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1

Executive summary

Note: A glossary of terms and abbreviations is provided in Annex 2.
Introduction
1.1
Former prescriptive national standards of fire cover determined the operational
response of fire and rescue service resources until the introduction of the Integrated Risk
Management Planning (IRMP) process under the Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004 (see
section two of this report).
1.2
Avon Fire Authority adopted a set of local response standards for fires and other
emergencies (also known as ‘special service calls’) in 2006. These standards were
revised in 2012 and are still included in our current 2016-2020 IRMP (see section three of
this report).
1.3
Following the recommendations of the Statutory Inspection into Avon Fire and
Rescue Authority published in July 2017, we have brought forward our IRMP planning
cycle as part of our Improvement Programme and will publish a new three-year integrated
Service Plan on 1 April 2019. Part of this plan includes our proposals to better match
our resources to risk and change the way we measure our performance along with a
more demanding method of measuring the time we take to respond to the most serious
emergencies.
Proposals for change
1.4

We propose to:


change the way we prioritise our emergency response activity from a
geographic- and population-based standard to a risk-based standard to ensure
that the most serious incidents receive, on average, the fastest response;



introduce three risk-based categories of call with associated response times
(Table 1) and maintain our commitment to mobilising sufficient operational staff
to establish safe systems of work and maintain firefighter safety at each
incident;



change the measurement of our response time from the time the first fire
engine leaves the fire station to the arrival of the first fire engine at the given
address of the emergency to the more demanding interval between the time our
crews are alerted to an emergency call by Fire Control and the time of arrival of
the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource; and



change the way we report our performance from a ‘percentage met’ target to
average response times.
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Table 1: Proposed call prioritisation categories
Emergency: critical incident

8 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

An ‘emergency: critical incident’ is one where there is a known risk to life or a fire involving a
property which we will attend, on average, within eight minutes from the time our crews are alerted
to the arrival of the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource on scene.

Emergency: non-critical incident

12 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

An ‘emergency: non-critical incident’ is one where there is no immediate risk to life or which is
a fire not involving a property. We will attend these incidents, on average, within 12 minutes from
the time our crews are alerted to the arrival of the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource
on scene.

Non-emergency

60 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

Non-emergency calls are all incidents other than ‘emergency: critical incidents’ and ‘emergency:
non-critical incidents’ where the attendance of the fire and rescue service is required at the scene.
We will attend these incidents, on average, within 60 minutes from the time our crews are alerted
to the arrival of the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource on scene.

1.5

In summary, we propose to change:


From our existing method of prioritisation, measurement and reporting:



To our new method of prioritisation, measurement and reporting:

Consultation
1.6
The public consultation on our new Service Plan (including these proposed
changes to our response standards) runs for eight weeks from 7 January to 1 March
2019. We would welcome your views and our consultation question is included in section
four.
Version: 1.0 (11 December 2018)
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2

A brief history of ‘standards of fire cover’

Introduction
2.1
The term ‘standards of fire cover’ was used in the United Kingdom to determine
the speed and weight of attendance to emergency calls to fire and were dependent upon
the risk category applied to the area in which an emergency attendance was required.
Although the standards were principally concerned with the number of pumping
appliances (‘pumps’) that were mobilised to a fire, some guidelines were also produced for
the attendance of aerial appliances (turntable ladders, hydraulic platforms and aerial
ladder platforms).1 There were no standards of fire cover laid down for ‘special
appliances’ including water carriers, foam tenders, rescue vehicles, decontamination units
and other emergency vehicles2 used by fire brigades.
National standards of fire cover
2.2
The government used to issue national guidance on standards of fire cover for the
whole country. These had their origin in work done by the Riverdale Committee in 1936
and were designed to combat firestorms in cities caused by enemy bombing.3
2.3
The Consultative Document on Future Fire Policy, published in June 1980 by the
Home Office, suggested that there was a need for a national review of standards of fire
cover. In February 1981, the Central Fire Brigades’ Advisory Councils (CFBAC) for
England & Wales and Scotland agreed that the appropriate approach for such a review
would be a Joint Committee of the Councils.
2.4
This Joint Committee met on 12 occasions between July 1981 and October 1984
and presented its report to the CFBAC on 24 November 1984. The report contained
recommendations to CFBAC and the Home Secretary on the minimum number of fire
engines which should be mobilised in the first instance to a fire and minimum attendance
times for those fire engines based on the risk category of the area in which the fire
occurred (see Table 3).
2.5
These six categories were based on the characteristics of properties and buildings
in each area (see Table 2) and did not reflect changes in the way we live such as the
falling population in town centres and the growth of residential suburbs. Under the
national standards, the greater the density of buildings in an area the greater the
firefighting resources that were provided. For a lot of the time, fire brigade resources were
targeted on protecting unoccupied buildings rather than on protecting people.
1

Standards of fire cover for aerial appliances were contained in Item D of Dear Chief Officer Letter (DCOL) 1/1994

2

All fire appliances other than pumps are collectively referred to as ‘special appliances’

3

National Fire Service Circular 7/1947, Fire Service Circular 43/1958, Fire Service Circular 23/1974 and Fire Service
Circular 4/1985
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Table 2: Former fire cover categories
Category of cover

Characteristics

A

Largest cities and towns, including shopping centres, entertainment complexes and high
risk industrial property

