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Scottish Parliament 

Justice 2 Committee 

Tuesday 21 September 2004 

[THE CONVENER opened the meeting at 14:07] 

Fire (Scotland) Bill: Stage 1 

The Convener (Miss Annabel Goldie): Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon 
and welcome to the 26th meeting in 2004 of the Justice 2 Committee. By way of 
introduction, I remind members of their technological obligations in respect of our 
new equipment, with which I think everybody is now familiar. 

I intimate apologies from Nicola Sturgeon and Mike Pringle. I welcome to the 
meeting Stewart Maxwell. He can ask questions if he so desires but he is not 
permitted to vote on any issues that arise in the course of our business. 

We have a little bit of housekeeping. I want to check that all members saw the 
letter from Mr Ian Snedden of the bill team, whom I thank for his promptness in 
clarifying the issues that he mentions in his letter. 

By prior arrangement, our witnesses this afternoon suggested that we dispense 
with opening statements, because we all want to get on with the questions. I 
thank Mr Jeff Ord, whom I shall welcome formally in a moment, for his co-
operation in making available a copy of what he would have said if the rapacious 
convener had not put her foot down. That has been extremely helpful, and 
perhaps has pointed us to a useful practical arrangement, because seeing it in 
advance has helped all committee members in their continuing consideration of 
the bill. 

It is my pleasant duty this afternoon to welcome on behalf of the committee Mr 
Jeff Ord, who is Her Majesty's chief inspector of fire services for Scotland, and 
his colleague, Brian McKenzie, who is the assistant chief inspector of fire 
services. I am grateful to both of you for coming along to this afternoon's 
meeting. 

I know that individual members of the committee are interested in specific areas, 
but Mr Fox would like to explore some general issues with you. 
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Colin Fox (Lothians) (SSP): Welcome, Mr Ord. I will start with a very broad 
question. The pathfinder report on the fire service took many years to draw 
together and cost us some £3.5 million. In 2002, a document entitled "The 
Scottish Fire Service of the Future" was produced after  
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many months of consultation, as I am sure you are aware. The bill and the 
current proposals, which you support, follow on from the Bain report, which took 
10 weeks and was produced without input from the Fire Brigades Union, as was 
mentioned last week. Do you agree that the Bain report appears to go in a 
different direction from the pathfinder report and from "The Scottish Fire Service 
of the Future"? Why is that the case? 

Jeff Ord (Her Majesty's Chief Inspector of Fire Services for Scotland): The 
pathfinder project was a long, arduous process that was equivalent to using a 
sledgehammer to crack a nut. However, it was never allowed to develop beyond 
consideration of what operational response might reduce loss of life, injury or 
damage to property. The project was somewhat corralled at Scottish Central Fire 
Brigades Advisory Council level. In its evidence, it was not allowed to take into 
account compensatory factors, such as the fact that premises had sprinklers, 
good fire behaviour training, automatic fire alarms, fire teams, fire marshals and 
so on. We were never allowed to do balancing checks. 

A good operational response is essential, but you would be forgiven for believing 
that the larger and faster the response the more lives will be saved and the fewer 
injuries will be incurred, which is sadly not the case. More than 90 per cent of all 
fatalities in fires in the home have already occurred before the fire brigade is 
called. We were never given the opportunity to balance fire safety, fire prevention 
and fire education and awareness against operational response. In that sense, 
the work of the pathfinder project was not concluded. It was felt that there was 
sufficient evidence of the importance of fire prevention for us to go ahead with 
fire prevention measures, underpinned by a good operational response. 

I do not agree that any parts of "The Scottish Fire Service of the Future" have 
been ditched in the Fire (Scotland) Bill. Following the consultation exercise, a 
great deal of the report has been included in the bill, in so far as that is possible 
with a strategic document. Even more of it will reappear in the framework 
document that everyone is looking forward to seeing, and that will put flesh on 
the bones of the bill. 

Bain's review may have taken only 10 weeks, but he was quite unashamed about 
saying that good reviews—in particular, the Audit Commission's 1995 review "In 
the Line of Fire"—had been undertaken previously in the fire service but that 
almost none of their recommendations had been enacted. Sensibly, in my 
opinion, Bain examined the Audit Commission report and others going right back 



3 

to the 1970s, such as the Holroyd and Cunningham reports, and reached a view 
on the fire service as it was at the time. 
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The pathfinder work has allowed us to be more confident than we would 
otherwise have been in moving to fire service emergency cover software and 
integrated risk management planning. Under IRMP we can include fire 
prevention, fire education and awareness, fire safety and so on, which provides 
us with checks and balances. 

Colin Fox: If I may encapsulate that, you are saying that the Fire (Scotland) Bill 
is the continuation of the pathfinder review and "The Scottish Fire Service of the 
Future", rather than a complete change of direction from what they proposed. 

Jeff Ord: Absolutely. There is more information to come in the framework 
document and some of the orders, but the bill is certainly not a change of 
direction. 

The Convener: One of the broader issues arising from the bill is a debate about 
where power lies, whether it has shifted and whether the provisions of the bill will 
lead to centralisation. I understand that you think that some of those concerns 
have been overstated. Why do you think that concerns about centralisation have 
arisen? 

14:15 

Jeff Ord: Quite rightly, local authority organisations are concerned that fire 
brigades should remain under local authority control. To be honest, the events of 
the past two or two and a half years have not helped matters in relation to 
people's perception of the direction in which the fire service is heading. In 
England and Wales during that time, ministers have taken on various powers. 
However, those ministerial powers are no greater than what many ministers 
already have in relation to other essential public services. Some of them are 
obviously last-resort powers that would be used if, heaven forbid, we got into a 
situation such as the one that we were in during the past two years. The powers 
have an underpinning public safety rationale. I think that ministers would be 
remiss if they did not secure public safety in the case of tragic events such as 
those that have occurred over the past two years and which, I repeat, we do not 
want to happen again. 

