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Commission and Methodology

The Commission

ORS was commissioned by East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service (ESFRS) to
facilitate and report three staff and two public focus group discussions on the draft
Integrated Risk Management Action Plan 2008/2009 (IRMP). All groups were held
during November 2007.

It was agreed that ORS would work in collaboration with ESFRS to prepare

informative stimulus material for the meetings, facilitate the discussions, and then

prepare a report of the findings -covering peopl edsasrnheiasoni niq
conclusions. ESFRS encouraged ORS to facilitate the meetings and prepare this

report independently.

Issues for Discussion

In order to make the meetings as informed as possible (without shaping the
participantsd Vviews), OpReSentgtion ethatacoverdd tre Po we r
background and proposals in the Action Plan. For all groups. The presentation

material and introduction to the meetings included information on the following:

1 Profile of ESFRS
1 General principles of IRMP, including
o Shift in emphasis from emergency response to fire prevention
0 Relative risk
1 Proposals for ESFRS to conduct future reviews concerning:
o More flexible work and shift patterns
0 Reductions i n idershigdfachor
o0 More productive night-time shifts
0 Possible reductions in night-time fire cover in:
A Brighton / Hove area
A Hastings

I't should be noted that the ESFRS | RMP uses
misleadingly to cover both alternative shift arrangements and the reduced night-time

fire cover through the removal of fire engines. In the ORS presentation to the staff

and to the public focus groups these two issues were clearly distinguished to achieve

greater clarity i and to avoid possibly misleading the public about the nature of the

proposed reviews. As a result, we are confident that the public and staff clearly

understood the implications of the possible reviews that were discussed.

The presentation contained information on the principles of IRMP because:
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1 Members of the public are typically poorly informed about even basic
aspects ofthe Fireand Re s c ue op&aions and @gargsation; and
they normally over-estimate the risk of deaths and injuries from dwelling
fires.

T The chall enge i n t hese meetings
impressions of the Fire and Rescue Service but to consult on very
proposals to undertake very specific reviews i so the meetings needed to
focus on them and the reasons for them.

Overall, then, the consultation programme is best understood as 60t est i
acceptability of the reasoning and conclusions of ESFRS draft IRMP action plan - by
presenting its principles and review proposals clearly for discussion and scrutiny by a
wide cross-section of members of the public and staff. The key question the
researchers were asking was:

If stakeholders and staff are made fully aware of the background to
and arguments for the proposals, how convincing do they find them?
Consultation Programme
Two focus groups were held with invited members of the public in:
1 Brighton (9 participants)
1 Hastings (8 participants).
Participants were invited by ORS and were paid for their trouble and expenses in

attending and taking part in detailed discussions. Each of the meetings had a diverse
range of people i in terms of gender, age and social backgrounds.

Three staff groups were also held, in:
1 Eastbourne (three participants)
1 Hove (17 participants)
1 Hastings (24 participants).

The first of the staff meetings listed included support staff whereas the other two
comprised primarily of operational staff.

Inclusiveness and Representativeness

Focus groups with employees and the public can never be certified as statistically
representative of staff and public opinion, but the meetings reported here certainly
gave very diverse groups of employees and residentstheopportuni ty
proposals in detailed discussions. The public participants were diverse in terms of
gender, age, social, economic and professional status, housing tenure and many
other criteria. ESFRS went to great lengths to invite a large and inclusive group of
staff to the meetings.

Therefore, we are satisfied that the outcomes of the meetings (as reported below)
are soundly indicative of how informed public opinion in East Sussex and staff
opinion in ESFRS would incline on the basis of similar discussions. In summary,
then, the meetings are reliable and authoritative as examples of the reflections and

opinions of diverse informed people reacti.i

t
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The Report

The next section gives a comprehensive account of the staff and public discussions.
Some verbatim quotations appear, not in order to endorse them but to illustrate
recurrent points of view vividly. While quotations are used, the report is not just a
transcript of the discussions, but an interpretative summary of the issues raised.

