Fire Futures Forum
Interoperability

29 February 2012
Report & Recommendations

Fire Futures Forum: Interoperability

Programme Governance Chart

Ministerial Blue Light Interoperability Board
Chair: Home Secretary (6 monthly)

Ministerial Oversight
Ministers: SoS DCLG, SoS DH, MCO
ACPO: CC Phil Gormley
CFOA: CFO Roy Wilsher

Strategic Blue Light Interoperability Board
Chair: Chief Fire Officer Roy Wilsher (Quarterly)

AACE: CEO Anthony Marsh
CCS: Dep. Nat Security Advisor Olly Robins
HMI: Sir Denis O’Conner
CFRA: Sir Ken Knight

Joint Emergency Service Interoperability
Programme Board
Chair: SRO DCC Craig Denholm (Monthly)

Strategic leadership,
direction and co-ordination
ACPO: CC Phil Gormley
CFOA: CFO Roy Wilsher

Programme Management Central Office
Deputy SRO
Senior User – each emergency service
Programme Manager
Project Managers x 2
Programme Officer

AACE: CEO Anthony Marsh
SRO: DCC Craig Denholm
Officials: Directors of CCS, Protect and Prepare
(HO), Fire and Resilience (DCLG), Emergency
Preparedness (DH), Policing (HO), Local
Government Association (LGA).
AIC: Jo Kaye

Communication Support
Admin Support
Governance and coordination of all work
commissioned by the programme
ACPO: DCC Craig Denholm
CFOA: DCFO Steve Beckley
AACE: Keith Prior, Director of the National
Ambulance Resilience Unit
Deputy SRO: Vacant
Programme Manager: Vacant
ACPO TAM Protect and Prepare: John Donlon
Olympics Preparedness: Vacant
CCS, OSCT and HMIC: Representatives

02

Introduction
The Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA) hosted a round table event in February 2012 to bring together colleagues
from a variety of backgrounds to discuss and debate interoperability between blue light services. An assessment of the blue
light services’ current capabilities in respect of Interoperability and a suggested high level programme of work which was
produced by CFOA, the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) and the Association of Ambulance Chief Executives
(AACE) for the Home Secretary, was provided to delegates to inform the debate.
The CFOA Operations Director Roy Wilsher opened the Forum with a presentation identifying and explaining
the background to the initiative, key subject areas and the potential next steps. Roy Wilsher also emphasised that
Interoperability was not currently dysfunctional or broken and provided examples of current and effective good practice
amongst blue light services. He highlighted the potential future requirement and benefits of expanding the function of
Interoperability into Local Resilience Forums (LRFs) and associated partners. The presentation concluded with a high level
definition of Interoperability - the extent to which organisations can work together coherently as a matter of routine which delegates agreed as an excellent position to work towards.
To stimulate debate specific attendees were invited to introduce particular issues. The Forum was facilitated by John Mills,
Deputy Chief Fire Officer, Hertfordshire FRS.

Attendees and Contributors
Roy Wilsher
CFOA Operations Director

Pat Foy
Police National CBRN Centre

Christina Scott
Civil Contingencies Secretariat
(CCS)

Caroline Tapster
Hertfordshire County Council

Dave Barnes
Civil Contingencies Secretariat
(CCS)
Jennifer Cole
Royal United Services Institute
(RUSI)
Neil O’Connor
Dept for Communities and Local
Government (DCLG)
Dr. Glenn Wells
Department of Health (DoH)
Peter Kendall
Department of Health - Ambulance
Russ Mansford
Department of Health - Ambulance
Rob Hayes
East of England Ambulance Service
NHS Trust
Steve Irving
Association of Ambulance Chief
Executives
Stephen Webb
Home Office

Jenny Morris
Health and Safety Executive
Nigel Humphreys
Association of Chief Police Officers
(ACPO)

Simon Pilling
CFOA Lead on Command and
Control
Marshall Kent
Met Police Olympic Lead
Ron Dobson
CFOA Lead on Counter Terrorism
Lee Howell
CFOA President

Ian Womersley
Association of Chief Police Officers
(ACPO)

Sir Ken Knight
Chief Fire and Rescue Adviser
(CFRA)

Kay Hammond
Local Government Association

Richard Westlake
Office of Security and Counter
Terrorism (OSCT)

