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Organisational Profile

The New Zealand Fire Service Commission (NZFSC) is a Crown Entity established under the Fire Service Act 1975. It has responsibility for governance and control of the New Zealand Fire Service (NZFS) and is the National Rural Fire Authority (NRFA) for the purposes of the Forest and Rural Fires Act 1977. 

The main services of the NZFSC are fire safety education, prevention and advice; response to fire and other emergencies; and co-ordination of local rural fire authorities. 

The New Zealand Fire Service employs over 1,600 career firefighters plus support staff, and depends on over 9,000 volunteers in smaller urban areas throughout the country.

New Zealand Fire Service has 436 fire stations located in communities throughout urban areas of New Zealand with 800 fire appliances and specialist equipment for dealing with fires and other emergencies.  For management purposes, the stations are structured into 346 districts each with a Chief Fire Officer, of which 29 are paid districts.  

There are 3 Communications Centres (shared with Police) situated in Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch, equipped with Intergraph Computer Aided Despatch (I/CAD), that act as call centres for emergency calls and dispatching of resources. Each of these centres is able to work as a single entity if one becomes inoperative. Communication between the communication centres, fire stations and appliances/people is facilitated via Land Mobile Radio (LMR) and paging systems. 

All fire stations and administration centres (including NHQ) are interconnected by a web-based intranet using either broadband or dial-up connections and even via satellite where appropriate.  Standardised applications are used in fire stations via the intranet to facilitate the capture, display and reporting of essential data.  Use of mobile computing on appliances is in development to extend the provision of both incident and planning information to an emergency scene, and will be coupled with a new fire alarm monitoring system that can send intelligent information to fire appliances.

A Culture Focussed on Strategy
The core of the organisation goals are embodied in our organisational strategy, which is contained in a rolling 5-year plan.  This is formally reviewed annually encompassing a range of inputs – past performance, future opportunities, political imperatives - as shown in Figure 1.  Government now requires all departments and crown entities to adopt the principles of ‘managing for outcomes’.  The desired outcomes are agreed and reflected in the strategic plan.  The overarching strategic priorities are set by the New Zealand Fire Service Commission and reflect the contents of a letter of expectation received from Government each year.  The priorities give rise to a set of critical actions.  These actions are assigned to owners at Senior Management Team level in the organisation, and these owners then put plans in place to implement them.  
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The annual plans for each business unit in the organisation reflect the delivery of business-as-usual activity as well as new initiatives that work in combination to deliver the organisation’s goals.  Business planning in the context of strategy goes right down to station, and even watch level.  Development and implementation of business plans is facilitated and supported by the recent introduction of our purpose-built Station Management System (SMS).  This is discussed in detail below.

Managing Innovation

Innovation is embodied in an organisation’s projects.  Sound alignment and analysis of project work ensures value for money in organisational spending.  In a spirit of co-ordinating how the organisation’s projects align and how we spend our money a new Project Review Committee was set up in 2003.  This group was charged with the development of a formal process for determining which of the many projects and areas of capital expenditure that might be proposed should be funded.  Business cases can be proposed and prepared by anyone as long as there is a Senior Management Team sponsor who is prepared to take accountability for the delivery of the anticipated benefits.  Business cases are full of promised benefit!  Business cases are scored against a range of criteria including fit with the strategic plan, contribution to organisational culture, benefit to the public and these benefits are set against the associated risks and costs to the organisation.  

Because the Project Review Committee can view all of the organisation’s innovative activity as a whole, it avoids waste due to duplication of effort and can gauge the long-term organisation–wide benefits of major initiatives.  One of these has been the introduction in the last few months of the new Spatial Mapping and Reporting Tools (SMART) suite, which is discussed further below and in the following paper.  Though the Project Review Committee started work after SMS was under way, it has a perspective on how other organisational innovation integrates with it.

Organisational culture change is one aspect that is assessed in the  project review process, as it is one of the most intangible to manage but one of the most crucial to success.  For a project to be successful, the systems it imposes on the organisation when it comes to implementation have to recognise and reflect the ways in which people prefer to work.  Radical change is likely to engender the greatest levels of resistance.  The organisation is therefore committed to improvement by evolution rather than by revolution.  