B

Larger cities and towns

C

Suburbs of large towns and smaller towns with substantial built up areas

D

All other categories excluding Remote Rural

Remote Rural

Areas isolated from centres of populations with few buildings

Special Risks

Hospitals, prisons, airports, tower blocks and major petrochemical plants

2.6
Fire Service Circular 4/1985 was published by the Home Office on 22 May 1985
and stated that the Home Secretary had received the Report of the Joint Committee on
Standards of Fire Cover and accepted its recommendations. The report included a study
of working patterns at the scene of incidents in an attempt to:
“… determine the capabilities of current appliances under different crewing arrangements,
with a view to suggesting the optimum firefighting unit for different classes of situation.”
2.7
However, the Committee found it difficult to arrive at an agreed view on the
significance to be attached to the findings of the study of working patterns at the scene of
incidents and decided not to rely on the results of this study in its proposals for revised
national fire cover standards.
2.8
As such, the recommended minimum attendances and minimum attendance times
laid down in the 1985 CFBAC Report on Standards of Fire Cover remained weighted in
favour of limiting the spread of fire in former A and B risk areas as opposed to ensuring
the safety of firefighters.
Table 3: Former national response standards
Risk category

Number of
pumps

Time limits for attendance by pumps
1st

2nd

3rd

A

3

5 minutes

5 minutes

8 minutes

B

2

5 minutes

8 minutes

--

C

1

8-10 minutes

--

--

D

1

20 minutes

--

--

Remote Rural

1

Specials Risks

No national recommendation set
No national recommendation set

Source: Fire Service Circular 4/1985 – Report of the Joint Committee on Standards of Fire Cover (Home Office Fire
Department, May 1985)
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2.9
The standards of fire cover posed a particular problem with automatic fire alarms in
central town (mostly commercial) locations, which required full A or B risk attendance at
all times of day or night. Nearly all – 98% – turned out to be false alarms.
2.10 Chief fire officers could not vary the national minimum standards in their areas to
provide the most effective service. For example, the population of a busy city centre by
day drops significantly at night yet the fire cover and attendance times stayed the same.
Of course, the opposite situation occurs in residential suburbs where the population is
generally lower by day (when people move into town and city centres for work) and higher
by night (when people return home for the evening and are sleeping overnight).
2.11 The result was that fire stations were not always near those areas of social
deprivation in which most fires occur or near large arterial routes where most road traffic
collisions occur.
2.12 Even where firefighting resources could be moved around within the national
standards, this tended not to happen. Under section 19 of the former Fire Services Act
1947, chief officers could not reduce their establishments, stations, fire engines or staff
without the approval of the Secretary of State and approvals for such applications could
take years.
2.13 Effectively, the outdated method of risk categorisation drove the location of stations
and the level and distribution of operational resources based at those stations. On
average, these accounted for about 70 percent of the costs of a fire service. However, the
former framework of risk categorisation did not reflect known risk factors and directed
resources away from areas and population groups most at risk.
Changes following the Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004
2.14 On 1 October 2004 the former Fire Services Act 1947 was repealed by the current
Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004 (‘the Act’).
2.15 The Act requires the Government to give a lead to the fire and rescue service. This
was a direct response to the recommendation made in Sir George Bain’s independent
report on The Future of the Fire Service which detailed the need for Government to set
out a clear and strategic direction for the Service.
2.16 Under the Act, the Secretary of State is required to produce a Fire and Rescue
National Framework for the Service. Following consultation, the Framework for 2004/05
was published on 16 July 2004 and the Act allowed for that – and all future editions – to
be given statutory force.
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2.17 The Framework represents a ‘contract’, embodying a partnership approach
between Government and fire and rescue authorities to ensure the provision of a modern
and effective Service. It sets out the Government’s strategic objectives for the fire and
rescue service and provides guidance on what fire and rescue authorities should do to
meet them, as well as the support they will receive from the Government to do so.
However, it is for fire and rescue authorities to decide for themselves how the objectives
of the Framework are best achieved in line with local needs and risks.
2.18 Along with the move away from concentrating resources on building safety (as had
long been the case since insurance companies provided their own fire brigades) towards
a new focus on life safety, this change saw the abolition of the old national standards of
fire cover and allowed local fire and rescue authorities to develop their own response
standards to best meet the needs of their local communities as part of their Integrated
Risk Management Plan (IRMP).4 Central IRMP guidance gave the clear mandate that:
“… fire and rescue authorities should ensure an effective and efficient response is available
to meet the range of incidents which they may reasonably expect to encounter.”
2.19 The move away from the old centrally prescripted national standards of fire cover to
locally set response standards as part of each fire and rescue authority’s IRMP has
resulted in a wide variation of standards across the country. There are no longer any
national standards as it has been left to each Fire Authority to determine their own
response standards based on locally developed business cases.

4

Within an IRMP, local fire and rescue authorities are required to set out how they intend to make adequate provision
for prevention and emergency intervention to meet efficiently all normal requirements.
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3

Our current response standards

3.1
In 2006, Avon Fire Authority approved a set of response standards for Avon Fire &
Rescue Service. The local standards were based on research presented in a report which
was developed using the Fire Service Emergency Cover (FSEC) computer model which
was provided to all fire and rescue services by central Government but which is now no
longer supported.
3.2
The FSEC toolkit enabled fire and rescue services to assess the risks from fire and
other incidents within their areas and to allocate responses appropriate to that risk. Using
the FSEC model, maps highlighting population density, incident locations, casualty and
fatality locations and footprints (known as ‘isochrones’) for fire engine coverage were
produced based on the local road network and using average travel speeds for fire
engines travelling under emergency conditions.
3.3
As part of this work, the Avon Fire Authority area was split into three distinct
population categories, as follows:


Category 1: areas of population exceeding 50,000 (these areas are Bristol,
Bath and Weston-super-Mare)



Category 2: areas of population between 10,000 and 49,999 (these areas are
Clevedon, Portishead, Nailsea, Thornbury, Keynsham, Norton Radstock and
Chipping Sodbury/Yate)



Category 3: areas below 10,000 (these areas include Yatton, Pill, Paulton,
Winscombe, Winterbourne, Frampton Cotterell, Marshfield and the remaining
small villages and hamlets)

Figure 1: Risk categories across the Avon Fire Authority area
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3.4
The response standards recognised that there are fundamental differences in the
risk to life between fires in buildings, other fires and special service calls (SSCs) and the
setting of a standard for each of these incident types reflected this as follows:
3.5

Our current standards for response to fires in buildings (as adopted in 2012) are:


For fire-related calls in Category 1 areas the response standard is the
attendance of the first fire engine in eight minutes in 85% of incidents and, for
two fire engine pre-determined attendances (PDAs), a minimum of two fire
engines with nine firefighters mobilised or, for three or more fire engine PDAs, a
minimum of three fire engines and 13 firefighters mobilised.



