
 

Appendix 1 
London Assembly (Plenary) Meeting – 8 September 2010 

 
Transcript: Question and Answer Session: London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority 

 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  We are now going to question Brian Coleman AM, Chairman of the London 
Fire and Emergency Planning Authority (LFEPA) and Ron Dobson, the Commissioner, of LFEPA.  Can I 
welcome you both to the meeting?  I understand that neither of you wishes to make an opening 
statement, so I will call the first question which is question 99 from James Cleverly.   
 
99/2010 - Vision 
 
James Cleverly 
 
What is your vision for the London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority (LFEPA), with specific 
regard to ‘Fire Futures’ which was commissioned by the Government? 

 
James Cleverly (AM):  This question is primarily to the Chairman of LFEPA. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Thank you, Chair.  I am grateful for the question.  I am 
also suspicious of politicians who have a vision; they usually end up writing a biography called having 
A Journey or something! 
 
However, I do welcome Her Majesty’s Government’s decision under the excellent new Fire Minister 
and former Leader of the old London Fire and Civil Defence Authority, Bob Neill, to set up a project - 
a review, if you like, but we are not allowed to call it a strategic review - called Fire Futures, looking at 
all aspects of the English fire service.  That project, under Mr Neill’s direction, has four work streams 
led by four distinguished individuals: one of which is the former Commissioner of the London Fire 
Brigade, Mr Brian Robinson.  There is life after retirement!  They have been tasked with bringing a 
report to the Minister with a very tight timescale of 24 November 2010. 
 
Among the issues that are being looked at are modernisation, localism, the way we do business in the 
English fire service and a wide range of other topics.  I, and LFEPA officers and Members, are playing 
a full part in the Fire Futures review. 
 
As for vision, particularly in relation to how I see LFEPA proceeding, the overriding aim, as it always 
has been, is to drive down deaths and injuries amongst Londoners as a result of fire related incidents.  
You will see the statistics on that.  Last year’s statistics on the subject of fire deaths took a wrong turn 
and that was partly due to the sad incident, which Members will be aware of, at Lakanal House in the 
London Borough of Southwark. 
 
Related to that, the modernisation agenda is extremely important to LFEPA and to the whole of the 
English fire service.  Providing value for money for Londoners and addressing the budget and financial 
issues, which Members will be aware of, applies not just to LFEPA but to all the public services.  We 
await with bated breath the outcome - as I am sure all Members do - of the spending review in 
October and how that might impact on the provision of fire and emergency services in London.  I will 
leave it there, Chair.  Commissioner, do you want to add anything? 
 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  Thank you very much.  Just a couple of things if I may:  I 
certainly welcome the review that has been announced by the new Fire Minister.  The fire and rescue 
service has undergone quite a stiff change in the last ten years as a result of the very difficult dispute 
that took place in 2003, but there have been other reviews carried out by Professor Bain [Professor Sir 
George Bain] and also going back further than that. 



 

 
The service has changed quite a lot.  The Fire and Rescue Service Act 2004 brought a lot of extra 
duties to the fire and rescue service, but I do feel that actually the time is right for a further review.  
The service itself welcomes the review in order to focus where the fire service needs to go in the 
future.  It needs to be very much focused on prevention, rather than reaction, to make sure that we 
can try to continue to reduce the fire deaths and injuries that still do occur in the country. 
 
Richard Tracey (AM):  Could I ask particularly about the efficiency in saving lives, which is 
something I welcome, as the Chairman said.  What is the view of the two of you on what the 
Government should be doing about much more rigorous and widespread use of sprinklers, for 
example? 
 
The other thing I wanted to ask you about is timber framed buildings, which has been another bone of 
contention in the whole area in recent years.  What are your views on that? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Chair, I have become an undisguised convert to the issue 
of sprinklers.  I am sure all Members involved in political life in London will know about the issue of 
sprinklers in public buildings and the desire and need for them in all our schools, for example.  Much 
building work has been done as a result of Building Schools for the Future and other projects, and 
many of us have pushed for sprinklers to be included in those projects. 
 
Sprinklers do not just save lives but, on public buildings, save an immense amount of damage.  Two 
schools a week in this country are burnt down for one reason or another - sadly, usually arson.  If 
sprinkler systems are fitted the amount of damage and disruption caused is far less than with no 
sprinklers. 
 
