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“The decline in on-call firefighter availability is not due to a lack 
of commitment from individuals; it is a result of longstanding, 
socio‑economic and service-specific systemic challenges”

HMICFRS presentation delivered by Roy Wilshire, average 
on-call fire engine availability has fallen from 81 per cent 
to 55 per cent in just a few years, and in some FRSs, the 
figure is far lower. 

Meanwhile, perhaps unsurprisingly, according to the 
latest data from the Home Office, the number of on-call 
firefighters has fallen by 25 per cent in the past decade, 
reducing from 10,602 in 2015 to just 7,967 in 2024. 

Despite repeated government reviews emphasising 
the need for a spend-to-save approach to this already 
tremendously cost-effective part of the Fire and Rescue 
Service and several research projects showcasing 
how this can be achieved by using evidence-based 
approaches to make outcomes more favourable, these 
trends continue. 

The Core Challenges Facing On-call Availability 
As many now realise, the decline in on-call firefighter 
availability is not due to a lack of commitment from 
individuals; it is a result of longstanding, socio-economic 
and service-specific systemic challenges:

Recruitment Struggles
While being an on-call firefighter remains a prestigious 
and rewarding role, the number of eligible recruits 
is shrinking.
• Changing work patterns mean that fewer people work 

rurally or near home, making it harder to meet turn-in 
time requirements.

• A lack of targeted, data-driven recruitment strategies 
means that FRSs miss potential candidates who might 
otherwise consider joining.

• Unrealistic expectations set at recruitment can create a 
mismatch between perceptions at the outset of what is 
to come, and the reality of the role and its prerequisite 
commitments. This can reduce retention, particularly 
those with family or other job responsibilities.

O
n-call firefighters and fire engines form the 
backbone of fire cover in rural and semi-urban 
areas. But declining recruitment, increasing 
demands on personal time, and systemic 

retention challenges have led to a steady erosion of the 
on-call workforce, putting significant strain on fire and 
rescue capabilities.

The consequences of this decline are far-reaching. 
With fewer on-call firefighters available, FRSs struggle 
to maintain consistent fire engine availability, forcing 
them to rely on costly temporary solutions or redistribute 
resources in ways that compromise overall efficiency. 
The challenge is not just in filling vacancies but in 
ensuring that the on-call model remains sustainable, 
adaptable, and fit for the future.

The Growing Crisis in the On-Call Landscape
Nationally, as we heard in detail recently during the 
last National Fire Chiefs Council On-call Conference 

For decades, fire and rescue services across the UK have battled with 
a growing crisis in ensuring the availability of on‑call firefighters and 
fire engines when they are needed most. ORH and re-enkindle report 

Overcoming on-call 
challenges with data-
driven solutions 
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skills planning through research, OARS is a workforce 
planning solution that provides FRSs with clear, actionable 
insights into recruitment, retention and skills management.

Unlike traditional workforce planning tools, OARS is 
not an availability rostering system, but instead provides 
strategic workforce intelligence, enabling senior leaders to 
make informed decisions that drive real improvements.

How Does OARS Work?
OARS brings together and analyses multiple sources 
of data to provide a comprehensive picture of on-call 
workforce health, identifying threats, vulnerabilities and 
opportunities for optimising planning in ways that can 
directly confer benefits for on-call fire engine availability 
and incident attendance.

Availability and Incident Attendance Trends
•	 OARS not only makes use of historical data but allows a 

forward-looking measurement of expected availability 
and the likely number of incidents that could be 
attended given the current establishment of firefighters 
at each station.

•	 It identifies stations that are most at risk of shortages in 
the future and where availability pressures are greatest.

Skills Planning and Training Prioritisation
•	 OARS identifies the training needs of each station, 

ensuring that firefighters acquire the skills that will have 
the biggest impact on availability.

•	 It helps FRSs identify which firefighters should be 
prioritised for training as ERDs and ICs, ensuring that 
resources are used effectively.

‘What If’ Scenario Modelling
•	 OARS allows FRSs to simulate workforce changes, 

predicting the impact of recruitment drives, retirements 
and upskilling programs.

•	 This enables proactive workforce planning, instead of 
reacting to shortages when it’s too late.

Recruitment Potential and Catchment Analysis
•	 Using demographic and geographical data, OARS maps 

potential recruitment areas, helping FRSs to target 
campaigns where they are most likely to succeed.

•	 It models the impact of adjusting turn-in times, allowing 
FRSs to consider whether a small increase in response 
times could open up a much larger pool of candidates.

Reducing Over-reliance on Dual Contracts
•	 Some FRSs rely heavily on whole-time firefighters 

working dual contracts to prop up on-call availability.
•	 OARS highlights where this is happening, and helps FRSs 

to develop sustainable workforce strategies.