For fire related calls in Category 2 areas the response standard is the
attendance of the first fire engine in 10 minutes in 90% of incidents and, for two
fire engine PDAs, a minimum of two fire engines with nine firefighters mobilised
or, for three or more fire engine PDAs, a minimum of three fire engines and 13
firefighters mobilised.



For fire related calls in Category 3 areas the response standard is the
attendance of the first fire engine in 15 minutes in 95% of incidents and, for two
fire engine PDAs, a minimum of two fire engines with nine firefighters mobilised
or, for three or more fire engine PDAs, a minimum of three fire engines and 13
firefighters mobilised.

3.6
For fires which are not in buildings (as classified at the time of call) the response
standard will be an attendance in 15 minutes in 95% of incidents.
3.7
For life threatening SSCs the response standard will be an attendance in 15
minutes in 95% of incidents.
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3.8
These response standards were re-confirmed by Avon Fire Authority in 2012 and
carried forward into the current 2016-2020 IRMP. However, they are based on the
assumption that a greater population results in greater risk of fire and other emergencies.
Evidence shows that is not necessarily the case and we have seen the continued
expansion of many of our towns and villages without a proportionate increase in the
demand for our emergency response services. In fact, what’s more important is that we
match our resources to the risk rather than simply match it to the local population which
is not necessarily an effective way of actually measuring community risk.
Why an eight minute response time to critical emergencies?
3.9
Since the introduction of IRMPs in 2004 our clear focus has been on life risk rather
than property risk. It is intuitively true that the faster the response of the fire and rescue
service to an emergency involving a risk to life, the greater the chance of rescue and
survival of those involved. However, it is not reasonable to suggest that a fire station is
located at the corner of every street or in every small village or hamlet. There is clearly a
balance to be struck between the timely availability of the fire and rescue service and the
reasonable burden placed upon the local taxpayer.
3.10 In helping to striking this balance, previous research5,6, has analysed the
relationship between the arrival time of the first fire engine and fatality rates in dwelling
fires.
3.11 Figure 2 shows a plot of the percentage of fatalities, casualties (all grades) and
rescues (FCRs) rescued against the percentage that die. The graph uses three response
time periods: i) under 10 minutes; ii) 10 to 20 minutes; and iii) over 20 minutes. It can be
seen that as response times rise, the percentage of FCRs that die also rises and the
percentage that are rescued without injury declines. This provides evidence of a
relationship between response times and fatality rates for dwelling fires.
3.12 Additional analysis of dwelling fire casualties in shorter one-minute time bands
plotted against first response times is provided in Figure 3. It can be seen that the fatality
rate is relatively steady up to the eight minute point but that the rate of increase starts to
increase more dramatically after the ten minute point.

5

Wright, M. (undated) The impact of FRS response times on fire, RTC and special service loss of life: statistical
evidence. London: Greenstreet Berman Ltd.

6

Department for Communities and Local Government (2013) 2012 Updates to the Fire Service Emergency Cover
Toolkit: Special service and fire fatality response time relationships. London: DCLG
Version: 1.0 (11 December 2018)
Review date: As required
Page 13 of 37

Figure 2: Percentage of FCRs that die vs. percentage that are rescued against first
response time

Figure 3: Deaths as a percentage of all fire casualties against first response time

3.13 Analysis of the relationship between the arrival time of the first appropriate fire and
rescue service resource and fatality rates in special service calls (SSC) is more complex,
due in part to the number of different types of SSC including road traffic collisions (RTCs),
other transport rescues, suicides, rescues from water and so on. The factors involved in
determining the relationship between the speed of arrival of the first response from the fire
and rescue service and survivability vary with the type of incident – for example, an RTC
may involve serious trauma (including heavy bleeding other injuries requiring time-critical
interventions) whereas successful rescues from water will be influenced by the
temperature of the water, age and physical health of the person in the water, duration of
immersion, their ability to swim and so on.
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3.14 Previous research5,6 has analysed data for 27,680 rescues from RTCs and plotted
the percentage of casualties who die against the speed of the first response as well as
serious injuries as a percentage of FCRs. The results are shown in Figure 4 below:
14.0%

Serious injury as a fraction of FCRs

40.0%

% of casualties who die

12.0%
10.0%

8.0%
6.0%
4.0%
2.0%

38.0%
36.0%
34.0%

32.0%
30.0%
28.0%
26.0%

24.0%
22.0%
20.0%

0.0%
1 to 5

6 to 10

11 to 15 16 to 20 21 to 25
1st response time (mins)

26 to 30

31 to 35

1 to 5

6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 21 to 25 26 to 30 31 to 35
1st response time (minutes)

Figure 4: Percentage of casualties who die (left) and serious injury as a percentage of
FCRs (right) against first response time for RTCs

3.15 Further analysis of the relationship between fatalities (as a fraction of FCRs) and
the speed of the first response for rescues from water is presented in Figure 5 below:

Figure 5: Fatalities (as a fraction of FCRs) vs. first response times for rescues from water

