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Preface ōȅ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ 

In 2021 I directed the Management Board of the National 

Directorate for Fire and Emergency Management (NDFEM) to 

review the delivery and sustainability of the local authority 

ΨwŜǘŀƛƴŜŘΩ CƛǊŜ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

recruitment and retention of staff. I am delighted to publish 

άwŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ CƛǊŜ {ŜǊvices in Ireland ς A Review of Recruitment 

and Retention and the Future Sustainability of Service 

5ŜƭƛǾŜǊȅέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƳŀŘŜ 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άYŜŜǇƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ {ŀŦŜέ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

the future strategic direction of the Retained Fire Service.  

I believe the recommendations in this review will strengthen the delivery of the retained fire services 

across the country. There is no doubt that the efforts of retained firefighters, and those of their full-

time colleagues, first and foremost save lives, prevent damage to residential and commercial 

property, protect critical infrastructure and safeguard the environment. The work of these brave 

men and women can be dangerous, physically challenging, and psychologically demanding. Our 

firefighters are an elite frontline service staffed by very dedicated and selfless people, serving their 

communities around the clock. 

I would like to acknowledge the comprehensive engagement by retained firefighting staff with the 

contribution of over 900 staff in the research survey conducted during 2021 and also the further 

direct engagement with staff representatives throughout the process. The scope of the research also 

included comparative analysis of service delivery models with other EU fire services.     

This is a focused review, aiming to maintain the strengths of the retained fire services, while 

addressing the issues that are acting as a barrier to recruitment and retention. It is clear from the 

findings of the current review that the work life balance for retained firefighters needs to be 

addressed to make the retained fire service an attractive employment option. Retained fire services 

are drawn from the heart of our communities across the country. It is important that as we move to 

improve recruitment and retention, we also endeavour to prioritise inclusion and diversity within 

the Fire Service. 

The implementation of the recommendations of this review should begin as soon as possible with 

continued engagement with all stakeholders.  Retained firefighters operate in a very demanding 

environment. This review is intended to support our firefighters, improve working structures within 

the retained fire service and ultimately ensure the best service possible for communities that are 

served so well by the retained fire services across the country.  

Darragh O’Brien TD 

Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage  
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Glossary of Terms/Acronyms 

ARC Area Risk Categorisation 

DHLGH Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

EVG External Validation Group 

KCS Keeping Communities Safe  

LGMA Local Government Management Agency 

NDFEM  National Directorate for Fire and Emergency Management  

NIFRS Northern Ireland Fire and Rescue Service 

PDA Pre-Determined Attendance  
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Executive Summary 

The Minister requested that the Management Board 

of the National Directorate for Fire and Emergency 

Management (NDFEM) undertake a review of the 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ΨǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘΩ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

delivery, with particular emphasis on the 

recruitment and retention of staff.  

 

A project team was established within the NDFEM to 

lead the work and sought to explore and 

understand the issues which are impacting on 

service delivery, to undertake research and 

analysis and to propose options towards solutions, 

which will underpin the continuing provision of 

efficient, effective and inclusive local authority fire 

services into the future. 

 

The aim of this review is to prioritise consideration 

of the issue of recruitment and retention in the 

sector, and to detail the broader inputs impacting 

on retained fire services. This report provides an 

overview of the current arrangements of retained 

fire services in Ireland and analyses the challenges.  

 

This work reflects on and considers the current 

circumstances, explores the issues and their 

impacts, and proposes recommendations for 

implementation, considered essential to the 

continued delivery of an effective and efficient 

retained fire service. The objective is to match the 

needs of communities with the structure of 

retained fire services both now and into the future 

 

Despite continued efforts to meet mandates to 

maintain retained fire services availability, the 

intractable, yet not insurmountable, underlying 

issues reflect wider social, economic and cultural 

changes which persist across the sector, nationally 

and internationally. The challenges faced now and in 

the future by retained fire services, many of which 

are related to recruitment and retention, are those 

faced by other services throughout Europe. The 

clear solutions to such perennial problems remain 

elusive for many across the sector. They have, 

however, recently precipitated exploratory, expert-

led, collective, international research into 

recruitment and retention, and these have been 

considered in the work of the project team. 

Factors including social (increased individualism, 

increasingly non-traditional demographic profiles 

of local communities), economic (inflationary 

pressures, cost of living such as accommodation, 

changes to traditional workplaces and ways of 

working) or cultural (the extent to which the local 

and national community values the role of the 

retained service), indicate that recruitment will 

continue to prove challenging in the future. 

 

Engagement with key stakeholders has been an 

integral part of this process, including local 

authorities and staff working in retained fire 

services throughout Ireland. 

 

Fire service delivery in recent years has been the 

subject of scrutiny by the NDFEM through the 

External Validation1, Review of Fire Safety (Report 

of the Fire Safety Task Force)2 and Capacity 

Review3 groups, which produced reports on the 

broader issues in fire services. This report is 

particularly focussed on the significant challenges 

in relation to the delivery model and the 

recruitment and retention of staff in retained fire 

services.  

 

This report makes broad recommendations to 

align the future of retained fire services with the 

need of the communities they serve. The 

identification of the key issues and data have 

informed the findings that will require appropriate 

national oversight in the period ahead. It will be 

challenging in the context of ensuring that any 

emergent issues are effectively progressed.  

 

The work has included the gathering of data from 

local authorities, who are tasked with managing 

fire service provision in Ireland. This also included 

undertaking for the first time, in the retained fire 

services context, surveys of both management and 

front-line firefighters working in the sector.  

 

The project team has analysed the collated data, 

liaised with key stakeholders and makes core 

recommendations, which are outlined in Section 6 

of this report.  

 

The work has been challenging and an important 

overarching theme has been that this complex 
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issue has many interconnected and related 

elements, some of which are not directly within 

the control of the service managers. The idea of 

ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ are not considered 

feasible in the context of the evaluation of all the 

issues explored. This should become self-evident 

on reading the report. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

the basis of actions that the project team feel will 

create a more positive environment, encouraging 

effective recruitment and retention of firefighters 

in the short to medium term.  

 

The main recommendations in Section 6 relate to: 

¶ Reviewing the remuneration model balancing 

organisational and individual needs; 

¶ Reviewing area risk categorisation in the 

context of retained fire services; 

¶ Standardising recruitment processes; 

¶ Reviewing the Occupational Medical Scheme; 

¶ Communicating the role of the retained 

firefighter to the public more effectively; 

¶ Recognising the contribution of retained 

firefighters to their communities; and 

¶ Working to both recognise the work of 

primary employers and seeking to optimise 

the participation of all employers in the 

sector. 

 

It is acknowledged that the implementation of this 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ 

work and further engagement with the key 

stakeholders. This will include effective 

negotiations with the staff interest groups for 

retained firefighters. The recommendations are far 

reaching and it is important to ensure that those 

targeted at improving recruitment and retention 

issues are prioritised.  

 

To support the initial findings and data reviewed in 

this report, continuing and additional work is 

needed. This must use a robust, and broader base 

of evidence and data from across retained services 

both in Ireland and further afield. It requires 

simultaneously reviewing progress and also to 

identify and thereby propagate existing good 

practice, whilst identifying opportunities for 

possible future initiatives.  

 

This report is focussed on recruitment and 

retention, and identifies further work including 

undertaking targeted research, and gathering 

evidence and data which supports the sector. The 

ongoing and planned work will underpin 

endeavours to afford the retained model 

appropriate attention and consideration, thus 

ensuring that it is sustainable and works 

effectively. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Review 
The model for retained services has evolved since 

its inception in the 1940s as a local authority 

delivered service. The operational service in large 

urban areas is primarily provided by full-time 

firefighters. Outside of these larger urban areas, 

fire service provision is delivered mainly by 

retained brigades. There is a total of 201 fire 

stations with retained personnel, of which 197 are 

operated by retained staff, and 4 by a mix of full-

time and retained crews. 

 

Retained firefighters have traditionally lived, 

worked and socialised within the area of their fire 

station, which provides operational cover and 

availability of fire appliances. Retained firefighters 

are alerted by personal pagers from their homes 

or workplaces and are expected to respond to 

their local fire station immediately. They are 

required in their fire stations when responding to 

emergency incidents or attending training. The 

current model essentially requires a firefighter to 

have high levels of availability to attend incidents.  

 

The operational call profile has changed over the 

last twenty years and activity has reduced in 

certain areas, including structural fires. 

Community demographics, infrastructure, 

employment profiles and lifestyle choices have 

also been evolving. These emerging issues have 

impacted on retained firefighters, providing 

challenges such as recruitment and also firefighter 

availability being more challenging, 

notwithstanding the conditions of employment, 

and any national agreements within the sector. 

 

However, Irish society has dramatically changed 

since the original design of the current retained 

system, and the way people live is inherently 

different. Although the Retained Fire Service in 

Ireland is a paid occupation, traditionally it is 

embedded in the community and relies on the 

huge commitment of employees to serve as 

firefighters within their local community. It is not a 

volunteer fire service as is generally present in 

other countries, however there are similar traits 

around community spirit and motivation to 

provide an essential service locally. The difficulty 

to recruit and retain staff within the retained fire 

services in Ireland may be to some degree related 

to a societal shift away from participating in 

community activity. Further exploration of the 

motivations of individuals to work in areas that 

assist their community may yield greater insight 

into this area. 

 

The increased urbanisation of Ireland additionally 

presents ongoing challenges as employment 

migrates from villages/town to the larger urban 

centres. The challenging financial climate has also 

had an effect on availability, with some primary 

employers no longer facilitating retained staff to 

respond during working hours.  In addition, staff 

that are self-employed may also experience 

difficulty with maintaining availability for the fire 

service as they may have to seek work further 

afield, outside of a suitable distance from the 

station, limiting their ability to respond to 

incidents. 

 

The significant challenge is balancing the 

organisational requirement and ability to respond 

with the life needs of the individual retained 

firefighters. There is variability noted in relation to 

staffing arrangements in fire services, which 

provides for more or less flexible availability 

requirements depending on location. The research 

carried out strongly indicates that the current 

requirements of the role are not easily compatible 

with the lifestyle choices of the present retained 

firefighters.  

 

Collectively these contexts, allied to history, 

suggest that future recruitment will be increasingly 

challenging across the sector, for all services, 

despite best endeavours. It is additionally noted 

that a number of sectors, such as the National 

Ambulance Service and Defence Forces, have 

outlined significant recruitment challenges in the 

current environment. This is traditionally the same 

demographic from which we would like to be 

attracting potential recruits. This emphasises that 

retention will be a key means by which to sustain 

fire service response capabilities, especially in the 

short to medium term. 
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1.2 Methodology 
The Management Board of the NDFEM approved 

the undertaking of a review of the model of local 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ΨǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘΩ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ agreed 

the general terms of reference with particular 

emphasis on the recruitment and retention of staff. 