Assessing Alternative Delivery Options
•	 OARS allows FRSs to model and measure the impact of 

potential changes before they are implemented.
•	 Alternative crewing rules can be assessed around 

ridership and roles.
•	 The potential for, and impact on, neighbouring stations 

working as a cluster can be evaluated.

Retention and Workforce Planning Failures
Recruiting new on-call firefighters is only half the battle; 
keeping them, and then utilising their skills optimally, is 
just as challenging.
•	 Turnover is high, as on-call firefighters struggle to 

balance personal lives, primary employment, and 
increasing demands.

•	 Reactive planning, whereby FRSs often react to staffing 
shortages rather than proactively plan for them.

•	 Without long-term workforce data, many FRSs rely on 
outdated methods, leading to repeated cycles without 
solving the underlying problems.

A Shortage of Qualified Personnel
Even when on-call firefighters are available, stations 
frequently struggle to mobilise appliances due to shortages 
of Emergency Response Drivers (ERDs) and Incident 
Commanders (ICs), roles that are essential for getting and 
keeping fire engines on the run.
•	 ERDs are increasingly difficult to train, retain and reward, 

leading to gaps in cover.
•	 The burden of responsibility on ICs is high, and FRSs find 

it difficult to replace those who leave or retire with the 
same level of cover.

•	 Some stations are over-reliant on a handful of 
individuals, creating unsustainable workforce models.

Addressing this crisis requires more than just recruitment 
drives; it demands data-driven workforce strategies, 
evidence-based policy changes, and a fundamental 
rethink of how on-call firefighters are recruited, retained 
and supported. 

By applying research-led solutions and advanced 
data analysis, FRSs can gain deeper insights into the root 
causes of availability issues and implement targeted, 
effective interventions to rebuild a resilient and responsive 
on-call workforce.

OARS: The Data-driven Solution to On-call 
Availability Challenges
For years, workforce planning in on-call firefighting has 
been based on assumptions rather than hard data. OARS 
changes that.

Developed by ORH, a world leader in emergency 
services analytics, and in partnership with re-enkindle, a 
company dedicated to improving on-call availability and 
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The Benefits of OARS for Fire and Rescue 
Services
By using OARS, FRSs can transform how they manage 
on-call firefighter recruitment, retention and skills 
development in the following ways.
•	 Increased on-call fire engine availability and incident 

attendance, ensuring that communities receive reliable 
emergency cover.

•	 Better skills distribution, reducing the risk of fire engines 
being unavailable due to a lack of ERDs or ICs.

•	 Proactive workforce planning, rather than reacting to 
availability problems when it’s too late.

•	 A more sustainable on-call workforce, reducing reliance 
on dual contracts and overstretched individuals, while 
offering insight for succession planning.

•	 More effective recruitment campaigns, targeted at areas 
with the greatest potential.

The Research and Expertise Behind OARS
OARS is built on a strong foundation of academic 
research and real-world experience, and was developed 
in collaboration between ORH and re-enkindle. OARS is 
predicated on four years of research into what makes a 
tangible, quantifiable impact for FRSs seeking to optimise 
the use of on-call firefighter resources.

ORH and the Fire Sector
In addition to supplying the Dynamic Cover Tool, ORH has 
extensive experience of working with FRSs on operational 

and strategic planning problems, and over the past ten 
years has worked with over 30 UK FRSs.

ORH understands the changing demands on FRSs 
and the need for greater resilience and flexibility, often 
in the context of significant constraints on finance 
and resources.  

ORH’s work with FRSs in the UK and internationally 
has shown that taking a modelling approach to strategic 
and operational planning can deliver a robust solution. 
In the UK, ORH’s analytical and modelling work feeds 
directly into the statutory CRMPs of the FRSs they support. 

ORH has more than 40 years of experience working 
with emergency services worldwide (and over 20 with 
FRSs), using advanced analytics and modelling to optimise 
resource allocation and response times. ORH’s expertise 
in modelling complex operational environments has been 
instrumental in creating OARS.

re-enkindle and the Fire Sector
Founded by Dr Steve Sadler, a researcher, consultant and 
on-call firefighter, re-enkindle helps FRSs strengthen 
their capacity for evidence-based, data-driven decision-
making. With expertise spanning academic research, 
operational firefighting and workforce strategy, re-enkindle 
supports FRSs in tackling complex challenges, from on-call 
recruitment and retention to strategic workforce planning 
and fire engine availability.

re-enkindle has delivered major projects for Kent, 
Lancashire, Mid and West Wales, and Shropshire Fire and 
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To support on-call planning, OARS 
enables fire and rescue services to:

• Improve appliance availability
• Identify recruitment opportunities
• Measure the reliance on individuals
• Target skills training
• Assess station vulnerabilities
• Use data to overcome challenges 

If the application of OARS sounds of 
interest to your FRS, please get in touch.