3.16 For cases of cardiac arrest, further studies indicate that the likelihood of successful
resuscitation decreases by about 7-10% for each minute that passes after the onset of a
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shockable cardiac rhythm, principally ventricular fibrillation.7,8 The importance of timecritical intervention in such cases is an essential element of our proposals to extend our
joint working with the South Western Ambulance Service NHS Foundation Trust as part of
our new Service Plan 2019-2022.
3.17 Finally, we have also taken account of how other fire and rescue authorities set
their response standards and how performance is reported by the Home Office. As
already noted, national standards of fire cover no longer exist so each Service tends to
specify their locally-defined response standards using different approaches, language and
performance measures. This makes direct comparisons almost impossible, but our
national review of other Services’ response standards suggests that our current standards
are similar to most (and significantly better than others). Some illustrative examples are
provided in Table 4 below but, due to the way in which individual fire and rescue services
define their response standards within their IRMPs, none are directly comparable to
either our existing response standards or our proposed new response standards.
3.18 Taking all factors into account (including risk, the effects of fire/heat/smoke on a
human being, the effective benefits of fire and rescue service intervention over time, other
fire and rescue services’ approaches, the financial impacts on the taxpayer and
professional judgement), we consider that the eight minute response time for an
‘emergency: critical incident’ is appropriate and justifiable.
Table 4: Illustrative examples of other fire and rescue services’ response standards
Critical incidents

Non-critical incidents

Other incidents















Dorset and Wiltshire FRS:
sleeping risk, first appliance
within 10 minutes (from the
moment the phone rings in
Control)
Gloucestershire FRS: risk
category 1 dwelling fires within 8
minutes 80% of the time
Cheshire FRS: 10 minute
response for life risks, 80% of the
time
Cumbria FRS: ‘primary’ property
fire, first appliance within 10
minutes 80% of the time
Cornwall FRS: dwelling fires,
response within 10 minutes 50%
of the time





Dorset and Wiltshire FRS: road
traffic collisions, first appliance
within 15 minutes
Gloucestershire FRS: risk
category 2 dwelling fires within 14
minutes 80% of the time
Cumbria FRS: all ‘non-primary’
property fires, first appliance
within 15 minutes 80% of the time






Norfolk FRS: Non-emergency
incidents response within 45
minutes 80% of the time
Hampshire FRS: Other response
within 60 minutes 100% of the
time
West Sussex FRS: Low risk
incidents within 14 minutes
Isle of Wight FRS: Other
incidents response within 20
minutes 95% of the time

7

Grauer, K. and Pepe, P. (1995) Are you up to date on ACLS? Patient Care.

8

Bossaert, L., Callanan, V. and Cummins, R.O. (1997) Early defibrillation – An advisory statement by the Advanced
Life Support Working Group of the International Liaison Committee on Resuscitation. Resuscitation. 34, pp 113114.
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‘Weight of attack’
3.19 Our current response standards not only set the time in which our first response will
attend an emergency, but also set our standards for the number of firefighters we mobilise
to an emergency (our ‘weight of attack’). This takes account of the task analysis
undertaken by the Fire Brigades’ Union in their Critical Attendance STandards (CAST)
which provide a detailed breakdown of the tasks which need to be completed – and
therefore the number of firefighters required to undertake them – at various different
scenarios.
3.20 The inclusion of the standard for the number of firefighters mobilised to an
emergency directly relates to the vital importance of maintaining firefighter safety at each
incident through the provision of safe systems of work.
How did we do in 2017/18?
3.21 Our performance against our current targets for the 2017/18 financial year is
provided in Table 5 below:
Table 5: Avon Fire & Rescue Service performance in 2017/18
Response standards

Target 2017/18

Actual 2017/18

Initial call of fire to a building in Category 1 –
First appliance attending within eight minutes

85%

91% (948 out of 1,043)

Initial call of fire to a building in Category 2 –
First appliance attending within 10 minutes

90%

98% (90 out of 92)

Initial call of fire to a building in Category 3 –
First appliance attending within 15 minutes

95%

97% (214 out of 221)

Full pre-determined attendance mobilised to
Initial call of fire to a building

95%

100% (1,355 out of 1,356)

Initial call of fire to all other fire incidents –
First appliance attending within 15 minutes

95%

97% (2,252 out of 2,332)

Initial call life threatening Special Service Call
– First appliance attending within 15 minutes

95%

97% (277 out of 285)

Source: Measuring how we are doing: Performance Report 2017/18

3.22 Performance against our targets for previous years can be found in our annual
Performance Reports which are available here.
3.23 In summary, our current standards mean that our response is prioritised on
geography, measured by the time it takes for a fire engine to travel to the emergency
from the time it leaves the fire station and includes a ‘percentage met’ target which is
reported to our communities through our annual Performance Report.
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Why change?
3.24 We work hard in the areas of preventing and protecting to make our communities
safer – however, the need to respond effectively to emergencies is still a vital element of
what we do. Our response standards detail our commitment to our communities and
show the level of service we’ll provide.
3.25 We have completed a significant amount of work to understand our risks and we
will be building on this throughout the period of our new Service Plan (and beyond). We
have previously based our response standards on geographical population but now feel
that the time is right to change this approach. We propose that our response
standards should now more accurately match our resources to risk so that the
most serious incidents involving a threat to life or a fire involving a property
should, on average, receive the fastest response rather than set our response times
based purely on geography and population.
3.26 Our proposed new approach also satisfies the requirements of a number of recent
reports and recommendations. In 2015 we had a Fire Peer Challenge review by
colleagues from the (then) Chief Fire Officers’ Association9 and the Local Government
Association (LGA). In the final report, the peer review team noted that:
“[Avon Fire & Rescue Service] has clear response standards linked to its Integrated Risk
Management Plan which are appropriate for the area it serves and proportionate to risk.
The main standards are first appliance attendance within eight minutes for Category 1
areas, 10 minutes for Category 2 and 15 minutes for Category 3. The Service has a good
record in achieving these standards and they have been taken fully into account in the
station re-location programme. Performance against the standards continues to be high
even with reducing numbers of personnel/appliances.
“In view of the fact that the response standards are being met comfortably the Service may
wish to consider ways to maintain its standards but create additional efficiencies within the
delivery of them.”
Avon Fire & Rescue Service
CFOA-LGA Operational Assessment and Fire Peer Challenge
Final Report (page 16)
3.27 In July 2017, the Government published the report of the Statutory Inspection into
Avon Fire & Rescue Authority. The report indicated that the Authority and Avon Fire &
Rescue Service should become much more ‘data led’ and the covering letter from the
Minister of State for Policing and the Fire Service, the Rt Hon Nick Hurd MP, required a
“… review of our Integrated Risk Management Plan” (IRMP).