Jonathan O’Neill
Fire Protection Association
Kim Robinson
Fire Service College
Jo Kaye
HMI Constabulary
John Bonney
CFOA National Resilience Ltd (CNR)
Jon Hall
CFOA Lead on National Resilience

Georgina Herbert
Office of Security and Counter
Terrorism (OSCT)
Paul Fuller
CFOA Vice President
Rhonda Bedford
CFOA Business Director
John Mills
CFOA Facilitator

Dave Webb
CFOA Lead on Operations
Communications

03

Fire Futures Forum: Interoperability

Doctrine
Jennifer Cole
Head of Emergency Management
Royal United Services Institute (RUSI)
Doctrine across emergency services should not be recognised as specific national guidance
applicable to each individual service but more as a body of principles or policies applicable
to and accepted by all emergency services to provide an overall strategy for incident
resolution and improved Interoperability.
Doctrine was identified as important as it represents the high-level thinking that oversees
and underpins all other operations and operational responses. It can be used to drive
the way we think, behave and act, but we have to ensure that any high-level thinking that
takes place can be translated into a practical application. Consideration needs to be given
to who the doctrine applies to, is it just emergency services or should all Cat 1 and Cat 2
responders, plus the organisations that support them, plus the military, plus … and so on,
be included? As many large scale multi-agency incidents could potentially involve the armed
services, should consideration be made to include them in any joint doctrine arrangements?

“Considering
joint doctrine as
the philosophy
behind Standing
Operating
Procedures
(SOPs) would
enable better
understanding”

It is important to understand who the doctrine is for before it is set, and to ensure that all
relevant parties are fully integrated into its development. Considering joint doctrine as the philosophy behind Standing
Operating Procedures (SOPs) would enable better understanding, and help conflicts to be identified so that they can be
ironed out in advance, or compromises agreed.
It is, however, important to consider when we talk about SOPs that the situations where Interoperability could have worked
better are generally non-standard operating environments - such as 7/7 bombings or the July 2007 summer floods. The
application of SOPs may be inappropriate in these situations, alternative solutions could be sought or doctrine used to
understand and set when SOPs can be modified or flexed, and when they may need to be bent or abandoned, so that the
desired outcome can be achieved.
In practical terms, there is plenty of doctrine that already exists for the Emergency Services, and plenty of publications that
could be considered to be Emergency Services joint doctrine, they need to be brought together and labelled as such. This
will help to identify where there are gaps that need to be filled, or overlaps and duplication that might conflict and need to
be discussed and addressed. Multi-agency teams have already combined to produce some good inter service doctrine
(CBRNe,) and continuation of this process should not prove difficult.
A Joint Doctrine Board would be well placed to identify the occasions for Interoperability, the doctrine required and to take
ownership of any doctrine produced. How the Army, Navy and RAF currently approach developing joint doctrine together
could provide a model and good examples that the Emergency Services may consider as a potential way forward.
Consideration must be given to ensure the appropriate resources and funding is provided to produce joint doctrine, as
importantly, is the need to make doctrine effective at ground level through the delivery of training and use of existing
emergency services training establishments. Inclusion of the Ministry of Defence and its associated resources must also
be contemplated as part of the proposed Interoperability arrangements. One of the biggest challenges to deliver effective
doctrine is to ensure the cohesion between the relevant government departments. We have been able to plan for incidents
using existing resources and common doctrine needs to reflect these day to day incidents but also acknowledge existing
difficulties and challenges.

Recommendations

•
•
•

Examine the feasibility regarding the production of common doctrine for blue light services – Joint Doctrine Board
Consider whether the MoD should be included in Interoperability discussions
Military - identify resources and funding to produce common doctrine and means to make doctrine effective at ground level
through delivery of training

1 Civil Contingencies Act 2004
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http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/36/contents

Equipment
Stephen Webb
SRO Emergency Services Mobile Communications
Programme
Home Office
During the discussion it was identified that the
procurement of equipment needs to be in proportion to
the current financial climate. Potential cost savings must
be an Interoperability priority and requirement.
The need for a cost benefit analysis of the Emergency
Service Mobile Communications Project was recognised,
considering resilience against functionality of purchased
systems or equipment. Within individual services the
compatibility of equipment (ND Assets) is extensive;
however compatibility across emergency services
and teams (PPE) is currently varied. Doctrine across
emergency services must influence the procurement
process to ensure progression and identify potential cost.
It was emphasised however that the procurement of
equipment for Interoperability and resilience should not be
over complicated, the need on the ground and associated
equipment requirements is more important than high level
contracts.
Current facilities and equipment operated in the National
Olympics Coordination Centre (NOCC) was cited as
an example of joint procurement and also noted as a
means for effectively and securely sharing operational
information.
The joint partner learning opportunities, standards
of operations and effective multiagency procedures
established in the NOCC for the Olympics must be
identified as a legacy and potential future model to
improve Interoperability coordination, cooperation and
communication between emergency services.

