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External audit is an essential element in the process of accountability for public
money and makes an important contribution to the stewardship of public resources
and the corporate governance of public services.

Audit in the public sector is underpinned by three fundamental principles:

e auditors are appointed independently from the bodies being audited;

e the scope of auditors' work is extended to cover not only the audit of financial
statements but also value for money and the conduct of public business; and

e auditors may report aspects of their work widely to the public and other key
stakeholders.

The duties and powers of auditors appointed by the Audit Commission are set out in
the Audit Commission Act 1998 and the Local Government Act 1999 and the
Commission's statutory Code of Audit Practice. Under the Code of Audit Practice,
appointed auditors are also required to comply with the current professional
standards issued by the independent Auditing Practices Board.

Appointed auditors act quite separately from the Commissiop
statutory responsibilities are required to exercise their profe
independently of both the Commission and the audited y.
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Summary report

Introduction

The accuracy of best value performance indicators (BVPIs) has taken on added
importance for fire and rescue authorities (FRAs) in recent years. Comparative
performance is now used to make judgements in respect of:

o CPA:;
e Direction of Travel;

e service assessments; and
e value for money.

Currently, mandatory audit work on data q

ality’concentrates on re
arrangements rather than detailed testing ific B

wing overall

FRAs that as part of this year's
this area.

Backgroun d

were two exceptions, whi h merited-more detailed scrutiny.

222/1 \Biw\m@ing more detailed scrutiny
Tyne and Durham and Cleveland | National
Wear Darlington average
Acmdentw fires 22.3 8.6 0.1 8.7
per 10,000 population

(adjusted for deprivation).
The percentage of dwelling = 31.1 58.8 46.8 43.3
fires attended where no

smoke alarm was
activated.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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4 The Authority already performs strongly on the ownership of effective smoke
alarms but accidental dwelling fires are 60 per cent above the national average.
Accordingly, our report focuses on the reported level of accidental dwelling fires
in Tyne and Wear.

Audit approach
5 The review was undertaken in two stages:

e we tested the accuracy of six key BVPIs listed in Appendix.1 by agreeing the

managers or crew managers responsible for co
they were completed in accordance with CLG g

o lling fires and
e measures

6

7

equate, but CLG
and these differences do

half of 2007/ 8./Accordingly, the Authority appears to be on the right track and we
have identified scope to enhance its strategy for reducing accidental dwelling fires
rather than propose a significant change in direction.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Key recommendations

R1 Distinguish between data collected for internal management
information and data used to calculate BVPIs.

R2 Ensure that fire returns are only completed where they are necessary
to comply with CLG guidance.

R3 Ensure that station managers review fire returns for all accidental
dwelling fires and visit the property if necessary to determine if fire
returns have been correctly completed.

R5 Prepare a strategy for home fire risk assessments’including SMART
targets for reducing accidental dwelling firesthya fixe centage
within a stated timescale.

R7 Increase targets for proactive home fife risk assessments in\a%g
where accidental dwelling fires are’high. A

R8 Increase the proportion of home fire 's}\:@sés ments with set
appointment times and review current procedures for delivering HFRAs

to improve value for moqeﬁ\

R11 Summarise actions agree f eackqgge fire risk
assessment and leave a ¢ with the ho holdér for future

reference.

R13 Extend the séervi t agreed with "Your Homes
Newcast j i sheltered accommodation so that
wardens of housing out all fire alarms before dialling
999 andsonduct thei ire risk assessments for all their
properties.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Detailed report

Data quality

The FRA has adequate arrangements in place for collecting BVPI data.

Appendix 2 shows that similar arrangements are in place at the three FRAs. The
officer in charge at the incident completes the FRD1 fire return which is used as
the basis for the BVPI, and there is a copy of CLGs 'FDR1 Guidance Notes (94)'
at all stations.

adequately trained and

The managers that we spoke to all felt that they had beé
However in specific

in most cases the guidance notes were self-explanato
instances there are difficulties in interpreting DC
returns and the treatment of burnt foodstuffs is &

Almost 50 per cent of accidental fires relate
difficult to decide if small incidents such &s b 1 on as an

accidental fire or are best recorded as a fa n. Table 2 illustrates three very
different approaches to recording burnt food:s ich would all comply with the
DCLG guidance set out at Appendix 3.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority



8 Review of Data Quality and Accidental Dwelling Fires | Detailed report

Table 2

Approach 1 (Tyne and
Wear)

Recorded as a fire
unless it is clear that the
foodstuff was never
alight and the room was
undamaged. The mere
smell of smoke will be
considered to be smoke
damage to the room.

