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Introduction 

 

Following our previous survey back in 2014, which received national attention, we were asked if we 

would undertake a follow-up review to analyse whether matters had improved in the area of 

recruitment and retention of Retained/On-Call firefighters. As before, the survey was specifically 

aimed at serving Retained/On-Call personnel who were able to provide their experiences 

anonymously. 

Two years on, with even more national events having taken place, more warm words from local and 

national governments, we had high expectations that there might be positive signs that things were 

starting to improve, if not nationally, then at least within pockets across the country. 

Whilst the RFU Executive has its own view as to the nature and depth of the ongoing problems with 

recruitment, retention and treatment of Retained/On-Call staff and the knock-on effect this has on 

appliance availability, it is important to obtain the views of the members serving on the frontline, who 

directly experience managerial practices and communication skills that all too often create issues 

which contribute to low morale and the associated problems of retaining and recruiting suitable staff.  

Our original intention was for this survey to substantiate or quell our fears that in some services the 

impression was that the Retained/On-Call component of the fire service is still being left to deteriorate 

without any acts of investment. 

Appliance availability should never be allowed to be seen as an insurmountable problem until all 

possible measures to resolve the issues are put in place and exhausted. The obligation to commence 

such a piece of work clearly rests with the individual FRA and for it to evidence the fact that they have 

done so. 

The findings of this survey and the comparable elements with the previous survey are analysed at the 

end of this document.  

 

 

Tristan Ashby 
Chief Executive Officer  
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Q1 Where do you serve? 

We had hoped for a broad response across the country and we were not disappointed. A number of services actively promoted our survey and 

we are very grateful for their support. The result of which was that almost every fire service made a contribution to our survey to ensure the 

final result encapsulated the views of a broad range of firefighters. The percentage figure for each service displays the contribution the service 

has made to the total number of responses.  
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Q2 Which terminology do you prefer as a job title? 

 

What’s in a job title? Well when it comes to explaining the role of a Retained firefighter to the 

public, quite a lot. The question of what a ‘firefighter working the Retained Duty System (RDS)’ 

should be called has been discussed at national level for over a decade.  

It is clear that serving personnel prefer the term ‘Retained Firefighter’, with an increase on 

the 57% in favour during our previous survey. However, there has also been an increase in 

the number of serving personnel who support the use of the name On-Call Firefighter, raising 

from 19% to 26%. It appears that the terms Community Firefighter and Part-time Firefighter, 

totalling 5% of those who responded, are neither popular with operational staff nor do they 

fully represent the uniqueness of the role. 

The responses for both the terms ‘On-Call’ and ‘Retained’ were spread across the UK with no 

particular area having a preference. Of the suggestions under ‘Other’, the vast majority were 

simply ‘Firefighter’, again spread over a number of difference services. 

From an external point of view, the terminology ‘On-Call’ better describes the role of a 

‘firefighter working the Retained Duty System’, as it encapsulates the nature of the contract. 

We would recommend that any future national campaign focused on this job title which is 

more self-explanatory that the use of the word ‘Retained’ and is likely to remove some of the 

ambiguity from the public to better understand the role being undertaken. 
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Retained Firefighter On-Call Firefighter Community Firefighter

Part-time Firefighter Other (Please Specify)



6 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

Q3 What is your current Retainer Fee? 

 

Last time the response rate for the full retainer was 52% so there has been a notable reduction 

in the last two years. This is likely to be due to more services moving away from the restriction 

of only issuing 100% and 75% retaining fee contracts toward a more flexible sliding scale that 

takes account of the individual’s level of cover being provided.  

Of those who responded that they received a full retainer, 68% stated that they provided 

+120hours availability per week and 18% provided between 100-120hours availability. Those 

on a three-quarter retainer were primarily made up of 40% who provided 80-100hrs a week, 

30% providing 100-120hrs, 15% providing 60-80hrs. 

Another probably reason is that individuals are choosing to reduce their own level of cover 

from 100% to 75% due to the pressures of having to provide so many hours of cover every 

week. Anecdotal evidence, suggests that due to the rigidity of local practices, anyone unable 

to provide 120hrs per week is subjected to the threat of disciplinary action.  
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Q4 On average, how many hours availability do you provide each 

week? 

 

As with the previous survey, over a third of the respondents provides over 120 hours per 

week commitment to their local fire station. While this is admirable on behalf of the 

individuals concerned, it demonstrates a reliance on a minority of the workforce to provide a 

huge level of commitment to keep an appliance on the run. If you include those that provide 

between 100-120 hours that is over half the workforce providing over 100 hour’s availability 

per week. A heavy reliance on these individuals demonstrate a lack of resilience within the 

workforce. 

Our view is that this is simply not sustainable and is likely to lead to personnel choosing to cut 

their service career short due to the constant built up of pressure of feeling compelled to 

maintain appliance availability.  

We also question local processes that either allow for individuals to regularly provide such 

large periods of availability on a regular basis, or raises the question as to whether services 

are unaware of the levels being provided by their staff.  Services should undertake a regular 

review of the level of commitment being provided by their staff and ensure that there is 

opportunity to allow for a work/life balance while still maintaining appliance availability. 
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Q5 What type of cover do you provide? (tick all that apply) 

 

The response to this question mirrored that in our 2014 survey confirming that the greatest 

period of availability was provided in the evenings, both during the working week and at the 

weekend. 

Availability provided during the day, Monday to Friday continues to be a cause for concern. 

We believe the reason behind this is the continuing lack of community and business 

engagement by local fire services. 

Historically, we would expect day cover during the working week to be the lowest of all the 

cover that is provided, due to appliance availability during this time being poor in general, 

however, it was only 1.3% behind evening weekend availability. 

This would suggest that either day cover during the working week is improving (unlikely, 

based on the responses to previous questions) or that cover at weekends is also deteriorating.   

While day cover during the working week has been an issue due to firefighters working 

outside of their communities, if availability problems are being experienced at evenings and 

weekends it would suggest to us that the management of availability continues to be poor.  
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Q6 Over the last 12 months has your station suffered with 

appliance availability problems? 

 

The response to the question on appliance availability was almost identical to that over two 

years ago (15% and 85%) which suggests there has been little if any improvement as a whole 

regarding appliance availability.  

The response demonstrates a continuing problem with appliance availability that simply is 

not going to go away unless radical action is taken at a local level. In our view too many 

Services continue to bury their heads in the sand, trotting out the same old excuses that they 

have tried everything to recruit Retained staff but that it is not possible anymore. 

The question remains, who is going to be brave enough to admit that there has been a lack of 

focus on Retained staff locally and come up with a ‘SMART’ strategy to overcome the 

problem? The status quo is not an option and with the ongoing reductions in council budgets, 

maintaining or increasing Wholetime establishments are not a financially viable alternative. 

