FOCUS

Hard talk

This article begins a debate by looking at big
challenges for fire and other public services,
and asks crucial questions needing answers

B

ILL GATES once said ‘we always overestimate
the change that will occur in the next
two years and underestimate the change
that will occur in the next ten’, and this can apply
just as well to fire and rescue services (FRSs).
No different from the rest of society, the
UK FRSs must adapt and thrive because the
collisions between technology, business and
society are far reaching and are happening
at pace. Emerging successfully from this will
require organisations to face this future head
on. As a result of this, FRSs must make sure
that doing the ‘day job’ of the next two years
does not prevent them from achieving the state
of readiness they need to be relevant in ten
years’ time.

Changing world
The UK population is growing – it is expected
to reach 74 million in 2039 – and ageing
and becoming more diverse. As the population
increases, so also does the amount of time
spent in poor health and the complexity
of those conditions. This has profound
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implications for the public and for workers
within FRSs. There is significant evidence
to indicate that health, wellbeing and
deprivation are all factors that lead to an
individual, a family or a community being
at greater risk of requiring public service
interventions.
In addition, the earth’s climate is changing:
we have seen 15 of the 16 warmest years
on record since 2000, surface CO 2 above
400ppm (parts per million) for the whole of
2016 for the first time, and average sea level
rising to 82mm above the 1993 average. We
are expecting the impact of these changes
to be more extreme weather conditions, and
these will lead to flooding and heatwaves that
disproportionately affect the most vulnerable
in society.
A hyper connected world has been
created by the digital revolution together
with accelerated development of new forms
of social organisation. We can be more
connected than ever; geography is no limit.
With new skills and tools creating whole new
industries, the workforce is evolving rapidly also.
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With faster paths to knowledge, through highly
connected networks and collaborations that
increase the pace and intensity of innovation,
public services cannot remain detached
or aloof.
Consumer goods and services are
available 24/7 and put the latest technological
capabilities into customers’ hands. Expectations
of public services and their partners, which
are compared against this trend, are therefore
increasing and potentially at an unsustainable
rate. In addition, the values and expectations
of different generations mean that single
solutions will not suit everyone. Clearly,
emergency response is provided 24/7, but the
changing needs of the community and the
timing and nature of the response communities
now expect presents both opportunities
and pressures.
The exponential impact of technologies
has yet to be fully understood. For example,
sophisticated cyberterrorist attacks or
malicious use of drones show just how skilled
operators are creating new risks to society.
Yet many public service providers who
have purchased drones for operational use
have later discovered that their practical
use is significantly less effective than they
had envisaged. And all of this takes place
against a backdrop of less funding in real
terms, not just for the UK’s FRSs but also the
wider local public service family, while the

challenges they face are becoming steadily
more complex.

Beyond operations
As things have changed for communities, so
they must for firefighters. They must become
a change ready organisation, less focused
on specific job functions and more on the
results that they achieve and the trust that
they create.
Responding to emergency incidents
represents between 5% and 10% of the activity
of a typical FRS in the UK, and is a vital part of
public protection. The remaining capacity is
focused on preventative activities, preparing
to respond to incidents and protecting business
communities. Digital technology can make
a significant impact on the effectiveness
of the role of the firefighter, both in terms of
emergency response and prevention.
Digitally enabled public services have
different responses available to them through
prevention, protection and response. However,
this entails mastering a range of new skills in
order to keep up with the pace of change
in the lived experience of individuals and
communities. FRSs will need to have their ear
to the ground in totally new ways. Doing this
will include developing and deploying means
of forecasting future changes in vulnerability,
as well as increasing the diversity of the
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workforce to better reflect and understand
the communities they serve.
We have already noted that risk and
vulnerability have changed. For instance the
impact of terrorism, climate change and the
understanding of the wider determinants
of health and wellbeing have changed
dramatically in recent years and will continue to
do so at pace. These are not agendas that
can be addressed by a single service or
agent, and therefore collaboration across
organisational and disciplinary boundaries has
become essential. That requires a different role
for FRSs, not just at an incident but also before,
during and after it.
In the face of multiple demands and
stretched resources, it might be tempting
to make only incremental changes to the
FRSs UK wide – or to choose to be a late
adopter. However in our view this would be
practically, socially and ethically reckless. Such
radical change sees questions emerge about
the role of fire services and firefighters which
need to be explored and answered, including
the following:
•
if other parties enabled by innovation
were to enter the fire and rescue
space, what might the effects be and
how should fire authorities proceed?
•
what would the impact of increasing
community power over funding and
decisions mean for the fire service,
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and how could this make delivering
the mission easier?
•
as public services embrace an ever
increasing digital mindset, what would
that look like for fire and rescue and
how could such a culture change
be successfully made?
These questions are intended to provoke
further conversation about what the future
could and should be across FRSs and potentially
all local public services, but in posing them it is
important to recognise also that we need
to talk about how to turn them into tangible
actions. This isn’t simple, because actions
have consequences, the morality of which is
already under scrutiny.

Beyond technology
Advances in technology create new capabilities
and the potential for making communities safer
in new ways. Smart cities and 5G technologies
for example will enable device connectivity and
big data collection, but in turn these raise
several challenges.
Early real time data and intelligence will
bring early information that can prevent
emergencies from occurring and enable
earlier interventions that are informed through
intelligence; but what will this mean for public
services? What will be their role in a world
where risk will be managed to a safer minimum
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and interventions are delivered more quickly,
reducing escalation? How will public services
manage, interpret and store data enabling
evidence and risk based interventions? Will data
and intelligence be used to fundamentally drive
changes in ways of operating? How will public
services maintain the trust of their communities
while using large data sets which include
personal information about an individual’s
vulnerability? What sort of data sets are ethically
suitable for use? And who decides what
the minimum is and what those fundamental
changes might be?
Emergencies will continue to occur, and
public services – and more specifically the
emergency services – will need to respond.
Although the frequency of these events
may reduce, they will probably be more
varied in nature and their complexity likely
to increase.
Current legislation is unlikely to reflect
the role and range of activities that are
undertaken through public services, and
the lines between these services are likely
to blur. How will public services work in an
environment in which roles and activities
diversify, yet the importance of brand and
reputation are essential in maintaining
public trust and confidence?
The development of autonomous
machines and artificial intelligence may

enable emergency responders to intervene in
situations remotely. A fire being extinguished
by a drone or an autonomous vehicle carrying
out a rescue is technologically achievable,
but what impact will this type of response
have on trust, and is this the service that
meets community expectations?

Leading the way
What we can say is that technology alone
will not deliver the change that is required –
change is delivered by leaders. People will
need to embrace change, and the culture
within organisations will need to enable a
change ready organisation. The greatest
barrier to change is often ourselves, our own
imagination, biases, desire to think differently
and take risks.
So, are we ready for the debate and to
challenge our own biases, remove preconceived
ideas and consider fundamental modification
whilst maintaining brand reputation and trust?
And crucially, will leaders have the skills and
capability to lead in this new environment?
Ben Brook is assistant chief fire officer at
Warwickshire Fire and Rescue Service; and
Andy Theedom and Hugo Warner are director
and senior manager at PwC Consulting. For
more information, view page 5
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