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009 O
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Focus Groups with Members of the Public
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Introduction

This section reports the public focus groups discussions in detail. It is unnecessary
to report the two meetings separately because their views did not contrast markedly,
but where there are important differences the groups will be distinguished.

Estimates of fire risk

Focus group participants were asked to estimate the number of fire deaths that
occur in East Sussex each year. Some members of the Brighton focus group were
fairly accurate, with estimates ranging from five to twenty - though some believed
that as many as 100 people die in a fire-related incident on a yearly basis! In
Hastings, participants guessed that the annual figure is between 13 and 1,500.!

Needless to say, the groups were pleased to learn that the actual figure was seven
in 2006-07. The exercise was instructive in demonstrating to respondents the low
levels of risk from accidental fire deaths and the difficulty the fire service will have in
trying to drive down death and injury figures further by rapid response alone.

Integrated Risk Management

The proposal to increase the amount of preventative work undertaken by fire-fighters
stems from a general change of emphasis within the fire service nationally. Within

this context, the focus groups weHome FirenSafety Visit d

(HFSV) programme and other community safety measures, and invited to think
about the proposal for more flexible working as a means to more preventative and
protective campaigns being implemented.

The public focus groups were unanimously in favour of more preventative work
being undertaken. There was some concern that team-working should be protected
and the fire-f i ght er s6 morale should not be
consensus that if possible fire-fighter preventative and protective work should be
increased.

ltés how to utilise their ti me
They need to be more socially proactive

It would be better to take people from the night shift in order to get more
smoke alarms fitted in East Sussex; it would be great to get smoke
alarms fitted in every home.

Flexible working and re d u ¢ e dd edr sfdciomp 6

Participants also recognised that reviews to examine more flexible shift and
O0r i depatteims gredrequired to facilitate service developments. Participants at
both public focus groups were unanimously in favour of the potential change towards
more flexible working, as the following wide-ranging comments illustrate:

No-one here thinks they get paid too much 7 and it is good to know they
will come. But we all have to budget and get value for money, and their
shift systems are not good value to the public

of

damag
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21

22

23

24

You could have 8-8-8 hour shifts. | did nights on a 42-hour week and we
had to do six nights of seven hours; and now they do five nights of eight
hours with a rotating day off

The ridership costs must be a huge amount of money each year 1 you
could have more complete crews with this

You could have floating firef i ght er sét o provideé the

maybe even retained fire-fighters to provide that cover

The money has to be used in the best ways T you j ust canot

carrying on
It seems like a waste [the way things are]
It sounds antiquated!

In the discussions the public understood many of the key issues with regard to the
flexibility and the ridership factor; but overall they felt that current arrangements
might be wasteful. Overall, they were in agreement that reviews of possible changes
should be done in order to match resources more closely to demand.

They did, however, foresee problems regarding staff acceptance of any proposals,
but they felt this should not be an insuperable obstacle to constructive reviews
leading to change. For example, some declared:

We al | have to work in-anditcammbeiomms t hat

Thishas goneonfor30-odd years and it upsets
they dondédt see how Ithe A35 million

AJnproductive® night shift

When the current night-shift arrangements were explained neutrally, the focus
groups overwhelmingly agreed that reviews to consider more flexible and more
productived night-shift patterns should be introduced at in order to increase the
productivity of fire-fighters.

Some comments showed a recognition of the culture of the fire service and
recognised its status as a genuine emergency response service 1 for example:

The whole joy of being a fire-fighter is to put fires out i not the home
visits and bureaucracy!

They are there ready to be called out [even when sleeping on night-
shifts]

However, across the two focus groups, only two people opposed the conclusion the
ESFRS should conduct reviews with a view to more flexible working (on the grounds
that the fire-fighters would dislike the changes). Typical comments made in the
discussions were:

The sleeping time is a huge proportionof t heir &édwor ko.
people to be in bed - it is a huge waste!

