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RFU Response to Cumbria Fire & Rescue ‘Draft IRMP Action Plan 2016-2017’ 
 

Introduction  
 
The RFU is an independent trade union, established in 1976 in the run up to the first fire 
service national dispute. We have a no-strike constitution and no political affiliation.  
 
We are dedicated to representing the interests of Retained (On-Call) firefighters across the 
UK. 
 
This document formulates our formal response to the consultation process relating to 
Cumbria’s ‘Draft IRMP Action Plan 2016-2017’. 
 
As an organisation that represents members of staff employed on the most cost-effective 
duty system in the UK, we expect the Retained Duty System (RDS) to be utilised in the most 
efficient and effective manner available using modern flexible practices.  
 
Where there is disagreement over issues contained within the consultation document we 
expect reasoned argument and robust justification to be the winner and it is with this in mind 
that we formulate our formal response. 
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CFRS Proposals as contained in the Action Plan 2016/17 
 
 
1. Closure of five on-call fire stations: 
 

 Arnside 

 Frizington 

 Lazonby 

 Staveley 

 Walney  
 
2. Removing one on-call fire engine from Maryport fire station (currently a 2-pump On-Call 

station).  
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RFU Response to station closure proposals 

We have obtained, via a freedom of information request, the actual costs of the five stations 

proposed for closure which consist of salaries and pension contributions.  

Operational costs 2014-15 

Arnside £55,389 

Frizington £55,973 

Lazonby £53,107 

Staveley £65,734 

Walney £63,350 

Total  £293,553 

Yet the consultation document claims that the closure of the five fire stations would result 
in revenue savings of £375,000 per annum.  
 

Where is the missing £81,447, which is enough money to keep at least one of these stations 

open? 

What the consultation document doesn’t state is that the calls currently responded to by 

these five stations will still have to be responded to, which will incur an additional cost. So 

not only is the service not saving £375,000 as claimed, it will not save £293,553 either as some 

of these costs will be transferred to another station responding to incidents previously 

responded to by the aforementioned five stations. 

Notwithstanding this misinformation, let us assume for arguments sake that closing these five 

stations and removing five frontline appliances will provide an annual saving of £293,553.  

We therefore provide alternative proposals that would save this sum without closing any fire 

station or removing any frontline appliance. 
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Economies of Scale 

Let us look at what similar savings could be made without closing any fire station or removing 

any frontline appliance from service, which we would assume elected members would view 

as a preferred option. 

Back in 2013 Cumbria County Council (CCC) made a number of proposals, again under the 
justification of saving money and ‘reshaping’ the service which resulted in Dalton fire station 
(On-Call) closing at an alleged saving of approx. £41,000 pa. 
 

This was done at the same time as the council refurbished Ulverston fire station at a cost of 
approx. £300,000 to accommodate Wholetime firefighters. The additional annual cost of 
stationing Wholetime firefighters at Ulverston is approx. £687,000. These changes were all 
because the council had an overprovision of Wholetime firefighters at Barrow. According to 
the consultation document Ulverston currently responds to an average of 132 calls per year, 
56 of which are false alarms.  
 
Putting this into context, Ulverston is now costing on average £9,039 per call (exc. false 
alarms).  
 
Compare this to Maryport, where the council is proposing to remove one of its frontline 
appliances. The average cost per call is £966 (exc. False alarms) one-tenth the cost of 
Ulverston. 

 
This raises our most pressing question. When the council is looking to ‘save money’, why is it 
continuously looking to make reductions to the On-Call system, which is, the most cost-
effective provision of emergency cover in Cumbria? 
 

Serious questions have to be asked of those who are compiling these consultation documents 

which, in our opinion, are heavily biased towards maintaining the current level of Wholetime 

firefighters. Is this because the council is in fear of the FBU and potential strike action locally 

or is it because Wholetime officers who have come up through the Wholetime Duty System 

are the people who have compiled this report and feel that they have some allegiance to their 

colleagues?  

Whatever the reason is, it certainly is not based on providing value for money to the taxpayer. 

Using an alternative duty system, in this case On-Call firefighters, contrary to what some 
might have you believe, does not increase risk to the public. Once this myth is expelled, it is 
difficult to see why more stations across the county aren’t crewed solely by On-Call 
firefighters, saving hundreds of thousands of pounds each year. 
 

 

* All of the figures used in this document are drawn from either the details contained in the consultation 

document itself or from the fire service via a freedom of information request.  

  



6 | P a g e  
 

Walney Fire Station 
 
Historically Walney fire station existed due to the functionality of the bridge between Barrow 
and the island. With the bridge raised the island would potentially be cut off from any 
emergency provision from the mainland and therefore it was sensible to locate a fire station 
on the island.  
 
