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Introduction

This National Operational Guidance highlights key actions for fire and rescue service responders in
the event of a major incident. It is ‘context’ guidance; it addresses the hazards that relate specifically
to the scale of major incidents rather than the activity that needs to take place. Guidance dealing
with the hazards of the activity of major incidents such as flooding, CBRN(e) events or a large scale
fire are covered elsewhere within the National Operational Guidance framework.
Fire and rescue services and other emergency responders do not use terms such as disaster or
crisis to describe a large scale emergency. They respond to incidents, or major incidents, and this
guidance set out the additional activities or responsibilities that may be required to manage a
major incident. It is important that the individuals who could be first on scene for their respective
responder agency are able to declare a major incident according to service and local arrangements,
and that they understand the benefits of doing so early.
The definition of a major incident is "an event or situation with a range of serious consequences
which requires special arrangements to be implemented by one or more emergency responder
agency". They are likely to be larger, more complex, endanger more people or threaten larger
areas, and will require additional levels of command, control and co-ordination. This will be likely to
involve many emergency services and other responding agencies in a long and high impact event.
This fire and rescue service context guidance should therefore be read in conjunction with National
Operational Guidance: Incident command and the Joint Emergency Services Interoperability
Principles.

Legislation

The Civil Contingencies Act (CCA) places a duty on fire and rescue services as Category 1 responders
to prepare for and respond to major incidents. The Northern Ireland Civil Contingencies Framework
aligns the fire and rescue service to the same duties within the CCA, although it is not designated as
a Category 1 responder.
The act divides local responders into two categories depending on the extent of their involvement
in civil protection work and places a proportionate set of duties on each.
Category 1 responders are those organisations at the core of emergency response. They are
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subject to the full set of civil protection duties and are required to:
Assess the risk of emergencies occurring and use this to inform contingency planning
Put emergency plans in place
Put business continuity management arrangements in place
Put arrangements in place to make information available to the public about civil protection
matters and maintain arrangements to warn, inform and advise the public in the event of an
emergency
Share information with other local responders to enhance co-ordination
Co-operate with other local responders to enhance co-ordination and efficiency
Provide advice and assistance to businesses and voluntary organisations about business
continuity management (local authorities only)
Category 2 organisations are co-operating bodies that, while less likely to be involved in the heart of
planning work, will be heavily involved in incidents that affect their sector.
The voluntary sector is not a category 1 or 2 responder but may support a major incident. There are
emergency responder guides for the public sector across the governments and devolved
administrations (e.g. Emergency Preparedness Chapter 14 The Role of the Voluntary Sector and
Ready Scotland – Voluntary Response guide). They explain their role and what fire and rescue
services should do to include them in their emergency response.

Devolution

The Act applies to the whole of the UK and reflects the various devolution settlements.
Part 1 – Local arrangements for civil protection
Part 1 of the Act applies to Scotland, with the powers it sets out residing with Scottish Ministers if
they relate to devolved matters. While civil protection in Scotland is largely a devolved matter and
therefore the responsibility of the Scottish Executive, certain responders in Scotland operate in
reserved areas, with Regulations and guidance issued by UK Ministers. More information can be
found here.
In Wales, UK ministers will make legislation and issue guidance in relation to responders in Wales.
However, the Act requires UK ministers to obtain the consent of the Welsh Government before
taking action in relation to a responder in Wales which falls within devolved competence.
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In Northern Ireland, the fire and rescue service is not designated as a Category 1 responder and so
Part 1 does not apply to Northern Ireland in the same way as it applies in the rest of the UK. It does
apply to certain bodies in Northern Ireland who exercise non-devolved functions (e.g. the Maritime
and Coastguard Agency and the Police Service of Northern Ireland). In addition, the Northern
Ireland Administration has developed the Northern Ireland Civil Contingencies Framework, which
ensures that responders falling within transferred competence act in line with the duties set out in
the Act.
Part 2 – Emergency powers
Emergency powers are a reserved matter. They focus on the use of special legislative measures
that might be necessary to deal with the effects of the most serious emergencies. However, Part 2
ensures the governments and devolved administrations will be consulted wherever possible if
emergency powers are to be used in their territory. It allows emergency powers to be used in
Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland alone for the first time, though the use of emergency powers
remains with Westminster.
Concordats setting out in more detail how these arrangements will work in practice have been
agreed with Welsh and Scottish ministers. The signed concordats can be viewed on the
governments and devolved administrations’ websites as well as on the UK Resilience site, Resilience
Direct.
Concordat between the UK government and the Scottish ministers
Concordat between the UK government and the Welsh ministers
The Act is supported by two sets of guidance:
Emergency Preparedness: statutory guidance dealing with the pre-emergency planning phase
Emergency Response and Recovery: non-statutory guidance describing the multi-agency
framework for responding to, and recovering from, emergencies in the UK
Table 1 Legislation matrix
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The Human rights Act (1988)