As has been the case for over a decade, the RFU strongly believes that there needs to be some 

direction from central government, as there doesn’t seem to be an appetite or even 

acknowledgement by local Fire Authorities (in general) to tackle the problem head on. 
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Q7 What are the main reasons for your appliance being 

unavailable? (tick all that apply) 

 

We then moved on to questioning what were the causes of Retained appliances being 

unavailable. Four options were provided with the opportunity for the respondent to add 

further comment under the ‘Other’ option. 

Responders could choose all that applied to their local fire station with almost 90% stating 

that a lack of crew numbers was the local problem. However, more interesting was that 50% 

claimed a lack of an Officer in Charge (OiC) was the issue. This bears out our anecdotal 

evidence that due to the pressures and workload placed on OiCs by the local employer, fewer 

and fewer people are willing to take on the role of OiC.  

Our belief is that it is not just the Watch Manager role that has become less appealing, 

firefighters are also becoming less willing to apply for Crew Manager vacancies for the same 

reason.  

Another problem with a lack of available Crew/Watch Managers is that promotion is often 

being given to applicants who do not necessarily provide the best (or good) cover. Through a 

separate piece of work the RFU undertook last year, we can confirm that there is now a large 

number of Wholetime staff who are also junior officers on Retained stations compared with 

that of 10 years earlier.  While their knowledge and experience gathered from their 

Wholetime role can be an asset to a Retained station and helps to overcome ongoing barriers 

between the two duty systems, the limits on their availability is unlikely to be of great use in 

terms of being the OiC of an appliance. 

Services need to look at the availability of their junior officers and the level of workload being 

placed upon those in post so that the position becomes more attractive than is currently the 

case. 

We also believe services need to review the efficiencies and effectiveness of having full-time 

firefighters as officers on Retained stations as this might on occasions restrict appliance 

availability due to a lack of OiCs being available to crew Retained appliances. 

Further work needs to also be undertaken locally to assess why there are a lack of drivers on 

stations. This could be due to a number of reasons including course availability, training and 

a willingness to undertake the role, which currently provides no additional financial 

remuneration but involves an increase in responsibility. 
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Q8 In your opinion is your Fire Service doing enough to overcome 

the availability issues at your station? 

 

Unsurprisingly only 21% of those surveyed believed that their FRS were doing enough to 

overcome the availability issues at their station. If the majority of Retained personnel have 

the perception that their employers can’t be bothered if an emergency appliance is on the 

run or not the question is, why should they? The fact of the matter is that they do, the pride 

that local On-Call firefighters have regarding the availability of their fire appliance within their 

local community is second to none, which makes it all the more frustrating when their line 

managers and senior officers do not share this commitment. 

Apathy runs riot in a number of fire services principally due to a lack of accountability when a 

frontline fire appliance is unavailable. If nobody is held to account when an emergency vehicle 

unavailable, over a period of time it simply becomes the norm.  
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Q9 In your opinion what needs to be done (and by whom) 
to improve appliance availability at your station? 

 

There were hundreds of written responses to this particular question, of which a selection is 

contained in Annex A for your reference. 

To broadly summarise within two paragraphs it is clear that more needs to be achieved at 

local level. New practices are being implemented that hinder rather than assist appliance 

availability. For example, not being able to respond when on leave, lengthy and complicated 

recruitment processes and increasing minimum rider levels. 

Retained recruitment and retention is the problem that nobody seems to want to resolve, 

local FRS blame a lack of direction from central government, Home Office expects local 

solutions to come from the sector and in the meantime the problem grows further. 

In our opinion management at service level have the opportunity to have the greatest positive 

impact on improving Retained appliance availability. Every policy (new and old) needs to be 

tailored to suit the needs of Retained staff, just because something has always been done in 

a certain way to suit the needs of Wholetime staff doesn’t mean it has to be this way for all 

staff. Service managers need to start thinking outside of the box and be more Retained 

friendly; they also need to start to listen more to those who do the job rather than being of 

the opinion that because they have a higher profile in the service that they know best. 
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Q10 Has the appliance availability at your station worsened over 

the last 12 months? 

 

The following graph demonstrates a lack of activity to ‘stop the rot’ in terms of appliance 

availability. We believe most services that suffer with availability problems have chosen to 

believe improving availability by recruiting Retained staff is now an impossibility. A mind-set 

that has led to inaction causing the problem to escalate. To prove this point we have seen a 

number of FRS who now state that their local aim is to achieve 90% availability of Retained 

appliances, not what you might call an overly ambitious target that will rally everyone into 

bouts of optimism.  

If Retained staff witness such a defeatist attitude by their superiors it is not hard to see why 

morale in the service is so low. 

Service management need to be challenged on a regular basis to identify exactly what 

initiatives are currently in place to overcome the recruitment problem, without any scrutiny 

it is impossible to analyse what activities work and what do not. 
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Q11 Does your station currently have vacancies for firefighters? 

 

Establishment levels at Retained stations seem to have an air of mystery about them. In past 

years, before the impact of the Working Time Regulations (WTR) and the sixth edition of the 

‘Grey Book’, it was understood that a one-pump station would use an establishment of 12 

personnel while a two-pump station would increase to 20. 

Over the last ten years or so there has been an expectation that the number of hours 

personnel made themselves available would be reduced to more family friendly levels. It is 

therefore a reasonable expectation that if personnel were providing fewer hours of 

availability that establishment levels needed to rise to ‘fill the void’. However, our anecdotal 

evidence and the responses to this particular question would appear that the opposite was 

true.  

We are aware of some FRS where the establishment level for a one-pump station is 10 with 

all personnel providing 120 hours (or less) availability per week. Obviously the knock-on effect 

of such a policy is poor appliance availability. 

It is incomprehensible to us why any FRS would refuse to recruit on a Retained station which 

suffers with availability problems simply because the authorised establishment level has been 

reached, yet we know this to be the case. 

This again demonstrates where the organisation creates barriers to improved appliance 

availability rather than breaking them down. 
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Q12 As a member of the Fire Service how do you feel you are 

treated by:  

 

There is nothing new in the connection between a happy, productive workforce and how they 

are perceived by their employers. The graph below provides a clear trend in terms of how 

‘valued’ staff feel by their peers compared to their managers further up the chain of 

command. 

The viability of Retained Duty System is fundamentally the transferability of ‘goodwill’, 

Retained firefighters by their nature will accommodate the needs of the station to their 

detriment so long as it is reciprocal when the individuals need arises. Unfortunately we are 

witnessing all too often Service management using the ‘stick’ approach without a ‘carrot’ in 

sight. 

Retained firefighters will only take this for so long before removing their goodwill and taking 

a more rigid work to rule approach.  

It is our view that the ethos of Service management needs an overhaul to gain the respect of 

its Retained staff and for the goodwill to come back to the benefit of all concerned. 
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Q13 Relating to your role in the Fire Service has any of the 

following changed over the last 12 months?  