I have become a convert on the issue of domestic sprinklers and seriously think that all new major 
house building and residential developments ought to consider the issue of sprinklers. 
 
I am disappointed with the new Government’s attitude on the issue of rolling out sprinklers.  I entirely 
support our Government’s drive for de-regulation and for less restrictions on business and all areas of 
life.  However, I think that the Minister is misguided and I have told him so - as have colleagues of all 
political persuasions - on his lack of enthusiasm for rolling out domestic sprinklers in new 
constructions.  I do consider that the question of retrofitting of sprinklers is excessively expensive and 
is not something I support but, for example, as part of the construction of the Olympic Village, 
Thames Gateway and those sorts of projects, the use of domestic sprinklers ought to be seriously 
considered 
 
There was a death only this week in my own borough in Temple Fortune in a flat in Belmont Court 
where an individual died and where the possibility is that, had there been a domestic sprinkler in that 
flat, that individual would not have died.  I am sure there are other incidents, week in week out, in 
Members’ constituencies where, if domestic sprinklers were installed, what becomes a fatality or a 
major incident would be a minor matter where you would end up having to just buy a new armchair or 
a new bed. 
 
I, and I think everybody in the fire industry, politically and officer-wide - the Commissioner will 
comment no doubt - support the rolling out of the sprinkler agenda.  I am sure that the Government 
will eventually see that this is a sensible and cost effective solution. 
 
On timber framed buildings, Mr Tracey will know there is a piece of work being done by a Committee 
of this Assembly.  I have had deep concerns on high rise timber framed buildings for a considerable 
period of time, since witnessing an incident in my own constituency in 2006.  I, personally - and this is 
not the Authority’s policy - think that local councils ought to resist high rise timber framed planning 
applications most vigorously. 



 

 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  On sprinklers, certainly the position is that I, personally and 
professionally, support the use of sprinklers in domestic buildings and also in commercial and other 
types of buildings. 
 
We have been working, as LFEPA, with local authorities in order to actually promote the use of 
sprinklers in some of their new builds.  We have had some successes there in terms of new places that 
have been built in some boroughs in relation to fitting domestic sprinklers. 
 
We also work very closely with local authorities to fit portable sprinklers in homes of people who are at 
specific risk, but we would very much like to see that spread more widely across the whole of London 
because it has been proved that these things can save people’s lives. 
 
We will, hopefully, at the Authority’s Community Safety Committee in a couple of weeks’ time be 
asking our Members to endorse a very strong - I think - policy statement in relation to sprinklers.  This 
will be supporting the need for further regulations, in terms of building regulations, to require the 
building of sprinklers in schools and also in some classes of domestic accommodation.  We do believe 
this would be a significant factor in reducing the number of fire deaths and injuries that still take 
place. 
 
On timber framed buildings, I have already given evidence to a Scrutiny Committee run by this 
Assembly in relation to timber framed buildings and high rise buildings.  Timber frame is a specific risk 
in terms of new methods of construction that the industry is developing.  Timber framed construction 
in this country could do with more development; certainly during the building phase when the 
buildings are actually under construction.  This is because these buildings are at significant risk during 
that period, with exposed timber which has not been treated in any way in relation to fire prevention. 
 
Very often by the time firefighters arrive at buildings that are timber framed under construction the 
building is on the ground and the only thing that is still standing is the scaffolding around it.  I feel 
that if there was more done in terms of protecting those buildings during the construction phase we 
could prevent some of those incidents. 
 
Finally, we should recognise that every time a domestic building which is timber framed burns down, it 
has a significant effect in terms of the amount of housing and housing stock that is available to house 
people in London.  We do very much support further work, certainly during the construction phase, 
and also the maintenance of the buildings after they are built. 
 
Richard Tracey (AM):  Thank you.  That is very helpful. 
 
 
74/2010 - Allowances 
 
Jenny Jones 
 
Why has the Fire Authority rejected the recommendation of the Review Body on Senior Salaries that 
the allowance paid to an Assembly Member acting as Chair of the Authority be frozen until the start of 
the next Assembly term? 