The issue of resilience is important. We face a new threat. In Scotland, we do not 
simply view the new threat in terms of the aftermath of the terrorist attacks but in 
relation to climatic changes and so on. Sometimes, for reasons relating to 
resilience, ministers might want to have powers to encourage and, as a last 
resort, direct fire authorities. What happened in relation to the Stockline Plastics 
factory is a good example. The commander at that incident, Brian Sweeney, 
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entered willingly into an agreement with us, and all fire brigades in Scotland, and 
some outwith Scotland, pulled  
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together. In relation to resilience, however, if the incident had been much 
larger—if we had been dealing with a terrorist attack or some other significant 
event—ministers would surely need such powers for public protection. 

I repeat, those powers are no different from the ones that ministers currently 
possess in relation to other services and which they very rarely use. Ultimately, 
however, in the interests of public safety, they might have to use them. When you 
consider the issue in the round, you can see that the centre, far from taking 
control of the local authorities, is carrying out its ultimate duty to the public, 
through Parliament. If the circumstances merited the use of the powers that I 
have talked about, the minister would have to be minded to consider using them. 

The Convener: If local operating flexibility is important, are you satisfied that the 
provisions of the bill do not conflict with that? 

Jeff Ord: They do not conflict with that at all. In other evidence to the committee, 
people expressed concern about the possibility of the minister having powers 
over an emergency incident because the bill could be read in that way. That is a 
fair point to raise, but I imagine that no minister would ever want such powers. In 
dealing with major disasters, a ministerial department will be the sponsoring 
department, but that does not mean that a minister would take control of the 
inner cordon where firefighting, rescue and recovery are taking place. There are 
concerns over the finer points of the wording in the bill but I believe that they can 
be resolved quickly. 

The Convener: What would be the consequences of the bill not being drafted as 
it is? 

Jeff Ord: It is important that the bill goes through in a form that is similar to its 
present form. As I said in my submission, it is the cornerstone of the further 
modernisation of the service. The service stands at the threshold of being able to 
deliver an even better service than we have done traditionally. It will do so in way 
that is different but underpinned by the operational response that the public have 
always expected. 

Although there will be a lot of detail in the framework and the orders that will 
follow the bill, it pulls together all the changes, such as integrated risk 
management planning, the integrated personal development system, the 
alterations to the existing statutory advisory council, and so on. I could go on: the 
minister does not have direct involvement with the National Joint Council for 
Local Authorities' Fire Brigades that considers pay negotiations, but he is 
responsible for establishing such a committee. I hope that the minister will 
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encourage the total involvement and engagement of all stakeholder groups in 
that committee. 
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The bill is not absolutely correct—clearly, the purpose of the current examination 
of the bill is to consider carefully the various paragraphs and sections—but it is 
essential that the form in which it is passed is similar to its present form. 

Karen Whitefield (Airdrie and Shotts) (Lab): In your written submission, you 
express your belief that it might be better to amalgamate some fire brigades 
across Scotland as that would allow them to deal with certain strategic issues. 
Understandably, people will have concerns that such a move will lead to less 
accountability in the fire service and might have consequences for communities' 
ability to have a greater say in how the fire service responds and does its job. 
Why do you believe that amalgamating brigades is right for the fire service? 

Jeff Ord: As far as community involvement is concerned, I think that the size of 
the body corporate or the organisation is irrelevant to the ownership, identity and 
accountability of the local unit. From my own experience, most recently in 
Strathclyde, it is clear that although the fire board is responsible for delivering the 
service, the community planning groups established by the Local Government in 
Scotland Act 2003 are quite rightly having more and more of an influence over 
the way in which the fire and rescue service attempts to secure greater safety for 
communities. As a result, although the fire authority is the ultimate authority, it is 
not as if we cannot have an organisation that allows local delivery of policies, 
local engagement and local fire service staff to determine how best to deliver fire 
safety and even, to an extent, operational response in their area. 

Amalgamation might be necessary because the fire and rescue service has gone 
through massive changes. I used the phrase "further modernisation" in my 
submission because I do not believe that the service has not modernised. It has, 
to an extent, despite the age of the legislation in question. However, there is no 
doubt that the fire brigades' strategic management teams face the same 
challenges as those in any large local authority chief executive's department and 
that the various brigades do not always have the resources to deal with them.  

There have not been many early or ill-health retirals in the service's principal 
management but those that there have been have taken place in the smaller 
units. I speak on behalf of some of the larger management teams when I say that 
the larger teams are barely coping as it is. We need a larger corporate body and 
team to give the service the strategic direction to guarantee to the taxpayer that it 
is facing up to obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, freedom 
of information legislation and so on. 

The budgets of larger bodies offer more flexibility to prioritise the areas into which 
people  



6 

Col 1002 

wish to put their money. For example, Strathclyde fire board has prioritised 
money for improving volunteer fire units in very remote areas at the expense of 
other budget areas. However, at least the budget is large enough to give the 
authority the flexibility to make such a decision, which in any case is what the 
local communities said that they needed. 

I just believe that the challenges, strains and stresses are so great that the larger 
teams are struggling to cope. I take my hat off to the smaller teams, but I think 
that such an approach will have a price at the end of the day. 