This could be the main area for potential change. It will be difficult to
have any flexibility if you keep this shift pattern - it makes it hard to move
people around

They could do some training at night 1 to make it more productive

what
mat t

You

ORS Report
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28
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We had a cleaner in Eastbourne who worked as a full-time fire-fighter in
London!

A lot of time seems to be spent sleeping!

Such comments elicited general agreement. Overall, then, both focus groups agreed

that ESFRS should conduct a review about 6unpr oduct i v eadly twoi g ht
participants were opposed on the grounds of their concern about the reactions of
fire-fighters to proposed changes.

Variable fire cover

Perhaps sur pr i si ng topservgtignm ammut energemqy | cOV@rs
arrangements), participants at both focus groups were generally ready to accept that
the level of night-time fire cover in Brighton and Hove and Hastings might be
reviewed with a view to reducing the number of appliances.

The possible implications of the proposed reviews were clearly explained to the
participants, but they were impressed by the variations in demand and risk at
different times of the day and night. This led them to conclude that it would be
probably be possible to adjust night-time cover without endangering people.

Some typical comments were:

This is a feasible option T they could do more productive work across
Sussex generally

There is a need for more education

Are you going to sack people? They should be redeployed or lost
through natural wastage

It should be considered i [but] it cannot be done by trial and error

It is down to the fire service to make the right judgement on the basis of
the right data i but you have to be cautious about the changes.

It was acknowledged that a combination of reduced night-time cover and more
flexible working patterns for staff would result in the undertaking of more productive
work in the area of prevention and education by day. In this context, some
participants wanted to stress the fire-f i ght er s dld npod bexomes tom
bureaucratic.

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009 O
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Focus Groups with Staff
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33
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Introduction

This section summarises the findings from the staff forums. The views of staff
differed considerably from those of the public and for this reason they have been
reported separately. Whereas the public supported the ESFRS proposals for reviews
of working practices and some emergency cover arrangements, the staff strongly
opposed those ideas.

The three staff forums are not reported separately because that would risk identifying
those who took part in the smallest group. In any case, the views did not contrast
markedly, but where there are important differences the groups will be distinguished.

Integrated Risk Management

With regard to the continuing shift in emphasis from emergency response towards
prevention, the staff groups were partly in favour and partly opposed. That is, they
supported in principle increasing preventive work ideally 7 but they were adamant
that there should be no reduction in emphasis on their operational activities and
training. Along these lines, some typical and repeated comments were:

They are trying to modernise us! They should employ more fire-fighters!

Response times will increase i they willl Injuries to fire-fighters will
increase as well because there will be less back-up less quickly!

We need to do more training for critical incidents
We already do a lot of community safety work in the evenings!

In Eastbourne we do mass CFSCs i for example in blocks of flats i and
this is done in the evening. It can be OK to do this at about 7pm

You [facilitator] are using statistics for the whole area 1 they should do a
graph for the six stations.

There were also complaints about the effectiveness of the current HFSCs:

The homes we go to are the safe one 1 but it is hard to get to those most
at risk.

There were also complaints that recent changes have not succeeded in increasing
productivity in HFSCs i and one person expressed a kind of statistical challenge
about change and performance management:

How many HFSCs have been done by the aerial ladder platform crew in
the last three years? Has productivity increased since they were taken
off the run from 0600 to 21007

Some specific allegations or claims about HFSCs were made i and it is likely that
ESFRS will want to examine these issues:

The fire service does not supply enough detectors to do all the HFSCs
we could i so the criteria have been made more demanding i and we
dondét go to HMOs!

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009 O
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Flexible working

The possibility of devising more flexible shifts to allow fire-fighters to work more than
two day shifts in every eight days we discussed i in order to facilitate more HFSCs.
The idea led to some strong feelings.

