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Reforming Our Fire and Rescue Service  

Building professionalism, boosting performance, and strengthening governance 

People 

Q1: To what extent do you agree/disagree that fire and rescue services should have the flexibility 

to deploy resources to help address current and future threats faced by the public beyond core fire 

and rescue duties? 

The experience of Fire and Rescue Services in responding to contemporary emergencies and 

exemplified by the COVID-19 pandemic, together with international experience, suggests that the 

current ‘definition’ of core fire and rescue duties in England is too narrow and does not reflect 

current practice. 

The issue of core and non-core or statutory and non-statutory services has arisen as an issue since 

the implementation of long-term austerity policies designed to reduce public expenditure in England 

from 2010 onwards was reflected in the 2012 National Framework and explicitly referred to four 

times in the 2018 National Framework (and has been repeatedly referred to by the previous Chief 

Inspector of HMICFRS) but they have never been strictly defined. During this period and in each case 

where core or statutory duties are mentioned the intention is to limit expenditure on ‘other 

activities’ i.e. non-core duties or services. The nearest reference to a precise ‘definition’ is the 

reference to “core functions around prevention, protection and response” (Home Office 2018 p 5) 

and the “statutory duty to ensure provision of their core functions as required by the Fire and 

Rescue Services Act 2004” (Home Office 2018 p 11). 

It is increasingly clear that Fire and Rescue Services both individually and as part of their 

collaborative work with emergency service partners, are facing a greater and more diverse range of 

challenges to the safety and security of their communities, to which the public (rightly) expects them 

to respond. It is also clear that external scrutiny via HMICFRS and the proposed new regime for local 

public audit that the government and the NAO have accepted following the Independent Redmond 

Review, will provide more robust financial and performance scrutiny, so that services can more 

effectively be held to account. 

This issue of a definition emerged and coincided, not only with policies of austerity, but within a 

period when there was no clear and robust external inspection regime for FRS, and the local public 

audit regime was demonstrably no longer ‘fit for purpose’. Thus, the scrutiny of FRS activities and 

their achievement of value for money (together with other strategic and operational objectives) was 

inadequate, and ultimately was potentially undermining public confidence in some services.   

In these circumstances we agree that fire and rescue services should have the flexibility to deploy 

resources to help address current and future threats faced by the public. These threats or risks 

should be identified in their risk registers, assessed in their Integrated Risk Management Plans/Local 

Resilience Plans, and addressed in their strategic and operational planning. Any significant new roles 

should be subject to appropriate training and reflected in collective bargaining arrangements. They 

should be evaluated against both their creation of public value (in the safety and security of citizens 

and local communities) and their value for money. Regular public reporting by the inspectorate and 

external auditors should facilitate dissemination of new initiatives and innovations and curtail any 

unjustified expenditure.   
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Q2: To what extent do you agree/disagree that fire and rescue services should play an active role 

in supporting the wider health and public safety agenda? 

The 2017 Act encouraged or strengthened a number of initiatives and collaborations between the 

police and fire services, but it did little to encourage similar engagement between fire and health 

services. The active involvement of fire and rescue services in supporting the wider health and public 

safety agenda is an increasing and successful feature of pre- and post-pandemic service 

development across many countries not least in Scotland, N. Ireland and in Wales since devolution 

of the service to the three devolved administrations and co-terminosity of the operating 

environment in Scotland and N Ireland.  

In most instances Fire and Rescue Service activity has generally been evaluated positively and has 

been supported by the public. In a period when continuing restrictions on public expenditure are 

likely to continue, it will be necessary to carefully evaluate such activity against alternative uses of 

resources and ensure that statutory obligations on FRS are not compromised. However, in principle, 

if FRS can generate or add value to meeting their local community’s health and public safety 

objectives they should be enabled to do so, provided they are engaged in mutually agreed and 

supportive, openly accountable, and transparent activity in the public interest.  

Q3: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the business continuity requirements set out in the 

Civil Contingencies Act 2004 provide sufficient oversight to keep the public safe in the event of 

strike action? 

The consultation paper notes that business continuity requirements are set out in the fire and 

rescue service National Framework for England and in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004/National 

Resilience Strategy. The consultation suggests that the Home Office and NFCC propose to ensure 

that each service has a robust business continuity plan that considers a range of challenges, 

including the impact of industrial action, and that these plans are independently assured. 