Karen Whitefield: Do you agree with some of the evidence that we heard last 
week from representatives of the FBU and from the Chief Fire Officers 
Association, who did not agree that amalgamation was the right course of action 
and who felt that the Executive's proposals on the common fire and rescue 
services agency were right? They did not believe that the proposals that the 
Executive had originally consulted on were correct and were pleased that the 
Executive had not included them in the bill. However, that did not mean that they 
could not sometimes work together and share expertise and resources where 
necessary to allow them to respond to issues where and when they arose. In 
fact, some of those issues and joint working can deliver some of the changes that 
you want without necessarily having to make radical changes, which, after all, 
would not guarantee better joint working or the introduction of a modern and 
responsive fire service. 

Jeff Ord: I heard some of that evidence and I agree that the consultation on the 
common fire and rescue services agency appears to have resulted in a pretty 
resounding response along the lines of, "Well, we don't think we need this and 
we're not sure it's efficient anyhow." I agree that, if that is the case and if that is 
the evidence, that is fine. I have no problems with that. Of course, the Executive 
is not saying that there should be amalgamated brigades—far from it. The 
Executive has said that that is an issue for fire authorities. However, as a 
professional and an adviser, and given the work loads, capacity and strains and 
stresses that I see, I genuinely feel that it will be more and more difficult for the 
smaller units to operate. 

Local accountability, identity and delivery of service lie with the fire stations. I do 
not know any firemaster who is not delighted when the local officer in charge of 
the fire station is referred to as the firemaster for that village, that town or that 
island. That is the way that it should be. I stress that it is not the Executive that is 
saying that; it is Jeff Ord, chief inspector, who is saying that. That is the 
reasoning behind my comments. I am not  

 

 



7 

Col 1003 

saying that the common fire and rescue services agency should be thrust upon 
everyone. In fact, the evidence seems to be that there are better arrangements, 
although, as I say in my evidence, there needs to be something a little bit more 
robust than just a voluntary movement. 

Karen Whitefield: You have highlighted the stresses and strains that are placed 
on chief firemasters across the country, particularly in smaller authorities, and 
your own view is that by amalgamating those authorities we might be able to 
relieve them of those stresses and strains. Would you be willing to consider that 
there might be other managerial ways of dealing with those issues that would not 
lead to amalgamation if it was not in the best interests of the fire service? 

Jeff Ord: If amalgamation was not in the best interests of the fire service, I would 
reverse my view. At the moment, I rest my case on that one, because I definitely 
see more—not fewer—strategic issues, challenges and demands placed on 
authorities. However, I would certainly be willing to alter my view if the evidence 
existed to persuade me to do so. I would not close my mind to any other method 
of dealing with those issues but, from where I sit at the moment, amalgamation 
appears to be a model that would work. 

Jackie Baillie (Dumbarton) (Lab): I think that it would be safe to describe you 
as an enthusiast for the abolition of the Scottish Central Fire Brigades Advisory 
Council, and I would like to probe that in a bit of detail. First of all, why? 
Secondly, if you were to replace it, what would you replace it with? Thirdly, you 
seem to be dead set against the minister chairing any successor body. Why is 
that the case? 

Jeff Ord: I am not dead set against it, but one way of dealing with the matter 
might be to take away the statutory requirement to have such a body, because 
we have lots of other bodies that give advice on specific things, such as the 
Central Training and Advisory Committee. However, there are other ways of 
delivering advice, and that could be done by a slimmed-down SCFBAC or by 
something that replaces it. 

To give a specific answer to your question, the SCFBAC is too large. There are 
far too many people on the council to make it meaningful, and one wonders why 
organisations need anywhere between one and eight people to represent them at 
one council meeting. It is an advisory council, not a negotiating body, and it has 
undoubtedly lost that focus. It is unreasonable to expect a minister both to chair a 
meeting and to receive the advice that comes out of that meeting. My view is 
that, if we were to keep it, that body should have an independent chair or a 
rotational chair, perhaps from among the stakeholders, but a person should  
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be in the chair for long enough to become experienced. 

As for what could replace the SCFBAC, I have genuine concerns about using the 
English model, as I said in my evidence. In that model, there are practitioners' 
forums and the business and community safety advisory forum, and I do not think 
that we have the resources to support and underpin such a model, which would 
be a large commitment for many organisations. We should slim it down, with 
smaller representation from each organisation and preferably with an 
independent chair. Some external agencies should be brought in, as they will be 
able to bring something to the table. The one thing that the English business and 
community safety forum has achieved has been to bring in some specialists, who 
do not necessarily come from a fire service background. 

14:30 

Jackie Baillie: A number of points flow from that. Now that you work for the 
Executive, you will appreciate that the fact that a committee is chaired by a 
minister sends a particular signal to civil servants about the importance of that 
committee. We do not necessarily want to lose that. I think that ministers are 
capable of doing two things simultaneously—particularly female ministers, who 
are good at multitasking. I am not asking you to respond to that last point, 
however. 

The Convener: It depends entirely on political allegiance, I think. 

Jackie Baillie: That is a shame. 

I understand that you do not wish to specify the form and function of any 
committee in the bill, because you wish it to evolve over time, but do think that 
there should be a duty to consult, which would underpin any successor body to 
the advisory council? That would make for a much more powerful duty for the 
future. 

Jeff Ord: You would expect me to respond on the multitasking issue, and I 
certainly would not say that ministers could not do that. However, my answer 
relates to what you have been saying about consultation, because that is exactly 
what the role of the advisory council is: it is advisory and consultative. However, 
it has lost its focus. It has become a negotiating body—even a secondary 
negotiating body. It is unreasonable to expect a minister both to chair it and to 
receive the advice that comes out of it. 

