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1. [bookmark: _Hlk151584100]Executive Summary
This report provides an overview of three key elements of a PESTLE analysis: Social, Environmental and Political, that are likely to have a significant impact on Mid and West Fire and Rescue Service (MAWWFRS, or ‘the Service’) in the foreseeable future. The report concludes that the three factors of demographic changes within the Service area, environmental changes impacting the nature and frequency of call-outs, and political turbulence affecting organisational culture and governance will, combined, have the potential to make solutions in each individual area increasingly difficult. In response to this, recommendations are firstly, that greater resource is committed to attraction and recruitment, making use of existing community links. Secondly, that cultural analysis is carried out to ensure that internal culture is aligned to organisational objectives; and thirdly, that employee wellbeing is invested in to aid both attraction and recruitment and support greater organisational resilience.  
2. Introduction 
Good understanding of the operating environment is essential for any organisation to fulfil its’ designated function effectively (Kew & Stredwick, 2016, pp. 3-4).  While acknowledged to be a somewhat simplistic tool that has had to undergo continual evolution since its’ inception in the 1990s (Taylor & Perkins, 2010, pp.8-11), a PESTLE analysis provides a broad starting point for consideration of the most significant external factors likely to impact an organisation and its’ operating environment.
Kew and Stredwick (2016, p. 9) suggest that there is variation for different organisations in their exposure to environmental disruption. They suggest, for example, that UK nationalised industries before privatisation were comparatively shielded from environmental change. A report on English fire services published in 2013 describes findings at that time of marked lack of visible or proportionate response to significant changes in the operational environment (Knight, 2013, p.4). While the specifics of the report are now dated, it is supportive of the suggestion that nationalised sectors may not have the same imperative to adapt effectively and rapidly to environmental change, as commercial organisations do.  Continuing environmental turbulence over the intervening decade, often recognised in the acronym ‘VUCA’ (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity), and more recent reviews of UK fire services, show that they remain behind the curve of the changing environment in which they operate. Current and ongoing reviews focus heavily on organisational culture, however governance and accountability remain highly relevant issues and demonstrate a continued lack of adequate responsiveness to a changing world (HMICFRS, 2023; Welsh Government, 2018; Sennedd Cymru, 2024). 
Increasing scrutiny and unrelenting financial pressures, may help to drive fire services towards required change, however every service will have its’ own particular context to consider, and therein is the importance of a considered analysis, utilising a tool such as PESTLE. 


3. Main Findings
3.1. 	Social Factor: Demographic shifts within the Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service area
As a Service covering a vast geographical area – 12000 square kilometres (Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service, 2023a) of largely rural, sparsely populated land - the emergency rescue provision for large swathes of Mid and West Wales depends on on-call firefighters. These individuals commit large proportions of their time to being on-call, for a relatively small retainer fee, to safeguard their local communities.

Census data from the Office for National Statistics shows us that the population of Wales has remained comparatively static between 2011 and 2021, growing at a rate of 1.4 %, lower than all regions in England, and lower than in Wales over the previous decade (Office for National Statistics, 2022, section 2). 2021 Census data also shows us that the population of Wales is ageing, with the proportion of the population over 65 growing, and the proportion of the population of traditional working age shrinking (Office for National Statistics, 2022, section 4).

The impacts of these demographic trends are significant to MAWWFRS for multiple reasons. Firstly, the combination of an unchanging total population figure, and an increase in the proportion of older people, most simply tells us that there are a decreasing number of individuals likely to be available for employment. Taylor and Perkins, (2021, p. 125) recognise that with shifting demographics UK wide, “organisations will find it increasingly difficult to recruit from their traditional sources”. They suggest (2021, p.127) that the need to recruit from a pool of a wider age range than previously might force organisations to enable greater flexibility of contracts and working hours. In the case of the Fire and Rescue Service, with the vast majority of rural stations covered by purely on-call employment contracts, this kind of solution will be more challenging to implement than for more typical modes of employment (it is noted that contracts making smaller demands on on-call availability have been mooted by the Service, however, it was found that the impact was likely to be detrimental to overall crew availability due to the likelihood of existing employees reducing hours at a rate greater than may be addressed by increased attraction to the Service by lower commitment requirements). Added to this, the requirement for firefighters to maintain acceptable levels of health and fitness to ensure their ability to meet the demands of varied emergency situations, may prove a further obstacle for an older talent pool. 