 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Authority has not rejected the recommendations of 
the Review Body.  The Review Body did not report to the Fire Authority that piece of work was 
commissioned by this Authority.  It did not take evidence from the Fire Authority - neither Members 
nor officers.  Indeed, this Authority has kicked it into the long grass, as Members will know, because 
the report was flawed.  It was a piece of work that did not take account of all the evidence that was 
presented to it and was led by a man with a flawed business reputation.  There was no sensible or 



 

rational argument for most of the conclusions of the report.  I know this is an all-party view.  Whether 
some Members are prepared to say it in public or not is another matter.  Members will know that that 
is why most of the recommendations of that report have not been acted on by this Assembly. 
 
Jenny Jones (AM):  You yourself did take a 3.5% pay increase and staff have only got a 2.5% pay 
increase.  Is that incorrect? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I do not think that is correct. 
 
Jenny Jones (AM):  The Minister for Local Government - who I think you might know - said in July 
about Councillor allowances that, “increasing pay when others are losing their jobs both looks and 
feels wrong.  I think Councillors will struggle to justify such a casual approach to spending taxpayers’ 
money and I urge them to think again”.  Is that something you would disagree with? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Absolutely right.  That is why the Fire Authority, at the 
annual meeting, took - I think off the top of my head - about £60,000 out of the allowances budget.  
I assume that Ms Jones would welcome the substantial savings that were made in the allowances 
budget at the Annual Meeting of the Authority? 
 
Jenny Jones (AM):  You yourself did take a rise.  Some people have had more money, including you. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  No, I do not think that is quite correct. 
 
Jenny Jones (AM):  It is quite interesting that you are disagreeing with everything I have said 
because the research that we have done is pretty good. 
 
Let me put it to you now then: given that public sector salaries have been frozen for the next two 
years, will you undertake to freeze your allowance as Chair of the Fire Authority next year? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Public sector salaries on the Fire Authority are bound by 
national terms and conditions.  The national settlement of fire pay has not yet been agreed. 
 
Jenny Jones (AM):  Your Government is trying to cut costs.  Will you freeze your allowance next 
year?   
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Allowances are a matter for the Authority. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Can you envisage any circumstances in which you would refuse to accept an 
increase in your allowance if it was recommended by the Authority? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I think that is an entirely hypothetical question. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  No, it is not.  Well of course it is a hypothetical but other people have done so:  
Labour Members on the Police Authority.  At least one other Member of the Police Authority has 
declined to take their increase.  It can be done.  Do you not think, in the current climate, that that 
would be a reasonable thing for you to do? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Chair, I have to say that with all the important issues 
facing the LFEPA, I think for certain opposition Members to concentrate on this issue is rather bizarre. 
 
Members of all public authorities decide on the level of allowance they are prepared to accept 
according to their circumstances. 
 



 

John Biggs (AM):  I think the record will show then - the minutes of this meeting - that, when 
invited to comment on his willingness to decline an increase in his allowance, Brian Coleman refused 
to answer the question -- 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I think the record will show, Chair -- 
 
John Biggs (AM):  I am still asking my question, through you, Chair. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I think the record will show that this Chairman is not 
going to fall for Mr Biggs’ cheap political tricks. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Is it also the case -- could you shut him up please?  Is it also the case, Chair, 
through you, Chair -- 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  Mr Biggs, please do not be rude. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  -- that your allowance.  I think his existence is fairly rude to me, but his 
behaviour this morning is particularly rude. 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  I will not warn you again, Mr Biggs. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  His allowance last year was £26,883.10 for doing about two days a week at the 
Fire Authority.  Is it the case, just for the record, Mr Coleman, that you are accepting an increase this 
year of £938.72 on top of that? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  No, that is not correct.  If you read the papers for next 
week’s Fire Authority you will see the true figures.  I think it is substantially less than the salary being 
offered to the directly elected Mayor of Tower Hamlets.  
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  The record will show what actually happens here because we have a transcript.  
 
John Biggs (AM):  Absolutely.  I have another question which is have you had any meetings with 
Boris Johnson in which he has raised the question of allowances at the Fire Authority?  You can hide 
behind secrecy or confidentiality but it would be nice if you answered the question, in the public 
interest. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Commissioner and I have regular meetings with the 
Mayor of London and discuss the full range of LFEPA business, in which the Mayor keeps a close and 
detailed interest. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Has he shown any interest in the matter of Members’ allowances? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Mayor shows a wide range of interest in all matters 
that the Fire Authority addresses. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Has the Mayor shown any interest in the matter of Members’ allowances in the 
Fire Authority or has he raised that personally with you on any occasion? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Mayor shows a full interest in the workings of LFEPA. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Has the Mayor shown any interest in the question of Members’ allowances with 
you -- 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  Let us move on please, Mr Biggs. 