“The National
Olympics
Coordination
Centre (NOCC)
was cited as an
example of joint
procurement
and also noted
as a means for
effectively and
securely sharing
operational
information”

Recommendations

•

Complete a cost benefit analysis of the Emergency
Services Mobile Communications Project, considering
resilience against functionality of purchased systems
and equipment

•

Ensure that doctrine influences procurement
requirements (Interoperability), strengthen the link
between these two functions to ensure progression and
development

•

Investigate joint procurement opportunities to ensure
compatibility of equipment (PPE) and to identify
potential cost saving
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People
Ian Womersley
Business Change Manager for Police Interoperability
Programme
ACPO
In the discussion it was noted that during incidents and
exercises emergency services can utilise information,
command and make decisions in isolation of others.
For marked improvement amongst emergency services
information needs to be shared by all, dynamic risk
assessments must be completed jointly and emergency
services could work towards using a single decision
making model. It was highlighted that to develop effective
joint strategies additional multiagency training was
required at all levels of command (Bronze - Gold). In
practical terms at incidents, improvements are required
in the formation of operational (Bronze) and tactical
(Silver) structures and the recognition of differences
between current emergency services arrangements
(Fire requirement for on scene Bronze & Silver with
Police opting for a remote Silver command). The
potential sharing of command point resources and
assets, identification of command structure individuals
(appropriate tabard), sharing of information and the
utilisation of common language, also needs further
development between services. It was reinforced that
communication was very important at all size of incidents
and although good internally it needs to improve across
services. Consideration and identification is required
on what needs to be taught to all command levels in
single service training, with a goal to impart knowledge
and understanding of other emergency services’
responsibilities and to improve collaboration and
Interoperability.
The support and function of Fire Service’s National Interagency Liaison Officers (NILOs) was discussed and how
they bridged the information and advisory gap between
the Fire Command Structure and other agencies. The
benefit of having a trained and qualified officer who can
advise and support Fire Incident Commanders, Police,
Medical, Military and other Government agencies on
the Service’s operational capacity and capability was
identified as invaluable at operational incidents.
Thought may also need to be given on whether human
factors are involved in leadership issues and the delivery
of Interoperability, and if greater clarity is required
on the expectations and deliverables of leaders and
commanders across all emergency services. There needs
to be realisation that Interoperability needs to exist at all
levels of the emergency services and the link between
doctrine, training and people is fundamental in its delivery.
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“Interoperability
needs to exist
at all levels of
the emergency
services and
the link between
doctrine, training
and people is
fundamental in
its delivery”

Recommendations

•

Design and establish a common decision making model that
is applicable and relevant to all blue light services

•

Ensure all blue light service commanders are easily
identifiable at operational and tactical levels (tabards)

•

All future internal training for blue light services includes the
development of skills to address issues of collaboration and
joint working at all level of operational incidents

•

Establish and strengthen the fundamental link between
doctrine and training to improve blue light Interoperability
delivery

Organisation
Christina Scott
Director
Civil Contingencies Secretariat (CCS)
During the debate it was identified that ‘organisation’ within the
Interoperability arena was probably the most straight forward
item. as established guidance, command and control already
existed for all responders. However the need for development
and further improvement was noted. Currently the Fire Service
National Resilience capabilities are coordinated centrally
for an effective national deployment utilising the National
Co-ordination Advisory Framework (NCAF). The NCAF
arrangements have been tested and efficiently deployed on
numerous occasions and a similar model could effectively
support the management of resources during a multiagency,
large scale interoperable incident.
It was recognised that at times there appeared to be a
reluctance to activate Strategic Coordinating Groups (SCGs)
when necessary and the level of exercising and recognition of
roles and responsibilities across SCGs and linking into Local
Resilience Forums (LRFs) was not consistent.
For Police Services the catalyst for Interoperability work
was Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary’s report
which recognised the need for national standards supported
by unified command, control and communications. ACPO
indicated that structures were already in place nationally and
regionally for police forces to address future requirements,
resolve issues and embed in local forces, with the majority of
future work sitting within uniformed operations. The challenge
is to ensure this work is replicated across all three emergency
services and between each individual service.

