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EAST SUSSEX FIRE AUTHORITY 

 
URGENCY PANEL 

 
THURSDAY 14 APRIL 2011 AT 13.00 HOURS 

(including lunch) 
 

MEMBERS 
 
East Sussex County Council (4) 
 
Councillors Livings, Sparks, Scott and Waite. 
 
Brighton and Hove Council (1) 
 
Councillor Kemble (Chairman). 
   
You are requested to attend this meeting to be held at East Sussex Fire & Rescue Service 
Headquarters, 20 Upperton Road, Eastbourne at 13.30 hours.  
 

AGENDA 
  
1. To (a) confirm all participating Members have undertaken to observe the Authority's Code 

of Conduct, (b) check if any wish to amend their written declarations of interests under 
Part 3 of the Code and (c), in relation to matters on the agenda, seek declarations of any 
personal or personal & prejudicial interests under Part 2 of the Code. 

  
2. Apologies for absence. 
  
3. Notification of items which the Chairman considers to be urgent and proposes to take 

at the end of the agenda/Chairman’s business items. 
  
 (Any Members wishing to raise urgent items are asked, wherever possible, to notify the 

Chairman before the start of the meeting.  In so doing they must state the special 
circumstances which they consider justify the matter being considered urgently). 

  
4. To consider public questions, if any. 
  
5. Non-confidential Minutes of last Urgency Panel meeting on 3 February 2011 (copy 

attached).   
  
6. Any other non-exempt items considered urgent by the Chairman. 
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7. The Future of the Maritime Incident Response Group - Implications for East Sussex Fire 

Authority – report of the Chief Fire Officer and Chief Executive.  (Copy attached). 
  
8. Exclusion of the Press and Public 
  
 To consider whether, in view of the business to be transacted or the nature of the 

proceedings, the press and public should be excluded from the remainder of the 
meeting on the grounds that, if the public and press were present, there would be 
disclosure to them of exempt information. NOTE:  Any item appearing in the 
confidential part of the Agenda states in its heading the category under which the 
information disclosed in the report is confidential and therefore not available to the 
public. A list and description of the exempt categories are available for public inspection 
at East Sussex Fire & Rescue Service Headquarters, 20 Upperton Road, Eastbourne 
and at Brighton and Hove Town Halls. 

  
9. Confidential Minutes of last Urgency Panel meeting on 3 February 2011 (copy 

attached).  (Exempt category under paragraph 1 and 3 of the Local Government Act 
1972). 

  
  

  
 ABRAHAM GHEBRE-GHIORGHIS 
 Monitoring Officer 

 East Sussex Fire Authority 
 c/o Brighton & Hove City Council 
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Agenda Item No. 5  

EAST SUSSEX FIRE AUTHORITY 
 
Minutes of the meeting of the East Sussex Fire Authority URGENCY PANEL held at Fire 
& Rescue Service Headquarters, Eastbourne on Thursday 3 February 2011 at 14.00 
hours. 
 
Members Present: Councillors Carden, Kemble (Chairman), Livings, Sparks and Waite. 
 
N.B. Councillor Carden attended the meeting in place of Councillor Scott, having been 
nominated by the Monitoring Officer in consultation with the relevant Group spokesperson. 
 
Officers Present: Abraham Ghebre-Ghiorghis (Monitoring Officer), Sue Klein (Clerk to 
the Fire Authority), Cheryl Rolph (ACO(POD)) Presenting Officer for ESFRS, the 
Appellant and his representative.  
 
1. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
  
 (a) It was noted that all participating Members had undertaken to observe the 

Authority's Code of Conduct; 
   
 (b) It was noted that no Member wished to amend their written declaration of 

interests under Part 3 of the Code; 
   
 (c) It was noted that, in relation to matters on the agenda, Councillor Kemble’s wife 

was undergoing treatment by the same surgeon as the appellant; the appellant 
confirmed that he was happy for Councillor Kemble to be a member of the Panel. 
No other Member wished to make any declarations of personal or prejudicial 
interest under Part 2 of the Code. 

  
2. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
  
2.1 Apologies were received from Councillor Scott. 
  
3. NOTIFICATION OF ITEMS WHICH THE CHAIRMAN CONSIDERS TO BE URGENT  
  
3.1 There were none. 
  
4. TO CONSIDER PUBLIC QUESTIONS, IF ANY 
  
4.1 There were none.   
  
5. NON-CONFIDENTIAL MINUTES OF THE LAST URGENCY PANEL MEETING HELD 

ON 17 JUNE 2010 
  
5.1 RESOLVED – That the minutes of the meeting of the Urgency Panel held on 17 June 

2010 be approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman. (Copy in minute 
book). 
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6. ANY OTHER NON-EXEMPT ITEMS CONSIDERED URGENT BY THE CHAIRMAN 
  
6.1 There were none. 
  
7. EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC 
  
7.1 RESOLVED – That items 8 and 9 be exempt under paragraphs 1 and 3 of Schedule 

12A to the Local Government (Access to Information) (Variation) Order 2006 and 
accordingly are not open for public inspection on the grounds that they include 
information relating to any individual and information relating to the financial or 
business affairs of any particular person (including the authority holding that 
information). 