The participants were generally opposed i mainly because they appeared to believe
that any form of flexibility was bound to lead to a reduction in emergency cover
levels. Of course, this is not necessarily the case i but the inference is very strong
for fire-fighters, who tend to shift their focus from thinking about productivity through
greater flexibility to protesting about allegedly lowering levels of operational cover.

For example, some typical comments about flexible working were:

It is a pity that only three of us are here [at Eastbourne]...there are strong
feelings against these ideas!

Webd prefer to stay as we are because t

cover that should not be cut - and this is the professional judgement of
the middle management

Multi-pump incidents should be shown separately from all incidents -
most of these are at night and in these urban areas

We should be increasing the number of pumps that go to high rise
incidents

Reducing fire cover is retrogressive - the risk is here and at night
We have bigger incidents at night!
We have a lot of HMOs in this area and they are at great risk at night
Shoreham has had five fire deaths recently and we cover their area at
night.

Reduction of ORidershipd factor

The proposal to reduce the o6ridershipd
flexible cover for staff absences was very unpopular with the participants. Typical
comments concentrated on alleged under-staffing and claimed that in practice the
so-c a | buepllis6 6 ( 6 r i sth# aresofien geduiyed to cover for their own shifts.

We do not always have standard crews of five in practice - we often have
only four 1 so the ridership factor is not a waste in practice

We need to show how often we attend with fewer people.

Members of the staff forum at Eastbourne were concerned that removal of the
Ridership factor may jeopardise training and development opportunities:

This is to make it easier to get people onto training courses but it is hard
to do so - and if we remove the ridership factor that will get even harder

The ridership factor is expensive but we must not worsen access to
training

We do want to make better use of the time, especially for training

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009 O
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6Unproductived night shifts

All the respondents, but the fire-fighters especially, resisted the idea of adjusting the
current whole-time shift system i at least partly because, in their opinion, it is
impossible to predict demand for the emergency services. Strictly, of course, this is a
non-sequitur 1 for whether or not demand varies by day and night, the shift system
could be reviewed. The two issues are not connected at all.

However, even more important were the personal or family reasons the fire-fighters
had for retaining the shift system as it is. Some typical comments were:

Essentially, we prefer the current shift system and do not wish to adopt
any new system

Currently, shift patterns allow fire-fighters to be aware of their shift long in
advance

Under the current system we can plan our time ahead.

The Hastings meeting claimed that other FRSs have consulted about the shift
systems and decided to leave things well alone i and they proposed that ESFRS
should also do the same.

All these have consulted and kept things the same - like Essex,
Berkshire, Hertfordshire, Derbyshire, Shropshire, Warwickshire and
Norfolk. So staying as we are is a real option...it is the one we prefer!

Firef i ghters were vociferous in their denial

unproductived, with many claiming th
and 7am anyway:

Thereds not much we c¢an \hichibpaduwtee n

From 11pm to 7am there is not much anyone can do whatever the shift
system is

There is nothing we can do that is productive at 3am

Regarding possible comparisons with other professions, there were some strong
assertions that the contrast between sleeping fire-fighters and wakeful nurses and
doctors is exaggerated:

The nurses have rest periods as well and they are allowed to sleep
GPs on call can also sleep.

There was, however, some recognition at Eastbourne that more productive night-
time working hours would be desirable and that changes may be necessary to
facilitate this:

We do need to get more productive night-time resources by working
smarter

We could address the unproductive shift system without changing the
level of [emergency] cover available

Maybe we need to do more evening training to make better use of the
time because training needs to have a higher profile in order for us to be
more resilient - and fire-fighter fatalities are increasing currently

at [ it

11pm

ORS Report
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We might consider changing the working days - for example to 12 hour
shifts with different start and finish times to now.

The small Eastbourne meeting was very different in tone to the two others i and one
of the most striking points was the clarity with which the participants appreciated that
changes to the shift system will not necessarily have an adverse effect on the levels
of night-time cover.