We agree that these are both ‘dated’ and in need of review and in principle we support 

strengthening the basis on which all Category 1 and 2 responders cooperate and support local 

regional and national resilience structures, (not only local resilience arrangements). We consider 

that any business continuity requirements should be consistent and complementary across the two 

sets of arrangements and that they should both be subject to regular independent assurance, 

collectively commissioned by the national service leadership (Home Office, NFCC, and National 

Resilience Assurance Team) having consulted HMICFRS. 

Q4: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the current pay negotiation arrangements are 

appropriate? 

This is clearly a contested issue. It is clear that key national stakeholders including the government 

and the previous Chief Inspector of HMICFRS have lost confidence in the current arrangements. The 

latter has called for a fundamental review the current arrangements operation and effectiveness. 

The FBU are clearly opposed to changing current arrangements, although it is less clear (to us) what 

the position of the Fire and Rescue Service Employers is. The Institute of Employment Rights has laid 

out some complexities in the legal background given that the current arrangements are voluntary 

collective arrangements from which the state may be legally required to refrain from unwanted 

interference by International and European law (Blackburn 2021).  In the circumstances we would 

wish to see the legal issues clarified and the basis of any independent review established before it is 

operationalised or any call for evidence is made.     
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Q5: Please provide the reasons for your response. 

We acknowledge that the Thomas Review demonstrated the need for some reforms, and the recent 

experience with pandemic’s tripartite agreements, although contended by the FBU, was not 

universally positive. However, in view of the important and sensitive issues involved and the current 

circumstances, in which neither the government nor the HMICFRS are parties to the National Joint 

Council, we would wish to see the legal issues clarified before commenting further.      

Q6: To what extent do you agree/disagree that consistent entry requirements should be explored 

for fire and rescue service roles? 

The consultation asks whether ‘we’ (presumably the Home Office?) should explore clearer, 

consistent entry requirements for fire service roles, so that a consistent approach is applied across 

the country. We agree that this should be explored but question whether this would be better 

commissioned from or by NFCC, the FRS employers and/or Chartered Institute of Personnel 

Development. 

Q7: Please provide the reasons for your response. 

The NFCC, employers and CIPD have direct professional qualifications and experience in these 

matters. 

Q8: To what extent do you agree/disagree that other roles, in addition to station and area 

managers, would benefit from a direct entry and talent management scheme? 

We agree that other roles, in addition to station and area managers, could potentially benefit from a 

direct entry and talent management scheme, although with the current (and anticipated) low levels 

of recruitment for the foreseeable future the impact of such an initiative will unfortunately be 

limited. 

 

Professionalism 

Q9: To what extent do you agree/disagree with the proposed introduction of a 21st century 

leadership programme? 

We strongly agree with the proposed introduction of a 21st century be-spoke leadership 

programme. While the police Strategic Command Course provides a model there are equally a 

number of public leadership models, not least in Health services that could usefully be investigated   

Q10: Please provide reasons for your response. 

The demonstrable need, the proven benefits of similar initiatives in other sectors and the fall 

off/reductions in attendance by Fire and Rescue Service personnel in generic and executive 

leadership courses in Higher Education Institutes. 

Q11: To what extent do you agree/disagree that completion of the proposed 21st century 

leadership programme should be mandatory before becoming an assistant chief fire officer or 

above? 
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While highly desirable, making it mandatory is not necessary (given numbers involved) and risks 

missing potential candidates. It would also preclude high level external entrants at ACFO/DCFO/CFO 

levels. The Police equivalent has resulted in unnecessary and unwanted losses to the service.  

Q12: To what extent do you agree/disagree that each of the activities outlined above are high 

priorities for helping improve the use and quality of fire and rescue service data?  

❑ A national data analytics capability.  

❑ Data-focused training. 

❑ Consistent approaches to structuring data  

❑ Clear expectations for data governance  

❑ Securing data-sharing agreements 

The quote from the previous Chief Inspector that the “the sector is missing opportunities to use data 

and technology effectively” and lacks an overall national strategy to bring consistency and promote 

innovation is the culmination of over 12 years of academic and professional research about the state 

of data and information in the sector (eg. Murphy and Greenhalgh, 2013; 2018; Murphy et al 2020). 