 

 
John Biggs (AM):  Has he asked you about Members’ allowances? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Has the Mayor asked me about Members’ allowances? 
 
John Biggs (AM):  At the Fire Authority, including the Chairman’s allowances; increases in them.  He 
may have also raised other matters. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Mayor and I have long and detailed and confidential 
political and otherwise meetings discussing the whole range of Fire Authority matters. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  Do you believe that the Mayor has total confidence in you and supports you in 
your conduct of all Fire Authority business, including the matter of Members’ allowances? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Even I am not arrogant enough to answer that question, 
Chair.  I suggest you ask the Mayor. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  So you do not have confidence that the Mayor supports you? 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  Come on, Mr Biggs.  That is not what he said.  Let us be fair. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  I think that is what he said.  I think that is what he said.  He is trying to be -- 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  No, it is not what he said. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I am delighted to have been reappointed, time after time, 
by the Mayor of London and to enjoy a close working relationship with the Mayor. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  OK.  Do you think it would be unreasonable for us to then take that as 
unambiguous and unfettered support for you and your conduct of Fire Authority business? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Absolutely.  Indeed, Chair, I am drawn to the fact that, for 
example, the Mayor has had to use his power of direction over one functional body - the London 
Development Agency - a number of times during his administration.  He has not had to use it once 
over LFEPA. 
 
John Biggs (AM):  The record will show, Chair, that I said that the record will show that I asked the 
Chairman of the Fire Authority repeatedly about Members’ allowances and he subverted the questions 
by repeatedly declining to answer them in anything other than a vacuous fashion, Chair.  Thank you. 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  I think that is your interpretation.  It would not be my interpretation of what 
has just gone on.  Let us move on. 
 
 



 

78/2010 - Cuts 
 
Navin Shah 
 
Are your budgetary and planning targets and corporate objectives on course? 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  The question is to the Chairman. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The answer is yes, Chair. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  I have noted your comments on Fire Futures and, obviously, we will have a good 
discussion on that at the Authority level. 
 
Moving into some details as to how the Authority is going to work ahead in terms of financial 
pressures, could you tell me what is your strategy to implement a possible range of 25% to 40% 
budgetary cuts which may arise from a spending review which is in the pipeline?  Can you assure us 
that your strategy would not impact on frontline services? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  At the Finance Committee of the Authority which met on 
Monday morning - sadly Councillor Shah was not able to be there as I believe he was at a Labour 
Party away day - a full discussion took place on the draft budget.  Members will be aware that the 
Mayor has instructed functional bodies to prepare three versions of their draft budgets: one showing a 
1% cut, another 2% and a third 5%.  The Fire Authority, on Monday at the Finance Committee, 
agreed those three draft budget submissions which, also, will come to the Authority next week and 
they have been duly submitted. 
 
Obviously, out there in the ether there is talk of 25% spending cuts over three years or four years and, 
as a public authority, we are thinking those issues through.  However, we are very much guided - as 
are all functional bodies - by the Mayor’s budget advice to the Authority.  Our budget forms part of 
the Mayor’s consolidated budget - as Members of this Authority will know full well - and, therefore, at 
the moment, the Mayor is not envisaging having to instruct our Authority to make other budgetary 
arrangements.  However, should that advice change I am sure that our officers are doing appropriate 
work on whatever contingencies would need to take place. 
 
On the subject of so-called frontline cuts, it depends quite how you define frontline, but if you are 
asking, “Are we envisaging any firefighter redundancies?” the answer is no; if you are asking, “Are we 
envisaging closing any fire stations?” the answer is no; if you are asking, “Are there going to be 
efficiency savings?” the answer is yes and those are outlined in the draft budget submission that went 
to the Mayor’s Office recently. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  Given that all authorities - LFEPA being no exception - have to prepare for the 
Comprehensive Spending Review cuts which are going to be very, very major and could decimate 
services, is it not prudent that the Authority does have some strategy?  I do not think that we could 
be an exception to what is happening with the rest of the authorities.  Would it not be prudent that 
there was some strategy to address the issue?  There are major concerns as to how the Authority will 
operate under those kinds of pressures. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Indeed.  I will ask the Commissioner to comment about 
the strategic planning that is going on.  I would remind Members that, in the draft budget submission 
which has gone to the Mayor’s office with the 5% reduction, we have taken £10.9 million out of 
LFEPA on savings that do not include any firefighter redundancies, pump withdrawals or fire station 
closures. 
 