There are a number of articles within this Act that are relevant to fire and rescue services.
Article 2 of the Convention is particularly relevant to a fire and rescue service’s planning and
response to a major incident. It stipulates everyone’s right to life shall be protected by law.
European human rights case law has confirmed that if a local authority fails to take reasonable
measures that would have prevented or mitigated the consequences of a foreseeable ‘natural’
disaster and deaths ensue as a result of that disaster, then this amounts to a violation of the right
to life protected by Article 2. This emphasises the importance of interoperability and contingency
planning both between fire and rescue services and other Category 1 and 2 responders.
Police service commanders are very likely to refer to the Human Rights Act in planning or
responding to an incident. The most likely articles they will consider are: Article Two – The right to
life, Article Six – the right to a fair trial and Article Eight – the right to a private and family life.

Risk management plan

Each fire and rescue authority or service has to decide their strategic direction via their risk
management plan and adoptive powers under each country’s relevant legislation to plan for and
respond to incidents within their areas and in other areas as reflected in their risk management
plans. The National Planning Assumptions should be considered by local emergency planning
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groups to take into account foreseeable incidents that will fall into the term ‘major incidents’ and
plan accordingly. Fire and rescue services will also need to consider these planning assumptions as
part of their risk management plan. See National Operational Guidance: Operations – Failure to
identify foreseeable risk.

Responsibility of fire and rescue services

Fire and rescue services are responsible, under legislation and regulations, for developing policies
and procedures and to provide information, instruction, training and supervision to their personnel
about foreseeable hazards and the control measures used to reduce the risks arising from those
hazards.
This guidance sets out to provide fire and rescue services with sufficient knowledge about the
potential hazards their personnel could encounter when attending incidents. Fire and rescue
services should ensure their policies, procedures and training cover all of the hazards and control
measures contained within this guidance.

Relevant knowledge
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Image 1: Relevant doctrine

JESIP Joint Doctrine – the interoperability
framework
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As well as improving joint working between fire and rescue services and other emergency services,
this guidance emphasises the need for all responding organisations to work in a joint and coordinated approach. See JESIP Vision - “Working Together – Saving Lives”
Five key principles of joint working
The Joint Doctrine sets out five principles to be applied by responders when they are determining
an appropriate course of action in responding to and co-ordinating an emergency. These principles
are not hierarchical and can be applied in any order throughout the incident.

Image 2: JESIP Principles
The five principles are equally relevant from a major incident perspective and relate to operations
at the scene as well as at remote locations. In terms of strategic actions relating to an incident, the
strategic co-ordinating group (SCG) or equivalent is likely to be the means by which the principles
are applied at a strategic level.
Co-locate – at a strategic coordination centre (SCC) as part of a strategic coordinating group (SCG)
Communicate clearly – with multiple agencies working at the SCC, and representatives from each
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attending the SCGs it is vital to use plain English and avoid jargon, acronyms or technical language
that is not commonly understood
Coordinate across the agencies – one of the first requirements of an SCG will be to agree priorities
and objectives using JESIP
Jointly understand risk – at the SCG this is likely to be risk to the wider community, to
infrastructure, to the local economy or other significant but strategic risks, rather than just those
present at the scene of operations
Shared situational awareness at the SCC using the M/ETHANE message from the scene, the Joint
Decision Model and locally agreed multi-agency plans and processes
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