The Eastbourne group showed two very different attitudes towards the sleeping night
shifts. On the one hand they felt that:

During the strike the public found out about our beds and did not mind as
long as we can show that we are able to turn out effectively.

On the other hand, they felt that:

We have a duty to show that we can review this things properly i even if
it does not lead to change in practice.

The dominant feeling in the other two meetings, though, was that any changes would
not be family-friendly 7 for example:

The changes are not family friendly i they can disrupt your life!

The fire-fighters did not doubt that the family-friendliness of their shifts should
outweigh the goal of reviewing working patterns to achieve a better service for the
public.

All three forums felt that morale is diminishing due to general uncertainty about
possible future changes i for example:

This kind of process [considering change] has gone on for three years 1
so we feel very defensive

We dondt hol d ianditwilhmakemoralowoese.

Variable emergency cover

Fire-fighters again were very concerned about possible reducing emergency cover
by night in Brighton/Hove and Hastings. They opposed the principle for a multitude of
reasons.

The Hastings forum claimed to have been told by a DCFO that the prospect of
reviewing the night ti mei ictbewense thatit wiltnever
happen in practice. They claimed that we just have to pretend to look at the issue.
This perception shows the difficulties of communicating with fire-fighters and how
important it is for all managers to speak with a clear and co-ordinated voice on these
contentious issues.

On the other hand, the exchange in question may well have been based only on the
assertion that:

The ESFRS must show it review these issues properly, even if it does not lead to
change in practice.

The small Eastbourne group also felt that the IRMP document contains few facts to
argue its case for reviews. They said, for example:

t own

ORS Report
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They do not make the benefits of the changes very clear i for example,
that the night officers would transfer to day time fire prevention work to
reduce risk that way

This is not a clear and evidenced document that lets anyone make a
clear and balanced decision.

In any case, the Eastbourne forum was opposed to reducing cover due to
operational shortcomings that are allegedly already happening. For example, at
Eastbourne they said:

We should review the impact of previous IRMPs before introducing new
ones

We have not properly evaluated some earlier changes
Pumps have reduced already by 10% as result of earlier IRMP
We need to pay more attention to operational capacity and skills

And we have some day crewed and retained pumps that are unavailable,
including parts of both the night and day periods

| am concerned at the widening gap between the official policies and
those who do the operational crewing i t he f or meten todtleen 6 t
practitioners

We also provide cover into West Sussex from Brighton and Hove

Due to fewer whole-time stations we do not have resilient support for
reductions at the Brighton and Hove stations

Incidents can overlap leading to conflicting demands for pumps 1 would
we have resilience to meet these?

New attendance targets require four pumps to attend for high risk fires 1
and we could not meet this

We need evidence on deaths, casualties and serious fires in Brighton
and Hove 1 where the reductions might come

The pumps cover large parts of the surrounding RDS areas

We need also to focus on property protection i and these cuts could put
property and the environment more at risk.

The other two forums also described risk levels as varying and unpredictable by
night; and there was a sense that reducing the number of available engines at
certain times and/or changing crewing from 24- to 12-hours would increase the
potential dangers to the public:

The population increases dramatically in the summer season

We have to deal with varying and unpredictable levels of risk when
incidents can happen at any time

The population increases dramatically in the summer season
There are times when all the pumps are out together.

The fire-fighters all asserted that risk is much higher at night: it was claimed that
demand may be lower but the risk of death and serious injury from fire is at its
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height. The phrase whatever the figures suggest is significant in the following in
showing how difficult it can be to argue these points constructively:

We have bigger incidents at nights

Whatever the figures suggest, the night time is the main danger for
deaths because fires go undetected for longer!

If a specialist vehicle goes out of the area, a regular pump has to go as
well 7 so this would deplete the area.

