
CABINET PANEL REPORT

GLOUCESTERSHIRE FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICE (GFRS) REVIEW 

1. Membership: 

Cllr Dave Norman (Chair)
Cllr Kevin Cromwell 
Cllr Shaun Parsons
Cllr Stephen Hirst
Cllr Jeremy Hilton
Cllr Nigel Robbins
Cllr Lesley Williams 

  
2. Officer Support:

Wayne Bowcock - Chief Fire Officer (GFRS)
Jon McGinty – Commissioning Director (GCC)
Mandy Quayle - Director of People (GCC) 
Theresa Mortimer - Head of Audit Risk Assurance (GCC) 
Jo Moore – Senior Democratic Services Adviser (GCC)

3. Background:

Following a letter of complaint to Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) in June 
2018 and high profile resignation of the Chief Fire Officer, an extensive investigation 
of the Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service (GFRS) was undertaken by the 
Internal Audit Team at the County Council. 

Addressing concerns about the sale of a GFRS owned vehicle and Chief Fire 
Officer’s (CFO) involvement in the sale, plus separate concerns relating to staffing 
issues, the investigation included a review of polices, practices, systems and 
processes. It was agreed the Internal Audit Team (IA) at the County Council would 
investigate the sale of the GFRS vehicle whilst the Human Resources Team (HR) 
would consider the staffing concerns. Shortly after commencing the investigation, 
numerous whistleblowing allegations and Freedom of Information (FOI) requests 
were received, identifying additional issues relating to the governance arrangements 
and general processes and procedures at GFRS.

In October 2018, the GCC Internal Audit Team made several recommendations to 
the council’s Audit and Governance Committee. 

The recommendations aimed to: - 

a) Rebuild confidence and trust within GFRS; 

b) Concentrate on the governance areas identified during the investigation or 
notified as part of the whistleblowing allegations, for which it was proposed 
the Internal Audit Team undertake a series of extensive compliance audits 
across GFRS;  
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c) Undertake a series of ‘pure compliance’ audits across the Council. The audits 
to review compliance with the Council’s key corporate policies (financial and 
non financial); 

d) Ensure GFRS was made aware of the Council’s Contract Standing Orders, 
Financial Regulations and Accounting Instructions from the provision of 
relevant (including financial management) training. Consideration to be given 
to introducing a countywide training programme, including periodic refresher 
training; and 

e) Test the adequacy of the 2018/19 Directors and Heads of Service 
Governance Assurance Statements, (which, in relation to GFRS, may 
previously have given false assurance). This activity to be incorporated into 
Quarter 1 of the 2019/20 Internal Audit Plan arrangements. 

4. Scrutiny Task and Finish Group

Acknowledging escalating concerns emerging from the investigation into GFRS, lead 
members from the GCC Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee agreed to 
set up a scrutiny task and finish group. The decision was ratified by the committee in 
September 2018. 

To support the extensive work being undertake by GCC and GFRS, it was agreed 
the task and finish group would focus specifically on the culture of Gloucestershire 
Fire and Rescue Service. The task group was supported by Jon McGinty as 
Managing Director/ Commissioning Director and Mandy Quayle Head of Human 
Resources. 

The membership of the task group included; Cllrs Iain Dobie, Kate Haigh, Jeremy 
Hilton (Chair), Stephen Hirst, Shaun Parsons, John Payne and Will Windsor Clive. 

The ambitions of the task group included:

a) To explore the current culture within the Fire and Rescue Service (to 
understand its behaviours, attitudes, values and beliefs) and make 
recommendations to improve it; 

b) To ensure that GFRS was fair and transparent in its relationships with 
others and in its working practices (including procurement);  

c) To consider how the service could be more robustly scrutinized; 
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d) To propose ways in which GFRS might move forward as a County Council 
fire and rescue service, working in collaboration with other council and 
blue light services; 

e) To consider any issues relevant to the work of the task group arising from 
the report of the IA Team and presented to Audit and Governance 
Committee regarding the sale of a fire service vehicle.