The initial work of the Project team was concerned 

with the review as outlined in the terms of 

reference in Appendix A. 

 

This report is prepared on the basis of meetings 

and collaborative discussions and engagement 

with key stakeholders, such as management and 

staff in the retained fire services. The project team 

carried out research, including engaging with work 

undertaken by the Department of Defence, in 

relation to recruitment and retention issues in the 

Permanent Defence Forces.  

 

There was liaison and consultation with the 

Institute of Public Safety in the Netherlands, which 

has co-ordinated European-wide work on the 

recruitment and retention challenges for volunteer 

firefighters. There were additionally discussions 

with our colleagues in Northern Ireland Fire & 

Rescue Service and also with Shropshire Fire 

Service, who are producing some leading work in 

the UK, as an organisation with predominantly on-

call firefighters.  

 

The NDFEM worked with all local authorities to 

establish baseline information in relation to the 

general structures and staffing arrangements of 

retained fire services. There was considerable 

work undertaken on seeking the views of 

personnel working in the sector. Coyne Research 

were engaged to advise, design and manage online 

surveys of both senior fire officers and firefighters 

working in retained fire services. Coyne Research 

collated all the relevant returns and further 

analysis was undertaken by the project team, 

which underpin the consideration of the potential 

recommendations. 

 

This collaborative process was aided by the pre-

existing structures and relationships between local 

authorities and the NDFEM. The NDFEM also 

provided updates and consulted with the Fire 

Services National Oversight and Implementation 

Group (Retained) under the Chairperson David 

Begg, facilitated by the Local Government 

Management Association (LGMA). There were a 

number of meetings with the group and effective 

engagement during this review process. 

 

This report identifies the key issues and makes 

recommendations that will need to be progressed. 

The implementation process will be essential to 

action the priority areas, both in improving the 

current situation and enhancing the environment 

for future effective recruitment in the sector. 

These are considered in more detail in Section 6. 

 

1.3 Overview of the Service 
There are 2,065 retained firefighters nationally 

and 17 operational full-time positions, who are  

expected to ensure the turnout of 255 front-line 

vehicles, on a 24-hour basis all around the country.  

The past 20 years has seen an evolution in all 

incident types attended by the fire services, arising 

from changes in society, demography, and ongoing 

technological development.  
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Table 1 provides the 3-year average for retained 

fire service incidents attended since 2000. The 

overall trend is reducing, although it has remained 

relatively steady in the last 5-year period. The 

profile of incident has changed in the period 

concerned with the main trends as follows: 

¶ Fires attended has decreased from 62% of all 

incidents in 2000 to 45% in 2021 

¶ Special Services attended has increased from 

19% in 2000 to 35% in 2021 

 

Hence, this changing profile has resulted in 

ongoing review in fire services of risk assessments, 

response capability, equipment and training 

requirements. The retained fire services have 

developed improved capacity within the local 

authorities, as the Principal Response Agency and 

also in building resilience in communities.  

 

This applies in particular to the preparation for, 

and operational response to, a range of severe 

weather, influenced by the impacts of climate 

change, including storms, flooding, wildland fires, 

snow/ice and heat waves. The retained fire 

services also assist in a large number of local 

authority responses, in particular road-based 

incidents such as trees down, oil spills and dealing 

with road hazards. 

 

The retained fire stations were mobilised an 

average of 24,750 times annually over the period 

of 2016 ς 20204, including fires, road traffic 

collisions and special rescue and general services.  

 

 
Table 2: Number of Mobilisations for Retained Fire Stations 

 

 

The number of incidents attended within a given 

year varies from an average of 8 to 584 per 

station. 54% of retained firefighters work in 

stations that attend less than 100 incidents per 

annum and 76% of stations attend less than 150 

incidents. An average of 8 firefighters were 

mobilised to all incidents in 2020. 

 

 
Table 3: Turnouts for Retained Fire Station (5-yr average) 

 

All fire stations in Ireland have an Area Risk 

Categorisation (ARC), based on an analysis of 

population in a fire ground area, number of 

dwellings, incident rates and Individual / special 

hazards as set-out in national standards. The 

analysis is carried out locally by the relevant Fire 

Authority and the ARCs vary from A1 (highest) to 

E2 (lowest). The current breakdown of risk 

categories for retained stations is outlined in Table 

4.  

Area Risk 

Categorisation 

Number of Retained Stations 

A2, B 6 

C1 22 

C2 33 

D1 52 

D2 63 

E1 20 

E2 5 

Total 201 

Table 4: Area Risk Categorisation 

 

23,204

24,603

27,164

24,653

23,977

24,720

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average

Station Turnouts No. of Stations 

Up to 50 32 (16%) 

51 ð 100 76 (38%) 

101 ð 150 45 (22%) 

151 ð 200 17 (8%) 

201 ð 300 18 (9%) 

301 ð 400 9 (5%) 

400+  4 (2%) 
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In order to guarantee the response, an appropriate 

crew should be available to mobilise to an incident 

once alerted. Differing arrangements are in place 

within Fire Authorities to manage the number of 

available personnel.   

 

Firefighters are currently paid an annual retainer 

and a significant portion of their pay comes from 

attending emergency calls, training and special 

duties. The budgeting for operational work is 

challenging as the cost of running retained fire 

services is on a pay-as-used principle, i.e. the more 

incidents attended the higher the expenditure.  

 

The audit report identified that in 2017, retained 

personnel made up 62% of the total of firefighters 

(2,025 retained firefighters, 1,255 full-time 

firefighters). The total cost of the operation of the 

ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ нлмт ǿŀǎ ϵнсф Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 

(excluding agency services), which is 6.4% of total 

ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ όϵпΣннп Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴύ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

authorities4.  

The exact annual cost of running the retained Fire 

Services in Ireland on annual basis is difficult to 

exactly ascertain without more detailed audit 

figures. The extracted estimate of the payroll 

element for retained firefighters (including 

overtime, holidays, pension) in 2017 was 

ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ϵрсΦр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ4. This is relative to 

expenditure on full-time firefighter payroll costs of 

ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ϵмлм ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΦ 

 

The model of retained fire services delivery is 

considered both effective and efficient, in that the 

activity elemŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ΩǇŀȅ ŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΩ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƳƻōƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ 

activity is beneficial for community safety, the 

unforeseen consequences of this model is that the 

take-home pay of retained firefighters is 

subsequently reduced. This is considered in more 

detail in the report under remuneration. 
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2. Project Inputs 

2.1 NDFEM 
The NDFEM was formed within the then 

Department of Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government in June 2009. The primary role is to 

create an effective model of integrated leadership, 

development support and oversight by central 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

consistently effective, safe and value for money 

fire and emergency services in Ireland. The NDFEM 

put in place a management structure at central 

government level with a clear mandate and 

visibility to develop national policy and to drive 

achievement of consistent services by local 

authorities.  

 

Under this arrangement, responsibility for the day-

to-day operation of fire services remains with the 

locaƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ b5C9aΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 

developing national policies, standards, guidance, 

and supporting and overseeing their 

implementation at local level. The successful 

development of national standards for local 

authority fire services and the subsequent 

benchmarking and validations process overseen by 

the Management Board offers a model for 

effective collaboration.  

 

2.2 Keeping Communities Safe 
Keeping Communities Safe (KCS) was launched by 

the Minister for the Environment, Community and 

Local Government in March 2013. The KCS 

Framework addresses the management of risk, 

public safety improvement, incident reduction, the 

roles of fire services in society, response standards 

and service delivery structures based on 

international good practices.  

 

The document sets out a risk management 

approach to service provision. The Framework is 

the current national policy document for the 

management of risk, defining fire service roles, 

response standards and service delivery 

structures.  

 

The KCS policy is based on the internationally used 

systemic risk management approach and places 

emphasis on fire prevention and fire protection 

facilities in buildings, as well as on fire service 

response. 

 

2.3 Local Authority 
Fire services are directly provided by local 

authorities in Ireland. The Fire Services Act, 1981 

and 2003 designates fire authorities, based on the 

principal local authorities. The fire authorities 

provide a range of operational and fire safety 

services through 27 service delivery units 

currently. 

 

Political accountability for fire service delivery is 

maintained through the normal local government 

arrangements and the annual estimates process. 

The local authority can also adopt an appropriate 

ΨCƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ tƭŀƴΩΣ ŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ 

by Section 26 of the Fire Services Act, 1981 and 

2003. Adoption of the Section 26 Plans is a 

ΨǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ 

fire service management bring the draft Section 26 

Plan before the members of the local authority for 

their consideration.  

 

2.4 Composite Agreement 
The 1999 Composite Agreement between the fire 

services management and union covers the broad 

issues of pay and conditions of employment for 

retained firefighters. It includes information on 

pay, attendance, annual leave, public holiday 

payment, sick pay, calculation of fees, training, 

pensions, grievance and disciplinary, occupational 

health system, health and safety training, 

recruitment, turnout time, technology and staff 

arrangements.  

 

Some areas covered in the 1999 agreement have 

been the subject of engagement in relation to 

interpretation, relating to the arrangements in 

individual authorities. This has included some 

rulings in formal industrial relations hearings, in 

specific circumstances in some authorities, such as 

staff arrangements.  

 

While the intent of the agreement was to enable a 

consistent approach, there have been differing 

interpretations and implementation processes 

over the years in the various authorities. This has 
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resulted in different structures and working 

arrangements, which are highlighted in this report. 

 

2.5 European Court of Justice 
The ruling of the European Court of Justice in 

20185 relates to a volunteer firefighter (Mr Rudy 

Matzak) in the town of Nivelles in Belgium and his 

seeking of compensation for his stand-by services, 

which according to Mr Matzak was to be 

categorised as working time.  

 

The primary ruling of the Court was as follows: 

¶ Member States may not derogate, with 

regard to certain categories of firefighters 

recruited by public fire services, from all 

obligations arising from the provisions of the 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

ǘƛƳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜǎǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎΩΦ 

¶ The directive also does not permit Member 

States to maintain/adopt a definition of the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘhat 

laid down in the directive. 

¶ Stand-by time which a worker is required to 

spend at home with the duty to respond to 

calls from his employer within eight minutes 

ς which very significantly restricts the 

opportunities to carry out other activities ς 

must bŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΩ.  

 

There are a number of cases brought by Irish 

retained firefighters through the Workplace 

Relations Commission. One particular case in the 

Labour Court, was referred to the European Court 

of Justice and their interim ruling was released in 

November 20216. This interim ruling was provided 

in relation to the particular set of circumstances 

presented in this particular case, namely that the 

stand-by time was not considered working time.  

 

The matter is currently being considered by the 

Labour Court and final adjudication is awaited. It is 

probable that there will be further appeals or 

cases on this matter that will challenge the service 

provision model in the context of working time 

arrangements. This is kept under constant review 

by the LGMA and the DHLGH.  