We have had a strong minister, who has chaired the past few meetings, 
although, because of the circumstances of the organisation and the recent 
dispute, there have not been many meetings. If the body was to refocus as an 
advisory council, that would send a message, but its role is to take  
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advice, not to negotiate. Another body does the negotiations: the National Joint 
Council for Local Authorities' Fire Brigades, which is responsible for pay and 
conditions of service. 

Jackie Baillie: Could I ask you to respond to the question about statutory 
underpinning and consultation? 

Jeff Ord: I am personally absolutely committed to consultation. In my role as 
chief inspector, if I failed to find an audit trail of consultation in any area of the 
service that I look at, I would be very concerned. I expect to see consultation at 
that level. 

Colin Fox: Like Jackie Baillie, I found your submission quite contradictory on the 
subject of the Scottish Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council. You say that you 
find it "extremely welcome" that it will be dissolved. However, you go on to say 
that, but for one or two minor reforms, "it could remain". The advisory council has 
been called cumbersome, and it has a really bad reputation. I wonder if it has 
produced something worth while that you could show us. Presumably, it must 
have been in place for some time. 

Jeff Ord: Yes. 

Colin Fox: Has it always been useless and cumbersome? 

Jeff Ord: Perhaps rather than finding examples of what has been worth while, 
which is difficult, it might be better if I were to give the committee two glaring 
examples of the difficulties that have been experienced with such a large 
advisory council. In 1991-92, an improvement notice was served on the London 
fire brigade regarding the death of two firefighters attending an incident. From 
that was born the integrated personal development system. However, it is only in 
the past 18 months that that has really begun to be implemented. It has taken 
more than 10 years for that system to come to fruition. 

The other example is the pathfinder scheme, which was mentioned earlier. By 
the time the excellent pathfinder research work was undertaken, covering 
operational response and the balance between loss of life, injury and damage to 
property, events had overtaken the research team, as risk assessment had been 
introduced elsewhere in the fire service. 

I have been struggling with this issue and I do not mean to be derogatory. 
However, I have been a member of the Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council 
for England and Wales and the Scottish Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council 
over a number of years, so the blame lies in my seat as much as anywhere else. 
I am struggling to find an example of good practice or dynamic change that  
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the advisory council has been able to implement in the service. 

Colin Fox: In your submission, you suggest that changing just three things could 
turn the advisory council around. Your submission suggests that 

"Stakeholder Groups are limited to one person at the meeting; meeting should 
not be chaired by Ministers whose role it is to receive advice not do both; allow 
for specialist attendees according to the agenda items". 

Is that not inconsistent with what you just said? 

Jeff Ord: No, I do not think so. I say that I welcome the removal of the statutory 
advisory council. I accept what you say about the submission possibly seeming 
contradictory, which I cannot deny. However, all I was trying to do there was give 
you options. 

I genuinely believe that the system in England and Wales is too large for us to 
support. We just do not have the numbers of people or the time to support two 
forums and the various task groups. If we had to keep the SCFBAC, a way to do 
so might be to make it non-statutory and to oblige it to consult at every juncture—
I have no problem with that—but to limit the number of people at the table. I 
really do not see why an organisation has to bring along more than one or two 
people to every meeting. If a specialist from an organisation is required, they 
should be allowed to come as a substitute or to come in for the part of the 
meeting. It is extremely difficult to get consensus or find a way forward if 
meetings are as large as those of the SCFBAC. 

Colin Fox: Forgive me, convener— 

The Convener: I am conscious of time. Do you have a question? 

Colin Fox: Yes. To a layman it looks as if the body itself could address that 
relatively straightforward issue, instead of its being scrapped. 

Jeff Ord: It could discuss being slimmed down. The issue is whether the 
advisory council needs to be statutory. My view is that it does not. What we need 
is a trail of consultation, because the council is an advisory council, not a 
negotiating body. 

Maureen Macmillan (Highlands and Islands) (Lab): I have questions about 
your attitude to the amalgamation of the fire control rooms. No one who has 
given evidence has supported the idea. It was not supported by the Chief Fire 
Officers Association or the Fire Brigades Union and it is certainly not supported 
by the joint fire board in the Highlands and Islands—the area that I represent—
which has sent me a lengthy submission. The joint fire board also said that the 
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Mott MacDonald report was based on a superficial investigation, that the 
complexities of the procedures in the control room were not properly  
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understood and that there was a need for the people in control rooms to have 
local knowledge and for back-up from the police if the system went down. 

The Convener: Can we have some questions? 

Maureen Macmillan: Now I have lost my train of thought and I will take even 
longer to deal with this. 

The Convener: I apologise, but there was a lot of material there. 

Maureen Macmillan: Yes, but it is material that Mr Ord will recognise as needing 
to be addressed. 

Your submission states: 

"The fears over Joint Fire Service Control Rooms are bordering on mythical". 

Why do you take that view? 

Jeff Ord: My experience with joint control rooms is in Strathclyde, where in 1975 
five fire brigades merged into one and then in 1985 five control rooms merged 
into one, so the fire control room has now been functioning for almost 20 years. 

The issue that many local people talk about is local knowledge, but the local 
knowledge lies in the database, which is created from many sources, including 
geographical systems and firefighters and fire service staff, all of whom play a 
part in creating and maintaining the database. In the 20 or so years that 
Strathclyde fire brigade has been running, I am not aware that any problems 
have arisen with local addresses, dialects or accents, even though not all the 
staff there have personal local knowledge. 

