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BACKGROUND 

This paper has been prepared to discuss the proposed closure of Porlock Fire Station under the 
proposals outlined by the Safer Together programme, the Service Delivery Operating Model 
Consultation Document produced by the Devon & Somerset Fire & Rescue Service (DSFRS).  In 
this context the DSFRS would include both the Fire Service itself and the Fire Authority. 

This is in part a response to the Consultation Process under the “ Have your say” initiative as 
outlined in the Safer Together Programme (the Programme), but it is also in part a comment on 
the running of the Programme itself and indeed of the fire service and of the DSFRS.   What it is 
not, though, is an alternative proposal to the running of the fire service as a whole.  This is the 
role of the directors, managers and policy makers (Management) of the DSFRS.  The public 
should have the confidence in this Management that they are the experts in running the service 
for the benefit of the community, but that confidence needs to be earned and the Safer Together 
programme, which is clearly full of good intentions, for reasons as explained in this paper, 
simply does not gain that respect.   

One of the main thrusts of the Programme is the need to change.  Change is a given and 
organisations need to evolve to continue to provide an effective service and indeed to survive; 
but one of the failures of many organisations is that this is often confused with the need to 
‘modernise’ which has been the downfall of many, mainly public sector, organisations.  
Thankfully, this word does not appear even once in the consultation document and this is to the 
credit of the DSFRS.  Indeed, even the more acceptable word ‘reshape’ is only used three times.  
Nevertheless, the change as specified in the Programme is portrayed as a need to overhaul or 
‘modernise’ the service which is something that should not be necessary had the DSFRS made 
the necessary changes to needs as they occurred.     

Indeed, the naming of the initiative of the ‘Safer Together’ Programme is a strange choice and 
one which leads to a great deal of misunderstanding and intuitive misgivings.  This name has 
been raised with many officials at the ‘drop-in’ meetings and no adequate explanation of the 
origin of the name was really forthcoming.  In fact, the general view, including that given by 
some of the DSFRS personnel, is that to cut £8.6m, albeit including capital spend,  from a total 
revenue spend of £72m, as under Option 5, is unlikely to make anyone ‘Safer Together’!     



 

  



THE ‘SAFER TOGETHER’ PROGRAMME AND 
THE CONSULTATION PROCESS  
 
The ‘Safer Together’ programme was most likely devised, and probably misnamed, in the early 
part of 2019.  It was clearly an exercise to save costs to enable the service to continue to operate 
within the difficult financial conditions in which it was finding itself.  It was very unlikely to 
have been devised to improve the overall service offering, as such, but that would subsequently 
have been regarded a secondary aim. 

As part of the process, ostensibly through risk analysis, but much more likely through activity 
analysis, a number of possibly actions, later parcelled up into options 1-6, were identified a 
desirable changes which would save up to £2.9m pa revenue spend and £5.7m capital spend.  
With the exception of Option 5, these models all identified a lower risk of future fires than 
currently, based on some highly questionable analysis, and therefore, allowed for some 
significant cuts to the services offered.   

These proposals were, according to the Pre-consultation Community Impact Assessment (PCIA), 
put to a wide variety of stakeholders, focus groups and communities; however, this did not 
appear to be at all widespread and did not seem to include any community involvement, at least 
not with the Porlock community.  Indeed, a visit to the Porlock FS by Fire Authority officials in 
May, including the Chair of DSFRS, supposedly during this period, did not allude to this process 
going on at all.  In reality, there was limited to nil community engagement.  This is strictly not in 
accordance with the Government’s Consultation Principles (Principles), issued in 2018 which 
requires that all of the affected groups are able to input into the proposal before consultation and 
that the options put forward are real options and not a ‘fait accomplit’, as is the case for options 
1-6. It is true that the later inclusion of option 7 does give a freehand alternative but there is 
really no option on which to comment here other than to agree or disagree with one or all of the 
fixed options, in whole or in part.  Despite the last minute inclusion of option 7, which may well 
have been as a result of this being pointed out earlier in the process, this exercise still does not 
meet principles B and H of the Principles above.  There is reference in the PCIA to advice being 
taken from The Consultation Institute; the fact that such advice was given, and that they will 
continue to monitor the process, does not in itself make it right.  In reality, the pre-consultation 
period does not appear to have been adequate. 