The task group met with various personnel, including:

 Acting Chief Fire Officer
 Cabinet Member for Public Protection, Parking and Libraries
 Commissioning Director
 Head of Human Resources
 Consultant on GFRS Culture Review
 Leader of Council
 Chief Executive
 Trade Unions
 Internal Audit

In addition, Cllr Dave Norman, as Cabinet Member with responsibilities for public 
protection undertook a series of visits to Fire and Rescue Service Stations across 
the county in order to improve visibility and ensure clarity in the processes for raising 
concerns. Individual members of the task group accompanied the Cabinet Member 
on some of the visits to gain a better understanding of the issues.

5. Cabinet response to the findings of the task group review

In April 2019, the Chairman of the Task and Finish Group, Cllr Jeremy Hilton, 
presented a detailed report to Cabinet, including a series of recommendations:

Included within the recommendations, it was proposed: 

a) To explore whether the Fire and Rescue Service could adopt a more 
integrated model of back office support service, such as HR, IT, Property, 
Communications and Finance. In particular, whether a stronger business 
partner model might provide the service with greater access to skills and 
expertise to help the service manage its change programme. It was felt the 
HR Team at the County Council possessed the necessary expertise to play a 
leading role in culture change within GFRS;  

b) To redefine the role of the Chief Fire Officer within the County Council, (to 
reflect the positive integration of services);  
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c) For the Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service to adopt the County 
Council’s values in order to reflect that the service formed part of the County 
Council, under a shared culture. 

d) To request that, under the auspices of the current review, members consider 
the most appropriate way of strengthening scrutiny of the Fire and Rescue 
Service. 

Within the report, the task group highlighted the current position of the GFRS 
service, the progress being made and the work being carried out to ensure that the 
Fire and Rescue Service was best equipped to meet its changing role. It was 
acknowledged that to undertake a cultural shift of such magnitude would take time, 
need to be handled carefully and supported with the right support. 

The task group suggested Cllr Dave Norman, as Cabinet Member responsible for 
Public Protection, establish a Cabinet Panel, (with cross party membership), to 
ensure oversight of the change programme within the Fire and Rescue Service. 

The task group reinforced the need that the Internal Audit compliance reviews 
continue, with regular update reports to the Audit and Governance Committee.

6. Cabinet Panel 

With Cllr Norman, (Cabinet Member for Public Protection), as Chairman, a Cabinet 
Panel was established in June 2019. The Panel agreed to meet at regular intervals 
over a defined time period. 

The purpose of the Panel was to provide support to the Cabinet Member, (following 
on from the work undertaken by the GFRS Scrutiny Task and Finish Group), and 
working within the operating principles set out by the Panel Operating Principles 
included in Part 4 of the Council’s Constitution. 

The Panel supported the following ambitions: -  

a) To explore the culture of the Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service, (to 
gain an understanding of behaviours, attitudes, values and beliefs), and to 
make recommendations for improvement;

b) To clarify the role of the Chief Fire Officer and senior officer roles: 

c) To ensure the working practices (including procurement) and the 
relationships within GFRS and between GFRS and other organisations were 
fair and transparent; 

d) To consider ways in which GFRS could be more robustly scrutinised,
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e) To propose ways in which GFRS could move forward as a County Council 
Fire and Rescue Service, (working in collaboration with other council and 
blue light services); 

f) To consider issues emerging from the recommendations made by the GFRS 
Task Group and any outcomes arising from the reports presented by the 
GCC Audit and Governance Committee.

The first meeting of the Panel was held in June 2019, with the most recent meeting 
being held at Fire Headquarters in January 2020. The meeting included a tour of the 
premises and in-depth discussions with staff members. During the meeting with 
GFRS staff members, it became apparent that, overall, the general feeling was 
positive. Despite the distressing period experienced by GFRS under the leadership 
of the previous Chief Fire Officer, (and immediately following his departure), 
comments from staff were optimistic, reflecting tremendous loyalty and indicating a 
confidence and trust in the new Chief Fire Officer and in the progress being made 
under the new structure. Overall, morale was strong. 

Acknowledging the significant amount of work yet to be undertaken, staff exhibited 
an enthusiasm and a willingness to work with GFRS and GCC and to restore the 
pride and identity of the Gloucestershire Fire Service.  

