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Section 24 Powers of constables in relation to fires.

This power was invested in constables in the Fire Services Act of 1947 because historically up till 1939 there were in the UK police/fire brigades under the direction of the Chief Constables. The only place in Scotland where this existed till that date (1939) was Lanarkshire County Council (that responsibility was replaced by the fire arrangements invoked for the second world war) This provision to enable the Council to meet its obligation for provision of fire cover in remote areas of Lanarkshire and presumably also as a back up for the burgh brigades.

It is 65 years since the cessation of physical involvement by the police in fire fighting in Scotland.

Because of constables’ inclusion in the 1947 Fires Services Act it has been necessary to instruct police recruits on their induction course at the Scottish Police College on their conduct and safety on the fire ground. This instruction being given by a Fire Brigade officer on invitation by the College. This is a fairly brief introduction to fire and the dangers of engagement in tackling fire lasting approximately two hours. Not much more instruction than would be given to any lay body.

The genesis for this lecture being given at the Police College was that because of the powers of the 1947 act invested in constables an incident occurred in Glasgow in the late 60’s early 70’s whereby two police officers entered a building on fire as they were allowed to do under the act. They were there within the fire area unbeknown to the fire brigade and were only discovered when the fire brigade officers in breathing apparatus stumbled over them. The Brigade were able to revive one officer but the other officer unfortunately died at the scene.

I lectured at the Police College for eight and a half years from 1985 to 1993 till my retirement from the Fire Brigade and felt whilst their it was my duty to dissuade constables from enacting the powers invested in them under the act as it was interpreted in 1947 and focussed my talk on their own personal safety and responsibility of their actions in current times.

I am surprised that the opportunity to review the powers of the 1947 act for the actions of constables at fire appears to have been missed or glossed over for whatever reason, particularly in the light of the changes since 1947 and the dangers of fire in domestic or industrial properties involving new products which produce intense heat and great volumes of smoke. (polyurethane furnishings)

We live in a safety conscious era and in a suing culture where your actions can be challenged and compensation retrieved from you if the wrong course of action is taken.

You can also sue your employer if action you are permitted to take places you at risk.

I don’t think that you can justify the bald statement within the Powers of constables in relation to fire (section 24) nowadays and I think that section 24 be removed. The constable neither has protection for engaging in opening up premises involved in fire. He does not have the training to engage in active fire fighting. He is placing himself the public and the premises at risk if he takes the wrong action.

The attendance time for the fire brigade is sufficiently robust to preclude the need for a constable’s involvement in fire and that he be confined to common sense action which we would expect from any member of the public without the need to specifically legislate for his actions. The danger in this legislation being that the constable perceives that he is required to do something.