That said, there is reference to feed back in the PCIA that says that the options then proposed did 
not meet the hurdle criteria then set, which in itself were not onerous, and that these were 
modified to achieve the current options.  Without information of the trail of these changes, these 
do not really help the understanding of, or the rationale for the final outcomes – the final 6 
options.  In addition, under the Equality Risk Benefit Analysis there are significant concerns that 
age and disability needs have not been fully recognised.  It might be that they have been 
recognised, but then were explained away quite unreasonably and incorrectly. This was an 
important element of the pre-consultation process and it would still appear to be the case 
particularly in a situation such as in Porlock. 



NATIONAL SITUATION  

The address from the DSFRS Chair to introduce the ‘Safer Together’ programme, and other 
pages in that consultation document, quote a number of national statistics that are used to base 
the need for change in a certain direction.  Some of these, though, are just wrong and incorrect 
and to quote and use them can be misleading if they are then followed without any real or proper 
understanding of underlying trends, 

The first and most obvious is the quote on a 33% reduction in actual fire incidents in the last 10 
years.  Whilst the figures were correct as of 2017/18 they are not correct currently. In the 10 
years to 2017/18 there was indeed a reduction of 33% of such incidents as quoted, but in the 
following year, 2018/19, that year saw an increase of  9.2%, meaning that the cumulative 10 
year figure is a reduction of 24%; yes, still sizeable, but substantially less so than quoted, indeed 
27% less!   

In addition, looking at the 5 year trend, the number of incidents has actually increased in that 
period by some 6.5%.  Going slightly deeper into the number of fatalities in 2017/18 this was the 
highest for the same ten year period.   

On a more local basis, the reduction in numbers has been less than the national average at just 
21% over the much vaunted 10 year period.  In addition, the figures quoted in the Consultation 
Document for 2018/19 are simply wrong! 

a) they do not add up, and  

b) they do not agree with the Nationally published figures   

These also show an increase in incidents in the year by some 12.5%.  That is a significant 
increase and far from adding support to basing the whole strategy on a falling incident rate!  
These rates are much lower if the incorrect figures are used, not surprisingly! 

The likely explanation for these trends is probably as explained, that prevention methods - smoke 
alarms etc, smoking reductions and restrictions, better regulations and even the humble oven 
chip - have no doubt driven the improvements over the past ten years but these initiatives are 
subject to a law of diminishing returns.  The consultation document states that in 1988 only 8% 
of households had a smoke alarm, but that in 2015 this had increased to 93%.  To raise the % 
from 8% to 93% is admirable but to raise it much further will be a great deal more difficult, 
much more expensive and it may not even be possible to raise it very much at all!  Either way, 
the effect will be very small in future compared with the effect to date.  Certainly, the much 
vaunted increase in expenditure on prevention will have a less and lesser effect to the point that 
at some stage it will plateau.  Indeed, it is likely that that plateau has already been reached, or 
will be shortly, and much of the extra expenditure will simply be ineffective and therefore 
wasted. 



The conclusion, therefore, must be that these statistics should be considered with considerable 
caution.  It is simply quite untrue to say that we have had a reduction of x% to date and that will 
continue – it may not! – and indeed may well reverse! 

Finally, on the use of the statistics, the Association of British Insurers (ABI) have acknowledged 
the reduction in the number of fires over the longer term, but have noted an actual increase in the 
total cost of those fires, not each fire, but the total cost, even by as much as 100%, ie. a doubling.  
Indeed they, the ABI, have attributed part of the reason for this increase to the increase in 
response times already seen in many fire services.  It does not bode well, therefore, if the 
increased response times forecast in the ‘Safer Together’ programme are implemented.   



LOCAL CHANGES – THE PROPOSALS 

As was detailed earlier, this paper is not intended to be about how the DSFRS, generally, should 
be run, but will concentrate on the effect of these proposals and specifically Option 1, where 
Porlock FS is proposed to be closed, and allied to that, the proposal to remove the third fire 
engine at Lynton under Option 3, and under Option 5 with the reduction of 24hr crewing at the 
Williton FS. 