 

Furthermore, these rulings have been 

acknowledged in this work, firstly, as they highlight 

the influences of international, political and 

economic issues (which themselves reflect other 

multiple cultures) which make sustaining good 

availability locally once it has been achieved 

challenging for any retained fire service. Secondly, 

that these verdicts, and those which may occur in 

ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŀ ŦƻǊŜǎŜŜŀōƭŜ άǘƘǊŜŀǘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

currently defined model. Hence, there is risk and 

future agreements would have to align with and 

comply with the Organisation of Working Time 

legislation.  
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3. Research 

3.1 International 
In 2019, the Brandweeracademie (Fire Service 

Academy) in the Netherlands, part of the Instituut 

Fysieke Veiligheid (NIPV) presented the first report 

on the recruitment and retention of on-call 

volunteer firefighters in Europe7. This important 

report was part of a comprehensive research 

programme on Volunteer Firefighting in the 

Netherlands, funded by the Dutch Ministry of 

Safety and Security.  

 

Fire officers from fifteen fire services throughout 

Europe, including Ireland, participated in the 

programme, sharing their experiences of their 

challenges in their respective countries regarding 

recruitment and retention of on-call firefighters.  

 

The report determined that Fire Services 

throughout Europe experience or foresee 

challenges regarding the recruitment and 

retention of on-call firefighters, similar to those 

challenges experienced in Ireland. A focus group 

review for the project determined that: 

¶ High medical and physical entry standards, 

rural exodus, growing reluctance amongst 

primary employers, availability requirements 

and low pay were the main challenges to 

recruiting new on-call firefighters; 

¶ A commitment to the safety of citizens, group 

spirit, recognition, gratitude and appreciation 

and personal development opportunities 

were the main recruitment motivators; 

¶ Incompatibility of the role with other 

activities or family, too few calls and too 

many demands regarding training and/or 

availability and growing reluctance amongst 

primary employers were the key obstacles to 

retaining personnel; and 

¶ More gratitude recognition and appreciation 

by Fire Departments, more calls and a good 

spirit at local level were cited as the key 

motivators for retaining on-call firefighters. 

 

Although the report did not provide any specific 

solutions to the challenge of recruiting and 

retaining on-call firefighters, the focus group 

highlighted main themes for considering the 

challenges: 

¶ Improved communication, appreciation and 

recognition for on-call firefighters from 

supervising officers; 

¶ Targeting of specific groups for recruitment 

including those underrepresented in the 

current on-call firefighter population (e.g. 

women and migrants) and certain professions 

(e.g. caretakers and youth firefighters); 

¶ Better engagement with primary employers 

through the promotion of corporate social 

responsibility; and 

¶ Enhanced campaigns at national and local 

level on the role of the retained firefighter 

through various media platforms. 

 

The work on this project is ongoing and there are 

tranches of additional research being undertaken. 

The Project team have engaged with the NIPV staff 

and will monitor any further outputs from the 

continuing research. 

 

3.2 Northern Ireland Fire Service 
Northern Ireland Fire & Rescue Service (NIFRS), 

along with all UK Fire & Rescue Services have a 

similar fire service model to that in the Republic of 

Ireland. They operate an On-Call Firefighter as part 

ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜ Ψƻƴ ŎŀƭƭΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

terms used in the UK for firefighters who were 

previously referred to as the retained duty system 

This is broadly similar but differs in some 

fundamental ways, particularly on some core 

principles on station availability and lower pay and 

conditions.  

 

The model in the UK overall including Northern 

Ireland differs in aspects to the model in the 

Republic of Ireland, most notably by:  

¶ Operating various availability contract bands 

ranging from 30 hours to a maximum of 120 

hours per week,  

¶ An increase in crewing levels per station,  

¶ Much lower remuneration,  

¶ Having a traditional dependency on Whole-

time (full-time) firefighters, and 

¶ In terms of demographics profiles and higher 

density population within urban areas 
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All of the areas identified can be attributed to 

some extent to the high attrition rate within the 

UK Fire Service. The NIFRS offers variable contracts 

requiring firefighters to be available for a fixed 

number of hours per week, up to a maximum of 

120 hours. Some firefighters will opt to be 

available on evenings and weekends allowing 

them to work in a primary employment some 

distance from their fire station, whilst others may 

opt to be available during daytime hours due to 

their personal circumstances.  

 

Such variable hour contracts could be considered 

with the recruitment and retention of retained 

firefighter in the Irish context. It would necessitate 

increasing the established number of retained 

firefighters in Fire Authorities leading to increased 

costs primarily in wages, training and equipment.  

 

3.3 UK Fire & Rescue Services 
Issues with maintaining and sustaining an on-call 

service model have been prevalent for some time 

and exacerbated with the onset of the UK Fire 

Services migration from a whole-time service 

delivery model towards an increasing reliance on 

On-Call Firefighters. Numerous UK reports over 

many years from Bain (2005)8, Knight (2013)9 and 

Thomas (2015)10 have identified several 

influencing factors such as: 

¶ Change in work patterns, where employers 

are not as willing to release workers. 

¶ Self-employed persons in rural locations 

having to travel further for work so not being 

able to respond. 

¶ Cost of housing in certain areas being 

prohibitive to those persons who may choose 

to volunteer to be retained firefighters. 

¶ Differing social expectations. 

¶ The relatively poor pay of the work. 

¶ A lack of understanding about the On-Call 

Service. 

¶ Increase in demands upon the service, e.g. 

proposals emanating from the White Paper 

on the Fire Service, particularly in relation to 

a wider role in rescue. 

 

The On-Call Firefighter model is the principal 

firefighting response throughout 90% of the UK 

and crews over 50% of fire appliances.   

The service delivery model has challenges in 

staffing on a 24-hour basis and there may be times 

where fire stations are not available, due to 

inadequate numbers of staff being available.  

 

The conditions of service are set out in the "Grey 

Book" and are similar to the Irish situation with 

payment of retainer and for drill attendance and 

attending incidents, albeit at as a much lower 

level. They also provide an additional payment for 

completion of certain periods of service (five 

years). 

 

The project team reviewed recent and impending 

reports from Shropshire Fire & Rescue Service in 

the UK11. The service delivery model in Shropshire 

is identified as good practice in the UK context. 

There has been significant work undertaken to 

provide an evidence-based approach to seeking 

solutions to the identified challenge relating to 

ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ψƻƴ-ŎŀƭƭΩ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ 

¢ƘŜ Ψƻƴ-ŎŀƭƭΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ŦƻǊ 

firefighters who were previously referred to as the 

retained duty system. 

 

The research by Shropshire has concluded that 

seeking to sustain or augment the availability of 

on-call fire engines is so multifaceted that it has 

represented a seemingly intractable dilemma for 

the fire and rescue service for decades. Sir Tom 

²ƛƴǎƻǊ ƻŦ IŜǊ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ LƴǎǇŜŎǘƻǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ 

Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services 

(HMICFRS) in the latest State of Fire report 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘŜ ƻƴ-call model needs 

attention to make sure it is more sustainable and 

ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŜƭƭΩΦ 

 

A key finding of the UK research reviewed thus far 

has highlighted solutions that may seem 

straightforward as they may first appear (e.g. to 

make the availability of on call fire engines more 

sustainable and simply recruiting the requisite 

number of On-Call Firefighters implied by this 

'shortfall'). The problem has evidently endured for 

many services, partly as the causes that lay behind 

this perennial problem extend far beyond mere 

matters of recruitment.  
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The factors involved are myriad and complex and 

reflect fluctuating socioeconomic trends, such as 

changes to employment, to pay, and to places of 

work, borne in part from financial crisis; they 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ 

opportunities for recruitment and social upheavals 

precipitated by unprecedented pandemics, which 

adversely affect retention; and they reflect 

political factors, such as variable levels and sources 

of funding, profound changes to political 

structures borne from Brexit, and changes to 

emergency services governance, nationally and 

locally. 

 

A key area in this UK research has been that of 

culture and the complex interactions that make 

the identification of solutions more challenging. 

UK fire and rescue services are embedded in their 

respective local and national cultures. The 

attempts to recruit, to retain, and the reasons why 

they resign are significantly influenced by the 

confluence of these multiple local, regional and 

national cultural contexts. Hence, the extent to 

which the local culture supports and values the 

role of a firefighter exerts a tremendous influence 

on the success of recruitment campaigns. Such 

broad items are not within the immediate control 

of either the fire service or the firefighter, and the 

relationship between service and local culture, like 

any good relationship, is that which requires work, 

should not be taken for granted, and in this on-call 

context is the primary means by which good 

retention, good recruitment and low levels of 

resignation are predicated. 

 

The recent UK White paper on Fire Service reform 

(Our Fire & Rescue Service 2022)12 acknowledges 

the need to provide a sustainable on-call (retained 

fire service) with a system of payment that 

rewards firefighters for this availability rather than 

for their response to incidents.  

 

In summary, a recurring observation in the UK is 

that high levels of recruitment are not effective in 

the absence of adequate robust retention 

strategy, particularly so if they are not supported 

by retention of άOn-Call Firefightersέ for periods 

long enough for them to obtain additional skills. 

3.4 Defence Forces 
The Project team engaged with the Department of 

Defence on work in relation to challenges with 

recruitment and retention of personnel in the 

Permanent Defence Forces (PDF). Whilst it covers 

different roles in another sector, the view is that 

the issues are very similar at a broader societal 

level and that lessons could be gleaned from this 

substantial piece of work.  

 

The Public Service Pay Commission published a 

report in May 2019 on Recruitment and Retention 

in the Permanent Defence Force13. It received 

submissions by the Representative Bodies for 

military personnel and by Military Management, 

the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

and the Department of Defence. The Commission 

recognised that the PDF was experiencing 

retention challenges. Turnover in the PDF has 

increased significantly. In 2018, the overall 

turnover rate for the PDF was 8.1%, up from 5.1% 

in 2013.  

 

Further analysis confirmed to the Commission that 

in excess of 75% of all leavers from the PDF do so 

voluntarily and these tend to occur over a wider 

range of service points/ages than generally occur 

in the public service making workforce planning 

difficult. The Commission also noted that circa 35% 

of annual attrition relates to personnel in their first 

five years of service, with the majority of 

departures in the first year. 

  

The Commission confirmed that the PDF are 

devoting significant resources towards increasing 

recruitment activity levels to maintain personnel 

numbers at, or near the approved Establishment 

levels. A range of initiatives have been rolled out 

over recent years to enhance recruitment 

outcomes, including improved communications 

with applicants, bi-annual competitions, 

streamlining security procedures to reduce waiting 

time and measures to increase female 

participation.  