We strongly agree that that data and information in the sector is inadequate and in a decline that 

dates back to 2010 which recent initiatives have failed to address. All of the activities outlined above 

should be high priorities for helping improve the use and quality of fire and rescue service data. 

Q13: What other activities, beyond those listed above, would help improve the use and quality of 

fire and rescue service data? Please give the reasons for your response. 

The sector and key stakeholders need a service specific; publicly available; quality assured; real-time 

and web-based interactive single national repository (similar to the LGA Knowledge Hub – see 

https://khub.net/web ) together with user friendly and free to use analytical and investigative tools. 

It should be independent of any individual stakeholder and constructed on an ‘observatory’ model. 

Robust comparative data and information particularly on financial and service performance, 

together with identification of innovation and good or notable practice (both domestic and 

international) is essential to continuous improvement in public services and creative collaboration 

between members of the Fire and Rescue Services Community of Interest.    

This could and should be supported by the central fire and rescue research capability proposed 

under Q14 but should not be limited to this team.   

Q14: To what extent do you agree/disagree that each of the activities outlined above are high 

priorities?  

• Collaborating  

• Commissioning  

• Conducting  

• Collating 

All four activities (collaborating, commissioning, conducting, and collating) should be part of the 

remit for improving the use and quality of fire evidence and research together with an annual 

‘future’ programme of the proposed workstreams to be drawn up and published in advance and 

https://khub.net/web
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made subject to public consultation. There also needs to be a strong international element to this 

work.  

Q15: What other activities, beyond those listed above, would help improve the use and quality of 

evidence and research on fire and other hazards? Please provide the reasons for your responses. 

There needs to be mechanisms in place that provide appropriate quality assurance to those 

contributing to or using the data and information within the repository. 

Q16: To what extent do you agree/disagree with the creation of a statutory code of ethics for 

services in England? 

This together with a number of the following proposals (Q 17- Q 24 inclusive) give the strong 

impression that the government is seeking and/or supports the re-introduction of a strongly 

hierarchical command and control culture within Fire and Rescue Services – more akin to the culture 

of the police service rather than to that of a modern Fire and Rescue Services.  

While command and control leadership (allied to a strong, collective mutually support team 

approach) has its place and may be appropriate in dangerous ‘response’ situations, it is no longer the 

appropriate or dominant culture within fire services nor is it appropriate for the majority of the 

tasks, roles and responsibilities that the service now undertake. The reintroduction of a strong 

command and control culture would undoubtably have a detrimental impact on the economy, 

efficiency and effectiveness of the service and would make service and organisational improvement 

and innovation less likely. Fire Services and their personnel thrive on problem solving and proactively 

taking the initiative.  

The creation of a statutory code is presented in the consultation as a response or way of addressing 

cultural change within local services. It will not achieve this as cultural change is a complex and long-

term challenge that needs multiple mutually supportive initiatives. Creation of a statutory code of 

ethics for services in England and making it mandatory is more rather than less likely to be 

counterproductive. 

Q17: To what extent do you agree/disagree that placing a code of ethics on a statutory basis 

would better embed ethical principles in services than the present core code of ethics? 

As implied above placing a code of ethics on a statutory basis would no better embed ethical 

principles in services than the present core code of ethics. 

Q18: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the duty to ensure services act in accordance with 

the proposed statutory code should be placed on operationally independent chief fire officers? 

It would be counter-intuitive to ‘operationally independent chief fire officers’ and also likely to be 

counterproductive in practice. 

Q19: To what extent do you agree/disagree with making enforcement of the proposed statutory 

code an employment matter for chief fire officers to determine within their services? 

We agree any ethical code should be a matter for chief fire officers to determine but making it 

formally or statutorily an employment matter again seems counter-intuitive and also likely to be 

counterproductive in practice. It raises particularly sensitive issues unsuited to over formality which 

probably should be dealt with as individual cases. 

Q20: To what extent do you agree/disagree with the creation of a fire and rescue service oath for 

services in England? 
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Our view would very much be dependent on the proposed wording.  

Q21: Please give the reasons for your response 

We are not convinced of the need for an oath at this time and the detailed working will be crucial to 

its acceptability.  

Q22: To what extent do you agree/disagree that an Oath would embed the principles of the Code 

of Ethics amongst fire and rescue authority employees? 