I do not know if the Commissioner wants to comment on strategic work that is being done? 



 

 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  Yes, thank you, Chairman.  Part of the work at LFEPA 
officer level is that we now have a Strategic Budget Review Group which I, personally, Chair, which is 
attended by the directors and heads of service as necessary.  There is a group below that which 
involves the heads of service.  We have used that group to prepare for our response to the Mayor’s 
current guidance in terms of budgetary planning and, as the Chairman said -- 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  The current guidance is only for 5% savings, which has been addressed already at 
the last Finance Committee meeting.  My question is actually going much beyond that.  That is an 
area of very, very serious concern. 
 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  Absolutely.  The arrangement I have got in place so far has 
been successful in meeting the Mayor’s current budget guidance.  That went to the Finance 
Committee on Monday and will go to the Authority next week.  We are now starting to consider a 
range of different scenarios but we do not actually know which scenario might come to pass because 
we have not got any further guidance from the Mayor or from central government at the moment. 
 
We are certainly now starting to look at other ways in which we might be able to make further 
efficiency savings but, at the moment, I have no proposals to make in relation to any frontline 
changes. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  Thank you for that.  Can you, in the light of what you have both said, assure this 
Assembly and Londoners that, from any of those deliberations, you would not be closing fire stations, 
reducing the number of fire appliances or, indeed, the number of firefighters? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I have to say, Chair, Councillor Shah will be aware of the 
financial mess that the public sector is in and that the current Government has inherited from his 
Government so, as we await the results of the Comprehensive Spending Review, I do not think we, or 
any other public body, are in a position to say exactly where its budget will be for the next three years.  
To ask for cast iron guarantees over the matters that Councillor Shah raises is, frankly, not practical in 
the current climate. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  It is not a question about practicalities; it is a question about your priorities.  To 
me, everything that I have said in terms of fire stations, firefighters and appliances are an aspect of 
operational frontline services.  If there is any move towards impacting on that that will be a major, 
major concern to this Authority and Londoners because we are talking about saving lives.  I would like 
you to come clean at this stage.  If you have not got priorities, tell us, and we will then assume that 
any of these three issues will be in consideration for cuts.  That certainly will not be acceptable to me. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The public sector deficit, Chair, is not acceptable to me!  I 
have to say I think Councillor Shah is entirely confused.  He is confusing numbers of staff, numbers of 
appliances and numbers of stations.  We must remember that the layout of fire stations was conceived 
when Queen Victoria was on the throne.  The layout of buildings has changed, the needs of London 
have changed and the risk to London has changed. 
 
I was delighted to be present - as a number of Members were - at the opening of a new fire station at 
Harold Hill in the London Borough of Havering.  We opened that because the risks to the residents of 
the London Borough of Havering had increased significantly since the positioning of Havering’s fire 
stations evolved in the 1930s.  The risk changes, therefore the provision and pattern of service 
changes. 
 
What I am determined - I am sure all Members are and I am certain that officers are - is that the fire 
and rescue service provided to Londoners should improve and should improve by addressing the risks 



 

that exist in London today, not the risks that existed before the Second World War or the risks that 
existed at Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  Chair, could I just finally ask on this particular matter for a response from both?  
Do we, therefore, take it that there are possibilities that fire stations could be closed or amalgamated, 
that there could be a loss of firefighters and, indeed, that there could be a question of losing a 
number of appliances?  I would like answers from both very briefly please. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Everything is risk assessed.  As Councillor Shah will know, 
the London Safety Plan analyses the risks, consults the public and the local authorities and makes 
recommendations which then go to the Fire Authority. 
 
