
 

  

 

 

Helmsley Town Council 
The Old Vicarage 
Bondgate 
Helmsley 
YO62 5BP 
 
By email - helmsleytc@gmail.com 
 

21 November 2019 
 
Dear Councillors, 
 
 
Thank you for your letter of 25 October setting out your concerns regarding my decision, based on 
the advice of the Chief Fire and Rescue Officer, to change the fire engine based at Helmsley. I am 
of course sorry to hear of your concerns and hope that the following information can allay them and 
provide you with reassurance that this is in the best interest of your community.  
 
First let me reconfirm to you that this decision has been taken after considerable analysis and 
deliberation by the Principal Fire Officer team and after discussion with the Chief Fire and Rescue 
Officer who is my Senior Adviser on fire and rescue matters. As a highly experienced team, with 
long careers in the Fire and Rescue Service, they have an excellent consideration of the factors at 
play, including availability and any risks and their mitigations, and of the wider picture of fire cover 
in your area. I hope you can appreciate therefore that this decision has not been taken lightly. 
 
On that basis, and considering the below responses to your concerns, I must reaffirm that there is no 
change to the fire cover in your area. Indeed, far from being detrimental, I am convinced, and very 
reassured by the work done to inform this decision, that this will be a beneficial change and will 
improve the response in your area. I hope that after reading this letter you will be assured that the 
decision was certainly made with the best interests of your community at heart. 
 
To that end, I can confirm that there is no financial reason for the change in Helmsley, it is purely 
done to improve availability and the service to the community. It represents an effective 
reintroduction of a valuable resource to replace an old appliance, and I can assure you they have not 
been randomly allocated. It is also not just on-call stations receiving them – two have been placed at 
wholetime stations. Full consideration of where they would be best placed has been undertaken, and 
this will be actively monitored. If this situation changes over time, for example if more on-call 
firefighters are recruited, then we can review this decision. It is our ambition that we upgrade our 
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fleet over time, and such vehicles do represent a more modern, albeit slightly different approach, 
with better equipment and technology. 
 
I am sorry that you feel let down in the way we communicated this change. First and foremost, we 
wanted to make sure that it was the local crews who knew about this first. We did, however, 
simultaneously communicate the proposal to Kevin Hollinrake and to County Councillor Val 
Arnold, given their previous involvement. Events have overtaken us in this case, but I will make 
sure that my Office and the Fire and Rescue Service take this learning on board. What I can say is 
that we are more than happy to continue to engage with you on this matter, and I know that the 
Deputy Chief Fire Officer would be happy to attend another meeting if you desire. 
 
To respond to your specific concerns, first I would like to state very clearly that the new fire engine 
is not just ‘3-person’. The fire engine at Helmsley will be crewed with four, if not five, whenever 
possible. The Service will strive to make that possible, and, when it is, the fire engine will be 
deployed to the full range of incidents and is able to respond and deal with them effectively. 
However, when only three crew are available the fire engine will still be able to turn out, albeit to a 
more select range of incidents. This is a difference between the fire engine being available on 
average 57% of the time and having the potential to increase that to 72% of the time. It is also the 
difference between no one from Helmsley being deployed, even in support of an incident, and three 
people being deployed. This is what could save lives. 
 
Importantly, and relating to your fifth and sixth bullet points, the new fire engine has been 
specifically designed to be able to be safely and effectively operated by a crew of three if needed. 
For example, they have an automated electronic pump control; an instant foam capability allowing 
the crew to more quickly tackle certain fires, such as large vehicle fires; battery powered road 
traffic collision equipment; and better portable and vehicle mounted lighting. They have in-built 
systems that enable all this, which is only available in the very newest B-Type appliances (a B-Type 
is the type of fire engine currently in Helmsley). It is our ambition to retrofit or upgrade our 
vehicles over time, but this will be costly and is not possible in the current financial situation. Given 
the age of the current B-Type at Helmsley, it could be deployed with three to certain incidents, but 
the crew would not be able to respond as effectively or use the appliance as easily or as safely.  
 
I have responded to your first bullet point above, but just to reiterate that our primary concern is the 
safety of the public. We want to make sure that the fire engine can actually respond, rather than just 
be sitting there providing false assurance.  
 
Regarding your second and third bullet points, the new fire engine carries 1400 litres. This is 400 
litres less than the current engine, but 100 litres more than the four 4x4 fire engines we have had in 
operation in some of our most rural and remote areas since 2011. These fire engines do not all have 
the same level of supporting cover as Helmsley but have had ‘sufficient’ water to effectively 
provide fire cover and tackle fires all the same.  
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The amount of water the new fire engine carries is also not unusual in comparison to vehicles in use 
across the country, and crews are well trained to preserve water supplies in the early stages of a fire 
until a more sustainable resource has been identified. However, the need for a light portable pump 
to allow fire crews to use water sources other than fire hydrants, such as ponds, has been identified 
already. We are already working to fit them as well as additional hoses. These pumps will also be 
useful in other situations, such as being able to support the on-board pump with removing flood 
water. 
 