As time has moved on the bridge is almost permanently closed without likelihood of being 
cut off from the mainland. It could therefore be assumed that this change in circumstances 
would negate the need for a fire station on the island, however, this assumption is simplistic 
and incorrect. 
 
The current average call volume at Walney is justifiable, with the crew responding to more 
calls than 18 other one-pump stations in the county. The service would argue that Barrow 
could provide cover to Walney, which it could but at a high cost. 
 
Our alternative argument is that if the crewing arrangements at Barrow were amended 
slightly, you could keep Walney fire station open and still have an appliance at Barrow, just 
by crewing the Barrow appliance differently. 
 
Currently Barrow responds to on average 429 calls (exc. false alarms) at an annual cost of 
£815,269 which in our opinion is gold-plating the emergency provision at Barrow. To use a 
Wholetime shift system at a station with less than 500 calls (exc. false alarms) does not 
provide Best Value. Barrow fire station would benefit from utilising On-Call firefighters which 
would be complimented by the On-Call firefighters responding from Walney fire station. This 
would increase the call levels at Walney, keep fire stations open, and maintain the number of 
appliances in the county whilst still saving money – why would anyone not wish to look more 
thoroughly into such a proposal? 
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Maryport Fire Station – second appliance 
 
Maryport fire station is an oddity within Cumbria in that it is the only fire station with two 
appliances that are solely crewed by On-Call firefighters. 
 
This provides both the local community and the county as a whole with a second appliance 
that only incurs additional costs when it is utilised to an incident, leading to it providing an 
extremely cost-effective emergency provision. 
 
However, being one of a kind can bring with it resentment by others and it is our belief that 
as there is no logical or financial reason to remove the second appliance at Maryport, that the 
basis for this specific proposal is to bring the station in line with surrounding stations.  
 
Currently there are only 13 firefighters at Maryport which we believe has been deliberately 
kept low by the service to try to justify the removal of the second appliance, if the station had 
been allowed to actively recruit additional personnel as is warranted on a 2-pump station, 
this would have had a positive impact on the availability of the second appliance and in turn, 
call levels would be much higher. 
 
We do not believe this is an acceptable reason to remove this valued resource and the 
consultation document provides no justification for its removal. No firefighter posts could be 
removed from Maryport if the second appliance was removed as 13 firefighters is just 
adequate to crew one appliance, so the savings that removing the second appliance would 
provide are almost non-existent. 
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Further Savings 
 
As highlighted in our previous response (Appendix 1) there are other areas the council should 
be focusing on where it is currently ‘gold-plating’ the fire service provision while looking to 
scrimp and save by closing a fire station that currently costs circa of £55,000. 
 
Examples are Whitehaven and Workington fire stations but we could also refer to Penrith, 
Kendal and Barrow.  
 
According to the service’s own figures Whitehaven responded to, on average, 352 calls per 
year (Workington – 427), of which 103 are false alarms (Workington – 90), that means 
excluding false alarms Whitehaven responds to 249 calls a year (Workington – 337). 
 
Whitehaven last year cost £757,452 pa on salaries and pension contributions (Workington - 
£831,179).  
 
Compare Cumbria to Norfolk, both are rural areas similar in size. 
 
Attleborough is a one-pump On-Call station in Norfolk that last year responded to over 300 
emergency incidents at a cost of £156,637. 
 
Thetford is a two-pump station using Wholetime and On-Call firefighters, last year the On-
Call unit responded to 598 incidents at a cost of £187,258. 
 
Our question is how can the council justify costs being three-times more expensive at stations 
like Whitehaven and Workington when at the same time proposing to close five fire stations? 
 
If the council is serious about saving money by ‘reshaping’ the fire service we are more than 
happy to openly discuss our views. However, these proposals, as with the 2013 proposals, are 
more about propping up the Wholetime establishment and pandering to the FBU than 
providing the public with a cost-efficient emergency service. 
 
Have elected members scrutinised these proposals before they were agreed to go out to 
public consultation and do elected members really believe these are the only viable options 
available to save the required money? We would strongly challenge this view. 
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Resilience 
Over reliance on Wholetime firefighters will have a negative impact on future resilience both 
in times of industrial action but also during spate conditions such as flooding. 
 
Statistically, for every Wholetime firefighter, the same money could provide at least three On-
Call firefighters. It therefore doesn’t take much to work out that by focusing heavily on a 
Wholetime provision of fire cover, the public are put at a greater risk should these Wholetime 
personnel become sick, go on leave, are occupied at an incident, or on strike.  
 