Embedding principles may be acceptable but it would be dependent on the proposed wording 

Q23: To what extent do you agree/disagree with an Oath being mandatory for all employees? 

Mandating is not likely to help creating ownership and adherence.   

Q24: To what extent do you agree/disagree that breach of the fire and rescue service oath should 

be dealt with as an employment matter? 

It should be dealt with in a more holistic, sensitive, and professional manner not straightjacketing it 

into formal employment procedures. 

Q25: To what extent do you agree/disagree that the five areas listed above are priorities for 

professionalising fire and rescue services? 

• Leadership  

• Data 

• Research 

• Ethics  

• Clear Expectations 

Although some should be higher priorities and will have greater impacts than others, they are all 

areas that could help to professionalise fire and rescue services 

Q26: What other activities, beyond the five listed above, could help to professionalise fire and 

rescue services? 

The main areas missing are improving and professionalising the governance of services; their 

internal and external scrutiny and their strategic and operational collaborations. 

Q27: To what extent do you agree/disagree with the creation of an independent College of Fire 

and Rescue to lead the professionalisation of fire and rescue services? 

In the past there has been a Fire Services College and an Emergency Planning College, both of which 

provided services to the sector that were effective and productive when they were within public 

ownership and their objectives were aligned and responsive to those of the service. Both became 

ineffective, unused, and unfit for purpose when they were transferred to private companies and 

subject to commercial objectives.  

We strongly support the creation of an Independent College by and for the Sector that would be 

collectively owned and governed. Properly established it should be given legislative powers to 

support its work with a strong co-operative working relationship with the NFCC embedded in its 

purpose and articles of association. It should be a trust or a Community Interest Company or an 

arms-length agency of an existing public sector organisation and not a private sector operation.   
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Governance 

Q29: To what extent do you agree/disagree that Government should transfer responsibility for fire 

and rescue services in England to a single elected individual? 

We consider that there is insuficient evidence or justification either official or independent at this 

time to justify any significant extension of the PFCC single directly elected model. An ongoing 

independent research project has been investigating and comparing governance by existing PFCC 

and Fire Service Authorities since the first PFCC were established.  

Early findings suggest that introducing a single elected individual (PFCC) can add a new scrutiny 

dimension to FRS, which in effect, can streamline and improve the accountability process. Second, it 

can enable the public to directly hold the politician to account in elections. However, this may come 

with the individual’s party-political allegiance, which can ultimately have an effect on the service’s 

strategic decision-making process. A single person governance model can also result in a lack of 

increased accountability to local communities in comparison to the traditional FRA model as it 

appears to depend on the implantation and operational strategies of individual PFCCs. 

There are many variations in the governance of fire services in England, which are difficult to 

compare. While the government’s preference is towards single elected individuals overseeing fire 

services in the foreseeable future, greater efforts are needed to ensure that inconsistencies in terms 

of governance and accountability arrangements are minimised in fire and rescue services. One 

solution would be to give the fire and rescue sector the opportunity as a whole to move to one 

governance model, which would reduce current discrepancies among different models and 

introduce common governance arrangements across all services. However, such a significant change 

should be based on an open, clear, and comprehensive review of all the options set out in an 

appropriate consultation exercise and not as a ‘side issue’ of the current consultation. 

We agree that there is a need for a clear demarcation between the political and strategic oversight 

of the service (whatever the governance model), and the operationally independent running of the 

service by the chief fire officer. We also agree that the governance body should have oversight and 

control of necessary funding and estates and that decision-making, including budgets and spending, 

is transparent and linked to local public priorities 

Q30: What factors should be considered when transferring fire governance to a directly elected 

individual? Please provide the reasons for your response 

PFCCs established to date have required a ‘local case’ to be made either to local ‘upper tier’ political 

representatives (although these councils had no powers to veto proposals) and/or to the Secretary 

of State and all cases included a financial appraisal from CIPFA. This process has proved serially 

inadequate (eg. for the leading nature of some consultation questions, the limited options for 

responses, and the local case consultations being commissioned by PCCs themselves rather than 

independently commissioned or commissioned by both PCCs and FRAs jointly, see Eckersley and 

Lakoma (2021) and has been subject to strong criticism (Murphy 2016a, 2016b).  