On points four, seven, eight and nine, the type of incident that our Fire and Rescue Service responds 
to most frequently has changed significantly over the last 20 years. Fire incidents have reduced 
substantially due to the prevention work we undertake, and incidents such as road traffic collisions 
now make up a considerable part of our response. In these situations, a fire crew can provide life-
saving rescue skills and support. Being able to turn out more frequently to road traffic collisions 
with three crew on vehicles built to enable their effective working is vital in your area. 
 
With regards the ladders, in my opinion the new fire engine did have insufficient ladders 
previously. However, we have now fitted them with nine metre ladders, which are the most 
frequently used across the service. The 13.5 metre ladders are very seldom used, both in Helmsley 
and across the county, and it is very rare that such a ladder is used in the early stages of an incident.  
 
For buildings such as the Bransdale View Extra Care Facility, our standard operating procedures 
state that multiple appliances would be deployed anyway. When crewed with four or five, the new 
fire engine would be able to respond as effectively as the old fire engine and start tackling the fire 
or supporting the evacuation as part of that deployment. If crewed with three it would not be 
deployed to this type of incident and neither would the old fire engine.  Robust evacuation plans 
will already be in place in such a care facility, and there are very stringent regulations in place to 
ensure fires cannot move between areas of the building. Our fire safety team conduct audits of the 
higher risk premises, such as care facilities, to ensure these are in place. Our standard operating 
procedure also states that our primary evacuation method would be internally through the doors. If 
it came to be needing to evacuate through a window there would have had to be a severe failure of 
several protection and evacuation methods, in which case additional resources would have been 
requested and be on site. Furthermore, our standard operating procedures are updated to ensure that 
additional resources are simultaneously mobilised to any incident that might require a 13.5 metre 
ladder.  
 
Contrary to your information, the new fire engine is equipped with sufficient breathing apparatus 
(BA) kit. In a crew of four or five, our standard operating procedure states that only two breathing 
apparatus wearers can be committed into a risk area so that their safety can be appropriately 
managed, hence why two are available on the new fire engine. Any additional vehicles deployed to 
the incident will bring their own kit and be able to deploy further BA teams as required. 
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Fortunately chimney fires are now far less frequent. Our standard operating procedures state that 
chimney fires should be tackled from ground level in the first instance, applying water to the grate 
and chimney flue from the fireplace. If access to the external roof area is required, then they state 
that an Aerial Ladder Platform (a specialist hydraulic platform similar in operation to a cherry 
picker) should be considered first. A roof ladder would be the final option should these both prove 
unsuccessful or unachievable. While roof ladders are useful in some other circumstances as well, 
they are rarely used early in an incident. Again, our standard operating procedures are updated to 
ensure that additional resource is simultaneously deployed to any other incidents that will require a 
roof ladder.  
 
For a fire in farm buildings or in fields we would automatically deploy multiple resources from 
neighbouring fire stations depending on the location anyway. If four or five were available then the 
new fire engine would be deployed in its own right as one of these resources and be able to 
effectively tackle the fire. Currently, however, if only three crew were available there would be no 
response from Helmsley at all, and the farmer would have to wait until neighbouring resources 
arrived. With the new fire engine, however, we would deploy a crew of three to these types of 
incidents as there is much they would be able to do during the initial phase of such an incident and 
in preparation for the arrival of other crews. As such there would be an improved response and the 
equipment on the new fire engine would still allow the crew to contribute to tackling the fire.  
 
In response to your tenth, eleventh and twelfth points, as I have pointed out above, I must disagree, 
and reaffirm that there is no change to your fire cover and that there is actually an improvement in 
availability and our ability to respond in your community. The current fire engine in Helmsley is 
around 15 years old, so the new fire engine represents a significant modernisation. The new fire 
engine will continue to be crewed with four or five whenever possible, will be able to respond to the 
full range of incidents, and has the equipment necessary to be able to respond effectively. It is 
therefore simply untrue that it will not be any use in those cases.  
 
