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OUTGOING CHIEF SAYS FIRE SERVICE IGNORED AGAIN

Berkshire’s retiring fire chief has slammed a Government handout which has ignored the fire service but has given police in the Thames Valley nearly £4 million in housing supplements.

Chief Fire Officer Mike Clement-Green has spent the last two years campaigning for central funding to address the crucial shortage of firefighters in Berkshire and the south east due to the high cost of living, particularly housing.

“We are rapidly approaching the stage when Berkshire will struggle to staff its fire stations due to an inability to retain trained firefighters,” he said. “We have a small pool of applicants anyway, because this is an expensive area, and we spend a great deal of money in training successful candidates to a very high standard. However, many of them move to other areas after just a short time with us as they find they cannot afford to live here. We would like to be able to pay a local housing subsidy but the unitary authorities that partially fund us are already straining under the burden of existing budget commitments.

“Last week, the Government announced that £10 million was to be shared between Surrey, Hertfordshire and Thames Valley police services to address recruitment and retention problems due to housing costs. I am delighted that the police have been able to obtain this funding – all I am asking is that the fire service is treated in the same way.  We are a small Brigade of 700 people and during the last 18 months we have lost dozens of staff, most of them firefighters, who have moved to jobs in less expensive parts of the country. It costs us around £17,000 to recruit and train their replacements, so any funding that enables us to retain staff would ease the burden on us enormously.

Reading West MP, Martin Salter, a long-time supporter of regional pay supplements for key public sector workers in the Thames Valley,  said Mr Clement-Green was “absolutely right to highlight this growing problem”. He pointed out: “The Government really does have to do more than take a piecemeal approach to what is an urgent regional problem, affecting key workers across the whole range of public services.

“Council tax payers in Berkshire are effectively funding a training centre for firefighters to go and work elsewhere. I am delighted with the extra money for the police but other public services must not be left behind. I will be highlighting the need for an outer London weighting allowance at a conference in Reading in June. This will bring together public service employers and trade unions, together with elected politicians. It is important that we all pull together to campaign for a proper recognition of the problems in retaining staff in high cost housing areas such as the Thames Valley.”
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