Fire (Scotland) Bill

Evidence for Justice 2 Committee

Roddy Robertson, Scottish Regional Chair of the Fire Brigades Union, submitted in a personal capacity.

I have been a serving operational Firefighter for 22 years, I entered the service with the retained unit in Elgin and moved to full time and Aberdeen. I then transferred back to Elgin Day crews system, back to Aberdeen and ultimately to Paisley for the last 12 years. 

I have felt compelled to submit my views as an individual to the questions posed as to whether the Bill meets the objectives and what areas have been omitted.
Has the bill met the objectives
This depends on whither you are asking if the Bill fits the objectives of the first consultation or the Bain review or the final consultation?

The Executives first consultation was on the whole welcomed by most in the service, however in order to understand the 2nd consultation then you must have knowledge of the Bain review.

The Bain review
The UK Government in an attempt to head off possible industrial action and for the first time in industrial relations history, tasked Professor Sir George Bain to chair an ‘independent review’ of the fire service. 
The review was not asked for, commissioned by or reported to the Scottish Parliament, Scottish Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council or any other Scottish stakeholder. The review attempted to prevent the first national strike since 1977/78. They produced an interim report prior to the first date for industrial action. This added to the anger of Firefighters and was seen as being insulting. 
The review took 3 months to complete and relied on management only evidence due to the dispute. As a result the review was neither independent nor a review. It has been used to push an agenda that is designed to remove the input of the workforce. 

Fairness and Equality

An example of this is the removal of any reference to entry standards. I know of no Firefighter or Firemaster that wishes to see multi tier entry or accelerated entry. I have only ever heard this from a very small minority of Individual Chief Fire Officers in England.

The Bain Review suggested that this would be good for the service, mainly to address skill needs of middle management and to reduce training commitments.

As if by magic and even after the Scottish Stakeholders had debated and agreed the priorities for fairness and equality in the Scottish service, in which multi tier entry and accelerated promotion was never a priority, it appears in the consultation and in the Bill as the champion part of the Bill on Equality. 

39. Employment in the Service is open to all members of the community but is  sometimes seen as male dominated and exclusive. In December 2000, the Fire and Rescue Service, represented by CACFOA, CoSLA and the FBU, in partnership with the Scottish Executive, confirmed its commitment to equality and social inclusion by signing an “Equity for All” agreement developed by the Service’s Fairness and  Diversity Forum. While the commitment is clear, practical and tangible steps are now required to ensure that the principles of the agreement are upheld.

40. This Bill repeals the power to make appointment and promotion regulations, allowing the introduction of multi-tier entry and accelerated promotion and thereby benefiting equal opportunities. Multi-tier entry will allow people to enter the Service at a level appropriate to their qualifications and experience, making a career in the Fire and Rescue Service feasible for people of all ages, salary and qualifications. The replacement of the current rank system with a role-based structure may attract candidates previously put off by the militaristic undertones of the grading structure, while the expansion of statutory duties beyond firefighting may
It is no more than a crude method to cut conditions and wages.

Accountability/Democracy
The removal of the Scottish Central Fire Brigades Advisory Council from statute means that the direction and priorities will come from the Scottish Minister but that there will be no requirement to consult with any of the stakeholders and be left to the advice of the civil servants and the Inspectorate, the head of which is appointed by the head civil servant and the Scottish Minister.

Yet it is being projected as a Bill to put the decisions back to local democracy. 
Much has been made about the removal of Section 19 of the 1947 Act, section 19 fully involved local democracy and it was only when an Authority went below the agreed national standards for fire cover that the Scottish minister would become involved. This would be on the advice of the Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Fire Services. The same powers have been retained in various sections within the Bill.

What has changed is the approach to fire cover, which formally the SCFBAC advised the Minister and agreed the standards.

During the first consultation every respondent agreed with the move to the pathfinder project, which was a multi million pound study into fire cover. This project was destroyed by one short paragraph within the Bain review. In short what we have now is one half of the project, which is the categorisation of the risk. The second part, which detailed what resources were required, has been ditched. When you have no national standards their will be no accountability.

It is a proud boast of Firefighters that, the fire service is the only emergency service that has a requirement to attend when you call. The ambulance service and the Police have target times to try to make, where as we have times we must make. That is about to be removed in the name of local democracy. I disagree. 

Number of Brigades

It is totally unfair to state that 

The Scottish Ministers were disappointed that stakeholders did not take advantage of

the opportunity presented to reconsider the structure of the Service. 

Comments were made (again it would appear that this has come from the Bain review) that suggested that Scotland should look again at the number of Brigades. Were the Scottish Ministers disappointed because no one suggested a reduction of Brigades?

It is clear from the following sentence that the agenda to reduce the number of brigades to one or three is the desire of the fire branch/HMI/Scottish Minister? 
However, the Bill makes provision for the combination of authorities in amalgamation schemes (the mechanism currently used and which will continue to be used to allow for joint fire boards operating on behalf of the majority of local authorities in respect of fire issues).
What they forgot to add was that the Minister will have the power to force an amalgamation within the Bill.
I fail to see how amalgamation into super brigades can enhance the local accountability and democracy. 
Emergency Control Rooms
A report into Emergency Fire Control Rooms was ‘with the Minister’ for five months, it was published shortly after the Bill was published. The terms of reference were drawn up by HMI without consultation, the consultants chosen were the same consultants used south of the border previously in which they recommended a reduction in the number of emergency controls. Indeed this report was discussed by SCFBAC and no desire to follow was indicate by any member of the Council.
The report has been issued and only 8 weeks given for views. This report recommends a reduction from 8 emergency controls to one, two or three. It further concedes that it would be folly to have more than one brigade per control. Why was the report held and published after the bill was published?
Areas the Bill has not Addressed

Areas that I feel are missing from the Bill include, any provision for appointment and promotion and ranks.

If the Bill was truly about local democracy, openness and transparency, then why has the Bill no section to deal with complaints against the Service for the public to access, throughout the Bill there is little to allow access for accountability. Even a section to require the service to access its effectiveness with the communities it serves.

Given the nature of the increasing assistance offered globally both through humanitarian and learning situation, I find it surprising that no provision for either financial or legal eventualities has been made.

Summary
I started by giving you my service. A service that used to have some respect, so much so that last week I was given a long service & good conduct medal (given to us all after 20 years service) all be it 2 years over due. Then again we have all been a bit busy over the last few years.
 For 20 years of my service I have represented Firefighters to Firemasters, the last 15 as a Scottish Official of the FBU. My union relies on a lay official structure and as such I have been operational the vast majority of that time. I have met and negotiated with people who have come and gone and I have looked forward to a Fire Services Act for Scotland. I did think that we had the chance to get it right in Scotland. 
What I did not anticipate was the reaction to Firefighters asking for a wage rise. Whilst the dispute can not be ignored it should not be used as the backbone of the legislation. We have a dedicated, almost unique workforce, I am truly hope the Executive do not chose to follow the example of the political vindictiveness being shown to the service from Westminster and address the needs of the people of Scotland and the Service that cares for them.
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