“The NCAF
arrangements have
been tested and
efficiently deployed
on numerous
occasions”

LRFs could be used as the structure for Interoperability
delivery however they would need a supporting model at
national level (National Resilience Forum) to coordinate and
improve synergy between stakeholders. LRFs would need to
take account of future risks and opportunities, and complete
the necessary assessments to provide a complete picture
at local level. The complexity of Interoperability could cause
some organisations difficulties due to ongoing internal reform
and change but all present supported the need to invest time,
energy and resources in the future.

Recommendations

•

Ensure all Strategic Coordination Groups (SCGs) and
linking Local Resilience Forums (LRF) are effective and
efficient in the delivery of their roles and responsibilities

•

Investigate whether the current Association of Chief Police
Officers (ACPO) regional structure/governance for delivery
can be merged with other blue light services or category 1
responders
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Testing & Exercising
Russ Mansford
Strategic Ambulance Adviser
Department of Health
It was identified that there were problems in the current emergency services testing and exercising regime that required
focus and improvement. The coordination and clarification of additional joint exercise objectives have proven problematic
in the past and concern was also raised on how identified learning outcomes had been subsequently delivered and
communicated through organisations. The need for service integration in the planning of exercises was highlighted; this
process would provide financial savings and efficiencies, improved setting of agreed joint exercise objectives and the
realisation and achievement of organisational benefits and rigorous exercise outcomes.
Current service exercising programmes and reporting processes do not always take
account of or facilitate the needs of other emergency services. Training and exercising is a
key driver for Interoperability success but interagency exercising needs to focus, consider
and address Interoperability gaps and shortfalls and not specifically on single service
issues. Testing and exercising would also provide a fundamental means to assess and
analyse future joint doctrine.

“The need for
service integration
in the planning
of exercises was
highlighted ”

The establishment of a joint Emergency Services Command College was acknowledged
as a realistic resource and opportunity to improve joint service training, exercising
and the understanding of individual and organisational roles. The establishment could provide training at all levels of
incident command (Gold, Silver & Bronze) but largely concentrate at an operational level where effective interaction and
understanding between commanders is most needed. An establishment could also afford the opportunity to rehearse, test,
review and adapt any proposed joint service doctrine or SOPs prior to being published and introduced into emergency
services.

Recommendations

•

Improve the coordination and
integration of blue light exercising
and testing regime, to incorporate
the setting of common objectives
for the benefit of all services and
provide value for money

•

Be more rigorous on the
achievement of exercise outcomes
and to ensure that lessons identified
are managed appropriately.

•

Focus on Interoperability gaps and
shortfalls, and not purely single
service

•

Reinforce the direct link to doctrine
design and delivery through theJoint
Doctrine Board

2 Urban Search & Rescue, High Volume Pumps & Mass
Public Decontamination
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Assurance
Jo Kaye
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary
It was identified that the Police spend very little time at
lower level working on Interoperability. The current Police
assurance process works well when not put under pressure
and the regulator (HMIC) ensures good performance
across Police forces. Within Interoperability it is important to
ensure we get the right outcome for the public/citizen.
Assurance within emergency services is not a ‘kitemark’ but
a snapshot in time of reality and what we can deliver. Not all
services follow the same model of assurance and individual
services should monitor their own initiatives and actions
to ensure self compliance. The HSE is the only regulatory
authority for the Fire Service and they very much focus
their attention on what is actually occurring on the ground
at service delivery level. Any peer review process should
not be a tick box procedure but should drill down and look
at exercises and real incidents. During the discussion it
was identified that all emergency services currently utilise
different models and processes to provide assurance and
that a single process would be of greatest benefit when
accounting for Interoperability.
It was recognised that self assessment did not constitute
inspection or regulation and that flexibility of the assurance
process was required to better meet public and community
needs. The Operational Assessment and Fire Peer
Challenge Toolkit currently being utilised across FRSs
in England and has been developed in collaboration
between CFOA and the Local Government Association. The
toolkit builds on the success of the previous Operational
Assessment in the past and the long standing commitment
to sector led improvement. Discussion continued on the
feasibility of a peer assessment/review process that would
provide satisfactory Interoperability assurance across
and involving all emergency services. Importantly the
government department who would be responsible for this
assurance process would need to be identified; the benefits
of providing an overall Interoperability status at ministerial
level were also stated. It was identified that different
Interoperability assurance models would be required
according to audience (public, internal or government).