 

Keeping on the subject of the need for goodwill and Retained friendly policies, the chart below 

demonstrates that while station call levels and in turn, earnings have reduced, the 

expectations by the FRS has significantly increased. 

We have heard on numerous occasions that FRS are claiming that the Retained role has 

changed due to the part-time workers legislation, using this as a means of expecting more 

from its Retained staff.  

This is of course complete nonsense. The Retained Duty System is a unique working 

environment due to the need to be on-call for large parts of the week confined within a 4-5 

minute radius of the local fire station. 

By its very nature the employee has to demonstrate a level of flexibility alien to any other 

worker. To then increase the expectations on these individuals while reducing their earnings 

will ultimately lead them to question their future role in the service. 

Our view is that attitudes toward Retained staff has to change, if improvement to 

Recruitment and Retention is to be achieved. 
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Q14 How do you view your future with your FRS?  

 

The results contained in this graph are indicative of the previous responses where by staff feel 

undervalued, with unrealistic expectations placed upon them by the Service. 

The responses by those who are committed to the job as ever, were from a mixture of FRS 

providing a variety of hours so it is not clear why their commitment is greater than almost 

two-thirds of respondents. 

The results should also be a real concern to all FRS, for if they truly believe the recruitment 

of Retained staff is a massive challenge it will become even harder if our survey is a fair 

reflection of just how many are either unsure about their fire service future or are looking to 

leave within the next 12-24 months (46% combined).  
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Q15 Regarding recruitment and retention of On-

Call/Retained staff, what do you think the main 

barriers are? 

 

To confirm our view that flexibility is an issue, our next set of results put a lack of flexibility as 

being the main barrier, which tops the list with over half of the responses. 

There still remains a lack of awareness in local communities both of the existence of the local 

fire station being crewed by Retained firefighters and station vacancies. If eligible residents 

aren’t aware of the vacancies at their local fire station they won’t apply! More needs to be 

done to interact with the public and ‘sell’ the role of a Retained firefighter to members of the 

local community. 

A number of responders also used the comments box (under ‘Other’) to raise their concerns 

over the time it takes to recruit new staff. In some instances it still take 18 months from the 

application stage to riding an appliance. It is no wonder so many lose interest after their initial 

enthusiasm. 

Recruitment processes need to be speeded up, recruitment initiatives need to be devised to 

engage the public and entry standards need to be realistic, Retained friendly and 

proportionate to the local risk. 
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Q16 Do you think that partnerships with any of these local groups 

would help overcome problems with recruitment and 

retention? 

 

When posing the question regarding forging partnerships to aid recruitment the clear winner 

was local businesses. The response to ‘None of the above’ was similar to that for 

County/District councillors which suggests that there is not a huge amount of confidence that 

local elected members have the answer, especially as they don’t appear to even realise that 

there is a problem. 

If we all broadly agree that improved, regular communication with local businesses will go 

some way to aid recruitment and retention why are FRS not doing something about it? 
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Q17 Looking at your primary employment, what are your views on 

the following? 

 

Continuing with the primary employers’ theme, we then asked what transferable benefits are 

there between employers and the FRS. Consistent with the previous question, almost two-

thirds said that their local FRS should improve communication links with their primary 

employer. We believe this would be higher, recognising that in some cases firefighters do not 

wish their employers to know too much about their fire service duties for fear of being 

questioned over how much time is spent away from the workplace. 

The two most notable responses were that over half of responders were of the view that their 

FRS believed that their primary employment was secondary in importance compared to their 

fire service role. This concurs with the responses to question 11 which stated that 81% 

believed the expectations from the service had increased.  

Another surprise was that almost 40% didn’t think that their FRS role was of any benefit to 

their primary employment, yet just over 60% thought that their primary employment 

bought benefits to their FRS role.     

 

 

 

  

0.00%

20.00%

40.00%

60.00%

80.00%

100.00%

My FRS should improve
communication links

with my primary
employer

My FRS believes that
my fire service duties
are more important

than my primary
employment

My FRS role provides
benefits to my primary

employment

My primary
employment provides

benefits to my FRS role

Agree Disagree Don't Know N/A



22 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

Q18 Fire calls are reducing due to many factors, are you agreeable 

to have a wider community emergency role, i.e. helping the 

old and the vulnerable at risk in their home etc.? 

 

When posing the question over whether their operational role could be broadened to include 

such things as helping the old and vulnerable etc. the response was positive with 77% 

agreeing to take on other duties.  

The employees working the RDS have always had a ‘can do’ attitude, viewing their role less 

like a job and more like a moral responsibility. We believe that it would aid recruitment and 

retention if the role of a firefighter was broader to include additional areas of protection; 

this would go some way to fill the void of reduced call levels.   
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Summary 
The RFU does not wish to be seen solely as a critical commentator; we actively encourage and 

will support where possible measures which promote the interests of a duty system that with 

some welcome innovation and consideration would function much better than it clearly does 

now. Not only for those who serve within it but also the communities that it serves. 

During a debate on Future Reserves 2020 in the House of Commons on 8th November 2012 

The Secretary of State Philip Hammond MP made the following point regarding the creation 

of the Army Reserve.  

“If we are going to make this process work, we must draw out the benefits for employers, in 
the general management and personal skills that reserve service will bring to their work force, 
and given the specific vocational training that the Army can give to reservists” 
 

It would not be difficult at all to see the similarities between On-Call firefighters and Armed 

Forces Reservists in the context of reducing full-time posts at a time when activity on full time 

stations is reducing year on year and the strengthening of the role of On-Call accordingly will 

require renewed focus on this duty system. 

In terms of recruitment and retention the method in which the RDS is operated can no longer 

be seen as a two party arrangement, between the employer and employee, when it clearly 

isn’t.  

We believe the key is to consider:  

1) A closer relationship with and an improved understanding of the needs of the primary 

employer so as to remove any barriers to releasing staff 

2) Greater involvement of elected members and MP’s at a local level to publicise and 

endorse this flexible duty system and those who work within it. 

3) An ‘Open for Business’ attitude from FRS to any local employer who releases a 

member of staff for duty including a better understanding of the duties and 

commitment expected of both the retained firefighter and the primary employer 

when agreeing to release their employee for duty. 

4) Improved use of social media to promote and inform on the merits and benefits of 

becoming an On-Call firefighter 

Notwithstanding the doctrine of localism there is a need for challenge from the centre, 

effectively a reasonable level of expectation that services and elected members will reflect 

on the many reports on this duty system and recognise that they must put in place steps to 

address the long standing issue of appliance availability. 

  

http://www.theyworkforyou.com/glossary/?gl=100


24 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

Appendix 1 

 

Written responses 

 

While the multiple choice options within the survey are extremely informative and helpful in 

ascertaining a national picture on specific areas, we also felt that it was important to include 

the comments from those questions that provided an opportunity for the responder to 

provide even greater clarity on their views.  