The nature of the on-call arrangement depends on the sufficient availability of a workforce so that fire and rescue crews can turn out to provide emergency response on a 24-hour basis. The need for emergency response across the country is both self-evident, and a statutory requirement, but as there is not sufficient demand on the service for crews to be stationed on a full-time basis as is the case in more populous areas, the state of the labour market in rural areas is significant as the remuneration related to on-call work is not a salary to live on. There is therefore a reliance on adequate primary employment availability across the regions sufficient to sustain a workforce of suitable candidates for emergency response work. Blackaby et al (2018, p.1) describe the decline of the Welsh economy as compared to the UK average from the 1970s to 2016, and further notes the disparity between East and West Wales (with more Westerly regions suffering further as a generalisation). They also note that due to the development of the industrial economy into one that is now dependent on agriculture and manufacturing (2018, p.9), Wales may be disproportionately affected by the impacts of Brexit due to supply chain disruption. They also note the level of foreign investment into Wales that was supported by European Union membership, and uncertainty about what kind of initiatives may replace that, the development of City Deals within UK policy evidently providing little for the rural areas with which we are concerned.

With the existing on-call workforce aging and retention within the on-call sector already a concern, the well documented movement of young people out of Wales and the Welsh labour market (Jones, 2004; Dickins, 2021) should also be a concern for the Service. Jones (2004, pp. 242-245) notes the lack of opportunities for young people to progress in the rural Welsh labour market, as well as a shortage of affordable housing in rural areas, both likely contributing factors to outward migration of young Welsh talent. Further impacts of the 2020-2022 COVID pandemic on the distribution of the labour force may also prove to influence the location of labour resources in Wales, however, poor connectivity infrastructure in rural Wales (Morris, Morris & Bowen, 2022) may continue to present a barrier to any potential increase in remote working opportunities which might have allowed an influx of a more diverse range of workers into Wales’s scenic rural locations. 
It is notable that the first commitment of MAWWFRS outlined in their 2022-2027 Strategic plan (Mid and West Wales Fire and Rescue Service, 2023b) is towards “recruiting, retaining and developing a highly skilled workforce”, and therefore the above analysis of the state of the Welsh labour market must be understood, so that measures to try and grapple with the challenges present, to achieve the Service’s stated aims, can be taken.

3.2. 	Environmental Factor: Changes to the nature of callouts due to climate change
Climate change is an emotive matter to consider, and the response to it, might well be considered under a political heading, as climate action remains a highly political campaign subject, with movement on national policy going in all directions (Serin, 2023). The response to the changing demands on the Fire and Rescue Service also has economic considerations, with the Fire Brigades Union (Fire Brigades Union, 2023) attacking economic cuts that, they argue, leave services stretched as they try to respond to increasing call outs. However, with regard to the impact on emergency response and fire and rescue services UK wide, the matter as an environmental reality, appears to be becoming increasingly tangible (Walton, 2022; Moore, 2023). Anecdotal evidence, including the words of UK Wildfire Tactical Advisor, Craig Hope (Moore, 2023), highlight how wildfire events are happening with increased frequency earlier in the year.  