 

The Commission further recommended that the 

Parties to the Public Service Stability Agreement 

should consider putting arrangements in place, at 

an appropriate time, and without compromising 
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the stability of the public service pay bill, to allow 

for the adequacy of current pay arrangements 

more generally to be fully examined.  

 

The Commission recommended that the pay 

structures in the PDF should be examined as part 

of any such review and consideration should be 

given to incentivised long service arrangements. 

 

3.5 Fire Authorities - Survey 
The NDFEM circulated a baseline quantitative data 

questionnaire to all Fire Authorities in September 

2021. The data collated forms a key part of the 

work of this review and is broadly outlined in 

Appendix B. This included the following:  

¶ Area Risk Categorisation of all Fire Stations 

¶ Number of personnel (Retained and Full-

time) 

¶ Average Number of Personnel mobilising to 

incidents 

¶ Number of Vacant Posts 

¶ Number of Personnel that left the retained 

Fire Service in the period 2016 ς 2021, both 

at retirement age and for other reasons and a 

breakdown of these reasons 

¶ Number of personnel recruited during the 

same period 

¶ Service length of personnel and their age 

profile 

¶ Crewing arrangements within Fire Stations  

¶ Number of Alpha Appliances in stations on a 

Pre-Determined Attendance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6 Survey - Fire Service Senior Managers 

The NDFEM engaged Coyne Research to carry out 

a quantitative survey of Fire Service Managers 

(Senior Fire Officers). The survey addressed a 

range of areas but focused on recruitment and 

retention challenges in retained fire services.  

 

Fieldwork was conducted online in November 

2021 and there were 90 survey returns, 

representing just under half of all senior fire 

officers in the country. The data and information 

generated from this survey is referenced and 

discussed throughout this report and the main 

findings detailed in Appendix C. 

 

3.7 Survey - Retained Firefighters 
The NDFEM further engaged Coyne Research to 

carry out a quantitative survey of firefighters to 

evaluate their role and opinions of the retained 

Fire Service. The survey addressed a range of areas 

in their role but was concentrated on recruitment 

and retention issues for firefighters.  

 

Fieldwork was conducted in December 2021 via an 

on-line survey and a total sample of 934 of the 

Retained Fire Service personnel (representing 42% 

of the workforce) completed the survey, giving a 

survey accuracy of +/- 3%. This included both 

current members (869) and those who recently 

left (65) the retained fire services. The data and 

information generated from this survey is 

referenced and discussed throughout this report, 

and the main findings detailed in Appendix D. 
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4. Recruitment and Retention 
This review has a particular focus on the 

challenges associated with both the recruitment 

and retention of retained fire personnel around 

the country.  

 

75% of Senior Fire Officers surveyed stated that 

their authority has some difficulty in recruiting 

retained firefighters, with 20% saying that it is very 

difficult. 

 

The interim period after a vacancy arises results in 

higher availability requirements at the relevant 

station. The burden of a vacancy or a number of 

vacancies is carried by the remaining crew as they 

are still required to provide the minimum cover in 

the station at all times. This may have an impact 

ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƻǊ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ 

training courses. In stations where vacancies are 

regularly occurring this becomes a recurring 

problem and the ability for staff to have time 

where they are not on call diminishes. This is a 

significant problem in some stations. 

 

4.1 Recruitment 
Retained firefighters have traditionally lived, 

worked and socialised within close proximity to 

their Fire Station. However, since the late 80s and 

early 90s, community demographics, 

infrastructure, employment profiles and lifestyle 

choices have been constantly changing, thus 

increasing the challenge of recruiting retained 

firefighters.  

 

The current economic situation in Ireland also 

provides for many alternate employment 

opportunities for potential firefighter candidates 

and takes self-employed personnel outside the 

accepted distance from the Fire Station, thus 

creating further barriers to the recruitment of 

potential candidates. 

 

4.1.1 Recruitment Process 

There are variations in the recruitment process 

amongst Local Authorities. Firefighter posts are 

generally advertised by Local Authorities in local 

newspapers and an array of social media 

platforms.  

Some local authorities advertise firefighter posts 

when a vacancy arises and no panel is in place, 

while others aim to maintain panels for all stations 

in the event of a vacancy arising. Maintaining 

panels considerably reduces the time to process a 

new candidate when a vacancy arises as it typically 

takes a minimum of 2 months to advertise posts 

and hold interviews to form panels.  

 

Following receipt of applications for retained 

firefighter posts, some local authorities will 

require applicants to attend for work related tests 

(working at heights, claustrophobia etc.), literacy 

and numeracy tests. Others may carry out these 

tests following the formal interview. There are 

currently no national standard tests in physical, 

numeracy and literacy skills. The time interval 

between a retained firefighter leaving and a new 

person starting is critical for effective service 

delivery. This is particularly important in the 

context of the relatively lower complement of staff 

in certain stations. In the interim period, this 

means higher availability requirements at the 

relevant station, until the vacancy is filled. 

 

Firefighters are required to carry out an 

occupational health medical and be Garda vetted 

as part of the recruitment process. The current 

Occupational Health Scheme for Members of the 

Retained Fire Service was developed in 2005. This 

covers both minimum entry and ongoing medical 

requirements after recruitment. Feedback from 

some authorities noted that a number of 

personnel placed on panels subsequently do not 

pass their occupational health medical 

examination. There have been significant 

developments in medical practices and testing 

equipment in the intervening years, since the 

introduction of the scheme.  

 

When an applicant has been fully processed for a 

firefighting post, they are typically required to 

successfully complete induction training of 

approximately 6 weeks (primarily firefighting skills 

and using breathing apparatus) in their initial 12-

month probationary period. In addition, some Fire 

Authorities require new entrants to attain a full C 

(Truck) Driving Licence during this period.  
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There may be other training undertaken 

depending on local requirements.  

 

4.1.2 Cost of recruitment 

Staff turnover overall necessitated the recruitment 

of 678 retained firefighters in the review period 

from 2016 to 2021. There are significant costs and 

challenges associated with the recruitment of new 

personnel.  

Item Typical 

Cost 

Medical & Inoculations ϵслл 

Firefighter Specific PPE (Helmet, Boots, 

Gloves, Anti-Flash hoods) 
ϵулл 

Training QQI - Fire-fighting Skills (3 weeks), 

Using Breathing Apparatus (3 weeks) *  
ϵмпΣмлл 

C Licence Driving Lessons, Truck Hire for 

Test, payment for time and ancillary costs 
ϵмΣтлл 

Estimated Additional Cost per new Recruit 

Firefighter (Year 1) 
ϵмтΣнлл 

*Cost includes wages, Course cost, Travel & Subsistence (assuming 

overnight subsistence payments) 

Table 5:  Additional estimated cost per recruit in Year 1 

 

The core estimate in Table 5 does not include the 

considerable time and cost in organisational 

terms, associated with recruiting and training new 

firefighters. It also does not consider the costs 

incurred in subsequent initial training, to maintain 

brigade capabilities in a multitude of specialist 

activities that have been lost as a consequence of 

a high turnover of personnel. 

 

Of those who had left the service over the 5-year 

period, 495 personnel had resigned before 

reaching retirement age. On the basis of the above 

cost estimate, for the 5-year period 2016 ς 2021, 

Fire Authorities in Ireland incurred a minimum 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ϵуΦр Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

with the recruitment for these 495 new personnel. 

This is a significant direct cost to the sector and 

highlights the financial implications in replacing 

personnel on an ongoing basis. 

  

4.1.3 Primary Employers 

Primary employers must have an arrangement 

with their employee whereby they release the 

employee to attend emergency callouts and 

training. The arrangements in relation to 

remuneration for the firefighter with their primary 

employer will vary from one employer to another.   

 

Many businesses are not willing to release 

employees to the retained Fire Service due to the 

potential impact on their business. Many of their 

employees perform a role, which when vacated, 

has a knock-on effect on their daily business 

continuity. Analysis of the incident times can help 

e.g. an analysis of a sample retained fire station, 

which may be typical, indicated that approximately 

55% of callouts occur between the hours of 08:00 

to 18:00. 40% of callouts are less than 1 hour in 

duration and 80% are less than 2 hours in 

duration.  

 

There are no direct incentives for primary 

employers to employ retained firefighters. Apart 

from releasing personnel to attend callouts, the 

level of training required for retained firefighters 

to be competent in their role, in particular new 

retained firefighters, poses a significant challenge 

to the daily continuity of many businesses, e.g., 

the majority of new retained firefighters will also 

have to attend at least 6-weeks training in their 

first year. 

 

7% of retained firefighters also have a primary 

employment role within their Local Authority. 

Many Local Authorities require a retained 

firefighter to resign from their firefighter post to 

take up a primary employment role within the 

Local Authority. The data from Authorities 

indicates that 37 retained firefighters had to leave 

their post to take up another role within the Local 

Authority system in a 5-year period from 2016-

2021. More than five in six Fire Service Managers 

think that a dual employment role within local 

authorities would help with recruitment and 

retention. 

 

The overwhelming majority of Senior Fire Officers 

(70%) do not believe that their Fire Authority 

actively engages with their fƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 

employers or with local Business Representative 

Groups. 

 

Accordingly, many local businesses are possibly 

unaware of their corporate social responsibilities 
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in this area and the benefits of having a retained 

firefighter in their staff, e.g., the majority of 

retained firefighters are trained medical first-

responders and could very effectively carry out the 

role of first aider/responder or fire warden in a 

facility.  

 

Increased proactive engagement at both national 

and authority levels will highlight the potential 

benefits of employing a retained firefighter. This 

could benefit recruitment levels and help 

businesses to realise their social corporate goals in 

the community.  

 

4.1.4 Public Engagement 

A number of Local Authorities have developed 

their own social media video footage in an effort 

to encourage members of the public to apply for a 

post in the retained Fire Service. Among those that 

have, more than two in five believe that the 

current effort in their authority was at least 

somewhat effective. More than five-sixths of 

Officers think that a national media campaign 

would be beneficial. 

 

Four in five Officers think that educating the public 

would enhance recruitment and retention. Two-

thirds of them think that the service needs to 

become more diverse in order to improve. 

 

Many Civil Defence units traditionally operated an 

auxiliary Fire Service for volunteers in Local 

Authorities. This helped to develop both an 

interest in and a knowledge of Fire Service 

operations and developed basic fire-fighting skills 

for the volunteers. Many of these volunteers went 

on to work in the retained Fire Service. In recent 

years, the auxiliary Fire Service is no longer a part 

of most Civil Defence units, hence further reducing 

possibilities for members of the public to get 

practical exposure to working in the retained Fire 

Service. Other countries also operate Fire Service 

youth academies and provide education to 

teenagers on a career in the Fire Service. 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Retention 
Almost half of Senior Fire Managers say they have 

some difficulty retaining firefighters within their 

Fire Authority. This is an essential component of 

the review process and the overall data from the 

surveys has helped to identify the primary 

challenges in retaining firefighters. There was a 

high response rate of 42% of the eligible cohort, in 

the national firefighter survey, indicating 

significant interest amongst those working in the 

service.  

