRMP 
project and as part of work on an integrated response strategy 

• RDS: availability and competency. 

 

60. The IRMP sets out the risk based Response Strategy and this is also detailed in 
the FRS pledge.  Performance against these response times is measured via 
PB Views and reported to SLT quarterly.  They are also monitored by Station 
Managers and the Fire Risk Manager. Operational response to response 
standards is reported to cabinet annually. Response times are supplemented by 
Competence Based Mobilising by maintaining crew competence with availability 
so that crew deployment meets minimum standards.  The service uses the 
Regional Management Board ‘Ways of Working’ to provide regional operational 
procedures and resource allocation for the 80 national incident types. The 
service plans to install mobile data terminals in appliances during 2010-2011to 
provide firefighters with relevant incident information.   

61. However, although all the elements of a Response Strategy appear to be in 
place, an overarching written strategy is not available that clearly details roles 
and responsibilities of personnel.  Such a strategy could detail the 
arrangements for stations, deployment of appliances and crewing etc.  This gap 
could lead to key areas of work being overlooked and/or forgotten and the 
review team recommend that an overarching Response Strategy is developed. 

62. Specific response plans are in place, for example the High Rise Procedure.  
Response planning for high risk and Control of Major Accident Hazards 
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(COMAH) sites has been developed in association with the council Emergency 
Planning Unit.  This working relationship is structured by a MoU to cover joint 
training and resource sharing.    

63. Local Resilience Forum (LRF) arrangements have been established to address 
the requirements of the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 [setting roles and 
responsibilities for those involved in emergency preparation and response at the 
local level and also sets out planning to help deal with the most serious 
emergencies].  The LRF has produced a strategic plan 2008-2011 with specific 
plans in place, for example the Thames Valley (TV) major Flood Plan and the 
TV Mass Fatalities Strategy. Response plans are supported by operational 
procedure notes that are carried on all appliances and officer vehicles.  

64. The Emergency Response Team determines the frequency and themes for the 
operational audit process.  Summaries of these audits are presented to SLT and 
actions arising are followed through by the Emergency Response Manager. 
Operational station audits are carried out by station managers and are sample 
audited by a Group Manager.   

65. The review team saw evidence of good arrangements for Incident Command 
(IC) training and assessment, using a command simulator facility (which 
includes the Vector system) at Slade Fire Station.  All managers need to 
demonstrate competence before undertaking command roles at incidents.  IC 
competence is also measured and evaluated by the use of operational audit.  
Good command competence has been evidenced by the FRS with all group 
managers at Level 3 (silver) and all principal officers at Level 4 (gold).   

66. Policy and procedures seen by the review team were comprehensive.  
Assessment support is provides for a large number of incident command 
aspects being assessed and the 1:1 de-briefs were described as very beneficial, 
taking as long as or longer than the assessment.  Those not achieving required 
performance are encouraged to review their feedback and go forward for 
reassessment but in the meantime are not permitted to take command of an 
incident.  Staff have embraced this thorough approach.  One said “I felt more 
confident in taking command” and another made direct reference to the training 
when he took Incident Command at a large incident.  

67. Response partnerships are founded on a clear understanding of roles and 
responsibilities by the use of MoUs.   For example that with the Highways 
Agency covering incident notification, road closures, traffic management etc.; 
collaborative working with housing authorities for the enforcement of the Fire 
Safety Order 2005 and provisions of the Housing Act 2004; and the South 
Central Ambulance Service on community co-responding.  There were many 
reports to the review team on good levels of regional co-operation with one 
stating that it was the, “best FRS to deal with”.   

68. The co-responding scheme is a notable success.  This provides marked 
ambulance vehicles at three rural stations, selected on average response times.  
The ambulance service provides training for the firefighters who are invited to 
volunteer to be involved.  Between February 2005 and December 2008 
firefighters have responded to 1448 co-responder calls.  This scheme is subject 
to review during 2010-2011 under the IRMP Action Plan to consider longer-term 
sustainability and potential expansion.  
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69. FRS response to different sites has been assessed and pre-determined 
attendance specified.  These response times are reviewed following operational 
debriefing and operational audits, as necessary.  For example, all structure fires 
now have a wholetime appliance to attend to promote firefighter safety and have 
additional skills available at the incident.  The predetermined attendance at 
acetylene incidents was revised following an operational debrief when it was 
highlighted the existing response time was inadequate. 