The environmental change engendered by climate change, which is commonly expected to lead to more extreme weather events, has the capacity to affect MAWWFRS in a variety of ways. It is likely to make services busier, in response to such events as flooding, and emergency caused by extreme heat. The heatwave of July 2022 resulted in “UK Firefighters’ busiest day since the second world war” (Hill, 2022). This is likely to create pressure on personnel, both within individual services and, as Hill highlights, across the whole sector. MAWWFRS will therefore need to be prepared for increased demand on resources. Hill notes the lasting impact that government austerity measures have had on fire and rescue services, supporting the position held by the Fire Brigades Union (Fire Brigades Union, 2023), suggesting that the current position of services heading into a changing environment is not as robust as it once was. The current cost of living crisis also serves to ensure that financial decision making remains highly pressurised for local authorities (Youle, 2023), however, given the lack of availability of trained operational firefighters external to the organisation for recruiting in (other than individuals transferring from a Service in a different location), resource planning needs to take into account the two years necessary to train fully competent firefighters, which gives an added sense of urgency to the resourcing for these circumstances.
Strong organisational resilience will be required to absorb the impact of changing demands on the Service, caused by the impact of climate change, in the sense of ensuring that resources are available for deployment, however another key part of the response to the changing environment that will help support organisational resilience, will be ensuring personnel have the tools to ensure personal resilience in the face of changing pressures in their roles. An increasing volume of call-outs is likely to have an impact on employee health and wellbeing, with increasing opportunity for incurring injury while undertaking the demands of the role. In the previous section of this report, existing pressures on the on-call sector are detailed. Due to the nature of the on-call service, there is a requirement that on-call personnel reside within a short distance of their fire station. This means that they are responding to threats within their local community. Hill (2022) observes the potential for greater trauma due to the impact of increased call-outs in an individuals’ own community. By building the understanding within the Service of the support mechanisms that help to nurture and sustain resilience in individuals, and specifically firefighters (Blaney, Wilde & Hill, 2021), it is possible that enhanced support networks and resources could be established to help the Service and the individuals therein to withstand the challenges posed by the environmental change.  
As well as responding to emergencies such as fire and flood, fire service work to support the ambulance service and provide medical response may also see increasing demand as extreme heat takes its’ toll on the population. Richmond and Hill (2023) note current practices for mitigating pressures on healthcare and other agencies in the winter and highlight the need to extend such resilience practices to all seasons. They suggest that local resilience forums must: “ensure the health needs of the local community, including vulnerable groups, are well understood and to use that information to tailor messaging and direct information towards local resources” (p.147). With prevention and community safety a key component of the role of a twenty first century fire service, and multi-agency work of the kind described by Richmond and Hill, increasingly important to the Service beyond traditional emergency response, preparedness for the impact of climate change in all areas of the work carried out of the Service will be necessary.

3.3. 	Political Factor: Accountability and Organisational Culture
Taylor and Perkins (2021, p. 158-9) describe a political shift in the twenty first century from concerns primarily around economics, to a situation where these economic considerations go alongside new consideration for matters of identity. They ascribe this change to higher standards of living moving the national conversation on, stating that “there is less focus on absolute poverty and more on inequality between groups and ongoing unfair distribution of power and opportunity” (p.160). The diversity agenda which the Service is committed to, is surely part of this. The rise in ‘anti-woke’ rhetoric, which in some cases resists movement towards greater inclusivity, generally found more to the right of the political divide, is also noted (Cammaerts, 2022; Duffy et al, 2022). The resulting conflict in the political world is often described as a culture war. The causes and consequences of the changing political landscapes both nationally and globally, are complex and far reaching, but for a heavily male dominated, strongly hierarchical organisation such as the fire service, which habitually places power into the hands of a small, homogenous group, a greater awareness and understanding of the changing trends in our national political culture might prove valuable. 