Every business case that comes before the Project Review Committee has to show how it addresses issues of change management.  Further, the committee looks at all projects under way at any one time and tries to see where the change required will be greatest.  Good projects have been postponed, when too many changes are going on at once to be absorbed at the critical levels in the organisation – often at Chief Fire Officer level.

Station Management System – what is it?

SMS has been introduced into NZFS by our Chief Executive/National Commander who pioneered the first attempts at this way of managing during his service in the Queensland Fire and Rescue Service.  Planning and recording of non-emergency activity now takes place at station level.  SMS provides a single integrated application for managing most of the planning and recording of activity as well as the data required by operational crews on station.  The nature of the SMS system means it can be used to good effect by many other groups throughout the New Zealand Fire Service to manage tasks, especially those related to buildings and incidents. As New Zealand Fire Service adopts the principles of managing for outcomes as required by government the reporting of activity that contribute to the desired outcomes becomes very significant. SMS provides a means by which this can be achieved.

Operational staff, under the guidance of the Chief Fire officer, prepare a business plan derived from the organisation’s strategic plan coupled with their own assessment of local risk.  The business plan includes operational readiness activity, such as checks and tests, promotional activity, such as the schools programme or that for the elderly, and building fire safety activity, such as inspections.  The activity they plan to undertake locally is supported by the tools available for promotional activity, such as the schools programme (Firewise), packs for the elderly, inspection checklists and so on.  The key element here is that every station plan will be different, depending on the risk that the station manages on behalf of its local community.

SMS does two important things.  It requires stations to show that they have assessed the risk locally and have planned to address it.  It then allows reporting against planned activity and records progress towards targets set at the beginning of the year.  The system was used at 17 stations in pilot stand-alone form for a year.  On 8th June 2004 it went live in a web-based system countrywide.  All 436 stations – paid and volunteer - have access on-line.

How was engagement achieved?

In order to encourage change within the organisation, individuals have to become engaged with the process and what is expected of them.  On the simplest level this involves training of all those who will use the new system.  This was undertaken on a train-the-trainer basis such that someone from every station was trained in the use of the system.  But training alone does not deliver engagement.  Two key roles in the change process are the project sponsor and the project champion.  The sponsor is a member of the senior management team who is accountable to the Chief Executive and to the rest of the team for the success of the project and for the delivery of the promised benefits.  

The project champion is needed to get out there amongst the operational crews explaining the why and the how of the new system.  A lot of travel was involved, a lot of time on the phone and lot of planning and explaining, and explaining again.  When stations started to prepare their first business plans in June 2004, they were supplied with comprehensive packs that were tailored to each station and explained what the strategic plan is and how each part of the organisation contributes to its delivery.  In these early days the project plans varied considerably, with the best being very good indeed – well thought through, showing clear targets and milestones, and very professionally produced.  Every single paid station produced a plan.

It is highly significant that the introduction of SMS is supported in the current New Zealand Professional Firefighters Union (NZPFU) contract as a specific item. This is evidence of its power as a tool and is a very important aspect of its success. 
A Chiefs conference was held in February of this year to review progress to date, and to gather and consider feedback.  Debate was robust and opinion varied, but there could be no doubt that engagement at that level had been achieved.  The NZPFU president at that meeting supported the principles of SMS and the philosophy of data gathering as evidence of the value of all of the work that Fire Service operational personnel contribute to their communities.
What can it do?

SMS has built upon an earlier software development that allows on-line completion of fire incident reports.  This capability has been in the organisation since 2000.  As incidents are imported from the I/CAD system, the address and the spatial location to which appliances were dispatched comes across into SMS together with all of the information that the Communications Centres have about the incident.  In SMS this becomes associated with all other records we might have about a building, such as approval of its evacuation scheme, date of the last building inspection and any risk plans we might have entered.

SMS also imported a structured system that the organisation had in place to manage the processing of approval of evacuation schemes.  The New Zealand Fire Service has a statutory duty to approve evacuation schemes  

The business planning module in SMS is task-based.  Stations need to assess their local risk and to plan what non-emergency tasks they will need to carry out over the year to achieve their goals.  The tasks are selected from lists and can be assigned to particular dates and times so that progress over the year can be planned and monitored.  As all the tasks are scheduled for the year, the SMS system becomes an on-line diary for the station’s workload.  Any task that is entered into SMS in relation to a particular building becomes part of the records associated with that building.