70. There are good arrangements for the collation of organisational learning from 
incidents/events and action to reduce risk through information or training.  The 
service uses an operational debrief procedure to capture key incident learning 
points for future incident response.  An example of this was a thorough incident 
gap analysis following an investigation into an A1(M) fatality.  Another was the 
debrief that followed a thatched house fire.  The learning from the latter 
recognised the lengthy firefighter involvement to ensure the fire was out.  From 
this Fire Control procedure now arranges for a mobile canteen to support 
firefighters attending all thatched fires.   

71. Where incidents involve multi-agency similar debriefs are conducted (e.g. 
flooding and petrol tanker M40).  Exercises are conducted with partners to train 
for incidents and ensure organisational resilience.  The FRS is a member of the 
TV LRF, which has developed a Community Risk Register for the communities 
of Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire.  Joint protocols and plans have 
been produced by the forum for sub-regional risks, for example a TV flood plan, 
a flu pandemic plan, a mass fatalities plan, Chemical, Biological, Radiological, 
and Nuclear protocols etc.   There could be an opportunity to use the Command 
Competence Suite as a facility for training by neighbouring FRSs either in 
partnership for mutual benefit, or stand alone for income generation.   

72. The FRS has trained staff to conduct Dynamic Risk Assessments (DRA) for all 
incidents.  This is supplemented by the use of Analytical Risk Assessment 
(ARA) that has been developed in conjunction with the three TV FRSs to 
provide a standardised procedure when attending over the border incidents.   

73. GRINFO is a system that allows risk critical information to be centrally held and 
included on relevant turn-out instructions.  Whilst this system appears well 
embedded in the organisation the review team were told that providers of 
information for GRINFO do not receive confirmation of receipt.  The review team 
recommend that this information loop is closed by providing such confirmation.   

74. In addition the team were informed that the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) 
do not provide the FRS with information from relevant inspection work they are 
involved in, for example factory inspections.  It is recommended that the FRS 
engage with the HSE to agree future inspection protocols for sharing 
information between organisations.  For example HSE should be informing 
relevant agencies such as FRSs of hazardous materials discovered within 
premises during their inspections and FRSs should consider informing the HSE 
of contraventions arising from inspection of premises by FRS personnel. 

75. Response times are providing a challenge for the FRS.  The service is using 
Total Solutions Mapping (Active brand) to record personnel attendance times at 
stations and times for appliances to attend an incident.  This data is used to 
model mobilisation times by days of the week, time of day and by appliance to 
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provide a detailed understanding of response and of risk where response is 
outside specified response times (Red Risk areas).  For the latter this allows the 
FRS to target community safety activity at the areas of greatest risk.   However, 
the review team believe that it would also be beneficial for the FRS to develop 
more information on its strategy for response times, and the rationale for these, 
as part of the IRMP project reviews in the future. 

76. The availability of RDS is a national issue.  This has been considered by the 
FRS and by the county council (Overview and Scrutiny committee).  The service 
has successfully argued for additional resources (through the deployment of 
wholetime Watch Managers) to provide support to RDS stations.  This will be an 
important resource to address availability, response and competency, as well as 
assisting community and technical safety needs. It will be essential that this 
programme is project managed and closely monitored by SLT. 
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Health and safety 
Strengths 

• Assistant Chief Officer health and safety champion (member of SLT) 

• Health and Safety Executive (HSE) audit recognised “positive health and 
safety culture which…is striving to improve” 

• Operational health and safety arrangements very well embedded “It is not a 
bolt on extra” 

• Internal safety reviews via regional  Royal Society for the Prevention of 
Accidents (ROSPA) programme (record of improvement over four years). 

 

Areas for consideration  

• System for confirming understanding of health and safety bulletins in 
transition and should be monitored 

• Strategic health and safety plan being developed.  Needs to be agreed and 
implemented.  

• The number of firefighters returning to work could be expedited by further 
budgetary provision in an ‘invest to save’ policy e.g. private physiotherapy. 