According to Taylor and Perkins (2021, p. 161), “the rise in identity politics has had and will continue to have a significant impact on the way that people are managed in organisations. First and foremost, it has strengthened the need for employers to give far greater attention to issues of equality, diversity and inclusion”. Recent events that have come to light in the culture and management of Fire Services nationally through a report into Values and Culture in Fire and Rescue Services, carried out by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (2023), suggests that to date such matters have not been given adequate credence, and increased scrutiny of fire services (alongside that of police forces as well), has made for some unpleasant revelations. The report highlights issues identified by the Inspectorate since they started looking at English fire services in relation to matters of bullying, harassment, and discrimination, which they assert, cannot be argued as limited “to ‘pockets’ of services”. They claim that “such concerns are widespread and this report brings together evidence from a number of sources”. 
With the political landscape of the twenty first century widely marked by polarisation and populism, Loftus (2008) describes the consequences of institutional diversity agendas in the perception of officers in a police force. The research finds that it drives resentment, and further emphases division and difference, while creating a veneer of propriety by censuring particular language tropes through heavy disciplinary sanctions (p.763). More recently, Goodhart (2017) provides an analysis of the political divisions around the Brexit debate, with consideration of progressive versus more nostalgic ideologies, both valid, demonstrating the need for more nuanced consideration of the gulf between the values held on either side of the debate. Perrott (2019) explores the ingrained masculinity of the firefighter identity in industrialised countries, which perhaps also helps to demonstrate the need for an understanding of the depth of the firefighter identity, that reaches beyond national borders and that is being challenged by progressive ideology.   

MAWWFRS profess to be committed to ensuring equality and diversity withing their workforce, however, if the political divides in society reflect conflict in values in different sectors of society, this might be a warning against complacency in diversity initiative through facilitating top down ‘tick box’ exercises, which have the potential to come at the cost of being both ineffective towards the desired outcome, and having the potential for additional unintended negative consequences (Leslie, 2019).  Twenty first century politics, and the recent events uncovered in fire and rescue services nationwide show that efforts towards an egalitarian and equitable service must be more than strategic rhetoric.

As a provider of essential emergency services, and not directly accountable to the voting public, the swings of national party politics are perhaps not so significant for the fire service, however, the question of accountability has clearly been a growing consideration. The Welsh Government launched a public consultation in November 2018 on the “reform of the Fire and Rescue Authorities in Wales’ governance and funding arrangements” (Welsh Government, 2018). The consultation White Paper raises questions around how current governance mechanisms enable sufficient scrutiny and accountability to a variety of relevant stakeholders, including both the public through election (para 1.9), and national institutions (para. 1.11). In England, according to Lakoma (2023, p. 14-15) changes brought about through the 2017 legislation affecting Fire and Rescue Services in England and which brought about the creation of HMICFRS, and the consequent report on Values and Culture in fire and rescue services, have had a significant impact on accountability of Fire and Rescue Services. 

While the 2017 legislation does not directly impact Welsh fire and rescue services, emphasis on organisational culture identified in the above report and also widely covered in the media, has evidently focused minds. For MAWWFRS, the appointment of a new Chief Fire Officer in 2022 as well as movement of others in key leadership positions, was marked by the commissioning of an internal culture review. Subsequently, further allegations relating to officers within South Wales Fire and Rescue Service have led to an independent review of that service, showing that cultural problems are not limited by the English/Welsh border, even if new mechanisms relating to the different models of accountability and governance are. And with goals of increasing diversity and ensuring an equitable working environment for all, the consequences of not understanding and tackling cultural conflict within the organisation, the organisational goals that will enable the service to thrive will be seen in continuing barriers to recruiting and retaining a diverse workforce.


4. Conclusion 
The above three analyses represent areas of significant threat to the Service. With environmental change, the need for far greater resilience is becoming increasingly apparent (Hill, 2022), however, social and political trends are contributing to environment where recruitment into MAWWFRS, particularly given the geographical area covered by the service, seems to be becoming increasingly challenging. Additional finances to enable the service to accommodate the predicted increasing demand might be a starting point – as the Fire Brigades Union (2023) have pointed out, funding cuts over the years have left the Service depleted as we go into this changing environment. While the changing environment may give grounds for additional lobbying for increased budgets (Fire Brigades Union, 2023), this is not a solution in isolation. Knight (2013, p. 5) suggests that services are not always adept at adjusting to change cost effectively. In addition to that, the challenges identified through the prism of the changing social and political environments make it clear that problems are more complex than simple under resourcing, and if finances were to be raised, there would have to be work done to ensure that such funds can be directed in a way that will help the Service to adapt it strategy and methods to the environment as it changes on every front, rather than considering the impacts of change in different areas in isolation from each other.  