9

Now the National Fire Chiefs’ Council (NFCC)
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3.28 As a result, we have brought forward the review of our IRMP and on 1 April 2019
we will be publishing a brand new Service Plan – combining our Corporate Plan and IRMP
into one integrated strategic document – which includes these proposals to change our
response standards. As part of this work, our enhanced risk modelling capability means
that we now have a much greater understanding of fire and rescue-related risks within our
communities which allows us to not only improve the targeting of our resources to risk in
terms of emergency response, but also increase the focus on prevention and protection
activities in these areas.
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4

Our proposals for change

Introduction
4.1

Our ‘response standards’ are made up of three elements:




how we prioritise calls;
what is measured; and
what our targets are.

4.2
Our current response standards are detailed in section three and this section
details our proposals for change. Subject to the outcome of an eight-week public
consultation period from 7 January until 1 March 2019, we plan to implement our
proposed changes in Year 1 of our new Service Plan (that is, the 2019/20 financial year).
4.3
Any changes that we make to our response will be subject to an Equality Impact
Assessment. This is a way for us to understand how our plans may affect the different
communities we serve and our own staff – both positively and negatively. Using this
information, we can then adapt our plans to make sure no-one is disadvantaged by how
we deliver our work.
How we propose to prioritise calls
4.4
As explained in section 3.8, our existing response standards are based on
geography and population which do not necessarily match our resources to risk.
4.5
We therefore propose to change our method of call prioritisation to ensure that the
most serious incidents (which present a risk to life or a fire in a property) receive, on
average, the fastest response. Where necessary, our assets will be diverted from lower
priority incidents to higher priority incidents, similar to the approach already taken by the
ambulance service.
4.6
We propose to introduce three categories of incident to guide our initial response10
to emergencies and ensure that our resources are best matched to risk. These are:


Emergency: critical incident
An ‘emergency: critical incident’ is one where there is a known risk to life or a
fire involving a property.



10

Emergency: non-critical incident

Note that each emergency will be allocated to one of these three categories using the information available at the
time of the emergency call for the purposes of measuring our response standards. This will not affect how the type
incident is more accurately defined within the Incident Recording System as part of our post-incident reporting.
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An ‘emergency: non-critical incident’ is one where there is no immediate risk
to life or which is a fire not involving a property.


Non-emergency
Non-emergency calls are all incidents other than ‘emergency: critical incidents’
and ‘emergency: non-critical incidents’ where the attendance of the fire and
rescue service is required at the scene.

4.7
The associated response times for each of these three categories of call – along
with non-exhaustive lists of some examples – are provided in Tables 6, 7 and 8 below.
Table 6: Proposed response standard for ‘emergency: critical incidents’
Emergency: critical incident

8 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

An ‘emergency: critical incident’ is one where there is a known risk to life or a fire involving a property which we will
attend, on average, within eight minutes from the time our crews are alerted to the arrival of the first appropriate fire and
rescue service resource on scene.

‘Emergency: critical incident’ – example incident types








Aircraft incident
Animal trapped – large
Barn fire
Boat fire
Boat rescue
Vehicle fire
Chemical spillage









House fire
Hovercraft rescue
Humanitarian assistance
MTFA incident
Mud rescue
Persons trapped
Rescue from water







Road fuel tanker
Road traffic collision
Ship fire
Smell of gas/leak
Train accident

Table 7: Proposed response standard for ‘emergency: non-critical incidents’
Emergency: non-critical incident

12 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

An ‘emergency: non-critical incident’ is one where there is no immediate risk to life or which is a fire not involving a
property. We will attend these incidents, on average, within 12 minutes from the time our crews are alerted to the arrival
of the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource on scene.

‘Emergency: non-critical incident’ – example incident types





Animal trapped – small
Assist ambulance
Assist police
Chimney fire
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Fuel spillage
Gain access
Person shut in lift
Silo and grain dryers





Smell of burning
Tree fire
Automatic Fire Alarms

Table 8: Proposed response standard for ‘non-emergencies’
Non-emergency

60 minutes (average, alert to on-scene)

Non-emergency calls are all incidents other than ‘emergency: critical incidents’ and ‘emergency: non-critical incidents’
where the attendance of the fire and rescue service is required at the scene. We will attend these incidents, on
average, within 60 minutes from the time our crews are alerted to the arrival of the first appropriate fire and rescue
service resource on scene.

‘Non-emergency’ – example incident types



Abandoned call
Fire alarm test




Fire safety/good will advice
Late call of fire



Provision of advice

4.8
Weight of attack: In order to establish safe systems of work and maintain
firefighter safety at all incidents, except for those challenging periods of spate conditions,
we will continue to ensure that:


where our pre-determined attendance is two fire engines, at least two fire
engines and nine firefighters will be mobilised; and



where our pre-determined attendance is three or more fire engines, at least
three fire engines and 13 firefighters will be mobilised.