“Assurance within
emergency services
is not a ‘kitemark’ but
a snapshot in time of
reality and what we
can deliver ”

•

There has already been significant Olympics assurance
work for Police, Ambulance and Fire. A first piece of work,
led by Her Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary (HMIC)
will build on this and look at Olympics Interoperability
(supported by the Chief Fire and Rescue Advisor and
Ambulance colleagues).

To establish a Peer Review process that addresses
Interoperability assurance - designed, produced and
delivered in conjunction with Her Majesty’s Inspectorate
of Constabulary, Chief Fire and Rescue Adviser & Care
and QualityCommission

•

Identify which HMG department responsible for the
assurance process

Recommendations
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Governance
Richard Westlake
Office of Security and Counter Terrorism (OSCT)
The need for national governance for Interoperability
was recognised by delegates. A proposed structure of
Ministerial Interoperability Board and Oversight Strategic
Board was identified, with services having joint ownership
of the Board and its governance arrangements. The need
to rationalise existing arrangements was also emphasised.
The production of a detailed programme plan between
emergency services and government departments was
accentuated. The plan would break down future work
into manageable chunks identifying short, medium and
long-term goals and objectives, the plan would need
to look ahead, potentially beyond the next general
election. In addition a business case would need to be
produced providing details of future funding, resource
and governance requirements for the delivery of any
Interoperability work. The Home Office was recognised as
a host for future resourcing needs with the Home Secretary
keen to lead the Ministerial Board on the run up to the
Olympics.
There is currently a good alignment of agendas regarding
Interoperability across government departments even
though the actual drivers may be very different. There is
also recognition that the Interoperability agenda is likely to
be very wide and encompassing.

Recommendations
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•

Blue light services to work in conjunction with HMG
departments (CCS & OSCT) to produce detailed
programme plan that addresses short, medium and long
term priorities

•

Blue light services to produce a Business Case to identify
required funding, resources and governance structure for
delivery of Interoperability work

“The need for
national governance
for Interoperability
was recognised by
delegates ”

Next Steps...
CFOA, ACPO and AACE will continue to work together to
achieve greater coherence through the:

•

Design and delivery of cross emergency service
incident command training and awareness package,
to be delivered to all emergency service operational
commanders

•

Development of high level plan with further detailed plan
to follow

•

Expanding the discussion to include category one and
two organisations, including the military

•
•

Closer involvement of the Local Government Association.

•

Obtain financial support from central government

We then need to consider the impact of the new Police
and Crime Commissioners and changes in Health
structures nationally

Since the Fire Futures Forum, a Ministerial Board Meeting
on the 8th May 2012 agreed and confirmed the pre
Olympic Awareness Package, governance arrangements
(Page 2) and work streams as indicated below.

Medium / Longer Term Programme Work Streams

•
•

Blue light Interoperability governance structure

•
•

Joint emergency services guidance

•

Practices for conducting joint at scene risk assessments
to inform an agreed response

•

Common approach to the use of mobile communication
during major events

•
•
•
•

Tri-service mobilisation and co-ordination

Tri-service assessment of capabilities to meet national
threats and hazards

Practices for sharing critical intelligence on evolving
threats

Joint emergency services command training
Co-ordination and integration of blue light exercising
Exploitation of opportunities for equipment and
procurement sharing
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The Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA)
CFOA is the professional voice of the UK Fire and Rescue Service, supporting its members to fulfil their leadership role in protecting our
local communities and making life safer through improved service delivery. CFOA provides professional advice to inform government policy
and is committed to developing both strategic and technical guidance and sharing notable practice within the wider FRS.
Membership of the Association comprises almost all the senior management of fire and rescue services in the United Kingdom. CFOA is the
driving force in managing change and implementing reforms in the service.
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