I doubt whether all the staff in the eight fire control rooms at the moment have 
personal local knowledge. Under equal opportunities legislation, we employ 
people from all areas and do not necessarily employ people to work in their home 
area. There is no evidence that in larger control rooms—whether Strathclyde, 
London or Northern Ireland, which now has one control room—local knowledge 
is lost or diluted. I cannot deny that such knowledge is a benefit—of course it is—
but, equally, operators are trained to use the database to interrogate the caller to 
get the correct address. 

I have heard people say that the Mott MacDonald report is fundamentally flawed, 
but Mott MacDonald is probably one of the most renowned consultants on 
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emergency service command and control centres. The first report that came out 
was for England and Wales and our advisory council rightly said that it was not 
applicable to Scotland. Much of the content was applicable, I suppose, but it was 
not used by the Scottish Executive for Scotland. A further report was then done 
for Scotland; and, indeed, a second report has been done for England for the  
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regional fire control rooms. I see nothing in the report for Scotland that is 
fundamentally flawed. Some of the challenges to the figures for savings and 
efficiencies might be justified, but so might some of the challenges to the figures 
for costs. Some believe that the costs could be less than the report indicates. 

The report took a snapshot about 12 months ago. It looked into the history of 
control rooms and their capacity, work loads and so on, and I think that it is one 
of the best reports that we will get. It will allow strategic decisions to be made on 
how to move forward. If that means that we have eight control rooms, that is fine. 
That will be a political decision. However, when people talk about a requirement 
for local knowledge, or say that one control room cannot do the job, that is a slur 
on Strathclyde and I challenge it strongly. It is also a slur on London and 
Northern Ireland. I am not aware of any complaint from anyone—from a member 
of the public, or from someone in the business or commercial sector—about the 
performance of Strathclyde's command and control centre. That centre is a living 
example of how we can cope. 

As I have said in further evidence, the Strathclyde centre serves an area that is 
not just a mainland area; it also serves about 32 inhabited islands. In that sense, 
it is not dissimilar to Maureen Macmillan's area. Dialects, accents and cultures 
are all taken into account. 

I understand the emotions that have been expressed. It is very nice if we all have 
our own command and control centre, and I am sure that everybody would be 
more comfortable with that. However, you cannot turn away from the fact that the 
amalgamated centres work. There is no evidence to say otherwise. Correction—
there is no evidence that I know of to say otherwise; I would not say that you are 
wrong in your opinion. However, that the amalgamated centres work is 
underpinned by evidence. 

Maureen Macmillan: There are serious concerns. Perhaps Strathclyde, with its 
20 years' experience, now has a database built up, but I am told that the level of 
stress among staff in the control room in Strathclyde is significant. Perhaps that 
is to do with the large area that it covers. 

What back-up do you envisage there would be if the control centre went down? If 
we have a single control centre for the whole of Scotland and the system fails, 
what do we do then? I know the Highlands and Islands example best, and the 
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Northern constabulary would be used to back it up. There are several police 
forces in the country, but how would a single control room be supported? 

Col 1009 

In the document "The Scottish Fire Service of The Future", from 2002, it was 
decided that eight control rooms—the status quo—was the best option. Nobody 
disagreed with that but, all of a sudden, we have a change of mind. 

Jeff Ord: It is well documented that stress and strain among command and 
control centre staff are common throughout the United Kingdom. The job is 
stressful. I am not aware that average sickness levels in Strathclyde are higher 
than in other areas. However, sickness and absence levels among command 
and control centre staff are higher than among operational firefighters. That does 
not surprise me, given the stress of the job. 

You asked about back-up. If there were to be one control room for Scotland, I 
imagine that it would be totally entwined, or golden-threaded—call it what you 
like—in the resilience issues of the nine command and control centres in England 
and Wales. They will be totally interoperable. If there were a terrorist attack in 
London, the command and control centre handling calls for things other than the 
terrorist attack would be best placed as far away from London as possible; that 
is, in Scotland. 

The plan is for the control rooms in England, Wales and Scotland to be able to 
fall back on one another. The Mott MacDonald document gives us options: we 
could have one, two or three control rooms. One appears to save more money, 
but two and three have attractions and efficiencies built in. With two or three 
control rooms, we would have the fallback option. The control rooms would still 
have to be interoperable with England and Wales, because of resilience issues 
and the increased threat. If we went for more than one for Scotland, resilience 
would be built in. 

14:45 

"The Scottish Fire Service of The Future" signalled that the option of eight control 
rooms was satisfactory. I recall being in a meeting about two years ago—around 
the time that the document came out, or perhaps a little later—when it was felt 
that eight would provide great resilience, and we would be able to fall back on 
one another. However, we have seen examples of the service's extended duties, 
such as the incident at Stockline Plastics in Glasgow. That was a tragedy, but it 
was a compact incident on a compact site and did not have the number of 
casualties that you might expect in the aftermath of a terrorist attack, for which 
greater back-up and resilience would be required. 

The thinking moved on from, "Eight would be okay, wouldn't it?" to "Would a 
larger command and control centre be a better way forward for  
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resilience and managing incidents? If that is the case, what back-up would be 
required?" Options in the Mott MacDonald report could achieve back-up for 
Scotland in Scotland, while ensuring the control rooms are interoperable with the 
rest of the United Kingdom, because we need to be aware of intelligence and 
information. 

Maureen Macmillan: So the model that you would go for would not be the single 
control room for the whole of Scotland, but possibly two or maybe even three. 

Jeff Ord: I know that one control room for Scotland would work. However, if at 
the end of the day, based on all the evidence, the political decision is that we 
should move from eight control rooms, given the geography of Scotland it might 
be that we should go for chunks that we can handle, so moving to three or two 
control rooms might be a better way forward for the service, particularly at this 
time. 