Councillor Shah will be aware that, in the ten years that LFEPA has existed, the Authority voted, cross 
party, to close a fire station: Manchester Square in the City of Westminster.  That decision was taken 
under the distinguished chairmanship of Ms Shawcross and was supported by all parties on the 
Authority at the time.  Why?  Why was that decision taken?  Because the risks to the residents of the 
City of Westminster had changed and the service provision we needed to make in the City of 
Westminster had changed.  Now since that decision was taken has the number of fire deaths and 
injuries increased in the City of Westminster?  No.  It has declined. 
 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  I keep the risk in London under constant review through a 
process called the Integrated Risk Management Plan, which is in our London Safety Plan which was 
approved by the Authority in March this year.  In it there were no proposals for any changes to the 
frontline.  My first instinct and my first priority is always to protect the service that we provide to the 
people of London.  We are here as a public service to make the people of London safer and to be able 
to respond to incidents effectively.  That is always my priority. 
 
Unfortunately, I do not know exactly how much money I will have in the future to actually run the 
Brigade.  So far I do not envisage any fire station closures or frontline cuts, but it depends really on 
what happens in the future in terms of the spending review that you mentioned, Councillor Shah. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  I want to return to the question of closures when we get to my question.  I 
want, here, to focus on this question of budgetary matters.  Firstly, could I ask the Commissioner to 
confirm the advice given in the finance paper on Monday that, on the level of reserves, the exposure 
for medium and high risk are assessed at a minimum level of £10.9 million?  So a figure of £10 million 
or £11 million is the officer advice about the minimum level of reserves? 
 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  Having looked at the level of reserves required for local 
authorities and also considered guidance from places like The Chartered Institute of Public Finance 
and Accountancy (CIPFA), our assessment is 10.5%, which is about the figure you quoted. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Right, OK.  So with that £10 million or £11 million figure in mind could I ask 
the Chairman then what his view is?  Since we are underspending this year by £8 million - £8 million in 
one year - and the level of reserves projected for the end of this financial year is getting on for 
£50 million: £47.7 million.  What is his view of that? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Chairman is jolly glad we have got these reserves at 
the moment!  I have to say, Chair, firstly, I have some sympathy with Mr Tuffrey’s approach on this 
matter.  LFEPA, in the ten years that I have sat on it, has, every year, consistently, underspent.  There 
has been an underspend every single year. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Can I help the Chairman by just reminding you what you said to us last year -- 
 



 

Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I know what I said and I knew you were going to point to 
it. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  -- “I have always argued the level is too high and I continue to believe that 
money that is raised from council tax should be spent on public services and not stashed away”. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Absolutely.  Under the administration I am leading on 
LFEPA we are taking a rigorous approach to budgeting to ensure that these almost built in 
underspends are removed from the budget so we are not budgeting more than we need to run the 
service that the Authority has agreed. 
 
The level of reserves, in my view, is reasonably high.  However, the Mayor’s Office is very happy with 
that scenario and, in the current climate, so am I. 
 
Darren Johnson (AM):  On the Government cuts agenda, Chairman, as a right wing cost-cutting 
Conservative you have made -- 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I am deeply grateful for that comment! 
 
Darren Johnson (AM):  -- clear your enthusiasm for the Government’s cuts agenda.  Do you believe 
that 25% should apply to the Fire Authority, or should it be exempt? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Chair, I am sure Mr Johnson may come up with some 
quotes from me.  I have not made clear my enthusiasm for the Government’s cuts agenda. I have 
made clear my enthusiasm for supporting the Government in its desire to cut the unacceptable public 
sector deficit.  None of us - whichever authorities we serve on, whether it be borough councils, this 
Authority, the Police Authority or the Fire Authority - want to preside over an agenda which is cut cut 
cut, shut shut shut.  As you and colleagues will know, all public bodies are being driven into this by 
the need - in the interests of this country - to deal with the public sector deficit inherited from the 
last Government. 
 
Darren Johnson (AM):  So would you fight a 25% cuts proposal, or not? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  We have not yet seen the details of the public sector 
spending cut.  There is no doubt that all areas of public life in this country and all areas of service 
provision - with the exception of the National Health Service, which the Government has ring-fenced, 
and overseas aid which I understand the Government has ring-fenced - are subject to cuts.  It is going 
to be a painful and difficult time for all areas. 
 
What weon the Fire Authorityhave to look at is how we implement the resources we have got to 
provide the best service possible to keep Londoners as safe as possible. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  What efforts have you made, personally, or the Mayor, to engage with the Fire 
Brigades Union (FBU) to avert a very damaging industrial action over proposed changes to the shift 
patterns? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The issue of shift patterns is extremely important and one 
that is occupying a lot of officer and Member time.  Councillor Shah will be aware, as he was there, 
that in July the Authority unanimously voted for the course of action that is currently being 
undertaken by the Authority.  There is a clear need to look at the issue of shift patterns, which have 
not changed for at least 30 years, and try to address -- 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  Can you answer the question please directly, Chairman? 
 



