
FIRE SCRUTINY WORKSHOP

MONDAY 14 SEPTEMBER 2015

A Fire Scrutiny Workshop, developed by Anne Brinkhoff from the Local Government 
Association, and facilitated by Ed Hammond from the Centre for Public Scrutiny, was 
held for members of the Environment and Communities Scrutiny Committee, as well 
as members with an interest in Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service, on Monday 
14th September 2015. Andy Hermiston, Deputy Chief Fire Officer, Dave Hornibrook, 
and Carole Pittaway from Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service also attended 
and contributed to the workshop.

Objectives

The workshop, entitled ‘Using effective scrutiny to work together for a safer 
Gloucestershire’, aimed to:

 Consider what effective scrutiny looks like
 Review the current practice of fire scrutiny at GCC and whether it creates as 

much impact as it could
 Consider the key national and local policy issues for fire services over the 

medium and long term
 Explore and agree how scrutiny can aid policy making and service planning

Gloucestershire’s Scrutiny Principles

Following a welcome by Councillor Rob Bird, Chair of the Environment and 
Communities Scrutiny Committee, and an introduction to the workshop objectives, 
Simon Harper, Head of Democratic Services at GCC, provided an overview of 
Gloucestershire’s scrutiny principles.

Highlighting several pivotal examples of scrutiny at GCC, including the Planning and 
Flood Risk Task Group, which was established following the 2007 floods in 
Gloucestershire, Simon explained that GCC’s principles of good scrutiny were:

 A clear public demand for action
 A real opportunity to influence
 A narrow and deep approach 
 A flexible approach.

High Impact Overview and Scrutiny

Ed Hammond, from the Centre for Public Scrutiny, discussed three key principles for 
high impact overview and scrutiny:

1. Culture
2. Perspective



3. Focus

Ed explained the importance of developing a culture for scrutiny which is open and 
positive that engages, as well as challenges decision makers, and which highlights 
communication with the public.

He continued to determine that as councillors are elected, they bring a unique 
perspective to scrutiny, in terms of what issues are scrutinised and what questions 
are asked, particularly as they have the opportunity to convey the perspective of the 
public.

Finally, the importance of having a clear focus for scrutiny, and of being self-critical 
about how and where scrutiny can add value, was emphasised. In order for this to be 
achieved, there should be effective scoping of issues and relevant information and 
evidence should be referred to.

Overview: Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service

Andy Hermiston, Deputy Chief Fire Officer, GFRS, provided members with an 
overview of the responsibilities, organisation and challenges of the Service. He 
emphasised that GFRS was a community centred safety organisation, and that 
scrutiny played an important supporting role to the Service, as councillors have a 
unique perspective and understanding of the community. The important relationship 
between GFRS and GCC was also highlighted.

The Deputy Chief Fire Officer explained that in order to achieve the highest standard 
of community safety and emergency response services to the communities of 
Gloucestershire, GFRS had four aims:

 Prevention and protection: working with local communities to reduce risks to 
life, property and the environment from fire and other emergencies

 Response and resilience: respond promptly and effectively to fires and other 
emergencies

 People: ensure the services provided by GFRS are delivered by a 
professional and skilled workforce, which is able to work safely and whose 
composition reflects the diversity of the community

 Performance: Monitoring of performance to ensure continual improvement 
and value for money

Members were informed that the Service was focussing increasingly on prevention 
and that in Gloucestershire, as a result of these aims, there were 63% less fires now 
than 10 years ago, and 20 less casualties every year. 

The Deputy Chief Fire Officer continued to determine the future challenges that 
GFRS faced. These could include devolution, changing demographics, and 
maintaining the ethnicity and gender balance.



Following the presentation, members were given the opportunity to discuss, with the 
support of the fire officers, several key questions relating to current fire scrutiny 
practice, including:

 Do members have the right information to undertake their scrutiny role?
 What is GCC already doing well?
 Has the introduction of a Chief Fire Officer’s report been of value?

Members explored the need to triangulate information that is presented to scrutiny 
with other sources, including visits to fire stations and briefings. It was also 
appreciated that by developing member knowledge and understanding, challenge 
will be more informed and more focused.

Members recognised the advantages of GFRS being part of GCC that enabled 
strong links to public health, trading standards and highways. Additionally, members 
welcomed the attendance of the Chief Fire Officer, Stewart Edgar, at the meetings of 
the Environment and Communities Scrutiny Committee, and the opportunity this 
created in terms of a ‘springboard for discussion’.

Further discussions indicated that members value the performance report of the 
Chief Fire Officer provided to the Environment and Communities Scrutiny 
Committee; however there was a suggestion that the narrative could be more 
reflective in tone and could highlight concerns as well as achievements. There was 
an understanding that the role of scrutiny is one of constructive challenge as 
opposed to ‘finding fault’.

Effective Scrutiny – Looking Forward

Dave Hornibrook, Area Manager Strategy, Planning and Performance, GFRS, gave 
a presentation to members on the key opportunities and challenges for the next 3 
years, as outlined in the Integrated Risk Management Plan (IRMP) 2015-2018. He 
introduced the document by explaining that it provides an assessment of local risks 
to life, considers how effectively resources are used in response to those risks, and 
demonstrates how GFRS would provide value for money. 

In the first year of the IRMP’s implementation, there has been a fundamental review 
of operational response, the development of risk based response targets, and the 
development of a demand management service delivery model. In the second and 
third years of the IRMP, there would be the implementation of the outcomes of the 
operational response review, a consideration of technological solutions, and greater 
use of retained and community fire fighters to build resilience.

There was a further opportunity for members to debate and share their views in 
relation to several questions about scrutiny in the future:

 How can scrutiny add value in exploring future opportunities and managing 
future challenges for the Service (and the County Council as a whole)?



 Are there any specific topics that need to be scrutinised? How could this be 
done best?

 How can we maximise member engagement in effective scrutiny?

Members expressed their concerns of not knowing about issues and of being ‘caught 
out’ and there was an understanding that officers should be aware of these 
concerns, and that it was important to find the right time and place to share concerns 
early on. Additionally, there was an appreciation that the preparation of the IRMP 
has a long lead in time and therefore it would be important to ensure members have 
an understanding of it in the developing stages, both informally and formally.

Members also expressed an interest in using a variety of approaches to scrutiny, in 
addition to task groups, building on the good practice that already exists. This could 
include the visiting of local fire stations to understand the day to day business of 
GFRS and having informal conversations with officers. This could be a key way to 
build up explicit and tacit knowledge.

Outcomes

The workshop proved useful as it recognised the important relationship between 
GFRS and GCC, as well as the role scrutiny has in supporting the operation and 
development of GFRS. The opportunity created by Anne Brinkhoff and Ed Hammond 
for members to reflect on current good fire scrutiny practice and consider future 
approaches to scrutiny was appreciated, and several important conclusions were 
reached:

 The relationship between GFRS and GCC provides many advantages
 The attendance of the Chief Fire Officer and presentation of a Chief Fire 

Officer’s Report to the meetings of the Environment and Communities 
Scrutiny Committee was appreciated, however the report could highlight 
concerns in addition to achievements

 Any concerns or issues by officers should be shared with members as 
appropriate

 The role of scrutiny is of constructive challenge, and a variety of approaches 
to scrutiny could be embraced in addition to the use of task groups, such as 
visits to fire stations 

 Scrutiny is not restricted to formal meetings, and members could use a variety 
of sources of information to develop knowledge and understanding.

Laura Gibbard 
September 2015