Removing five fire stations and five frontline appliances will without doubt, impact on the 
services ability to respond to incidents of flooding. Two main resources that are needed to 
respond to such incidents are manpower and frontline appliances capable of pumping out 
water.  
 

For the service to focus on removing On-Call resources for what is a poultry saving is short-

sightedness in the extreme, especially when other options to save money are available. 
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Best Value 
It is extremely alarming that there is absolutely no reference to ‘Best Value’ within the 
proposals, there are also no individual costings within the proposals either. The public are 
provided with one set of proposals that they are expected to believe are the only options to 
‘reshape’ the fire service towards 2020. 
 
The implied assumption is that the professional experts know better than anyone else and 
that their judgement must not be questioned.  
 
This is an extremely dangerous situation the public and elected members find themselves in.  
 
They are informed that savings must be made and that this is the only way they can be made. 
Our view is very different, officers such as the Chief Fire Officer are accountable and 
answerable to their employer, in this case the Fire Authority. Elected members are 
accountable to the public, however, the public have been presented with a set of proposals 
that are not open to scrutiny, if they had been it would have been extremely easy for anyone 
with a little fire service knowledge to know that they are not the most effective way of 
providing the necessary savings with minimal reductions in frontline services.  
 
Let us be absolutely clear, if these proposals receive the seal of approval by the council, it will 
set the fire service in Cumbria back a number of years. Fire Stations will not be re-opened  
 
Recruitment and Retention 
The action plan makes no comment regarding how the service intends to overcome the 
ongoing problems with the recruitment and retention of its On-Call firefighters. This issue will 
not go away and needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency. While the issues experienced 
in the county are mirrored in other services around the country there is good practice that 
could be undertaken now, however, there doesn’t appear to be any intention to address this 
issue with the preferred option of using more Wholetime personnel at much greater cost to 
the taxpayer. 
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Déjà vu 

Reading through the consultation document brought back memories of the consultation 
document published back in 2013 which offered up the most bizarre proposals under the 
heading of saving money. 
 
We would strongly suggest that elected members re-read our response (Appendix 1) to those 
proposals so to fully appreciate the nonsense that these current proposals actually are. 
 
The council seems intent on picking up a penny simply to drop a pound. If the council is 
genuinely intent on ‘reshaping’ the service it could do so much better than these proposals 
which are merely token gestures that will save a fraction of which is potentially available. 
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The Knight Review  

 
At this point we believe it is important and relevant to highlight Sir Ken Knight’s national 
report, ‘Facing the Future’ and the recommendations for better utilising Retained staff.  
 
Whilst the report was not a ‘check list’ for FRA’s to follow to the letter, we applaud the fact 
that Sir Ken stated that the Retained element of fire cover is something that requires 
investment and expansion. Sir Ken's report goes on to say:  
 
‘Increasing the total ‘Retained’ firefighters nationally by just 10 percent (to 40 percent) could 
provide annual savings of up to £123 million. All fire and rescue authorities must consider 
whether ‘Retained’ firefighters could meet their risk – it is an invaluable cost-effective service.  
£17 million could be saved if authorities adopted the leanest structure in their governance 
type.  
 
Retained firefighters are the backbone of provision for many fire and rescue authorities, 
particular those that are most rural, and make up the majority of fire stations in the country.  
 
The challenge for all fire and rescue authorities in new reduced-demand environment is to fully 
consider how they make best use of Retained staff. In my discussions for this review I have 
heard a variety of opinions on the Retained system, but the vast majority feel that it is an 
invaluable cost-effective service.  
 
It is currently 10 per cent of a whole-time firefighter’s salary, with additional payments made 
for training and attendance at incidents. As calls have dropped, therefore, the Retained system 
has become more expensive on a per call basis. But it still provides excellent value for money 
– fire and rescue authorities need to think about what call volume they consider justifies a 
whole-time service.’  
 
As an organisation we agree with Sir Ken’s report that it is in the public’s interest to utilise 
Retained staff which is why it is disappointing that the service wishes to reduce, rather than 
increase the use of Retained staff in the county.  
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Retained Recruitment  

 
Availability of Retained appliances is often quoted as a shortcoming in the overall provision 
of emergency response. An area which we feel would welcome a much improved approach, 
it should be obvious to all that if appliance availability is maximised then a number of issues 
elsewhere could be addressed. Again this can only be improved if the three-way relationship 
between the service, the Retained employee and their primary employer becomes a 
cornerstone of service provision. A number of national reports over the years have reached 
the same conclusion that the fire and rescue service needs to develop, as a matter of priority; 
national, regional and local partnerships with the business community (i.e. Confederation of 
British Industry, Federation of Small Businesses, Business in the Community and specific local 
employers).  
 