 

Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I will get there, Chair.  There is a clear need to -- 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  We have not got a lot of time. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  -- deal with the issue of shift patterns.  The London 
Authority has been dealing with the unions on this for the last five years.  We are lagging behind in 
relation to other fire authorities, most of whom up and down the country have addressed this issue in 
the past.  The need to do that is to drive yet more efficiency and to provide yet more community 
safety work out there amongst Londoners. 
 
The industrial action - and I will say very little because the ballot from the FBU has not closed - in my 
view, is not necessary and is, frankly, silly and absurd.  I cannot believe that the FBU wants to be 
tarred with the same hard left, head-banging brush that the National Union of Rail, Maritime and 
Transport Workers (RMT) currently enjoys -- 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  Chairman, can you answer the question please? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  -- and I cannot believe that Members of the FBU will vote 
for industrial action, short of a strike, when all that will do is, number one, damage their own pay 
packets -- 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  Can you address Mr Shah’s question please? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I have answered it. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  You have not. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I have. 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  The question is have you, personally, made any effort, or the Mayor, to try to 
avert the strike by engaging with the FBU?  Certainly this is something in the interest of the 
Authority. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Councillor Shah, as you will know, there are set 
negotiating structures for the LFEPA.  The FBU is fully engaged in those structures, along with 
officers.  Officers and union officials met yesterday, for example, in a long meeting.  It is not the role 
of Members or the Chairman to storm into negotiations and it is certainly not the role of the Mayor of 
London to storm into detailed, complex and long negotiations with trade unions.  Further -- 
 
Navin Shah (AM):  No one is asking you to negotiate, Chairman.  The question is, as a responsible 
head of the Authority, I would have thought that you would have found it important and necessary to 
see how best we can defuse the situation, rather than make it worse from the kind of attitude that has 
been shown by yourself and the lack of engagement with trade unions generally. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Chair, as Councillor Shah knows full well, my door has 
been open to the Fire Brigades Union.  In the two and a half years that I have been Chairman it has 
chosen not to accept any invitations to come and meet me or any other Conservative Member of the 
Fire Authority.  Other trade unions have regular meetings with me, as  I am sure they do with 
Councillor Shah:  Unison,  the GMB.  Their shop stewards regularly meet with me and Members of the 
Conservative Group.  That invitation has been there to the FBU from day one and it has declined to 
take it. 
 



 

The way to deal with this dispute is to allow the professional officers whose job it is, and where the 
structures exist, to do their job of negotiating detailed matters with the trade union officials in the 
proper - laid down by regulation - manner. 
 
James Cleverly (AM):  Chairman, I do not imagine anyone would pretend that you have had the best 
of relationships with the FBU but there are a number of people on LFEPA who have much closer links 
with the unions.  Do you know of any attempts that they have made to defend the position that was 
unanimously voted on to union colleagues, or friends that they may have in the unions, to take some 
of the heat out of this particular issue and ensure that London is protected without a strike? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  One moment, Chair.  I am not quite sure where 
Mr Cleverly is heading.  It seems to me that successive leaders and Chairs of London’s Fire Authority 
have always been vilified by the FBU.  One seems to remember that under the excellent chairmanship 
of Ms Shawcross she was subject to constant and completely unnecessary personal abuse.  She has a 
wry smile on her there!  She has got that particular t-shirt.  It almost goes with the territory.  It is not 
something that has suddenly started since there has been a Conservative Chairman. 
 
I was encouraged, Chair, that, at the July meeting of the Authority, all 16 Members present voted for 
the paper that was on the matter of shift patterns that was before the Authority, having listened to 
the trade union representations on the matter. 
 
 
104/2010 - London’s fire stations 
 
Mike Tuffrey 
 
During your periods in post as Chairman and Commissioner respectively, will any London fire station 
be permanently closed or have its opening hours restricted? 

 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  Thank you for the question.  I refer back to my previous 
answer previously really; we do keep the risk in London constantly under review through our 
Integrated Risk Management Plan and we only recently brought our London Safety Plan to the 
Authority for approval, following public consultation in March this year.  I am pleased to say that, in 
that Plan, there were no proposals for changes to fire cover.  In fact, as the Chairman has already said, 
in January this year we opened a new fire station in Havering and that was based upon our 
assessment of the need for a fire station in that area. 
 
