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STRATEGIC

RISKS
facing UK fire

and rescue
services

Understand, mitigate and prepare
for the evolving risk landscape of
fire and rescue services,

AUTHOR: Sue Nugent, FRIC Risk Mitigation
Manager, and Devon & Somerset Fire and
Rescue Service Risk Manager

UK fire and rescue services (FRS) play a vital
role in safeguarding communities, property, and
the environment from fires and other emergencies.
Traditionally perceived as responders to fire incidents,
the remit of FRS has evolved dramatically in recent
decades. Today, FRS responds to risks from climate-
induced wildfires and flooding, to supporting major
incident response, and strengthening community
resilience.

The FRS faces growing risks from environmental,
financial, and technological changes. By staying
adaptable, prioritising risk mitigation, workforce
resilience, and learning, the FRS can achieve its
objectives and deliver public value in today’s complex
and evolving landscape. Addressing priority strategic
risks is the first step.’

The changing landscape of
strategic risk

Strategic risks are those that threaten an
organisation’s core mission, reputation, and long-term
objectives. For FRS, these risks frequently arise from
shifts in the operating environment, including policy
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changes, societal expectations, financial constraints,
technological developments, and global phenomena
like climate change. Unlike operational risks, which are
often mmediate and tactical, strategic risks have far-
reaching and systemic impacts. They can undermine
service delivery effectiveness.

The FRS has seen ts role expand far beyond
traditional firefighting.

Modern FRS responsibilities encompass:
M Rescue from road traffic collisions and other
emergencies, like bariatric and health related
emergencies.
M Response to flooding and other severe weather
events.
B Community safety education and fire prevention.
M Pandemic and public health crisis support.
B Hazardous materials’ incidents.
Ml Supporting police and health partner agencies.

While this diversification enhances public value, it
also introduces strategic risks around capability, liability,
training, and resource allocation.
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996

Fire and rescue services in England and Wales responded to 996 wildfire incidents by 4
September 2025, which surpassed the 994 in the whole of 2022 - previously the worse year

on record for wildfires2.

Key strategic risks facing UK fire and
rescue services
Climate change and environmental risks
Increasingly erratic weather patterns, hotter
summers, and prolonged dry spells contribute to
more frequent and severe wildfires, especially in rural
and semi-urban areas previously considered low
risk. Conversely, heavier rainfall and flooding pose
operational challenges, requiring new skills, equipment,
and multi-agency collaboration.
Climate change also
raises questions about asset
resilience, firefighter safety,
and the adequacy of current
risk models. The NFCC
explores this issue further in
relation to wildfires and offers
a stark warning on the need to
invest in the fire service?.

Risk mitigation:
M Invest in scenario planning and stress-testing for
climate impacts.
M Collaborate with environmental agencies and local
authorities.
M Ensure training and equipment are fit for evolving
hazards.
M Incorporate climate risk into procurement, asset
management and capital planning.

Financial pressures and sustainability

Austerity measures and constrained public finances
have exerted significant pressure on FRS budgets. Strategic
risks emerge when cost-saving measures threaten frontline
services, training quality, or infrastructure maintenance.
There is a risk of underinvestment in innovation, digital
transformation, resourcing and staff wellbeing.

Risk mitigation:
B Adopt multi-year financial planning and capital
programme prioritisation.
M Explore shared services and collaboration to drive
efficiencies.
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innovation, digital
transformation, resourcing
and staff wellbeing.

B Engage in advocacy for sustainable funding models.
H Invest in data driven decision-making for resource
allocation.

Technological change and cybersecurity threats

Digital technology underpins modern FRS operations,
from mobilising systems to community engagement
platforms. While this unlocks efficiencies, it amplifies
exposure to cyberattacks, data breaches, and system
failures. There is a strategic risk of technological
obsolescence and insufficient
cyber resilience.

There is a risk of
underinvestment in

Risk mitigation:
B Implement regular cyber
risk assessments and
penetration testing.
M Foster a culture of
cybersecurity awareness
across all staff.
M Develop robust incident response and recovery
plans.
B Keep technology and digital skills current through
continuous professional development and investment.

Changing demographics and community
expectations

The UK's population is ageing, urbanising, and
becoming more culturally diverse. These demographic
shifts influence risk profiles; communities may
require tailored prevention interventions or different
approaches to reduce risk. Simultaneously, there
is rising public expectation for transparency,
accountability, and inclusivity from public services.

Risk mitigation:
M Regularly review service delivery models for inclusivity
and accessibility.
B Engage communities in risk assessment and
prevention nitiatives.
M Invest in workforce diversity and cultural competence.
M Strengthen partnerships with health, social care, and
voluntary sectors.
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The FRS has seen its role
expand far beyond traditional
firefighting.

Modern FRS responsibilities
encompass:

H Rescue from road traffic
collisions and other emergencies,
like bariatric and health related
emergencies.

M Response to flooding and other
severe weather events.

B Community safety education
and fire prevention.

B Pandemic and public health
crisis support.

M Hazardous materials' incidents.
M Supporting police and health
partner agencies.