As tasks come up on the schedule reminders appear on the screen. They are recorded as completed once they are done, and are credited against the watch, station and district’s business plan.  Inevitably, emergency responses and other unforseen occurrences will cause tasks not to be completed.  They can then be rescheduled by the watch itself or assigned to other watches.  There is a great deal of vigorous debate as to what tasks should be available.  Some stations seem to wish to record every activity that they do, and others only wish to record those activities that contribute to managing for outcomes.  This is a philosophical debate that is likely to continue.

There are also facilities to call individuals to meetings and other on-line diary functions.

Local assessment of risk 

We know, from research work we have commissioned, that our fire incidence and more importantly our fire fatality rate is tightly coupled to the deprivation of the community affected.  Deprivation is measured as an index derived from data available from Statistics New Zealand that covers income, transport, communication, education, on a census mesh-block basis.  Deprivation is categorised on a scale of 1 to 10 (where 10 is high deprivation) such that 10% of the population appears in each deprivation band.  Statistics New Zealand also provides us with data that shows for example where elderly people live so that targeting specific population demographics is possible.

If the organization has an expectation that risks will be assessed and tackled on a station-by-station basis then the tools have to be available at station level to enable the crews to do that analysis.  New Zealand Fire Service has been collecting its incident data spatially for 5 years.  This means that we know where incidents, or more specifically, different types of incidents occur.  But how do stations know this?  We have purchased state-of the art reporting tools and customised them to provide what the organisation needs at the right level.  It is vital that stations be able to map their incidents so that they know where to target their campaigns.  This is where the tools we have called SMART-map, SMART-incident and SMART-reports come into their own.

At its simplest, the SMART-map can be used to draw a screen map of the locality which can be useful for daily work planning of hydrant testing or building inspections for example.  The map can also be used to display incidents over the last day, week, month or year by ticking boxes on the home screen.  A set of symbols has been developed that allows the map to show up different incident types (Figure 2).  This gives essential information to guide the planning process.
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At the slightly more sophisticated level, the SMART-incident feature can allow users to conduct searches of incidents with particular characteristics and display them on the map.  For example it might be useful to see all kitchen fires where there was an electrical cause.  All fields in our incident database can be accessed by means of simple tickboxes and searches can be conducted over any time range for which we have data.  This provides the next level of analysis for the planning process, and allows crews to plan where they might like to focus there community safety campaigns.  As an example one district in Invercargill, in the South of the country (where it is colder), was able to identify the areas where its chimney fires occur.  It is possible to overlay the map with a hot-spotting tool, which shows where  concentrations of incidents arise (Figure 3).

Reporting against plans

There is reporting within SMS that allows the progress against business plans to be plotted in tables and graphs.  One very important aspect of SMS reporting is that it is totally transparent.  There are no secrets and everyone can view everyone else’s plans and results.

The SMART-reports tool allows more refined reporting to be carried out.  It allows a station to see features of its own incidents.  For example, in the case of the Invercargill station noted above, the district launched a chimney fire campaign.  Over the period that it was running, the crews are now able to see the very clear effect that they are having on fire incidence in their locality.
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Conclusion

New Zealand Fire Service is still within the first 12 months of having launched a major new way of planning and reporting our non-emergency business.   The journey has been an interesting one for the organisation, and time will tell what can be achieved.  The potential is enormous.
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Abstract


The key steps in bringing about organisational change are setting a compelling vision, articulating a strategy that gives effect to that vision, and creating a culture where the strategy can be implemented.  The vision espoused by the New Zealand Fire Service incorporates a community fire risk management focus, is based on smart technology and encourages productive partnerships.  But it is the implementation of that vision that has given rise to some of the greatest organisational challenges that have been faced in the last couple of years.  By focussing on technological solutions, great advances are possible, by allowing teams around the organisation to have access to the data and information they need to make the decisions that will give effect to the strategy.  But great levels of change are demanded from around the organisation to realise the potential benefits.
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Figure 1 – Strategic Planning Process





Figure 2	Mapping of incidents








Figure 3	Hot-spotting tool
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