 

77. The review team felt that the FRS had a positive health and safety culture, 
which is confirmed in the Audit Commission’s organisational assessment 
(December 2009).  This is supported by a strong organisational commitment to 
health and safety set out in the service Health and Safety Policy.  The Assistant 
Chief Officer (ACO) is the service health and safety champion and is a member 
of the SLT.  This reflects the importance of firefighter safety and how this is 
seen as a service priority.  The ACO is also the line manager for the Technical 
Services Manager with responsibility for service health and safety.  The 
Technical Services Manager is supported by a Technical Advisor provided 
through the council’s Shared Service Team.  This provides a wider council 
resource that the FRS can draw upon and this support is structured by a service 
level agreement. The review team were particularly impressed with a database 
of health and safety adverse events which has the capability to be interrogated 
to identify trends or information against specified criteria, such as length of 
service. 

78. The service recognises that risk assessment is the cornerstone for ensuring that 
health and safety responsibilities are met and is a working consideration at all 
levels of the organisation.  The central Health and Safety team conduct generic 
and specific risk assessments that are managed under the ‘7 Steps to Risk 
Assessment’ Policy.  There are Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(IOSH) qualified personnel on all fire stations and these attend local area health 
and safety meetings. The FRS has good health and safety communications to 
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staff through the Health and Safety Bulletin and the bi-monthly update report.  
The HSE audit recognised a “positive health and safety culture which…is 
striving to improve… [and] particular strength in the area of communication of 
information.”(November 2009).  

79.  Managers who are NEBOSH qualified (National Examination Board in 
Occupational Safety and Health) are used to investigate and report on incidents 
and near misses and to sign off completed risk assessments as suitable and 
sufficient.  The FRS is actively involved in the CFOA South East Health and 
Safety Group which is the opportunity to work across the region on health and 
safety matters. The peer review team were impressed by the priority given to 
health and safety and from interviews how well this was understood across the 
service.  It was not viewed as a “bolt on extra” but instead seen as fully 
integrated in the working of the service, for example appraisals routinely 
incorporate a discussion on health and safety. 

80. Health and safety reviews are conducted every four years via the external Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Accidents (ROSPA – Quality Safety Audits).  The 
overall performance in 2003 was 54 per cent with this increasing to 76 per cent 
by 2008.  These reviews are complemented by the health and safety team 
conducting reviews of six areas per year using the ROSPA criteria for this 
programme.  Action plans are prepared from these reviews. 

81. However, the current system for confirming and understanding health and 
safety bulletins is in transition.  The service is recommended to ensure that e-
IPDS is developed to ensure that health and safety bulletins are recorded as 
being received and understood. 

82. The service is developing a medium term strategic Health and Safety Plan. The 
review team recommend that this work is expedited and that this plan can be 
confirmed and implemented service wide as quickly as possible. 

83. The service has an internal Occupational Health Unit which has responsibility 
for monitoring sickness levels and managing annual fitness checks for 
firefighters.  However, the review team were told of occasions when operational 
staff off work, but declared fit by their GP, are delayed by waiting for an 
occupational health assessment before being allowed to return to duty.  There 
also appeared to be only a limited facility for staff to access medical services 
such as physiotherapy other than through the NHS route, which can be a 
lengthy process.  The review team recommend that further consideration be 
given to the use of private services that might offer a good investment in 
appropriate cases to assist getting firefighters back to work sooner and that 
speedier access is made to occupational health. 
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Training and development 
Strengths  

• Command competence: cost effective facility 

• Appraisals established and valued 

• Red Kite well received. Allows local and strategic managers to monitor 
individual records.   

• Increase in capacity planned to support Red Kite project and creation of 
learning packages 

• Service delivery/training meeting identified training requirements to support 
competence 

• Accredited firefighter development programme. 

  

Areas for consideration  

• Information and communication technology (ICT):  access to learning 
packages, joining instructions, lack of monitors/access to system 

• Focus on core skills (Red Kite):  need to assess individual/teams undertaking 
scenario events 

• South East Region collaboration:  still some duplication  

• Coordination of nominations to events.  Different departments nominating – 
potential for diary clash.  Red Kite capability? 

• Consider Equality Impact Assessment of training and development delivery.  

 

84. The FRS was accredited to Investors in People (IiP) in 2004.  Along with the 
council,  OFRS was re-accredited in March 2008.   