Colin Fox: The public want to see evidence that amalgamation would provide a 
better service. That is the key issue for them and that is what we are looking for. 
We want to protect what we have or provide a better service. Where is the 
evidence that we would provide a better service by amalgamating? Would it not 
be the case that a greater volume of calls would be going to fewer centres and 
fewer staff if the control rooms amalgamated? 

Jeff Ord: The evidence has to be that we can at least sustain the same level of 
service, or improve it. I repeat that Strathclyde, Northern Ireland and London are 
living evidence. Strathclyde is the best of all, because it is on our doorstep and 
has the cultures that we have in Scotland. Evidence exists that the service can 
be sustained or improved, and that can be done more efficiently. 

As for fewer operators taking more calls, at the moment Strathclyde takes about 
48 per cent of all 999 calls in Scotland and the other seven control rooms take 
the rest. With the three control rooms model, they would not be taking large 
numbers of calls. The Mott MacDonald report—as challenged as it has been by 
many people—clearly identifies what is a reasonable call-handling rate and rate 
for other work, because we know that the operators do more than just answer 
999 calls and deploy fire trucks. The report identifies the number of staff that 
would be required. That model was used by the Home Office, the Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister and the Scottish Office for many years. Each operator is 
able to handle a particular number of calls. I do not accept that it would be 
unreasonable for the suggested number of staff to handle the suggested number 
of calls. 

Colin Fox: Do you accept that there would be a reduction in the number of staff 
following  
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amalgamation, compared with the number we have currently with 
decentralisation? 

Jeff Ord: Yes, the report clearly states that. More staff would be available in the 
control room at a particular time, but overall there would be fewer staff. That is 
inevitable. 

Colin Fox: So under your proposals fewer staff would accept the same volume 
of calls, and by your estimation that represents an improvement in the service? 

Jeff Ord: Look at the model in Strathclyde. Pro rata, the operators are handling 
more calls than are operators in any other area of Scotland, and they are doing 
so efficiently, with no complaints from the public. On the point about absences, I 
stand to be corrected, but I do not believe that the absence rate there is any 
greater than that across command and control centres. 

Any amalgamation would have to be reviewed, but it should not be considered in 
isolation. If integrated risk management planning is the success that we all 
believe it will be, the volume of calls should reduce, not increase. However, I do 
not have a crystal ball; I am not saying that eventually there will not be other work 
and duties that the Parliament and fire authorities might wish the fire brigades to 
undertake. However, the intention is to drive down not only the number of hoax 
calls and false alarms, but the amount of wilful fire raising. 

The Convener: Has that been done in England and Wales? 

Jeff Ord: Yes, but what they refer to as arson we refer to as wilful fire raising. 
Under the integrated risk management plans that have been in place there since 
March, the number of arson incidents in large urban and city areas has been 
reduced significantly. Therefore, there is evidence that, even in these early 
months, the integrated risk management plans are beginning to have success. 

Karen Whitefield: Can we move on to the sections of the bill that relate to fire 
safety? In your written submission, you welcomed the additional powers of fire 
investigation that the bill will give. Can you say a bit more about the 
improvements that those new powers will deliver and what protocols you believe 
will be needed between, for example, fire authorities, procurators fiscal and the 
police? 

Jeff Ord: They will lead to something that we just about touched on in relation to 
integrated risk management planning, which is that they will help us better to 
identify and work out trends. Whether the trend is in wilful fire raising, for 
example abandoned stolen vehicles being set fire to, or in house fires, for 
example if there is a problem with  
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a cluster on a scheme or estate, fire investigation will help us to identify the 
trends. Obviously, it will also help us to bring about prosecutions and to identify 
appliances or situations that, unknown to us, are potentially dangerous. That 
information will be transferred to the front end of the service—the local fire 
station—which, with a bit of direction from strategic management, will decide how 
to address the trends. 

On the protocols, we are already there. Even though it was not a duty, one 
brigade and its authority made great provision for fire investigation, because they 
could see its benefits. They already have protocols that have been agreed 
among the Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland, the Crown Office and 
Procurator Fiscal Service, the fire authority and a couple of other agencies that 
are involved. The Chief Fire Officers Association is considering that model and 
can either adopt or improve it. 

The model is probably about 14 months old now, and there are lessons to be 
learned in the light of experience, in particular of tragedies such as the Rosepark 
residential care home tragedy, in which there was fantastic joint working among 
the agencies involved in the investigation, which has yet to come to fruition. I 
know that CFOA, ACPOS and the COPFS are willing to write the model into a 
protocol. 

Karen Whitefield: My second question relates to the consistency with which fire 
safety legislation is implemented. I know that you, in your world, would probably 
say that we could get consistency across Scotland if we amalgamated most of 
the fire authorities. However, there appears to be no political will to do that, either 
from the Executive or from members of the Justice 2 Committee. Therefore, how 
can we ensure that fire safety standards are implemented consistently across 
Scotland? 

Jeff Ord: I highlighted that issue in my written evidence. I welcome fire 
authorities being the enforcing authority. That will be great because, unlike the 
current confused position, people will be in no doubt about which is the enforcing 
authority. However, a fear about inconsistency must remain, because even at the 
moment we get criticism that standards are not applied in the same way across 
the eight fire authorities. The situation here is not unique; it is the same in 
England and Wales, where there are the same allegations—which sometimes 
have substance—that fire safety standards are not identical. There will always be 
a difference of opinion. The position is rather like that of trading standards 
officers' interpretation of legislation and guidance; there will always be small 
differences. 