 

Table 6: Numbers leaving Retained Fire Service (2016 ς 2021) 

 

716 firefighters left the service in the 5-year period 

up to September 2021, of which 495 left before 

retirement age.  

 

The returns from Local Authorities are mirrored by 

the data from the survey e.g. 1-in-3 stating an 

intention to leave the service to work fulltime with 

another employer. The average age of the 

personnel that left the retained fire service (other 

than retirements) was 39.8 years of age with an 

ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ фΦс ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 

 

September 2021 (Number of vacancies = 113) 

Numbers Leaving Service (Sep 2016 to Sep 2021) 

Overall Number % of 

workforce 

Annual 

(%) 

Resigned 495 24 4.8 

At retirement age 221 10.7 2.1 

Total 716 34.7 6.9 
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Table 7: Reason for leaving Retained Fire Service (2016 ς 2021) 

The number and breakdown of personnel that 

have left individual Fire Authorities (other than 

retirement) varies from zero to 49 (0% to 58.7%). 

Please refer to Tables 8 and 9. 

 

The most concerning survey finding is that 58% of 

the firefighters claim that they are likely to leave 

the service in the next three years. This is a figure 

of significant concern to the project team, one that 

highlights the current feelings of firefighters and 

should be a significant catalyst for implementing 

changes to the operational model of work over the 

short term. 

 

 

 

4.2.1 Survey Feedback 

Notwithstanding the necessary improvements 

identified in this report, it is important to 

acknowledge the positive feedback received from 

firefighters. These provide valuable insights into 

the reasons for personnel staying, as well as 

potentially leaving the service. 

 

1 in 3 retained firefighters cite enjoying the role of 

being a firefighter as their top reason for 

remaining in the service, with over half choosing 

this as either their top or second biggest reason. 3 

in 10 chose income as their top reason.  

 

Over 40% are satisfied with their role as a retained 

firefighter, with a similar proportion claiming to be 

dissatisfied in their role. 

 

79% agree that it is difficult to balance their fire 

service work with other roles and private life. A 

recurring theme in the overall feedback is that of 

time and availability requirements. Of those likely 

to leave the Retained Fire Service in the near 

future, 67% claim it is because of the demand of 

24/7 on-call availability.  

Finally, 52% disagree that they have adequate 

structured time off in their current working 

arrangements to meet their needs. 

 

In relation to pay, 65% disagree that they are 

adequately compensated and 40% would claim 

they would leave due to the reduction in the 

amount of calls/reduction in income. 

Reason for Leaving Number of Personnel 

Move to another Employment 122 

Personal / Family Circumstances 51 

Medical Grounds 50 

Move to Full-Time Fire Service Post 43 

Move to Local Authority Post 37 

Demand of 24/7 availability 33 

Unsatisfactory Probation 30 

Career Enhancement 16 

Live in a Different Area 16 

Personnel taken outside the area 15 

Distance to Primary Employment 13 

Primary Employer Restrictions 13 

Unknown 13 

Other 44 
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Table 8: Number of Personnel that have left by Fire Authority (1/9/2016 to 31/8/2021)

Retirees (age 55 to 60) Other Departures
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Staff turnover by stations (other than retirement) 

as a percentage of crew complement varies from 

0% to 117%. Interestingly, there is no clear 

correlation between factors such as risk 

categorisation, rural or urban, or incident volume 

in the top 10 retained stations with the highest 

turnover of personnel (other than retirement).  

 

Hence, it is very challenging to identify common 

factors or patterns at a national level, to discern 

critical factors in a person deciding to leave the 

service. Hence, for example while a station with an 

increased number of calls subsequently provides 

more income, helps to some degree, it does not 

necessarily result in better retention. This 

indicates that the solutions are probably found in 

the analysis of the specific local characteristics in 

the relevant fire station. 
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5. Key Issues 

5.1 Profile of Firefighter 
201 fire stations have 2,065 retained fire-fighting 

personnel (and 16 full-time Station Officers and 1 

Sub Station Officer), of which 1,394 would be 

available at any time to respond. Every fire station 

has a Station Officer, with responsibility for the 

management of the fire station. 

 

Retained firefighters must be over 18 years of age 

and normal retirement age is at 55. However, the 

retirement age can currently be extended to 60 

years of age following the successful completion of 

ongoing Occupational Health Medicals. 

 

The current age profile is detailed in Table 10. 70% 

are between the ages of 40 and 55 and the 

avŜǊŀƎŜ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ по ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ мнΦм ȅŜŀǊǎΩ 

experience.  

 

A key component of fire service operations is 

having appropriately experienced firefighters to 

ensure the quality, effectiveness and efficiency of 

the relevant intervention. The average experience 

in stations varies from 3 to 24.5 years. The current 

profile with approximately 175 retirements due 

alone over the next three years. This along with 

those in the 51 to 55 profile (over 300) will result 

in further diminution of experience levels in the 

coming years. 

 

There are 69 stations with less than 10 years 

average experience. Traditionally the effective 

activity carried out by the fire service is very 

dependent on experience and learning that is 

gained from attending incidents. This will present 

challenges as the average experience profile 

reduces, with impact on competencies and 

skillsets available, potentially putting pressure on 

the effective and safe management of some 

incidents.  

 

5.1.1 Inclusion and Diversity 

The retained fire services should be committed to 

championing a workforce that reflects modern 

Ireland and the people they serve. Services must 

strive to create a culture where all have equal 

access to opportunity and feel comfortable and 

confident to be themselves at work. The retained 

workforce is overwhelmingly male (98.4%) with 

just 1.6% of retained firefighters being females. 

This is significantly below other sectors and the 

reasons were not fully explored for this project. It 

is essential to review why 50% of the population 

does not realistically consider the retained fire 

service as a viable option. There needs to be 

further work and research conducted on the 

factors and barriers for the effective participation 

of females in retained fire services. 

 

The issue of diversity and the service reflecting 

society was not explored. However, 38% of 

firefighters agreed that the retained service needs 

to actively increase the diversity of the people it 

employs. This is considered a relatively low figure 

and further research is also needed to look at 

inputs, and factors that can maximise broader 

participation in the retained workforce. 

 

There are underlying characteristics, such as the 

stereotypical view of the nature of fire service 

work and the perception of particular physical 

requirements to undertake the role. The imagery 

and language in the public domain depicting 

firefighters remains broadly traditional and quite 

possibly not reflective of the reality or potential 

that working with the fire service can offer.  

 

A service can only diversify according to the 

demographic profiles of its prospective recruits. 

Fire services can recruit from a pool of prospects 

located immediately around each station that are 
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willing to provide the availability and can only ever 

be as diverse as these local demographics allow.  

Retained fire stations are predominantly located in 

rural locations and cannot consist of a workforce, 

which reflects national profiles, which are 

invariably skewed by the populations that 

congregate within the major urban areas. 

Moreover, long term, good retention measured by 

long tenure reduces the need for recruitment and 

yet it is recruitment that is required to increase 

diversity. 

  

Further work is needed in the broader diversity 

area to optimise participation. Increased inclusion 

and diversity are directly linked to a positive and 

progressive fire service culture. Building on a 

positive culture will facilitate a robust and resilient 

fire service; optimise staff support, and service 

delivery. 

 

5.2 Staffing Arrangements 
The overarching arrangements are provided in 

general terms in the 1999 Composite Agreement. 

Operational standards in KCS provides details on 

the ARC and the relative response requirements 

e.g.  1-pump, 2-pump. There is no consistent 

application in authorities around the country. 

Table 11: Number of Firefighters in Retained Stations 

 

 

 

 

 

There is no discernible pattern in relation to 

numbers or availability requirements relative to 

activity figures. The numbers in each station 

evolved historically in authorities, due to local 

circumstances and agreements. The particular 

challenge in this important area is that delivering a 

single solution may not be possible to meet the 

individual needs of all 201 stations. However, it is 

important that a framework is established, within 

which the solutions to the issues identified, can be 

effectively put into place.  

   

5.2.1 Crewing Levels 

The numbers of staff in retained stations is 

detailed in Table 10. The nominal number of 

established posts in retained fire stations 

throughout the country varies from 8 to 18 

personnel, with an average of 10.2 personnel per 

station. 

  

The number of personnel in stations does not 

correlate in a consistent manner with the relevant 

ARC, e.g., the number of established posts in 

Category C1 stations varies from 10 to 15 

personnel, and there are Category E2 stations that 

have the same number of established posts (10) as 

some Category C1 stations.  

 

The NDFEM circulateŘ ŀ ŘǊŀŦǘ ΨaŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

!ǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ wŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ /ǊŜǿǎΩ όDƻƻŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

Note 2.6) to all authorities in 2014. This provided a 

framework to consider the management of staff 

levels in retained fire services with reference to 

the KCS document. KCS recommends a minimum 

attendance of 5 personnel on a front-line 

appliance. This draft document GPN 2.6 

recommended linking optimal staffing levels to the 

ARC of the station. This was collated in terms of 

the existing staffing levels and was intended to 

provide for enhanced flexibility for the retained 

fire service. There needs to be further review of all 

potential inputs. The aim should be to provide an 

agreed framework which authorities could use to 

enable effective decision-making on staffing 

numbers, relative to the individual fire station 

characteristics and risks.  

 

 

  

Station Staffing Level No of Stations 

18 1 

16 1 

15 10 

14 7 

13 7 

12 36 

11 4 

10 33 

9 77 

8 21 
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5.2.2 Availability Requirements 

The majority of stations do not have formal 

rostered time off.  A smaller number of Fire 

Stations operate a week-on/week-off 

arrangement. Some of these have rostered time-

off, whilst other Fire Authorities allow personnel 

to work during their designated week-off.  

 

153 fire stations (76.1%) operate a minimum 

staffing arrangement, e.g., 6 of the 9 personnel in 

a station must be available for a call-out at any 

given time. In general, a minimum staffing crewing 

arrangement allows all personnel in the crew to 

turn up for a call-out if they wish to do so, 

regardless of the incident type. The taking of time 

off is managed in different ways throughout the 

country and generally at ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘƛƻƴΦ 

The general availability requirements are detailed 

in Table 11. The number of personnel expected to 

turn out to a station when alerted varies from 4 to 

12 personnel, with an average of 6.9 personnel 

guaranteed. There is significant variation in the 

level of commitment expected by retained 

personnel working in different Fire Authorities e.g. 

11 stations expect a commitment of 5 personnel 

from 9, with 53 stations expecting 7 from 9. This 

creates a higher burden of availability in some 

authorities and hence less access to structured 

time-off in different stations. 