We strongly advise that managers with the necessary responsibility for RDS recruitment and 

retention (i.e. ALL managers), read the comments irrespective of how hard they might be to 

digest. 

There is a theme across all comments from all firefighters across the UK that cover the 

perception of being deemed a ‘second class’ (i.e. under valued as an employee), inferior to 

their Wholetime colleagues, and the removal of flexibility/goodwill from their role which has 

replaced by more draconian managerial practices. 

We were taken aback by the sheer volume of comments relating to a breakdown of relations 

between On-Call and Wholetime firefighters. Our understanding was that the negative issues 

that previously existed between the two duty systems (which largely were due to the fallout 

from the previous national strike in 2002/3) had greatly reduced, and that relationships had 

improved. This may still be the case but if our survey is an accurate reflection of the current 

situation, there is still a huge amount of work still to do. 

The primary barrier between On-Call staff and effective management (from an On-Call 

perspective), seems to stem from the lack of understanding of how the On-Call system works 

and the commitment required to fulfil their contract. This has been a problem for decades 

and doesn’t appear to be improving which could be overcome (in part) by allowing On-Call 

staff to apply for positions above that of an On-Call Watch Manager. Something Sir George 

Bain spoke about in his review some 15 years ago! 

It is clear to us that in general the problems of 15 years ago still exist today. There is 

undoubtedly some really good managerial practice out there but it appears to be the 

exception rather than the rule. We hope that those with the necessary responsibility to drive 

forward change (for the better) will stop navel gazing, thinking it is someone else’s 

responsibility and take positive steps to improve matters. 
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Written comments from questions relating to ‘Improve Availability’ 

Pay and conditions 

 Pay staff who have to travel and lose a day’s work to participate in promotional tests 

rather than expect them to do it for free.  

 Pay a bonus to staff who have not failed to respond when booked as available for that 

month. 

 Provide more opportunities to increase earnings by checking hydrants. 

 Pay staff for the actual hours they work completing administration and running the 

station rather than a minimal set amount which never covers the actual amount of 

time worked. 

 Pay staff for every hour they cover rather than either full or three quarter retainer, 

thereby encouraging them to give as much cover as possible. 

 Re-introduce the bounty. 

 Review the pay system so that it rewards availability and commitment.  

 Greater flexibility of contracts will make the role more attractive to a wider group of 

people. 

 More perks offered to businesses to encourage employers to release staff, plus change 

the initial training, using smaller blocks and include weekends, this would reduce the 

impact on having to take so much annual leave in the first year  which has a knock-on 

effect on the individuals family holidays. 

 Increase turnout payments to encourage employees to turn up and be available more. 

 Introduction of a bonus scheme that every member of the station would receive a 

further bonus payment should you record full appliance availability over a 24 hour 

period. 

 Reduce the minimum number of hours that is required to qualify for a full retaining 

fee, 120 hours is impractical in modern society. 

 Local employers who release their staff to respond to emergency calls should receive 

tax relief/breaks to compensate for a loss in work rate/productivity. 

 A more flexible pay structure that incentivises increased availability levels. At present 

a trial is being held where a premium is offered for providing day cover, £3.00 ph & 

£2.00 ph at night time with only a crew of five on duty at one time. 

 Reward those who work above and beyond their contracted hours.  
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Flexibility 

 Most people are self-employed and their business comes first, it's very difficult to 

balance both work and retained, most people give as much cover as they can when 

they can, I’m a plumber and sometimes I'm 3 weeks giving cover around the station 

but then 3 weeks off station working out of town. I know that a rota system would 

definitely not work on our station. The needs of most stations are different.  

 Work/Life balance as an On-Call firefighter is virtually non-existent. Middle managers 

need to understand that this is not a full-time job, we don’t get paid a full-time wage 

yet they want full-time commitment. 

 Find an electronic availability system that works and is fit for purpose rather than 

rappel which encourages people to not book available for short periods as it will not 

allow you to book off again later. 

 More flexible working by using RDS staff who are willing/able to travel to other 

stations to keep appliances on the run.  
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Management 

 As many of the middle managers and principle officers are from WT backgrounds, they 
have little perception of what it actually involves to be committed to the RDS. This is 
frustrating when they are clearly working to two separate codes of practice. When it 
comes to their operational employees, they continually send out subliminal messages 
of inequality by the very nature of their policy and instruction. With a lack of knowledge 
comes a lack of interest, this is evident that the majority (but not all) of middle/senior 
managers, have no interest in the RDS workforce. 

 My line manager changed 6 times in 8 months.  

 We seem to go through managers very quickly, they soon get promoted and move on. 

 Most officers have never been On-Call so have no concept of how difficult it can be. 

 HR do not understand fully how the retained service works.  

 I do feel that the principal officers value us but do wonder if they have any 
comprehension of how much commitment it takes and pressure it puts on your home 
and working life. 

 Management throughout the ranks should be planning ahead sooner for losses of skills 

on stations. We are affected by both crew numbers and OIC's. The former is being 

addressed with new recruits coming through the door but there has been no support 

in filling crew manager vacancies or getting firefighters onto incident commander 

courses.  

 Large turn-over of station managers with no continuity.  

 As a station we are affected by a lack of command and control skills. In my opinion, 

some individuals on station do not care if the appliances are available or not. This is as 

a result of feeling let down by Senior Management in recent years and being 

surrounded by whole time stations who have taken a very large percentage of call outs 

which has had a negative impact on morale. 

 Senior managers shouldn’t assume they know best and what is good for the retained, 

they should listen to what we tell them time and time again over many years. 

 Permit bank crewing on retained stations and not just wholetime ones. 

 Recompense staff who have a course cancelled on them at short notice. 

 The current selection process for JOs doesn’t take into consideration the applicant’s 

availability, the service prefers to promote someone who scores well in an equality and 

attribute test.  

 The quality and style of personnel management within middle management is woeful 

and tantamount to bullying. A different management style will improve retention and 

get the best out of Retained crews. 

 RDS employees must form part of the management structure, not a member of staff 

who by default is detached from the duty system. 
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 Senior managers do not lead or manage anymore they just dictate. This doesn’t get 

the best out of staff. 

 Having the right type of Watch Manager on a station is pivotal to whether a station 

works well and keeps the pump on the run. Get the wrong type with the wrong attitude 

towards the job and everyone else will mimic the attitude towards the role. 

 Establishment levels are lower now than when people provided more cover, no wonder 

appliances are regularly off the run. 

 Retention of staff is very poor. Look after the boots you've got, value and appreciate 

their commitment and you’re less likely to lose them, meaning you won't have to 

recruit and train so many additional personnel at much greater expense. 

 Recruiting staff for periods when we do not have shortages just about sums up the 

level of management within the service.  