My evidence hints at two ways to overcome that. First, I believe that we will need 
improved and  
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increased training on the enforcement role. That can hammer home the message 
that businesses and the public not unreasonably will expect the same standards 
to apply in Aberdeen, Glasgow and Edinburgh. We will be able to achieve that 
only through training. Equally, the problem will be overcome through the bill's 
provision for resolving disputes, which will come to me as chief inspector. It will 
fall to me to hear disputes between a fire authority and the person who receives 
the service. However, training is the way to overcome the problem. 

Another possibility, which is tried and tested in the area of trading standards, 
which I mentioned earlier, is to make one brigade the lead authority. There are 
already examples of that practice among some Scottish fire brigades. For 
example, if a business that looks after elderly persons wants to meet the 
standard that is required by the enforcing authority, the fire authorities could 
agree that one authority should be the lead authority and that the other 
authorities should accept its standard. That should not appear peculiar to the 
committee because I know that it happens already among Scottish fire brigades 
in some small areas. Operating the principle of having a lead authority would 
save time and would be efficient. It would also allow businesses to understand 
what the rules and standards are. 

Jackie Baillie: I want to develop that point. I can understand what seems, on the 
face of it, to be the reasonable desire to consolidate enforcement powers for fire 
safety with the fire brigade. However, concerns have been expressed that there 
is a danger of duplication. That can be illustrated by the example of houses in 
multiple occupation, for which local authorities already have dedicated teams. 
Fire officers are seconded to those teams and, jointly, they inspect properties 
and conduct risk assessments. Are not we in danger of over-egging the pudding 
and of duplicating arrangements if two lots of people are sent in for the same 
thing? Would that be efficient and effective? 

Jeff Ord: That would not be efficient and effective and it would totally defeat the 
purpose of what we are trying to do, which is to pull together 100-odd pieces of 
legislation into one bill and to make one authority the single enforcing authority. 

Having been present during the evidence in which the example of HMOs was 
given, I made some inquiries about the matter. As I suspected, under section 
34—I do not pretend to be knowledgeable or to be a lawyer, so I look to Brian 
McKenzie, with his experience of fire safety, to correct me if I am wrong—a fire 
authority may discharge some or all of the functions that are mentioned in the 
relevant sections. One such function is fire safety. Why on earth would a fire  
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authority look to go over the top of a competent multi-agency team that is 
working effectively? In that situation, why would the fire authority want to 
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duplicate the service that is being delivered or deliver it differently if the service is 
effective? 

I can provide examples of effective teams that I would support as being the body 
that should discharge a duty, but there are other examples of a fire authority 
having made recommendations that might have been listened to, but have not 
always been taken on board. I am concerned about that. If, for a competent 
reason, such as public safety, a fire authority has made a recommendation on 
means of escape, firefighting or fire extinguishing, that recommendation should 
be listened to and acted upon. However, let me repeat that, where agencies are 
seen to be working effectively and in harmony for the safety of the public and the 
occupants of an HMO, I see no reason why the duty could not be discharged by 
a multi-agency group. 

Jackie Baillie: To turn that round the other way, if I may, surely in that case the 
issue is not to provide a function that will then be removed under section 34 but 
to raise standards across the board, so that the standards of those who are not 
performing reach those of the best. 

Jeff Ord: Yes, but a fire authority currently has no statutory ability to enforce its 
recommendations in such cases because it is not the enforcing authority. In the 
months to come, it will become clear that there have been examples of a fire 
authority having made recommendations that were not acted upon. As the fire 
authority is currently only a statutory consultee, its recommendations need not be 
acted upon. 

As long as it is not abused, and provided that standardisation is achieved, it is 
important that the fire authority carries that ultimate responsibility. It has the most 
experience of what occurs during a fire. However, I would not duplicate; I would 
be prepared to delegate a function if other people are discharging it competently. 

15:00 

The Convener: We are already slightly over the time allowed for this session, 
but I am aware that Stewart Maxwell is present and would like to ask a couple of 
questions. If they are very brief, I am prepared to allow them, but the committee 
has other evidence that it must get on to. 

Mr Stewart Maxwell (West of Scotland) (SNP): I will be as brief as I can. On 
your first point, when you talked to Colin Fox about speed, you said that 90 per 
cent of those who are in fatal fires are already dead before the fire brigade is 
called. Surely speed and the numbers who attend are still an issue, because the 
remaining 10 per cent have  
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a right to expect the service to attend as quickly as possible. We might be talking 
about saving one in 10, but surely that one in 10 is worth saving. Also, surely 
there is an issue about damage to property. 

On your point about the power to take control of property and equipment, I want 
to ask about the training of users of such equipment, given that it takes 16 weeks 
at Gullane and then at least two years to train a firefighter to use much of it. In 
situations such as the recent strike, would that power have been valuable and 
how would it have operated? 

The Convener: We will stop there and let Mr Ord deal with those questions. 

Jeff Ord: I would not want to give the impression that what we call the speed and 
weight of attack—the number of fire trucks and how quickly they can get there—
are irrelevant; they are not irrelevant. Equally, we could throw more fire trucks 
and more people at a fire and get there faster, but we would still not have a major 
impact on the number of fire fatalities or the loss of life. We will have a major 
impact by spending more time on fire safety and prevention education and 
awareness, and by using more fire alarms, smoke detectors and, especially, 
sprinklers. 