  

Note - One station each with 16 & 18 personnel 

Table 12: Availability Requirements 

 

Over 80 % of fire service managers agree that 

higher crewing levels with more structured time 

off would help with recruitment. Additionally, 9-in-

10 agree that rostered time off without loss of 

income would make it easier to recruit and retain 

firefighters. The key element here is the structured 

and formally rostered time-off enabling 

firefighters to take appropriate rest time. 

 

Some current crewing arrangements provide 

retained firefighters with limited opportunities to 

take time-ƻŦŦ ƻǊ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƭƻǘǎΩ ŦƻǊ 

taking time off or leave may be unavailable as a 

consequence of vacant posts, sick leave, training 

courses, maternity / paternity leave etc.  

 

There is also inconsistent application in authorities 

for the various types of leave, which is highlighted 

in the data collated as part of this project. This 

includes certified and uncertified sick leave, 

parental, maternity, paternity & bereavement 

leave, force majeure, leave of absence etc. In 

feedback received, there are challenges in the 

clear terms of such leave types for retained 

firefighters relative to other local authority 

employees. Circa 3-in-4 fire service managers 

agree that national guidance is required for the 

retained fire service in terms of various leave 

types.  

 

These factors illustrate the challenge of structuring 

time-off, which is a very strong theme in the 

returns from the surveys undertaken. The solution 

is also simply not a matter of providing time-off, 

due to the existing culture amongst a significant 

number of existing firefighters who value their 

fuller time commitment to the community as a 

firefighter.  

 

These cultural norms from the basis of an 

individual firefighter wanting to attend as many 

ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ 

aspect of doing a public good, or additional 

income for attending an incident, or gaining job 

satisfaction/experience in attending, or a mixture 

of all three.  

 

Overall, the availability requirements for a 

retained firefighter in their local fire service has a 

significant impact on their own family and social 

life, regularly restricting their lifestyle choices and 

their potential to successfully maintain other 

employment. 

F/F Complement Availability Requirements 

15 9 to 12 

14 7 to 10 

13 9 

12 5 to 9 

11 9 

10 5 to 7 

9 4 to 6 

8 5 to 6 
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5.3 Terms and Conditions 
One of the key conditions of the role is to reside 

and/or work within a defined geographical area, 

bounded by time or distance, depending on the 

Fire Authority. Typically, retained firefighters are 

required to reside and work within 3 kilometers 

(average is 2.6 km) or 5 minutes of their fire 

station but again there are variations around the 

country.  

 

58% of Senior Fire Officers agree that increasing 

the time/distance constraint would help with 

recruiting new firefighters. This could provide a 

larger catchment area for recruiting firefighters 

and would allow existing firefighters to travel 

further from their Fire Station to work/home. It 

would be predicated upon review of the risk 

profile and the response requirements outlined in 

the relevant ARC for the station. 

 

5.3.1 Remuneration 

The current model is the payment of an annual 

retainer, bonus double-hour payment for prompt 

attendance at the station and a per-hourly 

payment thereafter. Firefighters are also paid the 

relevant hourly rate when attending the station or 

training. The retainer and training payments are 

the only guaranteed earnings for retained 

ŦƛǊŜŦƛƎƘǘŜǊǎ όŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƛǊŎŀΦ ϵмлΣрлл ǇŜǊ ŀƴƴǳƳ ŦƻǊ 

new entrants).  

 

The annual earnings for a retained firefighter can 

ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǾŀǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ϵмуΣллл ǘƻ ϵпрΣлллΦ ¢ƘŜ 

retainer increases in terms of time in the role and 

there are higher rates for officers such as Sub 

Officer and Station Officer. The base hourly rate is 

the same for all firefighting staff and the system 

provides more pay for higher levels of operational 

activity. Hence, the busier the station, the higher 

the level of pay.  

 

The model of pay has the benefit of incentivising 

attendance but makes it more challenging for 

firefighters to take time off, with the potential loss 

of income. The situation may also develop in the 

busier stations (i.e. 200+), where the number of 

incidents increase, and where perhaps the desired 

level of income has been achieved and the 

impetus to attend calls may be adversely affected. 

 

In the evolution of the retained services, 

firefighter earnings were historically viewed as 

supplementing other income. National agreements 

from the late 1990s, improved the levels of pay 

and earnings would form the significant portion of 

the overall individual income for a large number of 

retained firefighters. 67% of retained firefighters 

are in employment, on a full or part time basis, 

with 7% having an employment role within their 

Local Authority. A third of all retained firefighters 

have no other employment. 
  

 

27% 

Self Employed 

(Full & Part Time) 

 

33% 

No Other 

Employment 

 

33% 

Primary 

Employers 

(Full & Part Time) 

 

 

7% 

Local Authority 

 

Table 13: Employment Profile for Retained Firefighters 

 

The relative uncertainty in relation to earnings 

combined with the actual portion of fixed income 

pose challenges for firefighters in financial 

planning. This is particularly true of for those who 

do not have a regular income from another 

source.  

 

There is strong correlation between the two staff 

surveys in relation to pay, with 80% of retained 

firefighters feeling that a guaranteed fixed income 

would help them to stay in the service. 80% of the 

fire service managers surveyed also agree that a 

revised remuneration model with more fixed 

elements of pay would help with retention. 

 

There is also the possibility of considering 

contracting people for less or variable hours on a 

given week. This would require less commitment 

in hourly terms and in principle, variable hour 
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contract is considered a possible solution for four-

out-of-five senior officers surveyed. While this 

option is in use in a small number of stations, it is 

not a panacea. There would be significant change 

and challenges relating to partial availability, with 

training and equipment for the potential 

additional personnel. 

 

This again highlights the need to consider an 

overall remuneration model, to effectively balance 

the contrasting requirements of availability, 

activity and associated income. 

 

5.4 Organisational Culture 
Work has been referenced from the Netherlands 

and the UK as part of ongoing review on the 

challenges in recruitment and retention of 

volunteer and retained fire services. There are 

many differences between our respective 

jurisdictions, particularly on their relatively lower 

levels of pay, culture of volunteerism and numbers 

of personnel available.  

 

However, the areas that influence positive 

sustainability, effectively resonate with the Irish 

situation. The factors can be challenging in that 

they may not be discernible in terms of objective 

measurement. The findings of some of the work 

establishes some principles of good practice that is 

felt enhances the level of retention as follows: 

¶ Maintain atmosphere - the loyalty, the 

positive team/group feeling; 

¶ Support from above at station and authority 

level; 

¶ Professional satisfaction; and 

¶ Perceived appreciation by the community. 

 

¢ƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ 

important by the project team. It incorporates 

consideration of the local factors including the 

demographic profiles of the local communities, 

that each fire station serves, and significantly, 

from which they recruit. Further work is required 

to facilitate more sophisticated ways to measure 

its effects, in part the use of appropriate case 

studies that draw out what criteria form the 

άǊƛƎƘǘέ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

core which are conducive to effective and 

sustainable availability. 

More precisely, the multiple cultures that 

necessarily exist within the various retained fire 

services, and the underpinning local cultures which 

exist without it. At this stage, there is insufficient 

research in the Irish context. The evidence in the 

UK confirms that a service and station culture, 

which consists of flexibility, inclusivity, 

responsiveness, & recognition, empathy and 

support (FIRES) in conjunction with a supportive 

local culture, actively and frequently engaged, can 

co-create very high levels of goodwill which results 

in sustainable availability. Recognition, in 

particular locally, both from the community and 

fire service management, leads to increased 

workforce engagement and commitment, all of 

which are an essential part of maintaining the 

goodwill upon which good availability is 

predicated.  

 

5.4.1 Job Satisfaction 

The firefighter survey found areas of very positive 

responses relating to having good working 

relationships with their colleagues (90%) and that 

they felt motivated to do the best job they can 

(80%). 

 

Circa half agree that the fire service in their county 

or city feels like a positive place to work.  89% 

agree that their job makes an important 

contribution to their community. 

 

Importantly, 89% responded that they understand 

what is expected from them as a retained 

firefighter and 70% agree that the job makes good 

use of their skills and abilities. Over 80% agree that 

their station has the right equipment to allow their 

crew to carry out the role effectively.  Circa 2-in-3 

agree that the service gives them good work 

experience and skills that can transfer to other 

employment. 
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Coyne Research confirmed that the results of the 

job satisfaction elements of the survey compare 

favourably to other sectors, where they have 

undertaken work. This positive feedback seems 

counter-intuitive relative to the identified 

challenges of retention in this report. The project 

team feel that these positive aspects on job 

satisfaction strongly emphasise how big a factor 

the availability and time commitment elements 

are for the role.  

 

It is clear that the impact of the main reasons 

identified by retained firefighters as to why they 

may leave the fire service in the near future 

significantly outweigh the benefits that they feel 

from performing in the role. 

 

There is correlation between the firefighter survey 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƻǳƴǘȅκŎƛǘȅ 

ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨL ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƭƛƴŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΩΦ Lƴ ōƻǘƘ 

cases, approximately one third of firefighters 

disagreed and this emphasises the importance of 

effective management. Another finding is that 1-

in-5 firefighters felt that the supervisors they 

report to are not considerate of their needs. Local 

management is a significant factor in creating a 

positive team-orientated working atmosphere.  

 

The station management has a significant 

influence on morale and can provide an 

environment that either enhances or inhibits the 

potential for both recruiting new personnel and 

retaining existing, particularly within smaller 

communities. The provision of appropriate 

supports is key to this, including officers having 

appropriate people management skills. These 

must be enhanced through effective training, 

support and guidance from senior management.  

 

5.4.2 Staff Recognition 

Much of the feedback and commentary from the 

survey reflected firefighters feeling a lack of 

recognition for the role they play in the 

community and the commitment they and their 

families give to the retained Fire Service.  

 

There are formal long-service awards (20, 30 and 

40-ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜύΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 

the DHLGH at a national ceremony, every two 

years. There are additionally 10-year awards 

available for presentation locally. 

 

Good practice should be considered, examined 

and communicated within the sector, leading to 

initiatives that are put in place at local level to 

recognise the important contribution of 

firefighters, including their families and also 

employers, where applicable.  



 

26 
Report on Retained Fire Services in Ireland 

6. Delivering Change 
This report is the first step in identifying the key 

strategic pillars that need consideration and 

implementation over the coming months and 

years. The conclusions are drawn from the 

research and literature review, analysis of the data 

from authorities, survey feedback from all levels of 

staff working in retained fire services and 

engagement with key stakeholders. 

 

6.1 Recommendations  

The conclusions are viewed as non-exhaustive but 

are considered the priority areas for current 

action. These core recommendations will require 

further development and effective engagement 

with all relevant stakeholders. The aim is to 

enhance the current model(s) of service delivery in 

retained fire services in Ireland. 