How we propose to measure our speed of response
4.9
The time it takes for fire and rescue service resources to arrive at an incident can
be divided into a number of discrete intervals including:


the time between a fire starting and the time it is discovered (or detected);



the time between the fire being discovered and the time of the (first) emergency
call to Fire Control;



the time taken for Fire Control to answer the emergency call, question the caller
to work out what the problem is, decide on the most appropriate response and –
where an emergency response is required – alert the relevant fire and rescue
service resource(s) to the incident;



the time taken between the fire crew(s) being alerted to the incident by Fire
Control and the fire engine(s) leaving the fire station to attend the incident (what
we call the time taken to ‘book mobile’);



the time taken for the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource to travel
from the fire station to the address of the incident provided by the caller (where
it will book ‘on scene’); and



the time taken for any additional fire and rescue service resource(s) to travel
from their fire station(s) to the scene of the incident.
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4.10 In general, the period between the time a fire starts, the time it is discovered and
the time the first emergency call to the fire and rescue service is made is outside of our
control and is therefore not included in any of our corporate performance measures.
4.11 The time taken to answer emergency calls is currently recorded within Avon Fire &
Rescue Service’s performance management system.11 Additionally, we measure the time
taken from the fire engine booking mobile from the fire station to its arrival at the given
address of the emergency (see Figure 6) but propose to change this to the more
demanding time measurement between the time our Fire Control alerts the fire station to
the emergency to the time the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource arrives on
scene (see Figure 7).
4.12 For wholetime firefighters, this extended time measurement would include the time
taken for them to respond to the notification of the emergency from our Fire Control via
the turnout system, move to the fire station’s engine room, put on their firefighting kit, get
onto the fire engine and get ready to move off. Our current standard for this activity is 90
seconds which will be included in the new eight minute average response time for the first
appropriate fire and rescue service resource to arrive at an ‘emergency: critical incident’.
4.13 For on-call firefighters, this extended time measurement would still include the time
taken for them to respond to their pocket alerters and travel to the fire station, put on their
firefighting kit, get onto the fire engine and get ready to move off. Our current standard for
this activity is five minutes which will be included in the new eight minute average
response time for the first appropriate fire and rescue service resource to arrive at an
‘emergency: critical incident’.
4.14 We propose to measure this more demanding standard but without increasing our
average response time of eight minutes for ‘emergency: critical incidents’. This will
ensure that the most serious incidents with a known risk to life or a fire involving a
property receive the fastest response – in other words, we will improve the way in
which we match our resources to risk. If a fire engine is already responding to a noncritical emergency or non-emergency but then becomes the closest resource to another
incoming critical emergency call, it will be diverted to that critical emergency and a further
resource will be allocated to the original incident.
4.15 For ‘emergency: non-critical’ incidents where there is no immediate life to risk or
where a fire does not involve a property, we propose an average response time of 12
minutes (see Table 7). For non-emergencies we propose that where the attendance of
the fire and rescue service is required at the scene12 we will attend these incidents, on
average, within 60 minutes from the time our crews are alerted to the arrival of the first
appropriate fire and rescue service resource on scene.
11

We measure how effective we are in answering 999 calls. Our target is to answer 94% within seven seconds and in
2017/18 we achieved 96.1%.

12

Some non-emergency calls can be resolved by the provision of advice on the telephone or by referral to a more
suitable agency and therefore do not require a physical fire and rescue service attendance
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4.16 We do not propose to include the time taken between the moment an emergency
call is received in Fire Control and the time at which they alert a fire engine to the
emergency. In many cases, a response from the fire and rescue service is not required
and our Emergency Fire Control Operators use their skills, training and experience to
quickly question the caller to establish the severity of the incident and the most
appropriate response. If we alerted fire crews before the type of incident (and therefore
the required response) was even established, we could see a much greater number of
unnecessary alerts which would still have the effect of disturbing other important activities
undertaken by firefighters such as home fire safety visits, community safety inputs at
schools and colleges and risk-critical training scenarios. Therefore, on balance, we feel
that it is right to first establish the nature of the incident through professional questioning
of the caller before we ‘start the clock’ for the purposes of measuring our response time.

Figure 6: Our current measurement of response time: from mobilisation to onscene
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Figure 7: Our proposed future measurement of response time: from alert to onscene
4.17 Our sophisticated risk modelling process will allow us to target our community and
technical fire safety interventions on those who are most vulnerable from fire but who are
outside an average eight minute alert to on-scene time from our current fire stations.

How we propose to report our performance
4.18 Our current response standards include ‘percentage met’ targets for the three
population categories. These targets acknowledge that we will never achieve the
standard in every single case due to a range of potential factors including, for example:


emergency calls to very remote addresses or those with poor access;



simultaneous incidents in the same geographical area and in quick succession
(before other fire engines sent to the area can arrive to provide ‘stand by’
emergency cover);



inaccurate incident location information provided at the time of call;



delayed turnouts (due to, for example, ongoing firefighter training at the time the
crew(s) are alerted to the emergency by Fire Control);



major incidents, multiple incidents or spate conditions; or



cross-border mobilisations.