85. Training and development is managed through the FRS Support Services.  This 
links into the council’s Shared Services Team, which offers additional support 
(for example management, health and safety and first aid training) and expertise 
that can be drawn upon.  This arrangement is structured by a service level 
agreement. [Shared Services provides centralised Financial and HR services 
and support for all council directorates, staff, partner organisations, contractors 
and individual members of the community.  For the FRS, as for other council 
services this provides an important resource.]  

86. The FRS introduced mentoring in 2009 and currently has 20 mentors and 
mentees.  The scheme is currently separate from the county council scheme.  It 
may be worth the FRS considering the value for some mentees to pair up with 
county council colleagues.  The scheme is useful for staff development but is 
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also potentially important to support the succession planning arrangements 
currently underway.  

87. FRS training is provided at the Training Centre at Didcot Fire Station managed 
by the Employee Development Manager.  Key operational training is provided at 
the centre including:  breathing apparatus, water rescue, fire behaviour training, 
positive pressure ventilation (PPV) fans training etc with competence recorded 
on the electronic Integrated Personnel Development Scheme (e-IPDS) system.   
A Training Needs Analysis is conducted annually through discussion with all 
functional managers and this is developed into a training catalogue. 

88. The new Command Competence Suite went live in January 2010 and the peer 
review team were impressed with this facility.  The assessments include one-to-
one feedback and those who fail the assessment are provided with further 
development support.  It is a resource that is highly regarded by firefighters.  
The electronic system was designed and procured locally, as opposed to 
sourcing a package from specialist companies, which reduced the capital cost.  
The staff and facility are delivering good results, confirmed by firefighters who 
referred to the experience as positively influencing their role as Incident 
Commander at incidents.  The service will need to ensure that training resilience 
is maintained for the eventuality that the two trainers for this programme are not, 
for any reason, available.  It is noted that the service proposes that instructors 
from the Training Centre are trained as cover for this reason.   

89. The service is working regionally to share training across services.  It is part of 
the South East Regional Training Group which works with the South East 
Operations Resilience Group to produce generic training packages for the use 
of regional Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). 

90. Staff appraisals are established and run twice yearly – annual appraisal and six 
monthly reviews – and are supported by an Appraisal Policy.  The feedback 
from staff to the review team suggests that appraisal is valued by staff. 
Appraisals inform the Training Needs Analysis and future training programme 
priorities.  Personal training plans, coming out of appraisals, are monitored by 
line managers.  However, the use of appraisals for RDS staff can vary where 
these are conducted either individually or in teams.   

91. Red Kite is the name for the software that provides the e-IPDS.  This package is 
currently being implemented and the feedback from staff was positive, in 
particular the means by which managers could straightforwardly go online to 
monitor staff training and development, their progression, and be able to target 
training.  The review team were told that some managers misinterpret ‘red’ 
status on some areas as individual incompetence instead of individuals not 
having the opportunity to evidence competence. Training will need to ensure 
that all staff understand the system and how to use this. 

92. The FRS intends to deploy resources to fully implement e-IPDS and to develop 
the provision of learning packages to support firefighter competency. The FRS 
assesses recruits for service suitability using the national firefighter point of 
entry selection tests and is supported in this by the Recruitment and Retention 
team within Shared Services.  After recruitment there is ongoing assessment, 
which all roles up to Brigade Manager work to.  The firefighter development 
programme is in place and is accredited by QA Associates.  The service 
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operates an Assessment and Development Centre system informed by the 
National Framework guidance.  This is supported by a service policy on 
Advancement and Development in the FRS. 

93. However, the review team picked up that there appeared to be inconsistency in 
full understanding of the transition arrangements for RDS personnel moving to 
wholetime Duty System (WDS).  Some claimed that there was a 12-14 week 
development programme for RDS personnel, which would also apply to any 
person joining the FRS as a firefighter.  Others referred to exemptions that were 
permitted where the RDS had shown competency.  The peer review team 
recommend that clear messages are communicated to the RDS on the 
transition criteria to WDS. 

94. Interviewees reported that the ICT system could not host centrally supported 
learning packages and that the learning packages had to be delivered using 
DVDs given to stations.  Access to learning packages or any ICT application is 
hindered at stations where there were insufficient terminals for multiple access; 
where internet speeds are slow; where access can be denied for certain 
applications; and where firefighters are not able to log on.   

