

Appendix 1

Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Fire Authority
CONSULTATION RESPONSE

“A CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE FOR THE FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICE”
Q1
Do you agree that a Centre of Excellence should be established for the Fire and Rescue Service in England?

Since the concept of Fire Service modernisation emerged much has been done to improve delivery of the service to the community.  The increasing focus on local risk through IRMPs and the continuing efforts to improve performance management throughout the Service have turned the spotlight on two significant areas that might be addressed by a Centre of Excellence (CoE).  The first of these is the vacuum that has filled the place of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Fire Services, with particular regard to operational doctrine, training and health and safety.  The second is the increasing requirement to learn from those recognised as having best practice as a key element of the performance management process.  The FRS has been and remains, relatively poor at determining, sharing and adopting best practice.
This Authority would support the development of a national entity charged with determining and enabling best practice and one that was perceived as expert in its agreed functions.  We would not however support a return to national standards or prescription; best practice from local, national and international sources collated centrally for delivery locally as determined by Members of Fire Authorities.
Q2
What evidence can you provide which would support the case for the establishment of a Centre of Excellence?

The answer to Q1 in part addresses this.  Regional and national CoE in local government have already provided demonstrable efficiencies with regard to the management and coordination of areas such as procurement, shared services, good practice, training, documentation etc. However for a CoE to be fully effective it must have the full commitment and support from its stakeholders. This has always been difficult to achieve in the FRS and this Authority would need to be convinced that a large majority of the FRS were committed as partners to its success.
As it stands, the case for such an extensive new body does not appear to have been made and the proposed range of functions is, at this stage, too broad. This Authority believes that the development of the CoE should be an evolution over time, rather than a “big bang”.  This would allow key areas, such as operational doctrine, health and safety coordination and research to be established, whilst continuing to consider the benefits of other areas in due course.
Q3
What is your preferred name for the new body?

We have no strong view on this. Either Centre of Excellence or Improvement Agency would send similar signals.  However, the generic term Centre of Excellence is recognised within local government and by Members so might avoid unnecessary confusion.
Q4
Which of these functions would you like for a Centre of Excellence to deliver and are there any others which should be included?

We would reiterate the points made in response to Q2, with particular regard to the need for evolution rather than “big bang”.  The focus should also be on that which cannot sustainably be delivered through other existing bodies, or through essential in-house staff already performing well within the FRS. 

This Authority would support functions under the following headings: -

· Operational doctrine - there is a need for central production of technical

guidance and operational manuals.

· Health and Safety - there is a need for a centralised approach to stakeholder management, Generic Risk Assessments and liaison with the HSE. This comes with the caveat that trend analysis is sometimes better completed at a local level to reflect individual risks.

· Fire prevention support - there is a need for national campaigns, national advice on best practice, central provision of fire safety literature, provision of policy and guidance.

· Managed learning system - the production of national e-learning will be a cost effective delivery methodology, with great potential in the retained/part time areas of the FRS.

· Research – robust and statistically valid research is essential in determining strategy and difficult to resource within smaller FRS’s.
The concerns raised with regard to the inclusion of FireBuy, the Fire Service College and resilience are supported by this Authority and we would wish to see further consultation on the long term future of these issues within a CoE before any decisions are made.  This Authority is concerned that the functions carried out by any CoE should be complimentary and mutually supportive, the consultation raises fears that it could end up being a repository for any function that cannot be found a home elsewhere; this would not be supported.
Q5
What do you think will be the impact on equality, highlighting any risks and opportunities?

There is an opportunity to develop national training programmes to support less well-developed FRAs in this area. There is also the opportunity to commission good quality research into attitudes, perceptions and experience inside and outside the service which could inform future strategies. Beyond that it is difficult to see tangible benefits to the diversity agenda which has to be owned and delivered locally if improvements are to develop. The impact from the CoE would thus be restricted to the production of research.
Q6
Which model for training delivery do you prefer?

On balance we would prefer Option B, allowing close working between a CoE and the Fire Service College but recognising that both bodies have distinctly different roles. The facilities at the Fire Service College are unique and valuable and given the need to focus on maintaining and developing operational excellence we would be very concerned to see these being lost. 
Q7 
Which service delivery model do you prefer?

This Authority supports the hybrid option.  This will allow delivery of cost effective solutions for the FRS through a responsive control mechanism.  However it will be important to establish clear lines of accountability as well as responsiveness if we are to avoid revisiting prescriptive national structures with insufficient flexibility to respond to local needs.
Q8 
Which governance option do you support?

We do not have a strong preference for any particular model but would not support a change to the constitution of CFOA to enable it to perform this role.  CFOA is a professional association and key stakeholder and should continue to provide the view of the Service’s principal managers from an objective and independent position. We are concerned that any governance model has sufficient transparency and involvement for those who will ultimately pay for it. 

Q9
Are there any other models which you wish to propose?

No.

Q10
Do you agree that the existing forums need to be reviewed? If so how should they be restructured and interact with a Centre of Excellence?

The existing infrastructure has only been in place for a relatively short time and it is difficult to see the need to propose a fundamental rethink now before the CoE proposals are clarified further. It will, however, be important to consider the nature of the strategic fit of the Chief Fire and Rescue Adviser’s Unit, its utility in the future, and whether it has any role beyond offering advice to the Minister once the CoE is established.
Q11
Would your Authority be willing to contribute to funding a CoE?

Providing it is capable of producing the sort of outcomes we have highlighted above and is both sufficiently responsive and transparent in its governance arrangements then in principle the answer is yes. However we would need some more detail before committing ourselves further. What is essential to this Authority is that a CoE is submitted to the same rigorous performance management processes as the FRS in order to ensure value for money and effective benefits realisation.
Q12
Which of the options for allocating costs do you prefer? Is there another means of allocation which would be preferable?

Neither seems ideal. We can appreciate the requirement for FRAs to support an entity which is designed to help improvement but equally we would argue that it is in the long term interests of the Government to support financially the development of capacity in this way rather than merely relying on the ability of already hard-pressed FRAs to pay. A sensible partnership based on recognition of mutual benefit would be fairer and it seems logical that if Government has been prepared to financially support similar institutions like the National Police Improvement Agency then why not Fire and Rescue?  
This Authority is concerned that CLG appears to be transferring some existing functions, which it currently funds, to the CoE for the FRS to fund in the future.  Whilst we believe the FRS should own many of these functions, the allocation of appropriate funding from CLG is an essential and reasonable expectation.
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