You may already be familiar with 
ORH’s Dynamic Cover Tool, but did 
you know that we also support on-call 
strategic workforce planning with our 
latest software release, OARS?

t.+44 (0)118 959 6623  e.enquiries@orhltd.com
www.orhltd.com
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significant recruitment challenges, a smarter way to 
predict and plan for workforce shortages was needed. 
OARS will provide workforce intelligence, and help to 
align recruitment efforts, upskill personnel, and optimise 
resource allocation.

Shaping the Future of On-Call Firefighting
With more FRSs recognising the benefits of predictive 
workforce analytics, OARS is playing a pivotal role in 
shaping an on-call firefighting workforce Fit for the 
Future. As availability pressures mount, budgets tighten, 
and public expectations grow, FRSs must evolve to 
stay ahead.

OARS provides the ability to proactively address 
workforce challenges, rather than react to crises. By 
leveraging advanced data insights, FRSs can build a 
sustainable on-call model that ensures fire engines are 
available when communities need them most.

Why Now? The Urgency for Change
The on-call model is at a crossroads. Without the latest 
workforce planning tools, and with the advent of changes 
to the Grey Book resulting in the need to plan for the 
impact of changes to contracts, FRSs risk continued decline 
in availability, increased operational strain, and growing 
public concern. The solution is clear; data must drive 
decision-making.

Using metrics identified and utilised in FRSs for 
several years by ORH and re-enkindle, OARS enables 
each service to continually measure the right things 
to do the right things; that is, recruit, retain, plan and 
train on-call firefighters efficiently, effectively and in 
ways that optimise on-call fire engine availability and 
incident attendance.

OARS is already being used by FRSs in the UK to support 
decision making on recruitment prospects, strategic 
workforce planning of its on-call firefighters, and enable 
effective and efficient resource use.

OARS is already delivering results for forward-thinking 
FRSs. The question is: will your service be next?

Discover how OARS can help your FRS optimise 
On-call workforce planning. Visit https://www.orhltd.
com/contact-us to learn more about how OARS can help 
your FRS optimise workforce planning and improve 
On-call fire engine availability.

Rescue Services, and consulted with many more. Dr Sadler 
developed the UK’s most comprehensive research-led 
model of good practice for on-call fire engine availability in 
collaboration with Staffordshire Fire and Rescue Service. 
This work has shaped service reviews, digital and data 
innovations, and long-term workforce strategies that drive 
measurable improvements.

By refining the use of data and analytical tools, 
re-enkindle enables FRSs to embed best practices, improve 
workforce planning and enhance operational resilience. 
With a proven track record of delivering results across the 
sector, re-enkindle provides the insights and expertise 
leaders need to make informed decisions that strengthen 
service delivery and future-proof the on-call workforce.

The combination of ORH’s analytical and modelling 
capability, allied to re-enkindle’s on-call specific 
knowledge and research expertise, makes OARS a 
uniquely powerful tool.

A Smarter Approach: Data-driven Workforce 
Planning
The on-call crisis demands more than just traditional 
solutions; it requires an innovative, evidence-based 
approach. FRSs that embrace data-driven workforce 
planning are already seeing measurable improvements in 
availability, recruitment and skills management.

Real-world Impact: How FRSs are Using OARS 
to Drive Change
Lancashire Fire and Rescue Service: Improving 
Availability 
Lancashire FRS has been at the forefront of workforce 
planning innovation. By using OARS as part of its 
improvement programme alongside several other successful 
initiatives, it has identified stations with key vulnerabilities, 
optimised skills planning and analysed recruitment 
catchment areas. The service has recently achieved positive 
increases in on-call fire engine availability, demonstrating 
that better data can contribute to better decisions and, 
ultimately, better emergency response for communities.

An O ptimised On-call Improvement 
Programme in a Rural FRS 
Another FRS recently adopted OARS to support its 
on-call firefighters. With a large geographical area and 
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You may already be familiar with ORH’s  
Dynamic Cover Tool, but did you know that we 
also support on-call strategic workforce planning  
with our latest software release, OARS? 

To support on-call planning, OARS enables fire 
and rescue services to:

• Improve appliance availability
• Identify recruitment opportunities
• Measure the reliance on individuals
• Target skills training
• Assess station vulnerabilities
• Use data to overcome challenges 

If the application of OARS sounds of interest to 
your FRS, please get in touch. t.+44 (0)118 959 6623

e.enquiries@orhltd.com
www.orhltd.com
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