The Eckersley and Lakoma (2021) research revealed clear differences between the cases of Essex 

and Northamptonshire on the one hand, and the other force areas on the other. In the first two 

cases, the clear governance and financial problems provided obvious justifications and/or for the 

proposed reform. PCCs in the other areas had a more difficult task trying to persuade others of the 

need to change. Lacking such clear reference points as Essex and Northamptonshire, their strategies 

focused on framing the existing governance arrangements as a problem, by using symbols and in 
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effect priming strategies that appealed to pre-existing perceptions of how public services operated, 

which proved to a limited extent successful.  

At the time, that the first PFCCs were proposed it was suggested that 6 sets of evidence were 

needed to robustly justify the transfer to PFCC (demonstrable local community need, robust 

governance and scrutiny arrangements, a comprehensive long-term financial evaluation, public 

support and a strategic and operational appraisal of the future deployment of the three emergency 

services). In our view these criteria should be revisited.  

Q31: Where Mayoral Combined Authorities already exist, to what extent do you agree/disagree 

that fire and rescue functions should be transferred directly to these MCAs for exercise by the 

Mayor? 

MCA have tended (although not all) to ensure that adequate knowledge, capacity, organisational 

infrastructure and experience of Fire and Rescue Services and their governance has been included in 

their organisation arrangements or commissioned by them.  They have also benefitted from 

appropriate policy, scrutiny and assurance capacity when compared to PFCCs.  We support the 

initiative to explore options for transferring the fire functions directly to the MCAs for exercise by 

the mayors in Sheffield City Region, West Midlands and West Yorkshire although in Cambridgeshire 

& Peterborough any proposals should not be pursued at this time and should await the resolution of 

the current dispute and upheaval at the authority. 

Q32: To what extent do you agree/disagree that Government should transfer responsibility for fire 

and rescue services in England to police and crime commissioners? 

We were not party to the discussions referred to on page 27 and have seen no evidence 

(confidential or published) of the “immense value in what PFCCs in the four areas (Essex 

Northamptonshire, North Yorkshire and Staffordshire) who have responsibility for fire have 

provided, including strengthened local accountability, enhanced collaboration and improvements in 

what their fire services provide the public”. There is no evidence to support such assertions in the 

HMICFRS inspection reports or their respective pandemic reports. Our independent academic 

research does not support such a strong conclusion at this time.   

In our view their needs to be a stronger evidential base, an appropriate evaluation process and 

greater transparency in the process before individual or collective transfers are considered. 

Q33: Apart from combined authority mayors and police and crime commissioners, is there anyone 

else who we could transfer fire governance that aligns with the principles set out above? 

In addition to an executive councillor, a freestanding directly elected Fire Commissioner should be 

considered as a potential option that is not mentioned in the consultation but has operated 

successfully in other countries, including parts of the USA. 

Q34: If yes, please explain other options and your reasons for proposing them 

Such a role would be more likely to attract potential candidates with a direct interest in and more 

likely to have knowledge and experience of Fire and Rescue Services. 

Q35: To what extent do you agree or disagree that the legal basis for fire and rescue authorities 

could be strengthened and clarified? 

We strongly agree that the legal basis for fire and rescue authorities should be strengthened and 

clarified, whether or not there is a transfer of responsibility to a single individual.   
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Adherence to the ‘Nolan’ principles of Public Life and acknowledged good governance principles 

(based upon and adapted from the CIPFA “International Framework: Good Governance in the Public 

Sector”) should both be included in statute and/or a New National Framework.  

Q36: Please provide the reasons for your response. 

We strongly agree that this should expressly set out the role and function of the FRAs and in 

particularly the oversight and scrutiny functions, which are currently demonstrably some of the 

weakest in the public services. We have agreed (above) that the relationship between political 

oversight and operational decision making needs to be clarified. Our research also supports the need 

for greater transparency, particularly where there is direct individual governance arrangements, 

which in certain PFCC cases we found less transparency than comparable FRAs.  

Q37: To what extent do you agree/disagree that boundary changes should be made so that fire 

and rescue service areas and police force/combined authorities (where present) areas are 

coterminous? 

We agree that boundary changes should be made so that fire and rescue service areas and police 

force/combined authorities (where present) areas are coterminous as this will facilitate the 

improvement and co-ordination of services. The detail of these changes should be subject to 

independent assessment by the Boundary Commission rather than by those with vested interests. 