  
 The meeting finished at 15:45 hours. 
  
 Signed                                                                                     Chairman 
  
 Dated this   day of                   2011 
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Agenda Item No. 7  

 
EAST SUSSEX FIRE AUTHORITY  
  
Panel: Urgency 
  
Date: 14 April 2011  
  
Title:  Maritime Incident Response Group  
  
By: Chief Fire Officer and Chief Executive 
  
Purpose: To update the Urgency Panel of the review of the Maritime 

Incident Response Group (MIRG) and implications for East 
Sussex Fire Authority seek approval for the submission to the 
Transport Select Committee. 

  
  
RECOMMENDATION: The Urgency Panel is asked to: 

 
1) note the decision of the Maritime Coastguard Agency to cease the 

funding for the MIRG from September 2011; 
2) to approve the response to the Transport Select Committee call 

for evidence in respects to the MIRG; and 
3) give approval for the Chief Fire Officer and Chief Executive to 

identify funding from within the operational budget to maintain the 
East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service Maritime Response for the 
period September 2011 – April 2012. 

  
MAIN ISSUES 
  
1. In the light of the infrequent mobilisation of the Maritime Incident Response Group (MIRG) 

and the outcomes of the Comprehensive Spending Review, the Maritime Coastguard 
Agency (MCA) has stated that they intend to make substantial savings over the next four 
years including the removal of funding for the provision of the MIRG by 15 coastal Fire and 
Rescue Authorities around the UK.  

  
2. The Transport Select Committee has made a call for evidence to examine the impact of the 

Government’s decision to review the arrangements for the MIRG, which responds to 
incidents at sea for which firefighting, chemical hazard and/or rescue teams may be 
required. The proposed evidence is attached as Appendix A to this report. 

  
3. The Fire Authority has a significant shipping risk along its coastline, and has provided a 

maritime response since the decision of the Public Protection Committee of East Sussex 
County Council, at its meeting on 26 May 1994, determined to set up a Maritime Team 
comprising members of the then East Sussex County Fire Brigade as recognition of the 
risk to public safety within the maritime sector. 
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4. If the decision to remove funding for the MIRG were not reversed then the financial burden 

to the operational budget to maintain the provision for the remainder of the financial year 
would be in the region of £40,000. Currently, the Service is reviewing the potential to 
manage the reduction in personnel in the MIRG and its operating arrangements to maintain 
a maritime response at the same time reducing the costs of the provision. 

 
Des Prichard 
CHIEF FIRE OFFICER & CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
4 April 2011 
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1. BACKGROUND  
  
1.1 The Public Protection Committee of East Sussex County Council, at its meeting on 26 

May 1994, determined to set up a Maritime Team comprising members of the then East 
Sussex County Fire Brigade as recognition of the risk to public safety within the maritime 
sector. 

  
1.2. In 2002, due to the decline in coastal FRSs resources being declared to support HM 

Coastguard response to fires on ships at sea, the Maritime and Coastguard Agency 
(MCA), Department for Transport (DfT) and the Chief Fire Officers’ Association (CFOA) 
reviewed the most appropriate capability required to respond to incidents involving fire, 
chemical hazards and industrial accidents at sea. This review, the ‘Sea of Change 
Project’ (which completed in April 2007), supported the need for a Maritime Incident 
Response Group (MIRG).  

  
1.3 As there is no statutory duty for provision for offshore firefighting imposed on the FRS or 

MCA, there is no separate identified budget for funding this capability within the UK. 
Coastal FRS’s, of which there are 39, do have a statutory duty to fight fires on vessels 
within their area by virtue of Section 72 of the Local Government Act 1972 which 
confirms that the area of responsibility for Fire Authorities in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland generally extends to the mean low water mark (MLWM) at ordinary tide. 
As a result of the ‘Sea of Change’ project, the MCA supported the provision of the 
additional training, equipment and PPE necessary to allow operational personnel to 
respond offshore (outside of the statutory responsibility) as well as the costs of any 
operational deployment. 

