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CONSULTATION ON ESTABLISHING A CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE FOR THE FIRE SERVICE
1.
Purpose

1.1
To inform Members of the draft proposals from the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) for the establishment of a Centre of Excellence (CoE) for the Fire Service (FRS) in England and the proposed response to the consultation from this Service.
2.
Recommendation

2.1 To approve the draft response to the consultation as set out in Appendix 1 to the report.
3.
Risk Assessment 

3.1
Should the CoE be established there will be associated risks in the economic and political categories.  However at this stage the proposals are not sufficiently developed to allow the allocation of risk with any confidence.  A further report will be submitted as the role and function of the CoE become clearer.  

4.
Background

4.1
The concept of a CoE for the FRS was first raised in the Independent Review of the Fire and Rescue Service led by Professor Sir George Bain in 2003. Amongst other issues it identified the need for a mechanism capable of driving improvement and innovation across the FRS and to encourage better sharing of good practice. In 2005 Jim Fitzpatrick MP, Minister for Fire, announced the formation of a project to develop the CoE and a great deal of discussion has since taken place at national level between interested parties.
4.2
The demise of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Fire Services coincided with a firm policy focus in CLG (and its predecessor departments) on the various projects which comprise the modernisation agenda. It is arguable that many of the important functions that had previously been delivered centrally – principally the development and maintenance of operational doctrine and procedures – effectively went into decline. There is now widespread recognition in the FRS that this needs addressing and one clear strand of the proposal for a CoE is concerned with this aspect. However, the proposals go a good deal further than that and embrace the training role of the Fire Service College, the improvement agenda for the FRS and the wider institutions of the national infrastructure.
4.3
The draft response to the consultation is set out at Appendix 1 to this report and is set against the specific questions raised in the consultation document.
5.
Summary
5.1
The CLG is consulting on proposals to establish a CoE for the FRS in England. The proposal was first raised in the Independent Review led by Professor Sir George Bain in 2003 and formally announced by the Fire Minister in 2005. The proposals cover the reasons for its formation, its functions and governance arrangements and funding options. The consultation paper is the result of a long process of discussion between interested parties including the Local Government Association (LGA) and the Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA) although it is clear that on a number of issues there is still some way to go.
5.2
The proposed response to the consultation is attached at Appendix 1 to this report and makes it clear that while there is much to commend in the concept of a CoE there remain a number of concerns, particularly around functions and funding.
5.3
The CoE, as described by the consultation document could offer very little for Cambridgeshire Fire and Rescue Service. The key functions that the CoE would perform were previously carried out by Her Majesty’s Fire Service Inspectorate but perhaps not to the standard now required and funded through central government. They would in future be carried out by a separate organisation, possibly run by central government but funded by the FRS, a part of which would come from this Authority.  There is a need for some type of agency/organisation to carry out tasks such as operational doctrine, a centralised health and safety approach to stakeholder management, research and fire prevention support, yet there are many concerns raised in the recommended response for the organisation to be the CoE as described. 
5.4
It is suggested that the introduction and development of the CoE is phased, allowing these more significant functions to be put in place first, then expand from there if appropriate, building on success and establishing the business cases for other areas as it moves forward.  With regard to funding, whatever cost allocation model is employed, more detail is needed before the Authority can be confident the benefits of a CoE will outweigh the costs.
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