GFRS staff suggested a desire to remain part of GCC, with no support, (among the 
focus group who met with the Panel on 8 January 2020), for the Fire Service 
governance to transfer to the Police and Crime Commissioner’s Office. The transition 
from working with GFRS values, (referred to as “tarnished”), to GCC Core Values 
had been well received during a series of workshops that had been held. 

Whilst the input and support from the GCC HR and Audit Teams was appreciated 
and commended, questions were raised about the roles and responsibilities of some 
senior officer posts at GCC. 

Comments arising from the Adult Social Care and Communities Scrutiny Committee 
meeting on 28 January 2020 will be presented, (as part of the scrutiny reporting 
process), at the GCC Full Council meeting on 25 March 2020. 

Key Observations 

7. Audit Committee Expectations

From its investigation, the Internal Audit Team at Gloucestershire County Council 
made a number of GFRS-specific and council-wide/cross-cutting recommendations 
to undertake detailed reviews/audits within each area to determine the level of risk. 
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These reviews/audits are outlined in an Action Plan initially presented to the Audit 
and Governance Committee on 12 October 2018. Progress updates against each 
review/audit included within the Action Plan and each detailed audit report was 
provided to the Audit and Governance Committee with the final suite of audit reports 
presented on 11th October 2019. 

In total, there were 18 internal audit reviews of which 11 provided a limited 
assurance audit opinion on the control environment and resulted in 124 improvement 
actions, all of which were accepted by management. The overarching outcomes 
related to lack of knowledge/understanding and compliance with GCC policies and 
procedures and clearly defined localised polices underpinning GFRS specific terms 
and conditions of service, which enabled local interpretation and implementation of 
practices which may not be perceived as demonstrating the required ethical 
standards of public office holders, (Nolan principles).

To enable internal audit to follow up the actions taken to address the 
recommendations made, it has been agreed that Internal Audit will place reliance, 
where possible, on the GFRS tracker system that is being used by the GFRS 
Programme Board to monitor the implementation of the Internal Audit 
recommendations. The tracker system was demonstrated to the satisfaction of the 
Panel at its meeting in January 2020

Part of the Internal Audit verification process will be undertaken through audit- team 
member attendance at the periodic GFRS Programme Board meetings. Following 
attendance at these meetings and reviewing the evidence provided, the Programme 
Board and/or Internal Audit may decide to undertake further testing of the relevant 
areas in order to obtain the necessary assurances. 

All outcomes of the follow up reviews will be presented to future meetings of the 
Audit and Governance Committee in the normal manner.

8. Restructure of GFRS following appointment of CFO

Following his arrival, the CFO carried out analysis of the funding, budget 
management, compliance levels and required functions of GFRS. This was 
supported by clear audit reports and findings agreed with and actions developed by 
the CFO.

The subsequent HMICFRS inspection has provided further information, against clear 
criteria, relating to the effectiveness, efficiency and people within GFRS. Improved 
integration, as a commitment of the GFRS Senior Leadership Team under the new 
structure, encourages making effective use of core GCC support areas, including 
Finance, HR and IT. Further, robust arrangements for programme management, 
commercial and legal support will be established as part of GCC core services where 
required and where central capacity allows.

https://glostext.gloucestershire.gov.uk/documents/s56171/GFRS%20Action%20Plan%20Progress%20Report%20as%20at%20October%202019.pdf
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The Councils 2020/21 draft budget takes account of the additional costs required to 
restructure GFRS, proposing the addition of 17 posts to the service to address the 
broad areas mentioned here.  In year transformation reserve funding has been made 
available to fill critical vacancies arising before the start of the new financial year.

To support improved integration and professionalism, some of the 17 posts will be 
funded from the GFRS budget, but represented by members of the core support 
teams e.g. Project Manager and Procurement Specialist.  This will assist in the 
delivery of the function and resilience elements of GFRS, whilst ensuring ongoing 
compliance with GCC policies and procedures and the development of staff.

Implementation of the new structure is currently underway, following a ‘go-live’ 
launch date of 6 January 2020. Existing staff have begun transitioning into the new 
roles and recruitment for the new posts is underway. Subject to notice periods of 
successful candidates, the Service aims to have the new structure fully implemented 
by the end of March 2020. 