95. The problem of access by firefighters is exacerbated by the growing need for 
managers to use computers to fulfil management requirements. The review 
team recognise that there are constraints on this, including:  county council 
policy, resources and access protocols.  However, the review team recommend 
that the FRS review service need for ICT access and use and then engage with 
the council to review opportunities to improve ICT access and electronic 
learning. 

96. Although the use of e-IPDS is good for individual and organisational recording 
and monitoring of firefighter core skills and competence the review team believe 
that this could be further enhanced by developing means of assessing 
individuals/teams undertaking themed scenario events. 

97. Regional working and collaboration has made great strides in recent years.  
However, it is acknowledged that there are still areas for closer working which 
all FRSs need to be aware of as these present opportunities for efficiency.   
These will become increasingly important in the environment of public spending 
pressures. 

98. There is currently no central co-ordination of nominations for training events and 
this has led to diary clashes, for example with other council service nominations, 
firefighter nominations affecting crewing arrangements and joining instruction 
changes being missed by candidates.  Co-ordination is needed and the team 
recommend that this be a responsibility given to training and development, with 
e-IPDS to manage this.  

99. There has not been an Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) of the forms of 
training and development delivery used by the FRS.  Such an assessment could 
take account of different training and development audiences (WDS, RDS, 
support staff) and special needs (disabled access, hearing loop provision etc.)  
The review team recommend that an EIA is conducted for the training and 
development strategy. 
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Call management and incident support 
Strengths  

• Roll out of station end equipment provided resilience and evidence of cost 
savings 

• Pro-active resource allocation to cover risk 

• Relocation of wholetime firefighters to RDS stations plus use of overtime 

• Unwanted Fire Signals initiative 

• Management of Regional Control Centre (RCC) preparations  

• Communication and activities with staff to support staff retention and maintain 
morale.  

 

Areas for consideration  

• Current age and resilience of mobilising equipment  

• Consultation and information on operational policy decisions that impact on 
Fire Control 

• Continue to consider the impact of RCC cutover on ‘out of scope’ activities. 

 

100. The FRS is meeting its requirements for receiving calls for assistance and 
resource mobilising.  Fire Control Centre (FCC) operators have immediate 
access to prompts relating to operational procedures at their console for 
reference and to assist in call responses.  All FCC operators undertake training 
to NVQ Level 3 (Emergency Control Operations).  Recall procedures are in 
place when crewing drops below a critical minimum level.  In the event of the 
FCC being non-functional there are secondary facilities at Woodstock Fire 
Station.  Arrangements are in place for overflow calls to be picked up by 
Gloucestershire FRS. 

101. Recent spate conditions from flooding in July 2007 and June 2008 led to a 
review of call handling and ancillary tasking in the FCC and led to changes in 
procedures, training and equipment.  The service has an Operational Debrief 
Scheme and incident/exercise debriefs to which FCC staff are invited.  

102. Planning for the move to the RCC is being well managed.  There is a Joint 
Implementation Group to manage this process for the service and a project 
team to manage the project.   A Regional Project Plan is in place.  Interviews 
with FCC staff confirmed that preparations for the RCC, being carried out within 
the service and the region, are progressing well. The FRS is an active member 
of regional working groups, for example the South East Operational Policy and 
Procedure Group (SEOPAP), the CFOA South East Control Managers Forum. 
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The FRS is giving consideration to identifying ‘out of scope’ activities that will 
not be transferred to the RCC.   

103. FCC staff were motivated despite the uncertainty over the RCC programme.  
They clearly had a pride in their work and were keen to contribute to 
implementation   

104. The programme of work to replace station end equipment at all fire stations 
has provided extended service resilience.  This involved the replacement of:  
alerter aerials, power points, data points, battery chargers and early station end 
equipment (ESEE).  At the same time it has provided cost savings (estimated at 
£130,000) by working on this jointly with North Yorkshire, Staffordshire and 
Hampshire FRSs and by directly employing an electrician rather than term 
contractor.  This work was written up as Technical Information Notes so that this 
could be picked up with future changes of personnel.  This is recommended as 
good practice for the rest of the service, particularly for one that is exposed to 
risk with the changes in senior personnel expected over the next 18 months. 