  
1.4 East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service (ESFRS) is one of the strategically located fully 

interoperable FRSs that support the current MIRG response arrangements. Since its 
inception, in 2006, ESFRS has been the most operationally active member of MIRG and 
has been involved in a number of significant incidents, including the first under the 
current MIRG agreement in April 2006, when it responded to a fire on the cruise ship MV 
Calypso in the English Channel with 708 souls onboard. 

  
1.5 The total cost of MIRG provision for 2009/10 was approximately £1.3 million, of which 

half was borne by the MCA and half by the MIRG FRAs collectively.  The current 
contribution by this Authority towards MIRG is approximately £75,000 per annum as the 
Authority agreed to fund a higher level of insurance for each member of the Service who 
maintains their competence for deployment. 
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2. MARITIME COASTGUARD AGENCY REVIEW 
  
2.1 Since MIRG’s launch in 2006, it has been actively deployed to fight fires on board 

vessels on six occasions, two of which have involved the ESFRS team.  However, the 
infrequent deployment of MIRG has raised concerns within the MCA that there could be 
an overprovision nationally and the recent Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) has 
resulted in an increased focus on driving out any inefficiency within the MIRG 
arrangements.  As a consequence of the CSR outcome, the MCA have stated that they 
will be making savings over the next four years in various areas.   

  
2.2 In the context of MIRG, the MCA has recently announced that: “Ministers have also 

decided that we should look closely at the value of the continued provision of the 
Maritime Incident Response Group (MIRG) which trains and equips 15 fire brigades for 
fire fighting at sea, and uses SAR helicopters to fly them to incidents.  In practice, MIRG 
has rarely been deployed.  There is the potential to save up to £600K annually.  We will 
be talking to coastal fire services and the shipping industry about our approach to this 
provision.” 

  
2.3 The MIRG has recently undergone its first review since the arrangements with the 15 

coastal fire authorities was introduced in 2006.  The study included a benchmarking 
exercise to compare the current MIRG to the capability held by other European countries, 
a review of the onboard capabilities of ships to respond to incidents and wide-ranging 
stakeholder engagement to inform options for provision of the required capability. The 
review report provides 28 Key conclusions and 26 Key recommendations and significantly 
the report identifies; 
 
• There is no statutory duty on MCA or FRS to make provision for response to fires ‘at 

sea’. 
 

• Notwithstanding the above, the risk associated with UK territorial waters is such that 
the provision of a response capability is justified. 

 
• Any commercial replacement of the MIRG would be expensive and deployment would 

be problematic due to a shortage of commercially available helicopters. 
 
• The most appropriate option identified for future provision of an at-sea response to fire 

chemical hazards and industrial accidents is a continuation of the MIRG, but with a 
realignment to match the resources to the identified risk.  

 
2.4 The review indicated the preferred option for provision of a continued/future response 

capability was a MIRG, with a strength aligned to match the perceived risk and the 
frequency of incidents, which could likely be provided by half the number of trained 
volunteers.  This could result in a cost saving for the MCA of approximately 30% of the 
current funding supplied.  
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2.5 Currently, discussions are being held with the other FRAs to determine the appetite for 

future provision within each Authority.  Locally, the level of life risk associated with cross 
channel shipping traffic and the subsequent numbers of passengers off the coast of East 
Sussex indicate that it is preferable for this Authority to maintain the facility to deploy 
firefighters to incidents ‘at sea’, regardless of the final MIRG model agreed with the MCA.  

  
3. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
  
3.1 The total cost of MIRG provision for 2009/10 was approximately £1.3 million, of which 

half was borne by the MCA and half by the MIRG FRAs collectively.  The current 
contribution by this Authority towards MIRG is approximately £75,000 per annum as the 
Authority agreed to fund a higher level of insurance for members of the Service who 
maintains their competence for deployment as part of the Maritime Team. 

  
3.2 In 2009/10, the Authority reclaimed back from the MCA £32,207, which is based upon 

the provision of training required for the ESFRS Maritime Team to maintain their 
competence to be deployed to an incident. If the Team responds to an incident those 
costs would be fully recoverable from the MCA within the existing agreement. 

  
3.3 It is feasible that the Authority could opt to discontinue this operational capability, with 

annual revenue savings in the region of £75,000. The Fire Authority would then rely on 
the deployment of MIRG teams from other FRAs to deal with incident off its shores which 
could delay the response and lead to criticism of the Authority, especially considering 
that this provision has been in place for a significant period of time and the national 
review does demonstrate the South Coast as the highest risk area around the UK. 