 Allow retained to actually earn money, stop using whole time pumps at every 

opportunity and strangling the retained trying to save pennies, the commitment the 

retained have to give to the brigade is FAR greater than whole time, and the financial 

reward does not match what is required! It is degrading to know whole time pumps 

are being sent longer down the road to fire calls that retained pumps should be picking 

up just to save money. 

 Remove the strict rostering system and allow the station to manage the hours of 

availability on an individual basis.  All stations have a different dynamic and trying to 

manage with a one size fits all policy does not work. Flexibility is the key to better 

appliance availability and try to understand how an on-call fire fighter lives his or her 

life. 

 More recruitment incentives to help keep the present crew before we lose them as well, 

stop trying to prop up the whole time service with retained. We are constantly off the 

run because management are using the retained on a temporary contract to keep the 

whole time at minimum crewing. It's diabolical that out of 18 retained appliances in 

the county nearly all of them are off the run during the day. 

 The retained crews are constantly used to cover the shortfall in whole time staff within 

the county. Staff are called in using the same alerting procedure and will drop 

everything to respond and are then made to stand by either on their own station or 

cover neighbouring stations for hours on end with no opportunity for preparation or 

making arrangements for family or simple things like refreshments. 

 Look at the way the station is affected when personnel are integrated onto a dual 

contract, or go completely. One third of our crew are now on a dual contract, so their 

availability per week ranges from 9 to 50hrs. 
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Training 

 Review the amount of training that is expected to be undertaken, some of which is 

unnecessary and could be managed better at a local level, reducing the amount of time 

off required from primary employment. 

 A lack of people being put forward for EFAD training which leads to appliances being 

off the run, not due to crew numbers but a lack of a driver. 

 Retained recruits courses are rarely run and often cancelled due to low numbers. The 

process needs to be reviewed so that courses are run regularly and organised on 

demand. This could be achieved through a bank of staff with a lead trainer all of whom 

are On-Call to respond to demand. 

 For new recruits concentrate more on core practical skills rather than bombarding 

them with unnecessary facts & figures. 

 Assessments are a little too rigid & too directed at individuals - much learning is done 

over a long time period & as part of the team. It must be realised that all firefighters, 

even experienced ones, are less skilled in certain areas but strong in others. 

 The training department are supposed to be active in our training, I've never worked 

with people who want you to fail so much. 

 There is no incentive to apply for promotion any more, the difference in pay is minimal, 

yet the added workload and pressures are ten-fold. The service treat Retained Officers 

as though this is their full-time job, culminating in too much pressure towards the 

individual and they leave or go back to being a firefighter. 

 Recruitment process is to protracted.  It usually takes 6 to 12 months from initial 

interest to basic training. All the pre-course stuff (interview, academic, physical, 

medical) could and should be done on one day. 

 BA requalification needs to be more easily accessible and more flexible on which days 

they are done, as with other core training. Expecting a RDS FF to work 5 days a week 

in their primary work, give up all weekend for a requalification and then do another 5 

days primary work, without any days off is not acceptable in my opinion. 

 Study time to undertake Junior Officer qualifications needs to be paid for. None of the 

FF's at my station are prepared to give up their time for free to study for the exam they 

need to pass to be promoted substantively. 

 Lack of accredited training. 
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Operational 

 Permit a crew of 3 to attend minor incidents. 

 Extend response time to 10 minutes. 

 Consider sending partial crews from one station to standby at another neighbouring 

station that is short staffed that puts an appliance on the run.  

 Too many whole time firefighters are now joining the retained, and most are not 

committed and only there for the money. They bring all their FBU bully boy issues with 

them. 

 Increase turnout time to 6 or 7 minutes so new employees are more accessible. 

 Improve communication with local employers who release staff for duty so that they 

know how long they are likely to be unavailable to them and the nature of the call. 
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Recruitment 

 Do away with application forms that can be intimidating and off putting to some and 

speak to potential recruits face-to-face. Local Watch Managers could undertake these 

meetings and identify those who could fulfil the role with the necessary support by 

asking the right questions and teasing out relevant information.  

 Speed up the recruitment process and minimise the need to take so much time off from 

their primary employer. Upsetting primary employers at the outset will reduce the 

likelihood of flexibility in the future.  

 Send annual newsletter about calls the station has dealt with and thank employers 

along with a certificate to display so that they can be proud to participate. 

 Thank an employer whose staff member has been away from work all day and even 

consider paying them something.  

 Ensure the station has input into those who apply to join. Local knowledge when 

choosing suitable people is invaluable and could save the service time and money by 

identifying early those who are not suitable. 

 Seek out those who are self-employed as they are likely to have greater flexibility in 

their employment. 

 Allow more practical people and less theoretical ones, we need people who can solve 

a problem, learn from mistakes and do as they are asked in challenging situations. 

 Carry out medicals on station rather than send people away from the area as this 

increases the likelihood of the appliance going off the run. 

 Switch to Birthday to Birthday for Annual leave usage rather than 30th April when all 

want to use up their allowance and put the appliance off the run. 

 Bring back the title ‘Station Officer’ for the person in charge of station as the public 

know what that is and bring back the Sub Officer on 2 pump stations. 

 RDS provide the majority of fire cover yet the management are focused on Wholetime 

issues – why? 

 Reward local fire crews for providing 90-100% availability per month. 

 Employ a dedicated recruitment officer. 

 Recruit firefighters who give good cover and not those that merely ticks boxes. 

 Increase awareness of the RDS in the public eye - put into place what they keep 

preaching about being equal to WT, etc and resource advertising. 

 Retained firefighter availability is not spelt out clearly enough by management when 

recruiting, the commitment that is required for this job is so much more than that of 

wholetime firefighters. 
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 Recruit to the needs of the station and not have an arbitrary limit that causes the 

appliance to be unavailable at times while rejecting willing applications from members 

of the public. 

 Open the channels for joining the whole time service through the RDS. 

 Clearly the service needs to recruit more On-Call staff but overall the On-Call service 

needs to be managed better. During our last recruitment campaign, the service has 

chosen to take on regular fire fighters in On-Call positions instead of taking on 

someone new. Because of the primary obligation and rest periods (before and after a 

shift) the amount of availability they can provide our station is minimal. However, the 

service sees this approach as a cheap, easy fix without realising that it can actually 

block someone from outside the service joining and providing much better cover. 

 Targeted recruitment drives using ‘Mosaic’ to identify areas to leaflet drop, then have 

a well-advertised "have-a-go" day at the station. To be achieved jointly by the district 

team & station personnel. 

 Succession planning, currently there isn’t any, leading to long term skills gaps. 

 The recruitment process needs to be streamlined, the current procedure can take 

around 18 months from expression of interest to the commencement of a training 

course, by which time people can become disinterested and withdraw their 

application. 

 Run a national awareness campaign similar to the Reservists.  

 A national retained working group of people who work the retained duty system NOT 

Flexible Duty System Officers. 