4.19 Our ‘percentage met’ target is a measure of our frequency of success: for
example, in Category 1 areas we aim to be on scene within eight minutes in 85% of
incidents. This is the current success measurement used by Avon Fire & Rescue Service.
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This form of target is currently the most commonly used by other fire and rescue services
(for example, Cornwall, Gloucestershire, County Durham and Darlington, Cheshire and
Cumbria Fire & Rescue Services).
4.20 The alternative to this ‘percentage met’ target – and the one we propose to adopt
– is to use average response times. This would remove the ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ for each
individual response but every response (meeting the relevant criteria) would contribute to
an overall average for the eight minute ‘emergency: critical incident’ standard, the 12
minute ‘emergency: non-critical’ standard or the 60-minute ‘non-emergency’ standard.
4.21 This approach is starting to be used by other fire and rescue services and is also
used in Government statistics which will allow us to benchmark our performance against
the UK average.
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Consultation question
Currently Avon Fire & Rescue Service prioritises calls based on population and
geographic area, split into categories one, two and three, with a measurement against the
time it takes to get to a specific category of incident, with a target in terms of percentage
met.
We propose to change our method of call prioritisation to ensure that the most serious
incidents (which present a risk to life or a fire in a property) receive, on average, the
fastest response. Where necessary, our assets will be diverted from lower priority
incidents to higher priority incidents, similar to the approach already taken by the
ambulance service.
We propose to introduce three categories of incident to guide our initial response to
emergencies and ensure that our resources are best matched to risk and change the way
we measure this to an average response time:


Emergency: critical incident
An ‘emergency: critical incident’ is one where there is a known risk to life or a fire
involving a property. We will respond with an average response time of 8 minutes
(alert to on-scene).



Emergency: non-critical incident
An ‘emergency: non-critical incident’ is one where there is no immediate risk to life
or which is a fire not involving a property. We will response with an average response
time of 13 minutes (alert to on-scene).



Non-emergency
Non-emergency calls are all incidents other than ‘emergency: critical incidents’ and
‘emergency: non-critical incidents’ where the attendance of the fire and rescue service
is required at the scene. We will make arrangements within 60 minutes of the call
being received to deal with these incidents. This may include provision of advice over
the telephone or by the attendance of a specialist officer for expert advice to determine
if additional fire and rescue service intervention is required.

Do you agree with our proposal to align our response standards to risk across the
Avon Fire & Rescue Service area?







Strongly agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly disagree
Don’t know

You are invited to share your view and any additional thoughts, comments or suggestions
via our consultation feedback form.
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Annex 1

Avon Fire & Rescue Service station locations

A1.1 Avon Fire & Rescue Service has 21 operational stations. Seven stations are
crewed by wholetime personnel, three stations are crewed by a mixture of wholetime and
on-call staff and 11 stations are crewed by on-call firefighters (see Table 9 below).
Table 9: Avon Fire & Rescue Service station locations
Wholetime with oncall

Fire Control

Wholetime

On-call only

Stn. 01 Control
(Lansdown)

Stn. 04 Patchway
Stn. 05 Avonmouth
St. 06 Southmead
Stn. 09 Temple
Stn. 10 Kingswood
Stn. 11 Hicks Gate
Stn. 15 Bedminster

Stn. 03 Yate
(day-crewed)
Stn. 12 Bath
Stn. 18 Weston

Stn. 02 Thornbury
Stn. 07 Portishead
Stn. 08 Pill
Stn. 16 Nailsea
Stn. 17 Clevedon
Stn. 19 Yatton
Stn. 20 Chew Magna
Stn. 21 Radstock
Stn. 22 Paulton
Stn. 23 Blagdon
Stn. 24 Winscombe

1

7

3

11

A1.2 The majority of these fire stations were built before 1985 when the former national
standards of fire cover were in force. As explained in section two of this report, those
standards were based on the risk to property from fire as opposed to the risk to life from
fire and the location of some of our fire stations dates back to before local government
reorganisation in 1974 when the older (and much smaller) county and borough fire
brigades still existed. The cost of building fire stations – including the availability and
purchase of suitable land – reduces the flexibility to move fire stations and the location of
much of our estate was determined by historical decisions made many years ago.
A1.3 However, our Investing for the Future programme has started to upgrade some of
our existing fire stations and the building of brand new fire stations in the Avon Fire
Authority area for many years (and certainly since the introduction of the IRMP planning
process in 2004). Speedwell Fire Station was closed and amalgamated into a
redeveloped Kingswood Fire Station 2015 and our new Temple Fire Station in Bristol city
centre opened in 2016. Additionally, we closed Brislington and Keynsham fire stations
and opened a brand new station at Hicks Gate in 2016 which benefited from excellent
access onto the local road network (and in particular the A4174 Avon ring road) to ensure
good geographical coverage within an eight minute travel time under emergency response
conditions.
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A1.4 This programme of redevelopment and construction of new fire stations takes
account of the new focus on life risk rather than property risk as required by the IRMP
process. Our analysis of potential locations for new fire stations is ‘data led’ and evidence
based, taking into account the modelling of travel times, community risk and the
opportunities to collaborate with other emergency services wherever possible. We
acknowledge that the availability of land will probably never allow us to place new fire
stations in the exact spot which gives the absolute optimum cover, but we can certainly
take advantage of more sophisticated data analysis to guide our estates programme to
ensure better matching of our resources to risk.
A1.5 We are now redeveloping Avonmouth Fire Station and have plans to carry out an
options appraisal of the fire stations in Weston-super-Mare and Bath within the next three
years. Again, we will be using sophisticated data analysis, community risk profiling, any
collaboration opportunities and local land availability to determine the best location
possible for any proposed new-build fire stations.

Figure 8: Locations of Avon Fire & Rescue Service’s fire stations
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Annex 2

Glossary of terms and abbreviations

Term or
abbreviation

Meaning

Aerial appliance

Fire appliances with extended reach capability such as turntable
ladders, hydraulic platforms and aerial ladder platforms. They are
typically used for rescues from heights beyond the reach of
conventional fire service ladders or for directing water onto a fire from
above.

Alert to on scene

The interval between the time the fire crew(s) are alerted to an
emergency call by Fire Control to the time of arrival of the first
appropriate fire and rescue service resource at the address given by
the caller.

CFBAC

Central Fire Brigades’ Advisory Council

CFOA

Chief Fire Officers’ Association (now NFCC)

Day-crewed fire
station

A fire station at which the fire engine(s) are crewed by wholetime
firefighters during the day and by on-call firefighters at night.