Consistent with CLG
Guidance? v

Impact — 90 per cent of
accidental dwelling fires

Differences in Recording Burnt Foodstuffs

Approach 2 Approach 3

Recorded as a false
alarm unless it is clear
that the foodstuff was
alight’or lasting damage

As Tyne and Wear
except smoke damage
will need to be visible
(eg discoloured walls). If
smoke from a burnt
foodstuff triggers an
alarm and there is no
other damage it will
false alarm.

amage will
/ corded.

& < Consistent with CLG

Consistent with

Gui}ianc\e?

Guidance? v

pact — 35 per cent of

Fs have smoke
damage and thus there
are more cases of good
intent false alarms. Our

to the foodstuffa

the >
incident to be tr

ted as

sample suggests

11 per cent of Tyne and
Wear's ADFs would be
false alarms applying this
definition.

guidance necessitates them. One way to reinforce this culture would be to
introduce procedures whereby the station manager would review daily reports of
fires, check them to FDR1s and revisit the scene of the incident within two days if
necessary to confirm the damage caused.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Although the guidance is complicated and open to different interpretations in
2006/07 we estimate that the FRA recorded 6 per cent more accidental dwelling
fires than even its own interpretation of the guidance required. We tested

120 fire returns and found seven errors:

e four fires were in residential homes rather than dwellings;
e one was a gas explosion and thus outside the definition of fire;

e one was a rubbish fire in an external stairway and should have been recorded
as a secondary fire; and

e one was a burnt toast incident with no other damage and thus should have
been recorded as a false alarm (good intent).

Spot checks by station managers, as outlined above also help to eradicate
instances of over-reporting.

definition of dwellings, however sheltered accommodation does. We inspected
Commission for Social Care and Inspection (

Rogorimandaons.

}ﬁ istinguish\b Wewcollected for internal management information and
used to calculate BV

sure that f|r returns are only completed where they are necessary to
ly with guidance.

R3 Ens e\bhe( ation managers review fire returns for all accidental dwelling
fires and visit the property wherever necessary to determine if fire returns
have been correctly completed.

R4 Verify the status of properties described as residential homes on the
gazetteer.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Reducing accidental dwelling fires

Overall strategy

Even if the Authority changed its approach to data collection and recording it
would still have the highest number of accidental dwelling fires per

10,000 population in the country, after adjusting for deprivation. Figure 1
illustrates that the level of such fires is about 30 per cent higher than the second
highest FRA.

Figure 1

AN

Accidental dwelling fires adjusted for deprivation

25.0

Tyne and Wear

20.0 1

15.0

10.0

Fs per 10,000 dwellings (adjusted for deprivation)

1 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47
Authority

However, ad&%ﬁ?(s for deprivation do not fully reflect the difficult local context in
which the Authorijty operates and its' unusually high number of 'at risk' groups:

¢ the highest number of pensioners living alone among metropolitan FRAs;
e the lowest levels of home ownership among metropolitan FRAs;
e the second highest number of students outside London; and

e as aregion the north-east has the highest rates of smoking and alcohol abuse
in the country.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority



17

18

19

Review of Data Quality and Accidental Dwelling Fires | Detailed report 11

The difficult local context might be a long-term barrier to achieving top quartile
performance but an ambitious medium term strategy supported by clear output
targets can nevertheless provide strong motivation for improvement. The
Authority correctly views HFRAs as the major tool for reducing accidental
dwelling fires and Operation Early Warning, a targeted approach to HFRAs was
launched in December 2006. This strategy has successfully contributed to the
FRA's strong performance on smoke alarm ownership, but to date has not
delivered similarly strong performance on reducing accidental dwelling fires.

However, it can take between three and five years for HFRAs to have a
significant impact on fire prevention. This is because:

e behavioural change does not happen overnight;

e a HFRA will have a greater influence as each y
on fire safety advice; and

and people pass

o fire-fighters become more proficient in HERAs‘with experience, improve
targeting and begin to access hard to r

Table 3 shows that the FRA with the greate
fires achieved most of its success between-three an
programme and the pattern in Tyne and Wear.0o

accidental dwelling fires in the fi sttwo years of HF
fall in the first half of 2007/08 is '

accidental
Ive years into the HFRA
change in the volume of

s followed by a 10 per cent

Table 3 HFRA Coverag W idental dwelling fires

/2003/04\ 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08
(to
31

\/7
/\ October
/\ 2008)
{ys(e and Wear\ \

Cumulative HFRAs 0 0 3 10 14
percenta of dwellings.
Cumulati c nin N/A N/A N/A 0 10
accidental dwelling fires

(ADFs).
Comparator FRA

Cumulative HFRAs as 4 11 21 30 35
percentage of dwellings.