105. The service has provided authority to the FCC to allocate resources to cover 
shortfalls at stations and thereby reduce potential risk.  For example, FCC staff 
described the Wallingford, Henley, Goring triangle where in the eventuality of no 
cover, due to lack of availability of RDS pumps, the second pump from Rewley 
Road is relocated into the area. 

106. There is a tried and tested tiered approach for the relocation of wholetime 
firefighters to RDS stations where crewing is insufficient.  This is formalised 
through use of Gartan and relies on action by the Emergency Response Team 
(ERT) and FCC.  [Gartan is the management information system used to 
monitor RDS availability and links to the competency based mobilising 
procedure.] 

107. Oxfordshire was identified as the worst performing FRS on the number of 
Unwanted Fire Signals received from automatic fire alarm systems per head of 
population.  [98 per cent of calls to automatic fire alarms are caused by 
unwanted fire signals, where there is no fire and therefore no need to attend.]  
The Unwanted Fire Signal initiative was applied from mid-2003 and saw 
impressive results and savings achieved (£38,000 pa) through FCC ‘call 
challenge’.  The savings have been reinvested to support prevention activity.  
There is a policy/procedural document to inform the implementation of this 
initiative.  OFRS have been active at national level working with the CFOA 
group to develop a national policy for reducing the number of unwanted fire 
signals.  

108. However, the reduction in Unwanted Fire Signals has bottomed out to a 
plateau of around 700 calls per year.  The review team recommend that the 
FRS reviews this to see if there is an opportunity to reduce Unwanted Fire 
Signals further without jeopardising the current policy and practice safeguards. 

109. The review team were impressed by the management of the FCC and the 
maintaining of staff morale during the time leading up to the creation of the 
RCC.  The FiReControl project will move, from the existing system of FRS 
control rooms in the region, to a single RCC at Fareham, Hampshire.  The 
current official cutover date for the FRS is July 2012.  FCC staff development is 
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supported by a bursary to assist redeployment.   In addition there were 
examples of FCC staff moving on to different roles (although retained for the 
FCC pool to draw upon if needed).  Staff felt that they were being informed of 
RCC developments, while at the same time practical business continuity 
management was in place, for example swine flu, snow and adverse weather 
conditions etc.  The service has recently employed two staff to maintain crewing 
and this is seen as very positive by FCC staff as it maintains current crewing 
levels and shows that this department is valued by the service. 

110. Some elements of FCC equipment have an estimated 3.5 year operational life 
remaining.  If there is any further slippage on the RCC project then equipment 
resilience will become an issue.  The review team were informed that there were 
discussions taking place on this subject with regional Chief Fire Officers but no 
firm plans or financial provision is yet in place.  This will need to be monitored 
carefully to follow the RCC route, a regional alternative or a standalone solution.  
One individual within the FCC remarked that the issue is “what we are working 
with rather than what we do!”  This was taken by the peer review team to mean 
that FCC staff are very proud of the work they do but that they feel 
improvements are limited due to the age of the equipment now in use. 

111. FCC staff expressed some concern that there is lack of consultation in certain 
areas before initiatives are implemented. Examples provided focused on 
changes to operational procedures that appeared well thought through but with 
little idea as to the effect they would have on FCC staff.  The result often being 
that good ideas were being delayed due to the lack of consultation and 
assessment of their impact on FCCs.  It was suggested that more involvement 
from FCC staff earlier in the process could resolve these issues.  

112. The review team were told of concerns for the impact of RCC cutover on ‘out 
of scope’ activities, for example sub-regional initiatives such as arson reduction.  
This is an area of activity that has been a service priority, has achieved some 
success and is valued by staff.  It is recommended that the FRS takes account 
of this and similar initiatives in preparing its ‘out of scope’ activities for RCC 
cutover. 
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Contact details 

 
For more information about the operational assessment peer review of Oxfordshire 
Fire and Rescue Service please contact Andrew Winfield, Local Government 
Improvement and Development peer review manager:  

 
 
Andrew Winfield, Improvement Manager 
 
andrew.winfield@local.gov.uk 
 
 
07786 542754 
 

 
For more information on peer reviews or the work of the Local Government 
Improvement and Development, please see our website 
www.local.gov.uk/improvementanddevelopment or telephone 020 7296 6600. 
 
 If you would like to receive this report in large print, Braille or another format, please 
e-mail jemma.keane@local.gov.uk 
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