 The service needs to provide applicants with genuine information about the role of an 

On-Call firefighter, too many are given false impressions leading them to leave the job 

after a short period of time when the commitment required becomes too much. 

 More on high street recruitment, advertising in local newspaper or local papers 

website. 

 Improve establishment, 12 is not enough to run a modern retained station.  Not many 

people live and work in the town anymore. 

 The new fitness standard will lead to fewer people being able to enter the service and 

more leaving the service. There is currently no underpinning support to attain or 

maintain fitness levels. Females are likely to be hit disproportionally too. While the 

service is now safer and more risk averse than ever, why do I need to be fitter?  

 The catchment area needs widening to increase the pool of people to recruit from. This 

would still be quicker than the nearest appliance responding to our area. 
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 The entry level requirements can be a barrier, why firefighters need to have GCSE’s at 

grade C or above is completely beyond me. There isn’t a qualification for hard work 

and common sense that I’m aware of and that is what you need to be a firefighter.  

 Officers should be visiting local businesses and individuals to make them aware of 

recruitment, also adverts in local papers, gazettes etc. and radio & tv. 

 Greater autonomy to be given to WC /CC to run their station to get best results from 

individuals and in turn deliver a better service to the people we serve. 

 A more proactive recruitment drive should be conducted by the station officer, 

reaching out to local people and businesses. A simple advert or poster doesn't seem to 

have any effect. 

 Myself and crew members encouraging good people to apply.  However the 

recruitment process is extremely discouraging and inflexible.  Applicants who fail 

marginally (i.e. the fitness test) are not being supported and advised what they need 

to put in place to pass next time.  No feedback from training centre.  A number of 

interested parties have lost interest because of the way they are treated during the 

recruitment process. 

 Currently our station local recruitment is undertaken by myself and a couple of other 

individuals, holding recruitment evenings and trying to gather interest ourselves, there 

is no assistance by the service.  We have succeeded in gaining interest and now have 

to wait for the long process of getting through various checks and assessments, which 

seem to take months to get completed.  So before we actually get new recruits on 

station it will have taken almost a year.  This is obviously helpful long term but the 

sooner we can get them on station and riding the appliance the better. 

 Recruiting needs to be done at a local level utilising modern methods, not just by 

advertising on ‘myjobsscotland’. 

 No full time career progression. 
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National Issues 

 The minimum amount of hours needed to be a RDS firefighter needs to be reduced. We 

recently lost a competent FF with 5 years’ experience because his cover dropped to 62 

hours per week, while we were already understaffed. 

 Recruitment is slow to organise and the physical test is geared towards the young, life 

experience seems to count for nothing. 

 Better incentives for potential and existing employers. I think this needs to come from 

the service themselves. Better station management and understanding from everyone 

on station. 

 More support from managers for the people who work out of town. Some people are 

not lucky enough to live and work in the town. Retained firefighters are here for the 

community not the money yet management have made it about the money and not 

the heart anymore. 

 I recently completed a project on retained sustainability and discovered that there 

were about 130 operational / Grey book staff working at SHQ when they could be 

working out of retained stations. 

 Stop expecting us to volunteer for free for station visits and CFS work. 

 More needs to be done in educating local businesses for the need to allow employees 

time to attend fire calls. Fire Service having an open mind to allow Retained firefighters 

to respond to other Retained stations rather than just your home station.  

 Appliance availability is becoming harder to maintain due to the service capping 

numbers at levels where you can just manage, once someone is on leave or books sick 

it leaves the station off the run, along with this the reduction of managers coupled with 

the never ending testing for incident command is not helpful in encouraging staff to 

undertake the OSCA process to allow them to take an appliance as an OIC. 

 We need more autonomy to recruit and encourage potential recruits to be part of an 

organisation that should be an honour and a pleasure to be part of, not a chore. We 

spend far too much time doing things that are non-productive; admin, recording proof 

of actions and booking courses. There is absolutely no support from Group. 

 We need more recruits, the onus is on firefighters to handle their own recruitment 

when we have a HR department that should be experts. The trouble with being 

chronically understaffed then asking us to recruit is we are not the most enthusiastic 

about the job. We know people want to be firefighters as hundreds apply for whole 

time posts, so there is something wrong with the way retained is portrayed to the 

potential recruits. 

 It would be nice to feel appreciated. Since our ‘Personnel Dept.’ became ‘Human 

Resources’, that is exactly what we have become, a resource. We are no longer a 
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person and we are no longer treated like one. We are considered in the same way that 

you might consider any other piece of equipment on the fire engine.  

 Having the right Watch Manager in charge of the station crew is fundamental, he/she 

needs to lead by example, demonstrate commitment, flexibility, respect and 

operational competence. There aren’t many like that around anymore.  

 There needs to be an understanding that cover can vary over the years during certain 

circumstances such as the birth of a child (first few years), pressures of primary 

occupation, family commitments, impact of partner’s changes in circumstances etc. All 

too often management is dictatorial and adversarial when better man-management 

is required.    

 More fire fighters should be involved with the recruitment process as we usually aren't 

told or even involved in attending the open days even though we'd be the one's 

working closely with the public and the individuals should they join our stations. 

 Once a new recruit has been successful in application they should spend 1 month with 

an alerter and they have to realise every time it activates they have to drop everything 

and respond to the station. This will filter out the ones who can and cannot do the job. 

 The requirements that are put on people has grown vastly over the years i.e fitness 

standards, online learning, frequency of courses for very few calls compared with 30 

years ago when you actually did the job in question. 

 A blame culture has emerged, where the last person to book off, resulting in the 

appliance going off the run has to complete the relevant documentation, this is wrong. 

Their reason is just as valid, if not more valid than any other person booking off. 

Everyone that is booked off during that time has shared responsibility for this. 

 Retention of employees is just as important as recruitment, as such morale needs to 

be maintained across the station, staff need the belief that they are performing well, 

praise needs to be given as well as the support for career development. 

 There is still a culture issue at management level, RDS cannot corporately be trusted. 

Brigade management need to listen to the RDS management, and make an effort to 

understand the issues rather than continually provide a flat NO to every solution 

presented by the RDS staff. Brigade is currently reviewing the RDS system, but very 

little if any consultation, without the RDS personnel buy in, the system probably won’t 

improve. 
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Written comments from questions relating to ‘Values’ 

 When you take the appliance off the run you get quizzed but when you book on 
because you’re back early from work nothing gets said.  

 As retained I think sometimes or more often than not we are viewed as expendable or 
undervalued by the service in general and they forget that we have a full time job as 
well. Our time needs to be shared with our main job, the family and the fire service. 

 Overall I enjoy what I do but feel HR and senior management are out of touch with the 
front line staff. It feels like we are top heavy and run by politicians. 

 Experience counts for nothing and they tend to let staff go when they should try harder 
to hold on to them.  Feel undervalued and as if my loyalty does not matter. 