   

6.1.1 Policy and Guidance 

Central government, through primarily the DHLGH, 

provides development support and oversight of 

ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭȅ 

effective, safe and value for money fire & 

emergency services in Local Authorities. The 

NDFEM has in place a management structure at 

central government level with a clear mandate and 

visibility to develop national policy and to drive 

achievement of consistent services by local 

authorities. 

 

The existing national guidance in KCS provides a 

framework for consideration of some of the 

factors, in particular the ARC, which is the 

fundamental building block for assessing risk at 

station level. This needs some review in the 

context of the significant factors discussed in this 

report. 

  

Recommendation 1 

A review of the existing guidance should be 

undertaken in the context of the Area Risk 

Categorisation of a fire station, in particular 

considering the following: 

¶ operational resources including 

minimum staffing levels relative to the 

risk; and 

¶ the distance / time constraint criteria 

for firefighters relating to their 

residential and working arrangements. 

 

 

In the context of government policy, pay is part of 

overall public sector agreements. The existing 

sectoral arrangements are broadly contained in 

the 1999 Composite agreement. The overall model 

of remuneration and the broad terms and 

conditions need to be reviewed, in particular 

balancing the service requirements with the 

individual needs and rights of the individual. 

 

The most significant feedback in this review from 

the firefighter perspective was the overall 

remuneration model, including the pay in terms of 

the requisite commitment required in terms of 

availability to respond promptly to incidents. The 

existing model is not considered sufficient by staff, 

in terms of both the delivery of an effective service 

and ensuring an adequate work/life balance for 

retained firefighters. 

 

The feedback overall from both management and 

staff within the sector, was that a revised model is 

needed to incorporate more fixed elements of pay 

and access to planned and structured time off. In 

line with the wider working population, retained 

firefighters want to be able to balance domestic, 

leisure and work time according to their own 

needs. 

 

Recommendation 2 

A new framework for service delivery is 

required that:  

¶ provides remuneration, which 

effectively balances the availability 

requirements with the varying activity 

levels of firefighters in the retained fire 

services in Ireland; and 

¶ considers structured availability and 

leave arrangements, providing both an 

effective service delivery, and a 

suitable work / life balance for retained 

firefighters, including structured time 

off. 
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There is inconsistency around the country relating 

to the application of overall public sector 

agreements, particularly relating to the various 

leave arrangements and entitlements. This has 

been the subject of engagements between staff 

interest groups and management and appropriate 

guidance needs to be developed.  

Recommendation 3 

Guidance should be provided on the 

arrangements for retained firefighters taking 

the various types of leave including annual, 

certified and uncertified sick leave, maternity 

leave, paternity leave, parental leave, force 

majeure, leave of absence etc. 

 

 

There was considerable feedback in the surveys 

relating to the occupational medical scheme for 

retained firefighters. The current system was 

introduced in the mid-2000s and the purpose was 

to review the physical capacity to undertake the 

work required of a retained firefighter, with an 

appropriate medical assessment on an ongoing 

basis depending on age profile. This includes an 

annual review of those who wish to extend 

beyond the normal retirement age of 55 to the 

extended age of 58. 

 

There have been medical reviews resulting in 

personnel not being deemed eligible to either join 

or continue in the service. This is considered 

important and there needs to be a review to 

consider the medical developments in the 

intervening period, that may both consider the 

eligibility requirements for joining and also 

support people in the role. 

 

Recommendation 4 

The current Occupational Health Medical 

scheme for members of the retained fire 

services should be reviewed and updated 

considering current medical science.   

 

 

There are differing processes for the recruitment 

of retained firefighter personnel in local 

authorities. This includes consideration of the 

areas such as literacy, numeracy and physical 

tests as requirements for the role. Standard 

requirements should be developed for the 

recruitment of retained personnel, including 

standardised physical and suitability tests. 

 

Recommendation 5 

Guidance should be provided nationally on a 

standardised process for the recruitment of a 

retained firefighter.   

 

 

The work and response profile of the retained 

fire services has evolved over the years and 

includes supporting the local authority in various 

response scenarios related to areas such as 

weather extremes. There has also been 

increased supporting front-line work, in assisting 

other principal emergency services such as the 

National Ambulance Service and An Garda 

Síochána. The scope of such work needs further 

consideration as necessary in areas such as 

medical assists, cardiac first responder, special 

rescues and support.  

 

Recommendation 6 

A review should be completed for any 

potential areas of response work that could 

be undertaken by the retained fire services 

for other agencies. 

 

 

6.1.2 Local Authorities  

The reality of the retained fire services, like any 

employment, is that people leave for a variety of 

reasons, sometimes at short notice. Considering 

the numbers in retained fire stations, this can 

sometimes have a disproportionate effect on the 

existing staff. It would be beneficial to minimise 

where possible the time from a person leaving to 

finding a replacement. 

 

Recommendation 7 

Local Authorities should aim to maintain 

ongoing employment panels in place for 

retained fire stations to expedite the process 

of filling vacancies, as they arise. 
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Further work is needed on scrutinising the 

primary reasons as to why people are leaving the 

service prematurely and the local authority 

should gather such information on a formal 

structured basis.  

 

This will help inform ongoing initiatives in 

enhancing the environment for retention. It is 

noted that what will work for one may not work 

for another but sharing realistic data and 

emerging thoughts will help to make better 

decisions. 

 

Recommendation 8 

Local Authorities should consider holding 

appropriate exit interviews with retained 

firefighters, to determine reasons for leaving 

the service.   

 

 

The contributions that retained firefighters make 

to their communities is recognised as very 

important in the research undertaken. It is 

important that consideration is taken of 

recognising such contributions in both a formal 

and informal sense at local level. The gathering 

and sharing of good practice in this area should 

be encouraged for development throughout the 

country.  

 

Recommendation 9 

Local Authorities should put in place 

initiatives and events to recognise the 

contribution retained firefighters and their 

families make to their communities.     

 

 

The benefits of employing a retained firefighter 

have been outlined in the report. However, the 

numbers of retained firefighters in local 

authorities has reduced over the last 10 years. 

There have been 37 personnel that left the 

retained service for another role in the Local 

Authority over the 5-year survey period. The 

Local Authority sector should lead by example by 

giving consideration to, both retaining existing 

firefighters and also the provision of 

opportunities, where possible for the 

recruitment of new staff.   

Recommendation 10 

Local Authorities should examine how they 

can effectively support retained fire services, 

for both the retention of existing and the 

recruitment of retained firefighters from 

within its own workforces, where 

appropriate, reflecting demands on staff in 

their existing roles and work location. 

 

 

6.1.3 Engagement and Inclusion 

A key area identified in this review is the matter 

of the public knowledge and perception of the 

role of a retained firefighter. The service is 

predominately male with 98.4% of the workforce 

and there is little evidence of a fully inclusive 

environment. This project has not engaged with 

the public and this can be explored in future 

work. A number of authorities have used social 

media for recruitment and this can sometimes 

inadvertently reinforce the stereotype view of 

the attributes that a firefighter needs.  

 

Recommendation 11 

Communications and public relations should 

be developed, to include national and local 

programmes and campaigns to both inform 

the public of the role of a retained 

firefighter, and to encourage them to apply 

for a career in the fire service. 

 

 

There is a particular challenge with female 

participation in the retained fire services. The 

current figure of 1.6% nationally is very low and 

the underlying reasons are worthy of more 

significant research and work. There are 

elements of inclusion and diversity, which also 

need to be included in aspects of further 

communications and research. 

 

Increased inclusion and diversity are directly 

linked to a positive and progressive fire service 

culture. Building on this positive culture will 

facilitate a robust and resilient fire service and 

optimise staff support and service delivery. 
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Recommendation 12 

The action plans for recruitment and 

retention in retained fire services, should 

focus on enhancing inclusion and diversity in 

the workforce, in particular female 

participation, and reflecting modern Irish 

society. 

 

 

There is a large cohort of firefighters (40%), 

whose primary employers agree to release the 

person during work hours, to undertake their 

duties as a retained firefighter. This makes a 

significant contribution to service delivery and 

should be recognised locally and nationally. 

Additionally, there should be campaigns to 

communicate to employers who do not currently 

facilitate their staff. This will need both local and 

national action and would be championed under 

the umbrella of corporate social responsibility, 

emphasising the contribution to public safety. 

 

Recommendation 13 

There should be local and national 

engagement with both existing primary 

employers and relevant business 

representative groups, to proactively 

promote the role and benefits of employing 

a retained firefighter in their organisation. 

 

 

6.2 Implementation 
This Report, with its recommendations, provides 

an opportunity to undertake ongoing review and 

oversight, where additional resources may be 

needed. It will also require a strategic drive as to 

where available resources can be used more 

effectively for the objective of public safety. 

 

The NDFEM is the driver of national standards to 

try and ensure a uniform policy for consistency 

within fire authorities in Ireland. This is very 

challenging and can have the opposite effect in 

restricting innovation and solutions at local level. 

The aim is to follow the framework of principles 

established under KCS, whilst allowing for diversity 

and some local differences within these 

limitations. 

The project team have concluded that there is a 

great diversity of challenges and possible 

solutions, but that at the same time a number of 

these have been known for a period of time, and 

with minimal change in a number of areas. That 

begs the question of how this is possible and why?  

 

The answer probably lies in that our approach 

traditionally thinks in terms of uniform policies, 

while the reality is multi-faceted and dealing with 

differences is the difficult part of the current 

system. The search for opportunities to create 

room for diversity of solutions within an 

appropriate framework of a uniform agreement is 

therefore the greatest challenge.  

 

The project team firmly concludes that it is not a 

matter of detailing further the challenges and that 

there are still opportunities for the retention of 

personnel within retained fire services. The key 

driver economically will be the cost of 

improvements and there will be a need for 

additional expenditure to implement identified 

solutions and the issues around retention. It will 

not necessarily be universally solved by simply 

increasing pay, and needs consideration of the 

overall remuneration package that factors in the 

balance of pay with the time commitment and 

availability requirements, along with implementing 

a number of the other recommendations. 

 

The retained fire services are considered to be 

providing a cost-effective and efficient service in 

principle and there is an urgent requirement to 

develop and evolve the model, in the context of 

the current drivers and influences outlined in this 

report. The implementation process should be 

commenced as soon as practicable, at both 

national and local levels, and include effective 

engagement with all the key stakeholders. The 

primary concern of the project team is the 

sustainability of the existing model of service 

delivery.  
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Hence, priority action should be progressed on 

Recommendations 1 and 2 relating to the review 

of ARC methodology and the remuneration model. 

This will require work and significant engagement 

at national and local levels to determine the 

particular inputs in enhancing the environment for 

the effective retention of firefighters.  