Clearly, we continue to keep the risk under review.  I cannot say how the risk will change in the future 
although I hope the risk will go down.  Obviously, we cannot say.  Also, I do not know exactly how 
much resource will be available to me in the future to run the Brigade.  While I would like to say that 
no fire stations will be closed, that is constantly under review and, therefore, it is very difficult to 
make a completely categorical answer that I will be held to in the future because I do need to keep 
that risk under review permanently and ally that with the amount of money that we have got to run 
the fire service in London. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Is that the Chairman’s view as well? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  The Commissioner has perfectly summarised my view as 
well. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  That might be characterised as the Michael Heseltine [former Member of 
Parliament] view; that he can foresee no circumstances under which he might challenge for the 
Conservative leadership!  I do not think we can take that as a categorical answer.  You will be aware 
that the FBU is making all sorts of wild allegations at present. 



 

 
Can I just push you on the risk base, which must be the correct answer?  If one was - and I am not 
advocating this - taking a rigorous approach to risk, one would look at night time response times and 
conclude that one could meet the required standards of response with fewer stations sitting being 
staffed. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Chair, that may well be an issue that the Authority has to 
address. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Under what sort of circumstances and timeframe? 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  Under the circumstances outlined by the Commissioner of 
having looked at the risk and having looked at the resources available. 
 
My view is that, with the ever fluid public finance situation and with the ever changing risk pattern in 
London, it is foolish for any politician to rule anything in or rule anything out.  I want to be Chairman 
of a Fire Authority that looks imaginatively and constructively at how we can best deliver the service 
to Londoners that makes Londoners safe within the resources available.  I am sure all of us do on 
whichever public authority we serve. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  I would agree with that although I would add, in this case, that, in addition to a 
risk assessment, one has to focus on the community’s perception and people are reassured by having 
a staffed station within spitting distance of home, however much the computer models may say that it 
could be done otherwise.  I think, when it comes to actual closures, one needs to adopt a more 
nuanced approach rather than simply saying the computer says response times. 
 
Can I pursue the second caveat that you added which was around resources and ask the Commissioner 
what sort of projections you have done and what level of spending reductions would result in actual 
closures?  What forward projections have you done? 
 
Ron Dobson (Commissioner, LFEPA):  As I said earlier, we are looking at a range of different 
projections.  We hear different messages coming from Government and from various places and, 
therefore, we are looking at a range of different scenarios.  Some of those scenarios may - and we 
have not done all the modelling for it yet - mean looking at ways in which we can do things differently 
and that might include the service provision to the public.  I cannot give an exact figure of exactly 
where it would mean we would have to start taking decisions about the frontline but, certainly, we are 
looking at a range of circumstances in which that might be necessary. 
 
Mike Tuffrey (AM):  Can I say I am reassured to some extent by that because efficiencies are the 
crucial thing.  25% is being banded around for all sorts of reasons in the media and among political 
opponents but 25% over five years is 5% a year, which is the sort of level of efficiency savings that 
any prudent public authority ought to be seeking anyway. 
 
I am conscious of time, Chair.  Can I just ask, finally, what meetings have been had with 
Nicholas Griffin, the Mayor’s budget and efficiency adviser, about finding new ways of providing the 
same or better services across the GLA family at lower cost? That is for answer by either the Chairman 
or the Commissioner. 
 
Brian Coleman AM (Chairman, LFEPA):  I am grateful for that question actually because LFEPA 
has been leading it and I, personally, have been in the lead politically on pushing the shared services 
agenda.  I think this is extremely important.  The Head of Committee and Democratic Services sitting 
next to you is currently acting as Clerk to the Fire Authority in one shared service agenda, an 
arrangement that is working extremely well. 
 



 

Mr Griffin has had a whole series of meetings with me and with officers.  Only this week he was 
discussing information technology (IT) matters with senior officers at LFEPA so we are engaging fully 
in that agenda.  I am very keen to engage with that agenda and to drive efficiency savings out of it as 
a result. 
 
Dee Doocey (Chair):  Thank you very much.  That brings us to the end of the session.  Can I formally 
thank you both for coming and for answering our questions?  Thank you very much indeed. 
 
 