  
3.4 If the Authority agrees to maintain a local capability to allow a sea/airborne response to 

incidents for the remainder of 2011/12, whilst further discussions take place at 
Government and lead officer level, then it is expected that the Authority would need to 
allocate in the region of £40,000 to pay for essential training, equipment replacement and 
costs of any deployment in the six months period up to April 2012. Insurance and Team 
availability costs are already budgeted for 2011/12 and are, therefore, not included in this 
additional funding requirement. 
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EAST SUSSEX FIRE AUTHORITY APPENDIX TO ITEM NO. 7 
  
URGENCY PANEL  14 APRIL 2011  
 
Transport Select Committee 
 
1.  

 
East Sussex Fire Authority (ESFA) is submitting evidence following the announcement 
that the Transport Select Committee have made a call for evidence for its Inquiry: The 
Coastguard, emergency towing vessels and the Maritime Incident Response Group 
(MIRG). The Primary concerns of ESFA are: 

   
 a) 

 
that effective consultation, on the MCA decision to remove funding for MIRG, with 
the individual Fire and Rescue Authorities who have provided the operational 
teams that make up the MIRG has not taken place. 

   
 b) that the review of the MIRG arrangements undertaken by carried out in 2010 on 

behalf of the MCA by independent consultants (BMT Isis Ltd) has not been fully 
considered in reaching this decision. The report states that ‘a detailed 
assessment of risk based on available incident data, has identified that, given 
regulator norms, a capability to respond to incidents on ships involving fires, 
chemical hazards or industrial accidents covering the majority of the UK’s 
coastline should be provided. It should be noted that fire is the pre-dominant 
accident type to which a response is required.’ 

   
 c) that the decision by the MCA to remove funding for the  arrangements for the 

MIRG, which responds to incidents at sea for which fire-fighting, chemical hazard 
and/or rescue teams may be required has been finance driven not risk based. 

  
2. ESFA, along with other Fire & Rescue Authorities (FRAs), have significant statutory 

responsibilities laid down in the Fire & Rescue Service Act 2004, The Regulatory 
Reform (Fire Safety) Order 2005 and the Civil Contingencies Act 2004.  Their 
respective Fire & Rescue Service (FRS) carries out implementation of Fire Authorities’ 
responsibilities on their behalf.    

  
3. The Public Protection Committee of East Sussex County Council, at its meeting on 26 

May 1994, determined to set up a Maritime Team comprising members of the then 
East Sussex County Fire Brigade as recognition of the risk to public safety within the 
maritime sector. 

  
4. In 2002, due to the decline in coastal FRSs resources being declared to support HM 

Coastguard response to fires on ships at sea the Maritime and Coastguard Agency 
(MCA), Department for Transport (DfT) and the Chief Fire Officers’ Association 
(CFOA) reviewed the most appropriate capability required to respond to incidents 
involving fire, chemical hazards and industrial accidents at sea. This review, the ‘Sea 
of Change Project’ (which completed in April 2007), supported the need for a Maritime 
Incident Response Group (MIRG). 

  
 



 

 11 

 
5. East Sussex Fire and Rescue Service (ESFRS) is one of the strategically located 

fully interoperable FRSs that support the current MIRG response arrangements. 
Since its inception, in 2006, ESFRS have been the most operationally active 
member of MIRG and has been involved in a number of significant incidents, 
including the first under the current MIRG agreement in April 2006, when it 
responded to a fire on the cruise ship MV Calypso in the English Channel with 708 
souls onboard. 

  
6. As there is no statutory duty for provision for offshore firefighting imposed on the 

FRS or MCA, there is no separate identified budget for funding this capability within 
the UK. Coastal FRS’s, of which there are 39, do have a statutory duty to fight fires 
on vessels within their area by virtue of Section 72 of the Local Government Act 
1972 which confirms that the area of responsibility for Fire Authorities in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland generally extends to the mean low water mark 
(MLWM) at ordinary tide. As a result of the ‘Sea of Change’ project, the MCA 
supported the provision of the additional training, equipment and PPE necessary to 
allow operational personnel to respond offshore (outside of the statutory 
responsibility) as well as the costs of any operational deployment. 

  
7. A business review carried out in 2010 on behalf of the MCA by independent 

scrutineers (BMT Isis Ltd) as part of the implementation programme of MIRG 
concluded that for a proposed reasonable worst case scenario of: 

  
 •  a passenger vessel (cruise liners now carry in excess of 4,000 pax and 

account for over 21 million passenger movements per annum1) 
 •  a fire that potentially needs to be controlled for up to two days 
 •  has the potential to cause loss of life and 
 •  cannot be contained by the ship’s finite resources. 
 a risk classification of  ‘Very High Risk’ is indicated. 
  