DCLG

Department for Communities and Local Government (now MHCLG)

DCOL

Dear Chief Officer Letter

FCR

Fatalities, casualties (all grades) and rescues

FRS

Fire and Rescue Service

FSEC model

Fire Service Emergency Cover computer model (previously supplied
to all FRSs by DCLG but now no longer supported)

IRMP

Integrated risk management plan

IRS

Incident Recording System

LGA

Local Government Association

MHCLG

Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government

MTFA

Marauding terrorist firearms attack

NFCC

National Fire Chiefs’ Council

On-call fire station

A fire station at which the fire engine(s) are crewed by on-call
firefighters who often have other jobs in the community (referred to as
their ‘primary employment’) but also provide a contracted number of
hours cover during which they are available via pocket alerters to
quickly crew the fire engine and respond to emergencies as and when
required.
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Term or
abbreviation

Meaning

PDA

Pre-determined attendance

Primary fire

Primary fires are generally more serious fires that harm people or
cause damage to property and meet at least one of the following
conditions:
 any fire that occurred in a (non-derelict) building, vehicle or (some)
outdoor structures;
 any fire involving fatalities, casualties or rescues;
 any fire attended by five or more pumping appliances.
Primary fires are split into four sub-categories:
 Dwelling fires are fires in properties that are a place of residence
ie places occupied by households such as houses and flats,
excluding hotels/hostels and residential institutions. Dwellings
also include non-permanent structures used solely as a dwelling,
such as houseboats and caravans.
 Other buildings fires are fires in other residential or nonresidential buildings. Other (institutional) residential buildings
include properties such as hostels/hotels/B&Bs, nursing/care
homes, student halls of residence, etc. Non-residential buildings
include properties such as offices, shops, factories, warehouses,
restaurants, public buildings, religious buildings, etc.
 Road vehicle fires are fires in vehicles used for transportation,
such as cars, vans, buses/coaches, motorcycles, lorries/HGVs,
etc. ‘Road vehicles’ does not include aircraft, boats or trains,
which are categorised in ‘other outdoors’.
 Other outdoors fires are fires in either primary outdoor locations,
or fires in non-primary outdoor locations that have casualties or
five or more pumping appliances attending. Outdoor primary
locations include aircraft, boats, trains and outdoor structures such
as post or telephone boxes, bridges, tunnels, etc.

RTA

Road traffic accident – see RTC

RTC

Road traffic collision (previously known as a road traffic accident, or
RTA)

Secondary fire

Secondary fires are generally small outdoor fires, not involving
people or property. These include refuse fires, grassland fires and
fires in derelict buildings or vehicles, unless these fires involved
casualties or rescues, or five or more pumping appliances attended,
in which case they become primary fires.

Special appliances All fire engines other than pumps are collectively referred to as
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Term or
abbreviation

Meaning
‘special appliances’ and include (for example) aerial appliances, water
carriers, foam tenders, rescue vehicles and decontamination units.

SSC

Special service call – an emergency call requiring the attendance of
the fire and rescue service but not involving a fire (for example, a road
traffic collision or a chemical spillage).

Travel time

The interval between the time a fire engine leaves the fire station to
its arrival at the address given by the caller.

Weight of attack

The number of fire engines (and other appropriate fire and rescue
service resources, including the minimum number of firefighters) we
send to an incident as a pre-determined attendance.

Wholetime and on- A fire station at which the fire engine(s) are crewed by either
call fire station
wholetime firefighters or on-call firefighters.
Wholetime fire
station

A fire station at which the fire engine(s) are permanently crewed
around the clock by firefighters working shifts. In Avon Fire & Rescue
Service, the usual nine-hour day shift is from 8:00am to 5:00pm and
the 15-hour night shift is from 5:00pm to 8:00am. (Note: different
shift times apply for wholetime firefighters working at Yate which is a
day-crewed fire station.)
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Annex 3

Operational attendance response times

An extract from Avon Fire & Rescue Service’s IRMP Strategic Assessment 2018:
A3.1 “The average response time to primary fires (more serious fires that harm people or
cause damage to property) in England in 2016/17 was 8 minutes and 44 seconds: a
decrease of three seconds since 2015/16 but an increase of 33 seconds since 2011/12.”
(Response times to fires attended by fire and rescue services: England, April 2016 to
March 2017)
Table 10: Average response times to primary fires (Home Office, 2018)
Type of fire

2016/17

Change since
2015/16

Change since
2011/12

Primary

8m 44s

- 3s

+ 33s

Dwelling

7m 41s

0s

+ 27s

Other building

8m 30s

+ 1s

+ 36s

Road vehicle

8m 35s

-11s

+ 36s

Other outdoor

10m 36s

- 18s

+ 47s

Secondary

9m 8s

- 5s

+ 32s

A3.2 “Response times have been increasing gradually for the past 20 years … a range
of possible factors could contribute to this...






changing traffic levels;
health and safety policies;
‘drive to arrive’ policies;
further questioning from control staff to better assess calls; and/or
changing service profiles.”

A3.3 This is by no means an exhaustive list and is difficult to isolate the impact that each
of these factors may have contributed to the increase in response times.
A3.4 “There is not a straightforward relationship between response times and the
outcomes of a fire as the type of fire and the time elapsed before the fire is discovered
(both factors outside the control of FRSs) will have an influence on the outcome.
However, some measureable proxy outcomes include non-fatal casualties, fire-related
fatalities and the extent of fire damage.”
A3.5 “As previously stated there has been a long-term increase in response times over
the last 20 years; however over the same period, the number of non-fatal casualties, firerelated fatalities and the extent of fire damage have shown a long-term downward trend.”
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