Cumulative Reduction in N/A 3 30 47 53
ADFs.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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A successful HFRA programme depends on effective targeting as much as
overall numbers and coverage. Operation Early Warning is targeted at vulnerable
groups and is delivered outside the watch system by paying overtime but it is
based on similar targets for each local authority district despite the fact that

40 per cent of all accidental dwelling fires occur in Newcastle. Every watch also
has a target of 25 risk-based HFRAs per month, although some stations cover a
much higher number of red-risk properties than others.

We found examples in other FRAs of more sophisticated targeting with higher
watch targets being achieved at the highest risk stations. Software that calculates
risk at the lowest possible level (super-output areas) and arrangements with
partners to track especially vulnerable people as they mave home are used to
assist this approach.

Our work has also helped to identify a number of
carried out more effectively and these are set o

¢ In Tyne and Wear targeted HFRAs are i thout prior
notice. Some FRAs make telephone a
because householders tend to be mo
the visit.

afety messages and remind the householder of any
nge required long after the HFRA.

e There is scope to improve the impact of HFRAs by making the images of the
damage caused by fire and the link to high-risk behaviour more graphic.
FRAs frequently use fire safety DVDs to educate children of the dangers of
fire but the approach to HFRAs is entirely verbal. Part of the HFRA kit could
be a DVD with a selection of short films showing the consequences of
behaviour.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Other initiatives to prevent accidental fires

The Authority has a significant problem with small fires and false alarms in
sheltered accommodation, which in 2006/07 accounted for 30 per cent of
accidental dwelling fires. In September 2007, Tyne and Wear agreed a service
level agreement with "Your Homes Newcastle' for wardens or housing managers
to verify fire alarms before dialling 999 and hopes to roll this out to the other four
districts. They have also trained the wardens to perform their own HFRAs for all
their residents.

Over half the accidental dwelling fires in Tyne and Wear are ceoking related with
the majority of these involving cooking fat igniting. Incidents appear to be linked
particularly to the high and growing student population and.the Authority has

greed with 'Your Homes Newcastle'
ition of tenancy for council houses in the

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Recommendations

R5 Prepare a strategy for home fire risk assessments including SMART targets
for reducing accidental dwelling fires by a fixed percentage within a stated
timescale.

R6 Evaluate the strategy for reducing accidental dwelling fires regularly by
comparing the level of such fires between years split over causes of fires
and wards where they were located with the level of preventative activity in
the wards. The impact analysis should be communicatedto stations to
inform future community safety work. /@

R7 Increase targets for home fire risk assessment here accidental
dwelling fires are high.

R8 Increase the proportion of home fire risk assSe sments Wlt set appointment
times and review current procedures fopdelivering HFRAS to\mprove value
for money.

R9 Target proactive home fire risk asse W Information on r|sk at
super-output level including the lifestyle.of vdlnefable people.

I-li ith community safety staff to visit

roups and liaise with

community and faith groups\to i d arrange home fire risk
assessments.

R11 Summarise actions agreed at t el of each home fire risk assessment
and leave a o Wlth he householder for future reference.

the dangers of common behaviour
nd play the appropriate track at the
ssment when they encounter high-risk

e icw\k\}g\;\greement agreed with "Your Homes Newcastle' to
all major prowders of tered accommodation so that wardens or housing
anagers chegk put all fire alarms before dialling 999 and conduct their own
ome fire risk assessments for all their properties.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority



Review of Data Quality and Accidental Dwelling Fires | Detailed report 15

Recommendations

R14 Work with student housing offices and student unions to target student areas
for its chip pan initiatives.

R15 Supplement home fire risk assessments with post fire investigations for all
fires through which targeted fire safety advice is given to victims.

R16 Develop a multi-agency partnership scheme in the ward with the highest
incidence of accidental dwelling fires whereby partners ¢q-ordinate with the
FRA to deliver fire safety information when they have access to
householders homes for other purposes and in ret e FRA delivers their
key messages when they carry out home fire ris assessments.

R17 Produce a report considering the costs:;t{?%f&fﬁs of

ding the
partnership in Newcastle for home fire risk‘assessments being.a condition of

council house tenancy to the other registered social landlor

duce the rigk\g}

ferrals to smoking
ash trays as appropriate.