Staff believed that variable crewing would lead to the compromising of fire-fighter
health and safety - particularly with regard to support at incidents. The general sense
was that second engine response times would increase along with fire-fighter
injuries, as their sense of moral duty would prevent them from waiting for back-up
before attempting a rescue:

Health and safety is an issue if we cut cover because we go with fewer
pumps to some alarm calls and we have to hold back until we get cover
which is against our natures

Response times will increase...injuries to fire-fighters will increase as well
because there will be less back up less quickly

A particular issue at Hastings was RDS cover. The difficulties of ensuring that the
RDS engine is available were noted, and the problems this would cause if Hastings
had just one whole-time pump were stressed:

Hastings now has two whole-time and an RDS engine i not three whole-
time; and it would be one whole-time and RDS under the new plan

There are availability issues for the RDS engine at many times. We need

to tell the public how often the RDS is off the run and what will they do if
it is off the run? Wedll have only one p

|t was also claimed that H assof thensyirsodndingp u mp s

63

64

areas where RDS cover is not adequate.

All in all, there was a definite sense amongst staff that the introduction of variable
cover arrangements would worsen the service:

Independent surveys have already shown that we are understaffed; and,
therefore, if you cut the number or fire engines at night we will be less
effective at cutting the fires at night!

We should be increasing the number of pumps that go to some high rise
incidents but this [proposal] would deplete the pumps for the rest of the
city - and getting supplementary pumps will take some time

Brighton and Hove are the first attendance for some parts of West
Sussex.

The desire for more and/or better information was expressed by staff when
discussing the issue of variable emergency cover. Indeed, several fire-fighters felt
that the information provided to them misrepresents the amount of work they actually
undertake and is too general across the brigade area:

[We] need more evidence re house fires and RTCs by numbers and
hours T and rescues by the same divisions

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009 O
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We used to be told to maximise the recording of FDR1s but now they are
minimised. The stats are flawed badly

It is important to have better presentation of the issues about
productivity.

Annualised hours

A change towards annualised hours was perhaps the most strongly opposed
proposal - particularly in the case of fire-fighters. The prime concern was the effect
such a change would have on fire-f i g h ma&alesby worsening their work-life

balance i especially with regard to childcare arrangements.

The following quotations illustrate some of the more emphatic points of view:
It is an imprisonment system!
Annualised hours will alienate the workforce
Annualised hours will cause difficulties with childcare

We are most against annualised hours. This gives them everything they
want to the complete detriment of the fire-fighters at the whole-time
stations by devastating their home lives

| am concerned about annualised hours due to the need to find child
cover becaus eoumadide brlegsdar shdrt&ernhsick cover
and three months notice for long term sickness - so it will be difficult to
get child cover especially if they live a long way away

We donot think weoll be call ed i n

f

te mcover . We think we wil/ have 150

big childcare burdens.
There was also concern about potential disruption to training arrangements:

Annualised hours will harm safety critical training due to taking people off
their normal watches. It will be hard to monitor and direct their regular
training.

It should be noted, though, that in the Hove forum one person said:

The description of annualised hours is very vague in the Action Plan i so
we have to base our views on the Greater Manchester example and how
that works!

One or two people in the Hastings forum was very frank about the underlying

objections to annualised hours:

It would financially cripple me to go to annualised hours i because [like]
most people [I] have secondary employment in the south-east T but |
would be stuck at home waiting for the call to do cover work

The cost of living in the south-east is very high 7 and Berkshire have
recognised this in their decision.

The ESFRS will want to consider in its reviews how much account it should take of

this underlying issue.

East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service IRMP Consultation 2008/2009
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71 At Hastings there were also some constructive intimations of how a compromise
might be reached (though this was not a negotiating forum of any kind:

We all prefer option C i but we are willing (reluctantly) to consult on how
to make it work 7 for example, if the Working Time Directive made it
essential to change, we could do 12-12 shifts. And we could strive to
improve sickness records i to improve productivity that way.

72 Finally, it was claimed that:

The new system will worsen sickness absence i due to the need for
days off at short notice.
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