Talent management and workforce resilience

Recruitment and retention of skilled personnel
present an acute strategic risk, especially as
experienced staff retire and competition for talent
intensifies. The unique challenges of FRS work that
is physical risk, irregular hours, emotional demands
further strain workforce resilience. Leadership
succession and knowledge transfer are critical, as is the
promotion of health, safety, and wellbeing.

Risk mitigation:
Bl Develop workforce planning and talent pipelines.
B Enhance training, mentoring, and leadership
development programmes.
B Promote mental health support and flexible working
arrangements.
B Embed continuous learning and innovation n
organisational culture.

Strategic partnerships, interoperability and
collaboration

Strategic partnerships require clear agreements
on liability, especially for cross-agency roles. Defining
legal responsibilities in memoranda, secondments, and
insurance is vital. Regular reviews and joint governance
ensure accountability, safeguarding organisations and
staff. Clarity and transparency in these arrangements
underpin partnership effectiveness and protect the
public interest in multi-agency operations.
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Risk mitigation:
M Develop and regularly update memoranda
of understanding (MOUs) and partnership
agreements, clearly outlining roles, responsibilities,
and legal accountabilities.
M Ensure all personnel engaged in cross
agency work receive targeted training on liability,
governance, and operational expectations.
M Establish insurance coverage and clear indemnity
provisions across all partner organisations.
B Implement joint governance bodies to oversee
partnership arrangements, review incidents, and adapt
protocols as legislation and best practice evolve.
B Conduct periodic audits and scenario-based
exercises to test the clarity and effectiveness of liability
arrangements.
B Promote open channels for feedback and lesson
sharing to improve partnership risk management.

Regulatory change and governance complexity

FRS operate amid complex and evolving regulations.
Regulatory changes or inconsistent interpretations can
create compliance and reputational risks. Devolved
governance may cause inconsistencies in standards,
protocols, and resource allocation, complicating
collaboration across agencies and jurisdictions.
Disparities in policy, training and communication
may undermine interoperability, increasing legal and
reputational exposure.
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000,185

Demand on fire and rescue services is increasing, while firefighter numbers are falling. Fire and
rescue services in England responded to 600,185 incidents in 2024 - an increase of 100,000 (20%)

compared to 20142

Risk mitigation:
B Maintain horizon scanning,
escalation paths and policy
monitoring functions.
M Engage proactively with
regulators and sector bodies.
M Ensure governance structures
support agility and compliance.
M Invest in staff training on
regulatory and ethical standards.

Health risks to personnel

Disparities in

Key success factors include:
M Integrated risk management
systems aligned to strategic
objectives.
M Regular risk horizon scanning
and risk mitigation tracking.
B Embedding risk appetite
thinking in all levels of decision-
making.
M Reporting and learning from
near-misses and incidents.
M Stakeholder engagement to

Contaminant exposure remains P°||Cyr tralnlng and ensure risks are understood in
a significant threat for operational communication context.
firefighters. During fire incidents, m n rmin
hazardous substances such as o ay = de bili = The FRS must address evolving
carcinogens, toxic chemicals, : mterO_Pera I Ityr risks by fostering adaptability,
particulates, and biological agents IncreaSII‘]g |ega| and collaboration, and a learning

are released, posing acute and reputational EXPOSU re culture. Strategic investment in

chronic health risks.

Mitigating contaminant risks demands an
ntegrated and proactive approach, including:
M Regular risk assessments and horizon scanning for new
hazards.
M Investment in advanced PPE and decontamination
technology.
B Embedding contaminant risk awareness at all
organisational levels.
M Reporting of exposures, incidents, and near-misses.
Bl Long term health monitoring and support for affected
staff.
B Stakeholder engagement, including collaboration with
regulatory bodies, unions, and the wider health sector.

Developing a proactive risk
management strategy

In the face of these strategic risks, FRS must adopt
proactive, dynamic risk management frameworks. This
entails not only risk identification and mitigation but
also development of an organisational culture where
strategic risks are openly discussed, monitored, and
escalated when necessary.
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mitigation, workforce resilience,
and innovation s essential for
meeting core objectives and delivering public value in
complex, changing environments. @
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Sue Nugent (sue.nugent@fric.org.uk) is Risk
Mitigation Officer at FRIC and Devon & Somerset
Fire and Rescue Service Risk Manager. As a highly
experienced risk manager working in fire and rescue
services, she specialises in identifying threats and
implementing strategies to mitigate risk.

The Fire and Rescue Indemnity Company (FRIC)
is a member owned mutual established in 2015.

It is dedicated to improving risk management for
fire and rescue authorities through collaborative
innovation, value for money protection, and a focus
on member benefits. fric.org.uk

alarmrisk.com


mailto:sue.nugent@fric.org.uk
https://www.fric.org.uk/
https://hmicfrs.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/frs-assessments-year/2023-2025/
https://hmicfrs.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/frs-assessments-year/2023-2025/
https://nfcc.org.uk/new-wildfire-record-sparks-urgent-call-for-fire-service-investment/
https://nfcc.org.uk/new-wildfire-record-sparks-urgent-call-for-fire-service-investment/