X

R18 Develop partnerships with Primary €arg’ Trusts t
accidental dwelling fires among smokersithrough
cessation schemes and the provision of.spi

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Appendix 1 — Testing of BVPIs

At all three FRAs (Tyne and Wear, County Durham and Darlington and
Cleveland) we checked the following BVPIs were calculated correctly from
information held on incidents and populations and sample tested the classification
of incidents on the computer system back to fire reports completed at the scene
of the fire (FRDR1s):

e primary fires per 10,000 population;

e accidental dwelling fires per 10,000 population;

e deaths from accidental fires per 100,000 populatio

e injuries from accidental dwelling fires per 10,00Q popula

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Table 4 Incidents in dwellings
Authority | Incidents Incidents not Total incidents in
covered by covered by BVPIs | dwellings per 10,000
BVPIs per 10,000 per 10,000 dwellings.
dwellings. dwellings.
TWFRA 54 161
CD&DFRA 36 122
CFA 33 156

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Appendix 2 — Arrangements for data
quality

The table below illustrates that all three FRAs have adequate arrangements for
data quality.

Table 5 Compliance with Audit Commission good practice for
data quality

<
Good practice TWF/I}A\\C\D&DFRA CFA

Regular, independent validation of all fire N \
BVPIs by QA officers. /
NN

Regular training of staff responsible for
incident recording.

2

Approving an appropriate data quality poli&\\// N
Feeding back performance inf rma N
those responsible for incident r c
Restricting completion of FDR1s to Crew b N N
Manager and above, ——_ /\
Providing CLG's FDR1 Guidance N (94) N N
to all stations.
v v

Issuing suppl éﬂt\asrg/gﬁdance
presentations orprocedwre note

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority



Review of Data Quality and Accidental Dwelling Fires | Appendix 3 — FDR1
guidance notes (94) App 17: Guide to recording of burnt food 19

Appendix 3 — FDR1 guidance notes (94)
App 17: Guide to recording of burnt food

Generally, a fire is reportable if there is ‘an event of uncontrolled burning involving
flames heat or smoke’. However, there are some circumstances in which the
definition is not quite as clear cut. This guide has been created in consultation
with Her Majesty’s Fire Inspectorate, following the apparent confusion amongst
some brigades regarding whether incidents involving burnt food/toast should be
recorded as an FDR1 fire or a false alarm (FDR3).

Note: references to ‘bread’ includes ‘food’ and ‘cookin yreferences to ‘toasts’

includes ‘cooks’ and ‘heats’.

\/ N
Fumes? Heat/ Brigade \ orting

State Condition smoke/ » A ‘Fire’?
(1) flame? ttends? tegory
/| JaN )
1 Bread No No N@\/ No Not applicable
toasts \ /
2a  Bread Yes <Ne\ Yes\ "\ No FDR3
toasts FALSE ALARM
> ‘Good intent’,
eg person calls
fire brigade
thinking it was a
fire after
‘ smelling toast
b or
‘Due to
/ apparatus’.
4 As appropriate -
see FDR3
\ Guidance.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Fumes? Heat/

. Brigade A Reporting
State Condition (1) ?Iranrzie(g/ Attends? ‘Fire’? category
2b Bread gives off = Yes Yes Yes No FDR3
heat/smoke - no FALSE
damage beyond ALARM
the bread/or ‘Good intent’
cooking method eg person ’
requires burning lls fi
(eg flambe Ea- o dlre
cooking) or tr:;rgmjl?inz it
cooking at high was a fire
Ezumcﬁle;astgzﬁs ? fter smelling
frying), or FO or
person prefers to ;
food ‘blackened’ apparatus.
- ie process is As _
controlled appropriate -
see FDR3
Y\ _ Guidance
\\ Yes  FDRI1

record-as false
alarm).

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Fumes? Heat/ g, . 4e A Reporting

State | Condition (1) E?rﬁ:g/ Attends? ‘Fire’? category

4 Bread gives off = Yes Yes Yes Yes  FDR1
heat/smoke
causing
damage to
item(s) beyond
the bread -
regardless of
cooking process

as incident has \

become

uncontrolled. /? \
5 Bread burns Yes Y Yes Yes F‘Q§1

with flame - fire

spreads to other
item(s);

uncontrolled. Q\ \

Source: TA\ER\GUID

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Appendix 4 — Action plan

Page Recommendation Priority Responsibility Agreed Comments Date

no. 1=Low
2 = Med
3 = High A

Data quality / / \ \

9 R1 Distinguish between data collected for '3 / This will beﬁeﬂ?e FRA by ensuring that
internal management information and < efforts to capture information on incidents do
used to calculate BVPIs. not unfairly disadvantage the FRA in

\ comparison based on BVPI 142 (iii).