The proposal to close the eight stations listed is clearly down to low use. This is stated as being 
due to Low Risk but this is simply not the same and very untrue.  The two components of the 
effect of a fire are as given in the models graphed using the Mosaic data, being fire likelihood 
and response strength to deal with it, being a mixture of time and resources used.  A low risk fire 
with no means of extinguishing is still low risk, but the outcomes, should it occur, can be 
catastrophic if it is not dealt with in time or properly.  Whilst there is no indication of no fire 
response, a worsening of service is a step in that direction. 

Of the eight planned closures, all of those stations, excluding Porlock, have a station less than 6 
miles away.  Of those, some are as near as 2-3 miles and all have a second station within 10 
miles, and all a third station within 12 miles.  Porlock stands out as most distant by far from 
other resources with the nearest 6.2 miles, the second 12.2 miles and the third over 14 miles;  
however, it is not just distance that matters. With the exception of Woolacombe, all of the other 
stations will still have less than a 15 minutes response time and most in fact, well under that, 
even after the changes.  Of course, these distances are to the current fire stations.  The incidents 
will not be at the fire station, but likely in surrounding villages, Porlock Weir, Horner, 
Bossington, and can all add several minutes to the journey depending on the direction of the 
attending team. 

Whilst the other stations’ response time estimates have not been checked, those of Porlock have 
been, and whilst a 16 minute response may be possible from Minehead, it is the minimum and 
takes no account of traffic conditions and any onward journey.  The times from Lynton are 
simply not realistic.  The station is located to the west of the town; obstacles are its location, 
Lynton Hill, Countisbury Hill and Porlock Hill with a tricky journey in between.  The best 
estimate response from Lynton is around 30 minutes - well under that stated, and as can be seen 
later, every minute counts!  

Another important factor, though, is the geographical spread of station zone.  Most of the other 
stations have considerable overlap in areas with the other stations, and some even have a 
complete overlap.  Woolacombe is slightly outside of this overlap and Porlock’s zone is 
considerably wider.  Indeed, the linear nature of the two adjoining stations to Porlock means that 
the Porlock zone is very much less well covered than all of the other stations in Option 1.  

Response Times 

The Consultation document quotes Response Standards as 10 minutes for a house fire.  Given the 
abolition of national standards this would be a not unreasonable level, though still higher than 



historic rates of 5 minutes and 8-10 minutes, although in line with other services and the de facto 
nation rate in Wales, even with its extensive rural areas.   

In the case of Porlock, if the closure goes ahead, and unlike most of the other stations to close, 
this response standard is simply set to fail, and fail significantly!  Indeed, even a 50% worse 
standard of 15 minutes will fail in almost all cases. It is clearly not a satisfactory situation for the 
service to set itself up for failure!!  A failure which will occur in almost every instant and for 
which it alone will be culpable!   That is not a satisfactory way to plan to deliver a service! 

And response times do matter.  Common wisdom has it that a fire intensity doubles every 
minute, whilst recent research shows that the distribution of the growth of a fire follows roughly 
a squared t-distribution.  In simple terms, and it is not that simple, the best rough estimate is for a 
50% increase every minute.  Whereas this is an estimate, it will serve for this purpose.  

What this means is that a fire in the early stages can be put out very much more easily, but for 
every minute of delay, the fire is getting more and more difficult to both control and then put out.  
If the critical points are 4-5 minutes to control and 9-10 minutes to extinguish a Porlock fire with 
a minimum of 16 minutes will be most likely out of control and if there are persons in the 
property they will likely have perished.  With a current 5 minute response in the village of 
Porlock, as it is now, that is a very different situation - little property damage and no life lost. 

Risk Assessments 

The other factor to an overall risk, as above, is likelihood. Much credence in the report is given 
to the Service Delivery Operating Model (SDOM) in which the Mosaic Groups are plotted to 
determine the risk levels.  The Mosaic models, even those based on the much vaunted model in 
the SDOM report, Mosaic Public Sector, are based on consumer habits and attributes designed 
for economic marketing purposes.  They are not suitable for the segmentation of ‘consumers’ for 
the use of a fire service. 