I cannot stress enough that when only three crew are available, currently there would be no 
response deployed from Helmsley. The new fire engine will be able to respond safely and 
effectively with only three crew to a specific range of incidents or in support. The fact that it is 
therefore available more often represents a real improvement in service to your community. In these 
cases, as I have set out above, it is also not useless. The increased availability of the fire engine 
means a quicker response to road traffic collisions, where minutes can be the difference between a 
life saved or a life lost. At fires there is a lot of work that needs to be done to prepare to tackle a 
fire, so the crew would not be sitting idly waiting for another fire engine. Moreover, a crew of three 
may even have extinguished the fire before the arrival of the other fire engines. As no fire engine 
would currently be deployed from Helmsley at all in these situations, the fire would not be tackled 
until the arrival of the crews from further afield, by which time the fire may have spread or become 
more complex. Increased availability means fires can be tackled faster, and where tackling the fire 
isn’t possible, the preparatory work will still already have been done allowing other crews to 
immediately start tackling the fire on arrival.  
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It is on this basis that we have determined that there is no need to conduct a full public consultation 
as there is no requirement when there is no change to fire cover. However, should there ever be any 
change to fire cover that might detrimentally affect your community I would certainly consult fully 
with the public. Not only do I have a duty to do so, but my track record is clear on consulting with 
the public where I feel there is a change which might impact them. As I am sure you are aware, I 
take public engagement extremely seriously.  
 
I can reassure you now, however, that there are no plans to detrimentally change fire cover in 
Helmsley. A full review of the Service’s resourcing model will be conducted in 2020/21, at which 
time a full consultation will be undertaken. In the meantime, we will continue to make sure that we 
are using our resources as effectively as possible to provide the best cover. As such, as I stated 
above, should the situation change significantly in Helmsley such that availability improves and 
there is no need for this flexibility anymore, we will review how these fire engines are deployed and 
may move it from Helmsley elsewhere should that provide the best possible cover and service to 
our communities. 
 
Finally, to your thirteenth and fourteenth points regarding recruitment. The Service takes the 
recruitment and retention of on-call firefighters very seriously. We have a District Watch Manager 
dedicated to improving on-call recruitment in Scarborough and Ryedale, and Helmsley has been a 
specific focus. You will have seen the banners and signs advertising our ongoing recruitment 
campaign. Being an on-call firefighter is a significant undertaking not just for the firefighter but 
also for their family and primary employer. It means you cannot be further than four minutes away 
from the station while on duty, cannot be solely responsible for childcare as you may have to drop 
everything to respond at a moment’s notice, you cannot have a drink, and you may have to leave 
work in the middle of a job, meeting, milking, whatever. Unfortunately, this does not make it very 
attractive. What can keep it attractive is actually getting to respond. We expect that putting the new 
fire engine in at Helmsley to boost availability, and therefore the number of incidents to which 
crews respond, will have a positive impact on recruitment and retention of staff. 
 
An added complication is that modern society does not suit this model anymore, as most people 
commute away from home for work during the day when most fires happen and we most need 
people. Our community demographics are changing too, especially in our rural areas, with an 
ageing population meaning fewer recruits. As part of our recruitment campaign we are trying hard 
to diversify our workforce to demonstrate that women are as important recruits as men. We are 
doing everything we can, but at the end of the day we need people to come forward. Communities 
can provide excellent support in driving the community spirit that makes people want to join us. We 
would welcome your support in raising awareness of the opportunity within your community. 
 
Additionally, we are developing innovative new programmes which we hope will enable us to 
improve availability in some areas. As was discussed in some detail at my most recent Public 
Accountability Meeting, we are already intending to review the pay and contracts for our on-call 
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firefighters (https://www.northyorkshire-pfcc.gov.uk/police-oversight/governance/governance-
process/corporate-scrutiny-board/pam-october-2019/). As you may be aware, however, when 
governance transferred to me, I inherited a budget deficit of £1 million per year, which would have 
risen to £2.5 million per year by 2023/24. We are making excellent progress with the savings 
necessary to turn that around, but until we do, and make further savings that will allow us to 
reinvest money, we do not have the room to do as much as we would like. Furthermore, it is 
possible that the Government will cut my precept for fire and rescue for next year which would 
mean a further £215,000 cut to our budget. I am working hard to overcome this difficult financial 
picture and to persuade the government to give me the flexibility to increase the precept. So far we 
have managed to make savings without any impact on frontline cover and it is my first priority to 
protect this going forward. 
 
I hope that this response answers your concerns and reassures you that this decision is in the best 
interest of Helmsley. I hope you will believe that I have made this decision with the best interest of 
the community at heart, based on very robust and expert advice and taking a very detailed view of 
the risks and benefits. As I have said, we will keep the change under review, and should our 
analysis change or the impact be different to that we expect, we will act accordingly. 
 
If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. As I have said, the Deputy 
Chief Fire Officer would be happy to attend another of your meetings as well. 
 
 
Kind regards, 
 
 
 
 
 
Julia Mulligan 
North Yorkshire Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner 