 No support or appreciation from any of my watch or crew mangers or station 
commander. There’s a feeling of unease as they are poised ready to discipline but not 
help or support.  

 There is a bully culture in the fire service mainly at management level. 

 HR is terrible. No consistency, lack of long-term planning regarding issues such as 
transferring serving personnel from other wholetime brigades.  

 There's always a lot of talk about "Work / Life" balance but the perception on stations 
is that very little is done or accepted that actually backs this up. The pressure to keep 
appliance availability is always expected to take precedence over anything else, 
including family and primary employment. 

 Last year our chief tried to shut three retained stations, fortunately the CFA stopped it 
but I think that is a fair reflection on our perceived worth by management. 

 Hardly any contact from middle and higher managers let alone HR. 

 I think middle managers and above say what we like to hear but really don't 
understand how much time some of us do put in to protect our communities for very 
little reward (pay) on a station that averages 100 calls a year. 

 Retained staff are all treated like third class citizens. 

 Have never spoken with current CFO and don't even know what he looks like. Previous 
2 CFO's not much better. Older CFO's would remember your name, which station you 
were from and one used to remember how many children you had, but he was an 
exceptional leader. 

 There would appear to still be some full time staff that do not value on-call crews, this 
is not restricted to people who have been in the service decades, but also those recently 
joining. 

 The higher the ranking of officers the less you feel appreciated, as for HR you are a 
number to them. 

 I have been retained for over 30 years and feel that I am treated just as a pay code 
number, I feel that most officers that attend call outs are only there to pick fault and 



37 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

more interested in the red tape/paperwork side than seeing if a safe good job is being 
carried out.  

 HR haven't a clue who we are or what we do. Too much running round departments to 
get anything done. Lack of assistance to get training when people are available 
without having to take time off from primary employment. No straight answers from 
Senior Managers, no real interest in people from HR. 

 We had a HR manager (been in this position for 10+yrs) visit the station for the first 
time, and didn't realise the commitment required until he had a conversation with 
myself and other retained staff. 

 Those who appear to abuse the system get away with it, while those who genuinely 
want to be there and work get taken advantage of and pulled up for minor oversights. 

 Worst organisation I have ever worked for when it comes to appreciation and 
engagement of staff. 

 Not enough credit for the job we do. Never remembered for the good things you do, 
always the things you do wrong. 

 As a long serving member of the service and with previous opportunities i.e seconded 
to SFRAU for two years I'm reasonably well known at all levels of the service, and to 
that end I feel happy with how I’m treated.  

 The HR department is one of the worst that I have ever come across. They just treat us 
like we are nothing. I would never recommend this job to anyone.  

 The perceived value of my role has decreased dramatically in the last year as my service 
now pay staff to provide cover on retained stations at a hugely inflated rate compared 
to retainer whilst these staff have none of the issues surrounding availability. 

 The problem is not enough praise for those that spend a lot of hours in station area to 
be on call. It is a very hard job to do especially for those that have families.  

 I think that the commitment given by retained staff is often overlooked by Senior 
Officers. 75 + hours per week cover isn't just the FF's commitment. It's a commitment 
from the FF's entire family! Senior Officers would do well to remember that! 

 Above local watch level individuals are of no consequence as the service is driven by 
fiscal objectives. 

 Feel used, to the point I am thinking of leaving after 4 years. 

 In general I feel the service as a whole is aware of the value of the retained duty system. 
There are one or two individuals who have little or no respect for us as firefighters, and 
have voiced this in so many words. This I find unacceptable. 

 Still a ‘them and us’ mentality between whole time and retained, seen as a threat to 
whole time, especially in a county where retained make up majority of workforce.  

 HR and some middle managers do not understand how difficult it is to balance our 
primary employment with our retained duties and the problems caused with obtaining 
leave to go on weekday courses. Also it is expected that we give our time freely to do 



38 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

things like study for ADC when whole time firefighters get to use their duty time to 
study and therefore don't have to give up their family time to the same extent. 

 You’re only a number on a pay sheet. As long as the truck goes out of the door the 
brigade doesn't care who's on the truck or what you've given up to go on the truck. 
There is no thanks to you or your employer. They just expect all the time.  

 I feel very valued and I'm a very positive person. There are a lot of great people in my 
service who speak openly and pat others on the back with positive feedback and 
encouragement.   

 Whilst there are several vacancies, my service is not recruiting, although whole time 
have transferred across and become RDS Crew Managers. 

 Management have imposed strict response conditions and are instigating disciplinary 
action if three fire calls are missed during a three month period, and are also 
demanding unrelated work is undertaken when in attendance for fire calls along with 
other conditions. 

 HR won’t listen to the problems that we have on running an On-Call station, they are 
trying to manage and recruit in the same way as is the case on a whole time station, it 
just doesn’t work.  

 Top tier management have no idea the mess they have caused over the last 5 years. 
What used to be a proud and fantastic RDS section has now been decimated. If it 
carries on as it is there will be no retained left in 10 years’ time.  

 Can't work out if retained service is deliberately being held down or senior 
management do not have the answers to move the service forward. 

 Our station is considered 'junior' to another slightly larger station - with no official 
reason or mandate. As a result we receive less input, training and resource on a regular 
basis than our colleagues in the other station. This has a knock-on effect on morale 
and commitment to the job. 

 To higher ranks you are just a number. They do not understand the job we do or 
appreciate the commitment. Yet they make all the decisions that affect us. 

 The general consensus on station is 'as long as the pump goes through the door the 
management are not bothered'. We are just a number that is replaceable..... 

 As very few within middle management and above served in the retained service, I feel 
that when they come out with stupid requests they show little or no understanding of 
what they are asking us to undertake. 

 Not sure if HR know who we are sometimes. However things are better than they were 
a few years ago.  

 I feel valued but perhaps not all are aware of the commitment actually required and 
the impact on home/ work life. 

 I hate working for my fire service due to the management style, but I have no choice 
as my family needs the income. 

 As a Watch Manager I receive very little feedback from senior management. 
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 Demeaning, autocratic approach by some middle managers.  This to most is a second 
job which isn't essential for their livelihoods.  Personnel will leave when they feel 
undervalued. 

 Managers who work day to day with RDS seem to fully support them and value their 
commitment. The job is so much more professional now compared to 15 years ago, 
but senior managers still view us as ‘hobby’ firefighters. 

 Serious lack of leadership and imbecilic meddling with people's roles seems to be the 
order of the day, leading to widespread belief that the 'men in white hats' have all had 
a lobotomy. 

 No one is ‘accountable’ for the lack of FF's. If this was a private sector somebody would 
be sacked for gross misconduct. There is no other priority than for the appliance to be 
on the run yet no one takes responsibility – why? 

 There is an over reliance on email to disperse information but as we cannot get emails 
at home or do not have time on drill night the information is lost.  