Porlock is renowned as having the oldest female population in Europe and the male population 
will not be far behind.  Currently, 41% of the population are over 65 years and 7% over 85 years; 
by 2029, on current trends, this will have risen to 60% and 16%.  These are very high 
proportions of the population and well above both the figures used in any DSFRS analysis and 
the general national and local figures.  There is also associated with these figures, also a further 
and significant disabled element.  The Mosaic groups split up the elderly population into three or 
more categories and mix them up with other less appropriate groups.  Yet despite this, there is a 
group, Senior Security, which appears to have a low risk in the data.  This is quite simply not the 
case in Porlock, and indeed, does not appear to be true anywhere.  According to national 
statistics 48% of dwelling fires involve elderly over 65.  That is quite simply not what the 
Mosaic data is misleadingly giving. These people are not low risk, but indeed are high risk.  To 
say, according to the Mosaic data, that just 4.35% of the households affected by the closures in 
Option 1, p42 of SDOM,  are high impact, is clearly a nonsense, at least in Porlock’s case!  



One explanation for this is that the Mosaic data lumps all of the closures in Option 1 into one 
model, but in fact, the other locations may have very different profiles to that of Porlock.  If this 
is the case, then no inference about the risk and safety of any individual location should be 
inferred from the collective data.  Therefore, to say that the model applies to Porlock, even if it 
follows for the other locations, which is anyway suspect, is clearly untrue.  But the model is 
saying, and the inference is being taken, that it is indicating much more than this!  The model for 
the collective eight is saying that without the local fire station the average life risk caused by a 
dwelling fire is improved, ie. a decreased risk, by 2.34%.  This is intuitively and clearly 
logically bunkum!  That is until one looks at the starting point from which it is measured.  The 
main reason for this assertion, though, is very curious.  The DSFRS is, in effect, saying that it is 
running the service so poorly at present that at any one point, 50% of the time the service is 
operating at a higher risk.  Whilst it is not clear, it would, therefore, appear that of the 121 
appliances that the DSFRS have as assets, 50% are not available at all times, or rather at any one 
time, only 50% are available.  Indeed, the document claims that the last time 100% was achieved 
was in May, 2017.  This is not something to boast about.  Whilst 100% might be unrealistic, say 
98% should be achievable, not down to 50%.  This poor state has, of course, the effect of 
increasing the risk throughout the whole of the DSFRS estate.  If this is the case, then the DSFRS 
would be well-advised to scrap the whole of its ‘Safer Together’ programme, or at least the bulk 
of it, and concentrate on improving its own woeful inefficiency.  On the face of it, that could 
save some £2m in cost per year which is considerably more that the savings under Options 1 to 3 
and Option 6.  

The alternative possibility is that the DSFRS is not quite as bad as this, but for some reason 
believes that this is a realistic starting point against which to measure future improvements.  If 
that is the case, then this should be regarded as window dressing of the worst kind.  Either way, 
the so-called reduced risk shown overall for Option 1 of 2.34% is fallacious. It is also simply not 
reasonable to compare the actual present with a theoretical future.  The bases must be the same.  
Either a better present, or a more realistic, not rose-tinted, view of the future must be taken.  The 
conclusion either way is the same.  The improvements will not occur but the situation will 
worsen; this will clearly be the outcome of the real evidence! 

As for the reduced risk for Porlock; it is unlikely that the overall poor performance across the 
area affects the individual sites destined for closure to the same extent.  One or two of them do 
suffer and it maybe that closing them may improve the overall situation.  Porlock does not fall 
into that category.  Its asset effectiveness is high, very high as is those of its supporting stations.  
If that is the case, then rather than an improvement there will likely be a worsening of the Life 
Risk change by some 0.66%   

Overall, the data is far from showing clearly that the changes will provide a ‘Safer Together’ 
situation for most, if not all, of the DSFRS estate.  It will, by cutting costs, save up to £2.5m, but 
by doing so, will make a less safe service and one which no amount of prevention spending will 
pull back. Spending that, in any case, will have a smaller and smaller effect for each marginal 
pound spent. 



CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, it is impossible to agree with the overall intention that going with any option will 
make for a ‘Safer Together’ tomorrow!  Option 4 & 5 do not, indeed, claim this, but show a 
much greater financial saving, but with a slight worsening in safety.  That slight worsening hides, 
though, a much worse realistic situation.  