 

The broader factors involved in recruitment are 

myriad and complex. They reflect fluctuating 

societal and economic trends, such as changes to 

employment, to pay, and to places of work, borne 

in part from the financial crisis; they reflect 

societal changes including increased urbanisation 

ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎƳΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜƭȅ 

affects opportunities for recruitment. Finally, the 

social upheavals precipitated by the recent and 

ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, adversely affect 

retention. 

 

There are significant drivers for change such as 

overall policy, quality of service provision, costs, 

staffing interests and logistics.  The main context 

in drafting the recommendations is that there is no 

single solution to cover all aspects of service 

delivery. Barriers and difficulties can be 

anticipated at the implementation stage, but the 

project team believes that it is essential to action 

the recommendations in this report, in a timely 

manner.  

 

The implementation phase will contain a number 

of significant issues, financial, human resources, 

unions, changes to employment contracts, reviews 

of area risk categorisation, elements of KCS, 

equality and diversity, together with demands on 

the capital programme, in relation to adaptations 

of existing buildings. This will also raise issues 

about the roles performed by retained firefighters 

and the requirement for increasing investment, 

against a backdrop of reduced activity relative to 

the past. 

 

The recommendations are tabulated in Appendix 

E, with the broad milestone actions identified to 

mark progress. The key factor will be effective 

engagement, firstly in assessing alternative models 

of service delivery and then agreeing an overall 

framework. The new model of service delivery will 

require a national framework for consistency in 

relation to core principles such as public safety, 

working conditions and remuneration, with 

delivery arrangements depending on the local risk. 

This process of change will require significant 

communication strategies at national and local 

levels. 

 

Finally, given that our firefighters, officers, and 

management in the services, have articulated the 

problems, and offered solutions, there is a 

responsibility placed on key stakeholders, to 

convert that willingness to change, into 

meaningful action on the ground. This will require 

a costed framework of proposals when developing 

the  service delivery model. The question should 

be one of investment in keeping communities safe 

rather than simply cost, in securing effective, 

affordable and inclusive retained fire services into 

the future. 

 

Hence, this review provides the opportunity to 

ensure that the retained fire services in Ireland can 

maintain, develop and continue to evolve to meet 

current and future needs, in the interests of 

effective service provision and enhanced public 

safety. 

 

6.3 Further Work 
It is important to acknowledge that the model of 

retained fire service delivery has served the public 

very well over the past 70 years. The high 

availability of retained fire station response is 

clearly due to a very positive culture at its core.  

 

The work in this report is intended to outline and 

understand overall issues impacting on such 

availability and sustainability over the years ahead. 

Hence, the report is to be viewed strategically and 

recognises that significant further work is 

required, with the aim of seeking to at least 

sustain or stabilise the availability levels and 

enhance recruitment and retention within the 

sector.  
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This will need collation of further relevant data 

and empirical evidence from other jurisdictions 

and our own retained fire services. The use of such 

robust base evidence and data, will be part of 

future methodology to inform good practice, and 

further findings will enable key decision makers to 

take measured, smart and most importantly 

prudent approaches to the sustainability of 

retained fire services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider further work such as:  

¶ The NDFEM data request for retained fire 

services will be repeated on a two-yearly 

cycle, similar to that completed in 2021, to 

review progress; 

¶ Research into effective stations and 

understanding the key success factors and 

motivators; 

¶ Monitor the European work; 

¶ Monitor the implications of the ECJ rulings; 

¶ Public Surveys; 

¶ Research into equality, diversity and inclusion 

in retained fire services; 
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Appendix A 

Terms of Reference 

1. Introduction 

The Management Board of the National Directorate for Fire and Emergency Management has 

ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ΨǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘΩ ŦƛǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

delivery, with particular emphasis on the recruitment and retention of staff.  

2. Objective 
2.1 The objective is to explore and understand the issues which are impacting on service delivery, 

to undertake research and analysis and to propose options towards solutions, which will 
underpin the continuing provision of effective and inclusive local authority fire services into the 
future 

 
3. Methodology 

3.1 A project team within will be established within the NDFEM to undertake the Review. 

3.2 The Project team will work with and report to the NDFEM Fire Service Operations Committee. 

3.3 The Project team may, subject to appropriate approval, seek additional resources or set up 
relevant sub-group(s) to provide advice or to assist it in the performance of its functions. 

 

4. Approach 

4.1 The primary approach of the project team will be to: 

a) Consider and take cognisance of all current national policy and guidance; 

b) Collect, collate and consider available data/ information relating to the existing staffing 

structures, practices and numbers in retained fire services; 

c) Identify and review the challenges facing fire authorities in relation to both the recruitment 

and the retention of existing retained firefighters; 

d) Identify and review the barriers to recruitment in the context of equality and diversity issues;  

e) Review the current arrangements relating to availability and turnout requirements in retained 

fire services; 

f) Consider all arrangements in the context of national policy (as set out in Keeping Communities 

Safe), and particularly in the context of the Area Risk Categorisations undertaken by fire 

authorities; 

g) Review the existing models against similar structured services in other jurisdictions;  

h) Undertake a needs analysis, explore options and make recommendations in relation to future 

models of delivery to secure effective, affordable and inclusive retained fire services; 

i) Arrange consultation at appropriate stages with all key stakeholders during the review process, 

including central and local government, the public, fire service management/staff, and the 

staffing interest groups. 

j) Prepare a final report for the consideration of the NDFEM Management Board. 
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Appendix B 

Overview of the Local Authority Data 
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Appendix C 

Coyne Report on Senior Fire Officers Survey 
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Appendix D 

Coyne Report on Firefighters Survey 
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Appendix E 

Summary of Recommendations 

Ref Recommendation Action Milestone(s) Co-ordinator(s) 

RR1 A review of the existing guidance should be 

undertaken in the context of the Area Risk 

Categorisation of a fire station, in particular 

considering the following: 

¶ operational resources including minimum 

staffing levels relative to the risk; and 

¶ the distance / time constraint criteria for 

firefighters relating to their residential 

and working arrangements. 

¶ Review existing principles 
of ARC 

¶ Collate ARC data 

¶ Revise guidance on basis 
of risk assessment profile 

¶ Circulate guidance to all 
authorities 

NDFEM 

RR2 A new framework for service delivery is 

required that:  

¶ provides remuneration, which effectively 

balances the availability requirements 

with the varying activity levels of 

firefighters in the retained fire services in 

Ireland; and 

¶ considers structured availability and leave 

arrangements, providing both an effective 

service delivery, and a suitable work / life 

balance for retained firefighters, including 

structured time off. 

¶ Option appraisal and 
analysis including cost vs 
benefits, service 
effectiveness, affordability   

¶ Make recommendations 
and consult with all key 
stakeholders in relation to 
model(s) 

¶ Revised model to be 
forwarded for approval of 
Government 

¶ Implement revised 
arrangements 

LGMA/NDFEM 

RR3 Guidance should be provided on the 

arrangements for retained firefighters taking 

the various types of leave including annual, 

certified and uncertified sick leave, maternity 

leave, paternity leave, parental leave, force 

majeure, leave of absence etc. 

¶ Review options with 
reference to public sector 
pay agreement 

¶ Consult with all key 
stakeholders in relation to 
proposals 

¶ Circulate guidance to all 
authorities 

LGMA 

RR4 The current Occupational Health Medical 

scheme for members of the retained fire 

services should be reviewed and updated 

considering current medical science.   

¶ Commission review of the 
existing scheme by 
occupational medical 
expert 

¶ Agree recommendations 
and consult with key 
stakeholders 

¶ Circulate guidance to all 
authorities 

LGMA 
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RR5 Guidance should be provided nationally on 

a standardised process for the recruitment 

of a retained Firefighter.   

¶ Set up group to review 
current good practice 

¶ Finalise documented 
processes and agree with 
local authorities 

¶ Circulate guidance to all 
authorities 

LGMA 

RR6 A review should be completed for any 

potential areas of response work that could 

be undertaken by the retained fire services 

for other agencies. 

¶ Group to review current 
incident and activity profile 

¶ Consider areas of work that 
need MoUs necessary to 
support other agencies e.g. 
cardiac responses and 
medical assistance for the 
HSE  

¶ Consult with agencies and 
formal MoUs covering 
service delivery provision 

NDFEM 

RR7 Local Authorities should aim to maintain 

ongoing employment panels in place for 

retained fire stations to expedite the 

process of filling vacancies, as they arise. 

¶ Set up group to review 
current processes 

¶ Consider documented 
processes and agree with 
local authorities 

LGMA/Local 

Authorities 

RR8 Local Authorities should consider holding 

appropriate exit interviews with retained 

firefighters, to determine reasons for 

leaving the service.   

 

¶ Consider information and 
agree on process on 
methodology for gathering 
information 

¶ NDFEM to seek and collate 
data on a two-yearly basis 
from Sep 2023 

Local Authorities 

/NDFEM 

RR9 Local Authorities should put in place 

initiatives and events to recognise the 

contribution retained firefighters and their 

families make to their communities.     

 

¶ Set up group to consider 
approaches and review 
existing good practice  

¶ Communicate and circulate 
good practice to authorities 

Local 

Authorities/ 

NDFEM 

RR10 Local Authorities should examine how they 

can effectively support retained fire 

services, for both the retention of existing 

and the recruitment of retained firefighters 

from within its own workforces, where 

appropriate, reflecting demands on staff in 

their existing roles and work location. 

 

¶ Set up internal group to 
consider areas where 
opportunities exist 

¶ Put in place policy to 
support members of staff 
joining the retained fire 
service 

Individual Local 

Authorities 

RR11 Communications and public relations should 

be developed, to include national and local 

programmes and campaigns to both inform 

the public of the role of a retained 

firefighter, and to encourage them to apply 

for a career in the fire service. 

 

¶ Set up group to consider 
media campaigns, including 
all media formats 

¶ Procure services as 
identified to increase service 
profile 

LGMA/Local 

Authorities/ 

NDFEM 
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RR12 The action plans for recruitment and 

retention in retained fire services, should 

focus on enhancing inclusion and diversity 

in the workforce, in particular female 

participation, and reflecting modern Irish 

society. 

 

¶ Set up group to review 
inclusion and diversity in all 
fire services 

¶ Procure academic review 

¶ Prepare report and action 
plans as necessary for 
implementation 

NDFEM/Local 

Authorities 

RR13 There should be local and national 

engagement with both existing primary 

employers and relevant business 

representative groups, to proactively 

promote the role and benefits of employing 

a retained firefighter in their organisation. 

 

¶ Meet with business 
advocacy groups and 
businesses locally/nationally 

¶ Engage with key 
stakeholders to review and 
detail good practice 

¶ Circulate support guidance 
to local authorities 

NDFEM/Local 

Authorities 
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 gov.ie/housing 

Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-housing-local-government-and-heritage/

