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05/11/2025

Chief Fire Officer and Members
Buckinghamshire & Milton Keynes Fire Authority
Dear Chair and Members,
I am writing to register a firm objection to the proposal contained in the November papers to confer wider “operational independence” on the Chief Fire Officer at the same time as the Authority is considering the removal of fire engines, the closure of fire stations and the downgrading or repurposing of appliances. Taken together, these measures would enable significant reductions in frontline fire cover to be made by an unelected officer without the level of democratic scrutiny, public visibility and consultation that the Authority has itself committed to in the current Community Risk Management Plan.
The papers make clear that, at present, decisions such as redeploying fire engines require Fire Authority approval. The proposal is to remove that requirement. That is not an administrative tidy-up; it is a transfer of service-shaping power away from elected members. If the Chief Fire Officer can remove or relocate an appliance, or convert a pump to a specialist vehicle, without the Authority’s decision, then a community’s real, day-to-day fire cover can be reduced while the station is technically “open.” That is a back-door reduction in service. It allows asset loss without the political accountability that accompanies a formal closure decision. No Authority that wishes to remain answerable to the public should adopt such a mechanism.
This is made more serious by the fact that the Authority has publicly stated in its CRMP that it “will always consult” on changes such as the number of pumps within the resourcing model. A delegation that creates a route for the Chief Fire Officer to make sustained changes to the location, number or type of pumps without coming back to Members would directly undermine that commitment. You cannot, on the one hand, promise consultation on pump numbers and, on the other, hand over the very power to alter pump provision to an officer to use without that consultation. Doing so invites challenge on grounds of legitimate expectation and of simple inconsistency with your own policy.
The Fire Brigades Union has, in its national material on fire and rescue reform and on threats to collective bargaining, already warned that so-called “operational independence” is often nothing more than a cuts-enabling device and a means of weakening both democratic oversight and workforce voice. That is exactly how it would operate here. At the very moment when firefighters locally are calling for investment and resisting reductions, the Authority is being asked to loosen the only democratic brake on those reductions. That is the wrong direction. You should not be importing, into Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes, a model the FBU has described as undemocratic and hostile to firefighters, especially in the same bundle of proposals that includes removing and downgrading appliances.
It is also important to highlight that earlier this year, senior management and FBU brigade officials jointly participated in NJC Joint Industrial Relations training. A central principle of that training — and of good industrial relations practice — is the “no surprises” approach: ensuring transparency, early engagement and open communication on matters that may have industrial, operational, or workforce impact. It is therefore deeply concerning that this is the first time the FBU has been made aware of such a significant proposal. The absence of prior discussion or notification represents a clear departure from that agreed approach and risks undermining the trust and collaborative working that both sides have committed to maintain.
It is also unacceptable that members are being asked to approve this in principle without an itemised, published scheme of delegation setting out precisely which decisions are to be reserved to the Authority, which are to be reported, and which, if any, may be taken unilaterally by the Chief Fire Officer. Approving a blank or open-ended delegation over the deployment of frontline firefighting resources is unsound governance. Once granted, such a power is very difficult to row back, and subsequent unpopular decisions will still be laid at the feet of elected members by the public, even though the members will have surrendered the decision-making power.
For all of these reasons — the transfer of service-shaping power away from elected representatives, the contradiction with the Authority’s own consultation promise, the alignment with a nationally criticised model of “operational independence,” and the timing alongside proposals to remove or downgrade assets — this proposal should not be amended or refined; it should be rejected. Decisions that change what appliance reaches the public in an emergency must remain decisions of the Fire Authority itself.

Kind regards,
Mitchell Wallace
Brigade Secretary
Buckinghamshire FBU
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