Option 6 is quite different taking the savings from option 5 and running a fleet of six roving 
vehicles at a revenue cost of some £2m.  After some quite comprehensive research it would 
appear that there is nothing else like it elsewhere in the UK.  One other fire service runs one 
roving vehicle and another used to run three, but it has now abandoned them and reverted to a 
different model.  This does not bode well for this type of operation and there is no certainty, 
indeed there is considerable risk, as to whether this model would work for DSFRS.  It is a risk 
that is almost certainly beyond a reasonable option.  A final comment on this proposal is that 
there is no capital cost shown as associated with this option.  Also, given the capital savings of 
£5.7m as shown for both option 6 and option 5, this seems unlikely and indeed the text refers to 
new capital investment, but the figures do not!  Further, it makes the risk of failure much higher 
as the source of the vehicles appears to be unclear.   

As for the remaining options, 1-5.  In proposing to close eight fire stations, option 1 does seem to 
have some merits for saving costs.  Some stations have very poor availability, and two seem to 
add little to the estate and would see very little increased risk and could save some £75k pa. 
Three other stations are just a few miles, 3 miles or less, from other stations and are wholly or 
very largely overlapping in catchment areas. As a result, they would also see little or no increase 
in risk, and could save another £100k.  One other station is in the middle of a triangle surrounded 
by active stations, and on the face of it, their needs could be meet by those other stations and the 
non-overlap area is very small.  There would be, though, some increased risk and a better 
understanding of that station’s situation would need to be obtained, and one which goes beyond 
the Mosaic mapping! 

That leaves two stations, Woolacombe and Porlock.  On the face of it, Woolacombe would see a 
significant increase in risk from closure but more work would have to be done on the individual 
station risk analysis to take that further.  Porlock, which is the main reason for this paper, would 
see a considerable increase in life risk from closure. A proper risk assessment of the age profiling 
of the population, the high likelihood of various levels of disability, the difficulty of accessing 
remote locations and the distance and response times to the west and south of the zone make it an 
exceptional case.  Beyond life risk, the station covers RTCs out of proportion to its size and of a 
severity greater than almost most other stations in the area.  The Special Service calls on 
Exmoor, in particular, are extensive and it currently has equipment, training and capability not 
matched by other stations that are in the vicinity.  That the station is within the Exmoor National 
Park, as indeed is Lynton, adds to that service.  The station is also a co-responder.  If this service 
has diminished in recent years, which indeed it has, it is because the various emergency services 
have not used each other’s services efficiently and much more could be done on that front.  The 
demand is still there. 



Of the other options, no real comment can be made on number 2 with the withdrawal of the third 
fire engines at the various stations beyond very much questioning the reduction in Life Risks 
shown in the Mosaic SDOM  models.  Given the unavailability of the engines, and if they are not 
needed, or indeed available, then they serve no purpose and funds could be better used 
elsewhere. 

Option 3, the removal of the Lynton 2nd engine might be feasible if Porlock remains open.  The 
other three locations need to have proper risk profiles for each site and concentrate on future 
needs with significant rising populations in the area.   

Options 4 and 5 need to have better risk profiling than that given already, which is suspect at 
best.  This is where the incremental big savings are and more work needs to be done on it  
Option 4 has incremental savings of £1.9m and needs to be fully investigated as part of a self-
contained package.  It was quite wrong to put such savings in with the relatively small savings 
from closing the small stations.  It would be better if these considerations were treated 
separately.  That said, the reduction of the second 24 hour night cover at various stations does 
not seem unreasonable.   

In conclusion, Porlock is a special case - the increase in risk, with the ageing population, which 
will greatly age further in the next 10 years, the difficulty of access, referred to in the documents, 
its important role in Exmoor and Porlock Hill RTCs, which can be very severe, as well as its 
close working with the Exmoor National Park and the National Trust which should not be 
underestimated. 

The parish of Porlock contributes around £140k to the fire authority per year and a similar 
amount again by the neighbouring parishes served by the fire station.  This is a significant sum 
and is well in excess of the £50k revenue and capital costs expended on running the Porlock Fire 
Station.   Other income from other sources is also in excess of this amount – I trust that there is 
some! 

Finally, Porlock Fire Station should remain open, be removed from Option 1, and the other 
options.  Only then will Porlock and the environs remain safe, and yes ‘Safer Together’ 
tomorrow! 