 This risk rating is derived from the following criteria: 
 •  a likelihood of 1 in 200 over a 5 year period2. (1 in 1,000 per annum) 
 •  an impact of ‘Significant’ (likely to involve 10 or more fatalities) 
   
 It should be noted that there might also be harm to the environment (such as 

pollution) accompanying the reasonable worst-case scenario. 
  
 The report also goes on to state that even if a more cautious approach to risk 

indicates that a response is required for most of the UK’s coastline. 
  

                                                
1 DfT Transport Statistics 
2 Civil Contingencies Act 
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8. The HSE, in their document ‘Reducing Risks Protecting People’, propose in 

Paragraph 136, that where there is choice whether to accept a hazard or not that 
“the risk of an accident causing death of 50 people or more in a single event should 
be regarded as intolerable if the frequency is estimated to be more than 1 in 5,000 
per annum”; 

 The probability of incidents potentially requiring a response within UK Territorial 
Waters by coastal sector is a minimum of 1 in 15 per annum around all the UK 
coast and a maximum of 1 in 3 per annum for the south east coast i.e. far in excess 
of the HSE guidelines. The probability relates to transport accidents only and would 
be increased if incorporating the deliberate risks associated with a maritime 
security response through the association with both crowded places and transport 
infrastructure3. This probability will further increase when extrapolated to the entire 
UK Search & Rescue Region (UKSRR). 

  
9. On this basis, ESFA believes that there is a requirement to continue to provide a 

firefighting at sea capability for the UKSRR as mitigation against this national risk, 
based upon the objective assessment of risk as well as national public maritime 
expectations as an island. 

  
10. ESFA strongly believe that the most efficient and effective provision of a firefghting 

at sea capability is to have a strategically located, interoperable capability with an 
integrated governance arrangement across the UK and sufficient resilience to meet 
the anticipated demands. The strategic locations, based on risk, would ensure that 
the provision is matched to the likely demand and ensures that burdens are only 
placed on local FRS where necessary to mitigate the risk to public safety nationally. 
The integrated governance provides for the efficient procurement of training, 
personal protective equipment and equipment maintenance arrangements to be in 
place. 

  
11. The benefits of providing a UK wide governance arrangement also ensures that 

firefighter safety is properly prioritised and managed. Risk assessments, operating 
procedures and safe schemes of work are all able to be co-ordinated to ensure that 
each Chief Fire Officer has the confidence in the process to allow their employees 
to respond and meet the demands of a potentially escalating incident in one of the 
most challenging and dangerous environments for firefighting. 

  
12. With MIRG being mitigation against a national risk, fire containment within the 

UKSRR, ESFA believe that the funding for this capability should be supported 
centrally thus avoiding an additional local burden on those participating Fire 
Authorities4. ESFRS currently absorb costs associated with the provision of MIRG 
of the order of £90,000 per annum, which are justified through the local benefit and 
statutory duty overlap. It is accepted that there are local benefits to having a MIRG 
capability in managing coastal risks so some local cost is anticipated but this 
should be minimal to reflect the proportionate benefit and offset against existing 
statutory duties. 

  

                                                
3 National Risk Assessment 
4 or alternative FRS governance arrangement 
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13. The removal of central funding to support MIRG would place additional funding 

pressures on individual Fire Authorities who may consider their continued 
involvement and, in our opinion, lead to the loss of this strategic interoperable 
capability for the UK. This would have a detrimental impact on national public 
safety in the maritime sector, inconsistency of approach and resultant public 
confusion at best and frustration at worst as well as the adverse impact on 
firefighter safety responding to incidents at sea for what ostensibly is not a 
significant national cost compared to other issues. 

  
14. In addition, the loss of the overarching governance arrangements would increase 

the risks to firefighters responding offshore and to Principal Officers taking 
command decisions around the committing of their personnel to the ‘at sea’ 
environment without assurances in place around the resilience of the response to 
manage an escalating incident that may take days to resolve. 

  
15. The MIRG FRS’s are making significant efforts to become more efficient in how this 

arrangement could operate in the future and therefore reduce the financial burden 
on the MCA. However the total costs of the current MIRG arrangements are 
insignificant in comparison with the impact on the UK should there not be an 
effective, co-ordinated, tested and exercised response to a fire on a ship at sea.  

  
16. In conclusion, ESFA believe that there is a public safety requirement as well as 

public expectation for a strategically located, interoperable firefighting at sea 
capability predominantly centrally funded and governed, but delivered by local FRS 
on a cost effective basis and it is considered that some of the measures being 
taken should be sufficient to meet enhanced value for money requirements and 
public expenditure constraints without making irretrievable damage to the national 
infrastructure for only a modest level of national investment. 

  
 