We further believe that services should not be allowed to get away lightly without challenge 
in the statements they make on this issue until such time as they can demonstrate that all 
possible avenues for improvement have been explored, implemented and exhausted. More 
could and should be done; there can be no excuse for not doing so.  
 
We believe that all FRS who employ Retained staff should publish details annually of the 
length of time frontline appliances are off the run and the reasons for the unavailability. In 
addition this information should also include the number of staff at each station.  
 
This would provide transparency to the local taxpayers as to how well their FRS is being run 
(or not as the case may be), raise awareness of vacancies at Retained stations and provide a 
major incentive to become more pro-active in terms of the recruitment and retention of 
Retained staff.  
 
This is where the input and level of scrutiny by members of Fire Authorities is crucial. If 
Retained appliances are off the run on a regular basis, elected members should be made fully 
aware of the situation and they should challenge senior management on what action is being 
taken to rectify the issue. Furthermore, members need to be more involved in identifying 
solutions, in particular at ward level, working with business leaders.  
 
We would go further by suggesting that a member of an authority should appoint a lead 
member as a ‘Retained Champion’ who would raise awareness and the status of this duty 
system at all levels.  
 
Publicly funded bodies now have a requirement to collect and manage data on a wide range 
of activities and services which they provide to the local taxpayer. Many such bodies publish 
information on their own websites yet seemingly fail to make use of it to increase efficiency.  
 
Fire and Rescue Services are accountable and should put in place measures to interrogate the 
data they already have and create a station profile for each and every Retained fire station 
including those appliances attached to shift or day crewed stations. 
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Such a profile should include:  
 

 station activity over the past three years and cover the times of the day when the 
station is most busy  

 average call duration  

 the numbers of hours per month that appliances were off the run and the reasons 
why:  

 
a) Crew deficiencies  

b) Skills deficiencies (such as OIC, Driver or BA wearer)  
 

 number of vacancies and the period for which they remain unfilled  

 recruitment initiatives and any publicity events undertaken  
 
Note: Stations have funded establishment’s levels, so the question has to be asked why these 
positions remain vacant, and do they remain unfilled because the funding is being diverted 
elsewhere for some other purpose?  
 
The service should be aware of local businesses in the area which already release staff for 
duty and make every effort to identify and engage with other sources of primary employment, 
including reaching out to those who work from home.  
 
They should then make an approach using this information explaining that in return for the 
primary employer’s co-operation, the service would provide their employee with skills at zero 
cost which would benefit the primary employer's business.  
 

1. Trauma care  

2. Risk assessment  

3. Health and Safety  

4. Dealing with emergencies  

5. Promoting a workplace safe from fire and accidents  

6. Leadership and management  
 
To our knowledge there are no FRS who have adopted the approach now being used by Sabre 
(Supporting Britain's Reservists and Employers) who have produced a costed document of the 
benefits to the employer for releasing their staff for front line operations.  
 
Perhaps CFRS would like to be the first?  
 
If the service produced a similar costed document aimed at primary employers of Retained 
firefighters as part of the ‘Offer’ the attractiveness of employing and releasing a Retained 
firefighter might increase, especially if a tax break were part of the package. 
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The service should also make clear that whenever it called their employee(s) out to perform 
such a vital role for the community, it would make every effort to ensure that their time away 
from the primary workplace was as brief as operationally possible.  
 
The service needs to make clear as to who was the main point of contact; this person would 
liaise with the primary employer to resolve any difficulties which might arise.  
 
As a possible further incentive to local businesses we believe that in some cases, the employer 
releasing their staff for emergencies could themselves receive a tax break, proportionate to 
the number of occasions their staff are alerted and respond.  
 
We would be happy to discuss our alternative proposals with the service. 
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Summary  
 
The RFU fully supports change but any change must be based on factual evidence and debated 
in an open and transparent manner to allow the opportunity for the public and stakeholders 
to take ownership of the public service of Cumbria.  
 
These proposals, as was the case in 2013 will damage the service as a whole both in the short 
and long term. Cumbria is a rural county that is heavily reliant on its On-Call firefighters who 
provide the most cost-effective provision of emergency cover in the county. To remove On-
Call resources which will save barely £200,000 pa, will not ‘reshape’ the fire service but will 
damage the fire service. 
 
There are alternative ways of providing an emergency service in Cumbria, which would not 
reduce frontline resources or increase risk to the public and we would welcome the 
opportunity to discuss these innovative proposals further with both elected members and 
senior officers. 
 
 

Tristan Ashby 
 
Acting Chief Executive Officer 

RFU HQ 

E: tristan.ashby@therfu.org 

T: 01953 455005 

W: therfu.org 
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