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SUBJECT  : ON-CALL AVAILABILITY 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Purpose of Report 
 
1. This report is intended to provide further information in relation to on-

call availability. It includes performance data for all on-call fire 
appliances and a brief explanation of the key issues affecting 
performance and the actions being taken to improve on call availability. 

 

Recommended:  That 
 
 [1] Members note the report. 
 

Background 
 
2. On call teams provide more than half of the Services operational 

capability. This includes 19 Fire Appliances, 1 Hydraulic Platform, 2 
Rapid Rescue Response Units and 1 Animal Rescue Unit.  During the 
last year, average availability across all on-call stations was 70%. 
(Appendix A)  Whilst this is below the 85% target, the on-call teams 
have provided excellent service and outstanding value for money.  For 
example, the cost of providing five on-call fire appliance is less than the 
cost of providing one full time fire appliance, and each year on-call 
appliances attend around 20% of operational incidents attended by the 
Service.  Despite these economic and operational benefits, there 
remains ongoing challenges which hinder achievement of the 85% 
availability target.  In the main, these include recruitment, retention, 
daytime cover, and the provision of adequate numbers of competent 
firefighters and supervisory managers.   
 

3. During the last few months, as part of phase 2 of the Emergency 
Response Programme (ERP2), officers have been working on all of the 
above challenges to identify areas for improvement.  Some changes 
have already been implemented, such as changes to recruitment 
procedures, but others require further work and approval from the 
Authority and therefore will follow though the usual consultation and 
governance route during the coming months.  The following section 
provides a brief overview of the key areas of focus in relation to 
improving on-call availability. 
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Information 
 
4. RECRUITMENT - There are a significant number of vacancies across 

all of the on call stations.  On average, each station is understaffed by 
22%.  The Service has invested significantly in recruitment.  The Head 
of People and Development has delivered a project to modify and 
improve recruitment processes, making them more flexible for on-call 
candidates.  This includes innovative approaches such as social media 
campaigns to target candidates and new capabilities such as a mobile 
recruitment pod. All of this work has produced excellent results but 
success differs across the service and in some areas, recruitment is 
proving to be very difficult. 
 

5. DEVELOPMENT FIREFIGHTERS – The success of recruitment 
campaigns over the last year means that there are high numbers of 
development firefighters working towards competence.  Whilst in 
development firefighters cannot be counted as fully functioning 
members of the crew and without a fully functional crew the fire 
appliance cannot be made available. Currently the number of 
operational competent on-call firefighters across all locations is on 
average 33% below the target figure.  Stockton Heath provides a good 
example of the impact of this on fire appliance availability.  The station 
has 13 staff in total but only achieves 29% availability, because only 
three of the firefighters are operationally competent.  This situation will 
naturally improve over the coming year as firefighters work through 
their development programme and achieve operational competence.  

 
6. RETENTION - Even when recruitment is successful, retention of staff 

presents further challenges for the Service.  Each year the number of 
leavers across the Service is similar to the number recruited.  Recent 
surveys of on-call colleagues highlights that pay and reward plays an 
important role in retention. Rewards from job satisfaction and 
responding to incidents are highly valued, so the massive decline in 
call volumes over recent years has impacted upon retention.  Officers 
are considering options to address this challenge, such as changing 
the pay structure, improving rewards and expansion of the on-call 
firefighter role into other areas such as responding to medical 
emergencies. All of this is geared towards making the job more 
rewarding. 
 

7. SUPERVISORY MANAGERS are vital to both managing the on-call 
teams and commanding operational incidents. Progression to 
supervisory level requires competence at firefighter level, so the 
current high number of development firefighters means we have fewer 
firefighters that are ready to step up to supervisory level. Presently, 
there is a supervisory manager shortfall of around 18% across all 
locations.  To address this, officers are considering various options to 
increase the number of supervisory managers on the on-call stations to 
maintain levels..  This may include a pilot whereby a full time watch 
manager is appointed to oversee a number of on-call stations.  The 
watch manager will provide both managerial capacity and operational 
cover, thus improving fire appliance availability. 
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8. DAYTIME COVER is also a big challenge, mainly because most on-call 
firefighters work outside of the five-minute catchment of their station so 
cannot provide cover from their workplace during the daytime.  To 
address this, officers are considering the possibility of using technology 
to allow the on-call fire appliances to be available, in certain 
circumstances, but on a delayed turnout.  Whilst this will not assure a 
rapid response, it will mean the difference between the fire appliance 
being available or not.  The fire appliance can then be mobilised as a 
support appliance to larger incidents or as relief crews for longer 
incidents, thus maximising capacity and capability.  This in turn will 
mean more turnouts for on-call crews therefore leading to improved job 
satisfaction and retention. 
 

9. The above examples provide a brief snapshot into some of the ongoing 
work but the list is not exhaustive. The ERP2 team is currently 
conducting a ‘root and branch’ review of the on-call duty system and 
further reports and proposals will follow during the next few months. 
 

Financial Implications 

10. It is anticipated that there will be an estimated 20% underspend in 
2015/16 against the on-call budget as a result of the high number of 
vacancies. 

 

Legal Implications 
 
11.  There are no direct implications for the Authority. 

 
Equality and Diversity Implications 

12.  There are no direct implications for the Authority. 

 

Environmental Implications 
 
13.  There are no direct implications for the Authority. 
 
 
CONTACT: JOANNE SMITH, FIRE SERVICE HQ, WINSFORD 
TEL [01606] 868804 

BACKGROUND PAPERS:  NONE 
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Appendix A – On Call Station Performance 1/4/15 – 29/2/2016 
 

 
 