It is about getting the balance right. The pendulum does not just swing from one 
extreme to the other. If the committee has concerns about the situation and 
about whether integrated risk management planning will give us flexibility in 
deploying our people in the right place, at the right time and with the right attack, 
I refer it to the English and Welsh model. England and Wales are several months 
ahead of us and, thankfully, there is no evidence that more people are dying or 
are injured, or that more property is lost in fire. The evidence shows quite the 
opposite; as I said, it shows a considerable reduction in arson. 

It is unfortunate to home in on the dispute that we have had during the past 
couple of years. There are approximately 26 or 27 powers, some of which lie with 
other ministers, which, as I said, is not unusual. The one to which you refer is 
one that we hope we will never have to use if it is approved. The reason why the 
training of users can be considerably reduced—as it was during the strike and 
during the run-up to the ballot on a strike that thankfully never occurred, because 
the negotiations concluded successfully—is purely to attempt to save life. The 
defence fire services that were engaged by the Office of the Deputy Prime 
Minister and the Scottish Executive never said that their mission was to go 
beyond that. Their mission was purely to try to save life from fire and road traffic 
accidents. That is all that they had the resources to do. It was never intended that 
they would turn out to vehicle fires, fires on open ground, rubbish fires or 
whatever, although, during  
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the first strike, a combination of publicity, public awareness and their 
performance allowed them to extend their original mission. Nevertheless, their 
mission was still very limited, and it was only by gaining experience that they 
were allowed to extend it. If we ever returned to that situation, there would be a 
similar training period and a similar limited mission, not the broad mission that 
local authority fire and rescue services currently have. 

Mr Maxwell: I did not mean to suggest that it was an either/or situation, and I 
hope that you did not mean to suggest that I asked an either/or question about 
fire safety initiatives versus speed and size of response. 

I spent in excess of two years working in the fire control room in Strathclyde, so I 
have some background knowledge. I have to say that I find your faith in the 
database touching. Yes, it is good, but it is not fantastic and it has its problems. 
When I was working there, it seemed to me that the loss of local knowledge due 
to being in such a large control room was partly offset by the shared knowledge 
of people who lived in various parts of Strathclyde—people did not come from 
outwith the area. However, the loss of local knowledge was not wholly offset, and 
the area is probably as big as it should get. 

We talked about the fallback position if, for example, something terrible 
happened and there was a terrorist attack on a control room. In the 9/11 
scenario, we saw four or even five attempted attacks, although only three of them 
were successful. You said that if two or three control rooms in Scotland were 
taken out, we would fall back on England and Wales. Why not retain eight control 
rooms in Scotland and fall back on the rest of them? Would that not be a better 
scenario, so that you would not— 

The Convener: Could we deal with that question? 

Jeff Ord: If you want to retain eight control rooms, that is for you and others to 
decide, but it is not necessarily the best way in which to secure resilience, 
because of the difference in the control rooms' size. I will not name names, but it 
is obvious that a certain control room could not handle another control room's 
calls, because it simply does not have the operator positions, the technology or 
the staff to do so. 

As I keep saying, the matter must be examined in the round. I think that the right 
way forward is to have one, two or three control rooms—you will have gleaned 
what I think the right number is—with the ultimate back-up falling to England and 
Wales. In Scotland, we have eight differently sized control rooms, and it would be 
difficult to accommodate all the calls in one or two of them. 
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Mr Maxwell: I have a small question on control rooms. Is not the logic of what 
you said about large control rooms working perfectly well in London that we 
should have just one control room for the UK? 

Jeff Ord: I dare say that we could—I do not think that there are any technical 
reasons why we should not do that. The number of control rooms in England and 
Wales has been determined for the purposes of resilience—I keep repeating that, 
but it is true. The London model exists and it has been determined that there 
should be eight or nine control rooms. Scotland has a choice between eight or 
fewer. 

Mr Maxwell: So you think that it is a feasible and viable option to have one 
control room for the UK. 

Jeff Ord: Technically. I am not aware of any technological reason why there 
could not be one control room for the UK, although I would not prefer that. 

Mr Maxwell: Do you think that that would work on a practical, day-to-day basis? 

Jeff Ord: It would be very difficult, given that we have devolved powers in 
Scotland, which— 

Mr Maxwell: I was not talking about the political situation. I was talking— 

The Convener: It is important to base the discussion on actualities and the 
practical situation as it exists. What is your question to Mr Ord? 

Mr Maxwell: I am trying to determine how many control rooms Mr Ord thinks 
there should be. 

The Convener: I think he has already indicated that. He has given clear 
evidence. 

Mr Maxwell: His logic seems to be that large control rooms are perfectly 
acceptable. I think he has answered the question by saying that, technically, one 
would be okay. It is— 

The Convener: I am trying to be indulgent by giving you a little latitude because 
of your background and experience. 

Mr Maxwell: That was the last question. 

Jeff Ord: In case anyone is in any doubt, I reaffirm that I want Scotland's 
resilience to lie in Scotland, with the ultimate fallback that we will go beyond 
Scotland should that ever be required, as it was at the Stockline Plastics factory. 
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I pay tribute to the command and control centre staff throughout Scotland, not 
just in the large control rooms but elsewhere, but we must consider the evidence 
and there is living proof. 

The Convener: Would you or Mr McKenzie like to make any concluding 
remarks? 
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Jeff Ord: As I would have said in the introductory statement that, quite rightly, I 
did not get to make, there are some good opportunities in the bill. It is 50 or 60 
years since we had major legislative change in the fire service, so it is only 
natural that there are concerns. However, if we look elsewhere, we see that the 
provisions appear to work. We need to home in on some areas that we require in 
Scotland, but the challenge is there and there are some good opportunities. 

The Convener: On behalf of the committee, I thank you and Mr McKenzie for 
joining us this afternoon. 

 