9 | R2 Ensure that fire returns are only 3 As above.
completed where they are necessary
to comply with CLG guidance. \ ~_

9 R3 Ensure that station managers review 3 > \/ As above plUS a further control against data
fire returns for all accidental dwelling recording errors.
fires and visit the property wherever
necessary to determine if fire returns <
have been correctly completed. / / \ .

9 |R4 Verify the status of properties 4 ﬁ%\> A control against the overstatement of dwelling
described as residential homes on the \/ fires due to misclassifications between
gazetteer. \ sheltered accommodation and residential

T < homes.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Page Recommendation Priority Responsibility Agreed Comments Date
no. 1=Low
2 = Med

3 = High
Reducing accidental dwelling fires
14 'R5 Prepare a strategy for home fire risk 3
assessments including SMART targets

for reducing accidental dwelling fires
by a fixed percentage within a stated

timescale. <\

14 'R6 Evaluate the strategy for reducing 2 \/ This will benefit the FRA by ensuring that
accidental dwelling fires regularly by HFRAs are effectively targeted to achieve the
comparing the level of such fires most impact at reducing accidental dwelling
between years split over causes of fires.
fires and wards where they were
located with the level of preventative >

activity in the wards. The impact
analysis should be communicated to

stations to inform future community / <
safety work. /
\/ \> As above.

14 'R7 Increase targets for home fire risk
assessments in areas where
accidental dwelling fires are high.

/

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Page
no.

14

14

14

14

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority

Recommendation Priority Responsibility Agreed
1=Low
2 = Med
3 = High

R8 Increase the proportion of home fire 3

risk assessments with set appointment
times and review current procedures
for delivering HFRAs to improve value
for money.

R9 Target proactive home fire risk 2
assessments using information on risk
at super-output level including the
lifestyle of vulnerable people..

R10 Ensure that multi-lingual advocates 2
work with community safety staff to
visit locations frequented by asylum
seekers and BME groups and liaise

with community and faith groups to
promote fire safety and arrange home / \

fire risk assessments.

R11 Summarise actions agreed at the eﬁ%\
of each home fire risk assessment

leave a copy with the householder for
future reference.

changing.householder's behaviour.

This will benefit the FRA by ensuring that
HFRAs are effectively targeted to achieve the
most impact at reducing accidental dwelling
fires.

As above.

This will benefit the FRA by ensuring that
HFRAs have more impact at reducing ADFs..

Date
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Page Recommendation Priority Responsibility Agreed C?ents Date

no. 1=Low

2 = Med
3 = High
This will benefit the FRA by reducing the
number of false alarms and small fires
attended in sheltered accommodation by
allowing housing providers to manage the risk
'themselves.

14 R12Produce a DVD portraying graphically 1
the dangers of common behaviour that
causes accidental dwelling fires and
play the appropriate track at the
conclusion of a home fire risk
assessment when they encounter <
high-risk behaviour.

14 ' R13Extend the service level agreement 3
agreed with 'Your Homes Newcastle'
to all major providers of sheltered
accommodation so that wardens or
housing managers check out all fire
alarms before dialling 999 and conduct

their own home fire risk assessments
for all their properties /;

N\ %

15 R14 Work with student housing offices an /2/ ) \\ This will help the FRA get across fire safety
student unions to target student areds > messages to students living in privately rented
for its chip pan initiatives. {\ VY accommodation.

N o \/

y/% NN

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority
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Page Recommendation Priority Responsibility Agreed Comments Date
no. 1=Low
2 = Med
3 = High /
15 R15Supplement home fire risk 2

assessments with post fire
investigations for all fires through
which targeted fire safety advice is
given to victims.

) N\

15 R16 Develop a multi-agency partnership 2 S This will benefitthe FRA and partners by
scheme in the ward with the highest ensuring that they do not compete to access
incidence of accidental dwelling fires the same vulnerable people and fire safety

whereby partners co-ordinate with the advice is co-ordinated with other services.

FRA to deliver fire safety information

when they have access to
householders homes for other > [
purposes and in return the FRA
delivers their key messages when they /\
RN 4

carry out home fire risk assessments.

1o |Ri7Eroce 2 oo conderng e~ ) ) T e o e rengement o o
and benefits of extending the
partnership in Newcastle for home fir > before a decision is talfenion whether or not to
risk assessments being a condition of extend it to the other districts.
council house tenancy t(;ye(he:\ <
registered social landlords: —_ \
i i A\ The benefit of this to the FRA is a reduced risk
of fire from smoking materials.

Tyne and Wear Fire and Rescue Authority



