
Collaborative work with South Western Ambulance Service Trust (SWAST)

Background 

In 2006 Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service (GFRS) started its first full collaboration with the 
ambulance service in the form of co-responding, followed by cardiac response, Concern for Safety, 
use of GFRS station facilities and Operation Braidwood in 2020.    

Over this same period the ambulance trusts across the country saw large-scale change in governance 
and restructuring.  In 2006, a merger of Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Avon led to the creation of 
Great Western Ambulance Service (GWAS). Then a further amalgamation in 2013 saw GWAS 
become part of the South Western Ambulance Service Trust (SWAST), covering Cornwall, Devon, 
Dorset, Wiltshire, Avon, Somerset and Gloucestershire.

Collaboration 

1. Co-Responding

1.1. Co-responding is where GFRS arrives at the scene first to provide an effective, rapid response to 
category 1, immediately life threatening medical emergencies. Responding Firefighters will have the 
necessary skills and equipment to provide effective treatment and support for the patient until 
paramedics arrive. This should not be confused with First Responders, community schemes run by 
the ambulance service utilising people from communities or specialist organisations based within the 
community.

1.2. Co-responders are mobilised via the Fire Control room, who receive the information from 
SWAST control. 

1.3. GFRS co-responders are used when they are the closest medical asset to the incident. Protocols 
will always see an ambulance mobilised in tandem with our firefighter/s, but this may be some time 
depending on location.

1.4. Within GFRS there are 11 stations that Co-respond, all station areas are requested by SWAST 
based on historic ambulance attendance times in the area and the difficulty of meeting the times, 
mostly due to the rural nature of Gloucestershire and its geography.

1.5. Two co-responding models operate within Gloucestershire the first is the original dual response 
model from 2006 and the second is a single response model. The dual response sees two firefighters 
report to their local station after being alerted and the use of a blue light vehicle owned by GFRS 
(this vehicle will have more than one role on the station). The single response model is one 
firefighter who responds from any location in a SWAST provided blue light vehicle whilst undertaking 
their day-to-day business. SWAST prefer the single response model as it is more efficient, but supply 
of single response vehicles is challenging, out of the 11 stations 5 operate dual response and 6 
operate the single response model.

1.6. In terms of activity, in the year 2021, GFRS attended 732 co responding incidents on behalf of 
SWAST. There were a further 403 incidents that the service could not attend after being requested 
by SWAST. This can be for a range of reasons including availability of firefighters or being ‘stood 
down’ by SWAST whilst enroute. It is important to note that where the mobilisation of a Co-
responder, would have a detrimental effect on the availability of a fire appliance, we do not send the 
co-responder as the services statutory responsibility’s come first.



Costs:

All staff costs including on costs are re-charged to SWAST. 

Issues:

 The current Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between GFRS and SWAST is outdated. 
 A full review of SWAST collaboration is planned to start in April 2022.
 We have at times found difficulty in agreeing who will supply vehicles training and personal 

protective equipment, mostly due to the out of date MOU.

2. Cardiac Care 

2.1. Cardiac Care started in 2016 with wholetime stations, being mobilised as a full appliance to 
persons with cardiac issues.  As with co-responding this will only take place when the GFRS appliance 
is nearer to the incident and an ambulance is still mobilised. 

2.2. The main purpose of the initiative is to get a Defibrillator onto the patient as soon as possible, 
after the initial heart attack, increasing their chances of survival.

2.3. In 2021, GFRS attended 51 Cardiac care incidents. However, the service could not attend a 
further 62 incidents when requested. As with co-responding there can be a number of reasons for 
this such as being stood down by SWAST. However, it is important to note that one of the leading 
reasons is that Cardiac care is not part of the Firefighters national role map. Therefore, not all staff 
are happy or willing to undertake the activity, and this can lead to stations being unavailable 
dependant on the duty watch.  

2.4. At the start of each shift, fire control will confirm with each wholetime station if they have staff 
on duty who are willing to offer Cardiac care. If a station has agreed they are available, they will be 
mobilised. If they have not agreed, then they will not be mobilised and it is recorded as a non-
attendance.

Costs: 

There is no charge to SWAST for this service as it uses wholetime firefighters already on duty.

Issues:

 There is regular challenge both locally and nationally through trade unions to stop providing 
this service.

 There are challenges from staff over training.
 A full review of SWSAT collaboration is planned to start in April 2022.

3. Concern for Safety

3.1. Concern for Safety is an initiative between SWAST, GFRS and the Police. It is enacted when 
SWAST respond to a locked property with a possible patient inside unable to open the door. The 
ambulance service do not have means of gaining access so would call the Police. They would then 
force enter to the property and due to not having the appropriate equipment, this would often 
result in extensive damage.  Therefore, using powers within the Fire Services Act, that state that Fire 
and Rescue have the power to entry a property where there is concern for a person’s welfare. In 
2016, GFRS took on the responsibility for gaining access when requested by SWAST. Furthermore, 
having more appropriate equipment we can often gain access without much or any damage. 



Nevertheless, if damage is unavoidable, Police still take the responsibility for organising a contractor 
to secure the property through boarding up. 

3.2. Not only does this collaborative working assist SWAST and provide better outcomes to patients, 
it also alleviates pressure on Police colleagues.

3.3. In 2021, the service attended 265 ‘Concern for Safety’ incidents across all stations in 
Gloucestershire.

Costs:

There is no recharge for this activity as it fits within all services statuary responsibilities.  

Issues:

 Possible issue regarding the capacity of the service to continually develop equipment and 
training in regards to entry procedures. 

4. Operation Braidwood

4.1. Operation Braidwood started in 2020 and has seen Firefighters staffing and driving ambulances 
in Gloucestershire and the South West because of the COVID pandemic. The focus of this initiative 
was to utilise already trained drivers in emergency response driving and upskill them to be able to 
drive ambulances. GFRS were part of a Southwest working group that included all FRS’s in the region 
with the aim of providing firefighters to drive ambulances.

4.2. GFRS firefighters started to drive ambulances in August 2020 and the service is still providing 
support when this report was completed. From 2nd Nov 2020 to date, GFRS staff covered a total of 
1146 shifts with SWAST and attended 3694 calls. 

Costs:

All costs including on-costs are re-charged to SWAST.

Issues:

 Some difficulty in management of staffs working hours.
 Some difficulty in tracking staff welfare as when on shift the individual is seconded to 

SWAST. 

5. Use of GFRS facilities by SWAST

5.1. Four fire stations around the county are used by SWAST for welfare facilities (toilets, rest chairs 
and kitchen area) both Cheltenham stations, Nailsworth and Gloucester North. Two others are used 
by SWAST for change of shift and storage, Gloucester South and Dursley.

Cost:

There is no charge for either Cheltenham stations or Gloucester North. However, due to the 
different usage there is an annual charge to SWAST for Gloucester South, Nailsworth and Dursley. 

 Issues:

 Only local issue around station parking, vehicle movements and use of the drill yard.  