Q38: To what extent do you agree/disagree with ring-fencing the operational fire budget within 

fire and rescue services run by county councils and unitary authorities? 

On balance we disagree. 

Q39: Please provide the reasons for your response. 

Ring-fencing the operational fire budget within fire and rescue services run by county councils and 

unitary authorities (sometimes known as service hypothecation) has consistently been opposed by 

the HM Treasury as part of the annual local government financial settlement as it clearly restricts 

authorities’ ability and flexibility to respond to community wants, needs and changes in priorities. 

Northamptonshire Fire Service were content to move to a PFCC model so they could ring-fence their 

resources from central government and council tax and make their own decisions as opposed to the 

county council arrangements. This was because under the former county council administration, 

there was little or no investment for FRS in the period from 2011-2017, as resources and investment 

had to be transferred to failing children services, and adult social care with all other services obliged 

to contribute. 

Q40. To what extent do you agree with this proposed approach (as outlined in the table above)? 

For the avoidance of doubt this table should also refer to responsibilities emanating from Civil 

Contingency arrangements and wider resilience responsibilities (these should all be shown as the 

responsibility of the CFO). 

The first line should refer to “Setting strategic priorities” (to differential with operational priorities) 

and the second should include setting medium and long-term financial strategies as well as the 

annual budget. We agree that opening and closing fire stations should be a joint decision 

Q41. Do you have any other comments to further support your answer? 

No these should be self-explanatory. 
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Q42. Are there any factors we should consider when implementing these proposals? 

There needs to be independent dispute resolution arrangements put in place as a contingency. 

Q43: What factors should we consider when giving chief fire officers operational independence? 

Please provide the reasons for your opinions. 

The key factors are to ensure robust overview and scrutiny arrangements (including internal and 

external auditing and dispute resolution arrangements) are in place.    

Q44: What factors should we consider should we make chief fire officers corporations sole? 

Legal implications and public liability insurance needs clarifying as does the differentiation between 

strategic and operational responsibilities. Ex-post facto accountabilities in the event of public 

inquiries, coroner investigations and other potential liabilities require clarity as between the 

responsibilities of the authority and the service (most notably financial provision and budgets)    

Q45: To what extent do you agree or disagree that the responsibility for strategic and operational 

planning should be better distinguished? 

We agree that the responsibility for strategic and operational planning should be better 

distinguished as suggested in the consultation. There is however also a need to clarify these 

distinctions in the light of Civil Contingency planning arrangements. 

Q46: To what extent do you agree or disagree that the strategic plan should be the responsibility 

of the fire and rescue authority? 

We agree that the strategic plan should be the responsibility of the fire and rescue authority, but 

also believe that there is a need to put in place robust internal and external scrutiny and 

accountability arrangements, including arrangements for external inspection and public disclosure.  

Q47: To what extent do you agree or disagree that the operational plan should be the 

responsibility of the chief fire officer? 

Strongly agree 

Q48: Please provide the reasons for your response. 

To improve accountability and transparency to the public and to all key stakeholders. 

 

Omissions 

In our view there are a number of key issues affecting Fire and Rescue Services that the Reform 

White Paper does not address but could usefully have addressed, if only to clarify the government’s 

current position. These fall into three areas namely, external inspection, future funding of the 

services and the possible revisiting of Building Regulations and the enforcement regime following 

recent events and experience. 

There is no mention in the white paper about possible changes or potential improvements to the 

external inspection regime as currently operated by HMICFRS. For example, after 4 years of 

operation there has been no proposals to inspect the performance of the Governance arrangements 

and strategic functions of the various authorities. Similarly, there has been no proposals to inspect, 
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assess or review the sectors and individual services performance on Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

despite this being acknowledged as a long-term and widespread issue in the sector. 

There is no mention in the paper about the future regime for the funding of services, despite the 

governments long-term commitment to the Fair Funding Review and acknowledgement of the need 

for multiple-year Local Government Finance Settlements based upon a revised funding formula. 

Similarly, there is no mention of any proposals or implications for the adoption of changes to the 

Local Public Audit regime resulting from the Redmond Review and NAO changes to the Code of Audit 

Practice. 
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