Extensive staff engagement has taken place to support the restructure with team 
focus groups, questionnaires and review periods for the proposed structure.  Over 70 
recommendations were received from staff which resulted in over 30 changes to the 
final structure.  All recommendations were responded to, giving the rationale for the 
reasons to be either accepted or not.  The GCC staff survey shows an increasing 
level of engagement and increasingly positive responses.  Whilst there is significant 
improvement required, the direction of travel is very positive.

9. Establishment of the Programme Board (Aims/Objectives)

Following the HMICFRS fieldwork week and receipt of further audit report findings, 
HMICFRS feedback was recorded and an action-plan produced to help manage the 
improvement process. 

A Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service Improvement Programme Board was 
established to coordinate and assure progress in areas for improvement highlighted 
by the HMICFRS inspection team and GCC audit reports. The membership of the 
board includes; Lead Cabinet Member for Public Protection and Libraries, Cllr Dave 
Norman, CFO Wayne Bowcock, ACFO Mark Preece, ACFO Mark Astle, Darren 
Skinner (Planning and Coordination Manager), Jon McGinty (Commissioning 
Director) and Matt Amey (Strategic Support Officer). 

All HMICFRS and Audit outcomes and recommendations have been themed and 
department heads have been briefed on the actions that need to be completed. The 
board meet regularly to monitor and assure progress.
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10.  HMICFRS (report and progress made)

GFRS fully supports the aims of the inspectorate and welcomes the 
recommendations as part of its improvement plan. The report is reflective of the 
Service six months ago. However, the initial ‘hot-debrief’ delivered by the inspection 
team enabled a progressive action-plan to be developed that has already delivered 
improvement in most areas identified in the full report. 

The letter received following the re-inspection, in November 2019, noted that suitable 
governance arrangements were in place and that HMICFRS had been ‘encouraged’ 
by the changes GFRS had already made. The GFRS Programme Board will now 
review the action-plan to reflect the full inspection report and continue developing in 
the areas identified for improvement.

11.  Moving Forward – Period of Consolidation/next IRMP

The clear focus within GFRS over the coming 12-24 months is for the GFRS 
Improvement Programme Board to work through the action plan, ensuring that the 
audit and HMICFRS findings are addressed in a professional and sustainable way, 
which will develop skill and competence alongside process and procedure.  

Supervisory and middle management development are key to ensuring that the 
strategic vision and values are continually role modelled and communicated and all 
staff are supported to understand the direction of travel and work within a well-
established values framework to clear organisational objectives. This is a cultural 
change which will take patience and time to embed.  

During 2020, the next integrated risk management plan will be developed.  The data 
analysis to support this will be closely aligned to the latest National Fire Chiefs 
Council learning and from other Fire and Rescue Services who have been inspected 
by HMICFRS and are deemed to have performed well in relation to the development 
to their IRMP.  This will set the future objectives of GFRS and will be linked to and 
supportive of the GCC strategic plans and vision 2050 documents as well as 
strategies relating to public health, social care and policing.  

Combined with the improvement programme board outcomes, a clear strategy and 
objectives with a fresh and forward looking vision will be in place by the summer of 
2021.

The improvement and integration journey for GFRS has begun. A period of 
consolidation will be required, led by the Chief Fire Officer and Strategic Leadership 
Team of GFRS, but equally supported by senior officers and members from wider 
GCC. 
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The service is ready to meet the challenges arising from the audit reports and from 
HMICFRS. This will need stability and governance provided by GCC as the Fire 
Authority. 

The professional relationship established by the Lead Cabinet Member and GFRS is 
open to scrutiny. A commitment to full collaborative working within GCC will deliver 
positive outcomes for Gloucestershire residents and staff at GFRS. 

I wish to place on record my thanks to the Panel and for the support provided by staff 
from the GCC DSU Team and from GFRS, whose involvement through the life of the 
Panel has been both constructive and invaluable. 

Cllr Dave Norman - Cabinet Member: Public Protection (GCC)
28 January 2020