 I feel valued but too much is expected of us and we cannot have enough time to keep 
on top of everything. I am a Watch Manager but that is also relevant to firefighters. 

 Definite 'them and us' culture. RDS viewed as second class firefighters by some whole 
time firefighters and managers. 

 After 30 years in the service I still feel that many managers do not appreciate the 
commitment Retained firefighters give. 

 I've answered don't know to the last 3 questions as we never ever see anyone on Drill 
Night other than our WM/CM or if they do visit us they don't come and speak to us 
lowly minions (FF's). 

 It’s racism and discrimination within the fire service culture which sadly is endemic and 
fast becoming a serious unchallenged issue. 

 Only current RDS understand the commitment, the brigade are always looking at 
taking money out of your back pocket. 

 Being both WDS and RDS (WDS ten years after joining RDS) and working from HQ for 
periods of my career I know an Officer would trust a WDS manager but not an RDS one 
- even though RDS managers pick up far more calls than their WDS counterparts. 

 Some whole time stations (not every watch) still occasionally call the RDS goons. This 
is reducing steadily though as our CFO is ex RDS and respects and knows the values of 
the RDS. 

 Always feeling pressure to do more and more hours. 

 We have such a rapid turnaround of supervisory officers following regular restructures 
that there is no continuity. Each new supervisory officer promises to do this and that, 
and then they get moved on and nothing ever happens. 

 Mainland management fail to engage with station issues for the islands and very rural 
areas.  SOP'S in cities sometimes lack relevance in the sticks.  Access to internet/ 
intranet is a big issue. 
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 Shocking morale no awareness of commitment all goodwill gone. 

 More and more work is being cascaded down to retained officers. It is impossible to 
complete those tasks within the allocated time. 

 We have a station manager that has demoralised the station to a point people have 
left the service and a brigade management team that are working with another service 
to modernize our systems in readiness for an unofficial merger. Morale within the 
service is at an all-time low as wholetime are used on retained station ground, thus 
reducing RDS turnouts and people look at their pay each month and ask is it worth it. 

 HR are terrible along with middle and senior managers who would rather look into 
your contracted hours than look at the quality of cover given.  

 There is still a very strong stigma of "us and them" from the whole timers. In my 
personal experience the RDS are always accepting of any input or guidance from whole 
time both in training and actual working incidents, but there are still large numbers of 
whole time who don't even speak to RDS!! In this time of ever decreasing calls we are 
seen to be taking work away from the whole time almost as a direct threat to their 
existence! 

 Feel valued by the CFO and the like purely because we are propping up their proposals 
- but if a new agenda comes along I'm sure their attitudes will change.  

 Unfortunately in the FRS you are a number not person. I can't remember the last time 
I got thanked for keeping our truck on the run and sacrificing my free time. 

 Officers treat you like dirt, you can work 12 hour day in your primary employment, 
book on to put the pump back available and they will be having a go at you about 
minor facial stubble. 

 HR seem to rule the way all of a sudden, managers used to be senior officers now 
appear to be unwilling or unable to make decisions away from the fire ground. 

 The service seems to look after the Wholetime before the retained, we are classed as 
second class citizens. 

 No consistency within area, too many temporary positions. 

  



41 | P a g e  
Survey of serving RDS staff 

Other general comments 

 A two-hour drill night is not enough time to train, undertake equipment maintenance, 

paperwork and fill computer records. 

 Demands on individuals are increasing while wages are reducing due to lower call 

levels causing people to become less committed. 

 The RDS needs to be modernised to reflect changes in society and modern day lifestyle.  

 Increased flexibility needs to be employed to match the dynamics of retained 

employees’ lifestyles to create a balance between resource availability and work life 

balance.  

 You shouldn't feel restricted or tied to the retained duty system, you do it as you value 

your community and will always make every effort to be available. However you 

shouldn't be made to feel guilty for wanting to book unavailable if your resources are 

either already unavailable or have more than sufficient crewing levels, which is 

currently the case. 

 Resources on retained stations also need to change to reflect the modern day 

availability levels to ensure a resource of some variation is available at all times. This 

will also offer an incentive for personnel to stay available when crewing levels drop. 

 I do not believe we should become a blue light social service team because we are 

desperate to give staff something to do. 

 We should do more around working with age concern / after school groups / youth 

centres and every station should run a cadet unit even if it’s 5 people. 

 More home visits, more mixed crewing. All special appliances should be at RDS 

stations. 

 FRS expect too much from RDS. Much of the system is run on goodwill with no flexibility 

given by management. 

 The pay on offer doesn’t match the expectations which are very high. My other job 

pays much, much more and expects considerably less. 

 The fire service has absolutely no flexibility or understanding with regards to retained 

personnel and the difficulty they have being released by primary employers to attend 

training courses.   

 Some Retained firefighters actually take annual leave from their primary employment 

to attend fire service courses. This is completely wrong & the fire service shouldn't 

allow it to happen!  Annual leave is for holidays & leisure time, not training courses! If 

the fire service told the whole time firefighters that some of their annual leave 

allocation was to be used for training courses, I can only imagine the response that the 

service would get in return! 
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 There should be incentives for crew members who perform over and above contracts. 

10% more cover on contract should be rewarded financially. 

 Recruitment process is far too slow and cumbersome putting off a large number joining 

who ultimately become disinterested.  

 More work needs to be done regarding diversifying our role within our local 

community. 

 Greater flexibility should be encouraged, lower contract hours to allow for varying 

lifestyles but allowing firefighters to do above their contracts as and when they can. 

 Expecting RDS firefighters in an entirely Retained service to attain the same levels of 

fitness as wholetime counterparts (who are paid and given time to meet and maintain 

those levels) does not seem to be equitable or proportional. 

 Be more flexible with hours, i.e. - if you book on extra hours can you book off without 

conflict as long as the pump stays on the run. 

 Demotion under the auspices of ‘rank to role’ from Station Officer to Watch Manager 

and being paid less to do more work. The constant assumption that we will work for 

free and that this job is more important than family or our normal work.  

 We are still regarded as a second fire service to whole time. Promotion in the retained 

is granted to whole time/retained over retained personnel even though they cannot 

give enough cover when it should be for the station needs.  

 We need to have a fairer pay system as a retainer per hours on call, not a block amount 

which is the same if you give 120hrs as if you give 90hrs. 

 Possibility of tax free retaining fee to improve retention of staff due to more reliable 

wage. 

 Lack of promotion opportunities within the service, limited to the role of Watch 

Manager only. 

 After over 20 years I now realise that I am only a number, which was the view of the 

more senior members 20 years ago when I joined! 

 Retention of staff is a major problem. I believe personnel are leaving because: 

o Lack of calls leads to lack of interest. 

o No flexibility of availability. This is managed locally which leads to inconsistency. 

o Low pay.  

o No whole-time opportunities. This is a reason for people joining and then realising 

that it is not a 'back door' in and then promptly leave. 
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