LETTER D
Dear​  Jillian Reeves,

As my representative I would like to bring some matters that I feel are very important to your attention. In the current financial climate I am aware that we need to find areas in which we can save money. Most of these areas I am not well informed enough to offer an educated opinion,
however I am an employee of Essex County Fire and Rescue Service, and I am extremely concerned both as an employee and a member of the Essex public about the potential cuts that are being proposed to our fire service, and how the brigade itself is being managed. As a fellow tax payer you are entitled to a high quality emergency service that is manned and equipped sufficiently to respond quickly and effectively whenever you need us, for whatever reason you need us. However I fear the proposed cuts to our budget will have a catastrophic effect on the service we provide for our communities, resulting ultimately in insufficient fire cover. 
 
The fire service has been modernising and streamlining for a long time, it has met and exceeded government efficiency targets and the truth is there is no meat left on the bones, and if anything is already over stretched. The cracks are already being papered over, the number of firefighters has reduced drastically in recent times, over 3000 wholetime posts have been lost in the UK since 1997, despite the job we perform becoming more diverse and challenging. As of last year Essex fire and rescue no longer has dedicated crews on our aerial ladder platforms or rescue tenders. In basic terms this means there is one crew manning both appliances, so if one is at an incident and you require the other somewhere else, it is no longer available - this has already happened. This detrimental change in the way our special appliances are crewed equated to 44 wholetime firefighters in Essex alone being lost. Your council tax pays for 954 wholetime firefighters. In Essex we currently have less than 900- despite the Chief Fire Officer, David Johnson, claiming the money for the full 954- surely this is misleading the tax payer? The reduction in personnel cannot be justified, over 7000 people were rescued from fires in the UK between April 2009 and March 2010. Not only does having enough crews available mean we are able to save more lives, it also is essential for our safety. The worrying decline in firefighter posts coincides with the worst period of firefighter deaths we have experienced in the UK in decades. Alongside this is the fact the cost of fires is increasing.
The Association of British Insurers states the average fire claim has more than doubled between 2002 and 2008. In the first 6 months of 2009 insurers paid out an average of £3.6 million a day for fire damage - the highest half yearly figure ever. If fire cover is reduced, response times to these incidents will be slower, and these figures will continue to rise. 
 
If there is anywhere that money can be saved in Essex Fire and Rescue Service, may I suggest looking no further than the top of the organisation. In a time where I am being forced to pay increased pension contributions (I already pay 11% of my wages, this is soon to rise to 14%) and my pay is to be frozen for the next 4 years (which will equate to around a 16% pay cut in real terms) our Chief fire
officers salary has increased enormously and now is well in excess of the Prime Ministers! Since taking over as Chief Fire Officer 5 years ago David Johnson's basic pay has risen from £125,000 as it stood on 01/01/2006 to £169,000 on 01/01/2010. Leaving aside the additional £20,000 per year increase he is rumoured to have received for taking on the Emergency Planning role from the ECC, it equates to a rise of £917 per month, for every month of the 4 year period that his pay has increased - not bad considering he keeps reminding me I wont be getting any form of pay rise as this is a time of economic crisis. Look no further than his treasurer Mr Mike Clayton for another example of a salary funded by your taxes that has rocketed from £65,000 to £128,000 in the 5 years that he has worked for Mr Johnson. Aswell as these lucrative pay rises, Mr Johnson also announced last month that senior divisional officers were to receive around a 17% rise, in return for being available on call from home a few more days a year, and more importantly if they give up their right to strike- and effectively have to quit their union. He also stated his intent to cascade this offer further down the ranks in the near future- where is the money for this coming from, and is it right that he should be trying to buy people out of their trade union? I can only assume Mr Johnson has had some luck on
the Euromillions recently as not only can he find the money for pay rises for senior officers, but he is also pushing forward with plans for a £20 million development to extend the already extravagant
headquarters (It even includes a relaxation room!) he has built at Kelvedon Park.
 
I think the politicians that are responsible for making cuts to public spending need to remember there is a difference between profit making organisations and emergency services. We have an ever growing population, with newer and bigger risks to deal with. If we make cuts that most days may not be noticed, the day a terrorist attack happens and they are looking for police, paramedics and firefighters to resolve the situation, only to find we are too short staffed and ill equipped to cope, it will be too late and lives will be lost.
 
Please could you ask Mr Johnson about the issues highlighted above, and as my elected representative put these issues forward to the people that matter?
I appreciate the time you have taken to read my letter and look forward to hearing from you.
 
Yours sincerely,
 