5. Recommendations 

5.1. Greater focus and resources for attraction and recruitment 
As the nature of work carried out by the fire service has evolved, to take in greater medical response, and more prevention work in the community (Welsh Government, 2015, chapter 1), there is scope to attract a wider range of applicants for a greater range of skills to contribute to the team (MacDonald, 2019, p. 4). The Service has proven that it is adept at carrying out outreach work in the community in the interests of prevention, through reduced incident levels (MAWWFRS, no date). I suggest that the Service considers the level of engagement used in prevention work, when considering how we reach out to communities, and what messages we are giving, in relation to attraction. The Service must ensure that potential applicants have a full and up-to-date understanding of what the firefighter role entails, and the range of skills required. Sabrina Cohen-Hatton, Chief Fire Officer of West Sussex Fire Service (Hughes and Humphrey, 2023) highlights the challenge to identity that might be at the core of some of the difficulties in recruiting more widely. 
The Service needs to undertake attraction and recruitment activity with the understanding of the long-ingrained perceptions of what a firefighter is, both within society, and within individuals, that need to be challenged and overcome, in both the on-call and wholetime sectors. 

5.2 	Cultural analysis
Internal organisational culture issues identified in the political analysis above need to be addressed, both in response to political scrutiny that is becoming increasingly high profile, and to ensure that diverse recruitment, which is required to address resourcing challenges, is not undermined by existing organisational culture (Macdonald, 2019, p.3)   Given the current volatility and polarisation within the political environment, I suggest that more work needs to be done to understand and empathise with those who find more satisfaction in creating a hostile environment to those who are perceived as representing the diversity agenda, so that their perceptions can be challenged more constructively. This is not to say that abusive behaviour shouldn’t be met with appropriate disciplinary sanctions, but that before it comes to that, greater efforts should be made to understand the cultural shift that we are trying to achieve, and how that impacts those whose identity is rooted in a particular understanding of what it is to be a firefighter.

5.3 Invest in Employee Wellbeing
In recognition of the commitment demanded of the on-call sector in particular; the additional trauma associated with providing emergency response in your local community; anticipated increase in callouts through the impact of climate change; and the potentially more strenuous conditions (Hill, 2022), increased focus on employee wellbeing is likely to have multiple benefits. While the Service currently has an employee assistance programme, with access to counselling, further recognition could be paid to the particular exposure to trauma related to the emergency response role, with easier access to specialist support. It is noted that South Wales FRS, which has an internal occupational health function, also has contracted psychotherapists. The South Wales Fire and Rescue Service (SWFRS) occupational health provision was noted as “excellent” in the recently published cultural review (SWFRS, 2024, p.4). SWFRS occupational health provision also includes a physiotherapist, as well as occupational health doctors and nurses. This is not something that MAWWFRS provides access to for employees, however, may help to address some of the physical challenges associated with the physical role of a firefighter, and an aging workforce.
	
	Description
	Cost
	Benefit

	5.1 – Greater focus and resources for attraction and recruitment
	Devoted resource for attraction and recruitment, utilising existing links into communities. 

To provide the flexibility to cover the whole Service area, and provide support in relation to wholetime, support staff and on-call attraction two support staff posts are recommended, and one operational role, to provide operational insights to potential applicants.
	Leading support staff role equating to HR Officer level (grade 9).

Second support staff role at Grade 5 

The operational role might be at Crew Manager level as there is no line management responsibility, but the individual will have long enough experience to provide insight into the operational role. 

1 x G9 = £39,186
1 x G5 = £28,770
1 x CM post = £40,161

Total staff costs = £108,117 per annum plus on costs.

There would also be resource requirements, e.g, fuel and regular access to a Service vehicle to enable travel throughout the Service area.

Resources required to support recruitment events, and marketing material.
	Increased long term security for the on-call sector.

Greater availability of emergency response across the service area, reducing pressure on individual stations, with potential to reduce sickness absence and attrition.

Cost savings on training through increasing retention rates. 

As an approximation, 
a 3 week course run by a Station Manager and two Watch Managers, might be costed at £8132 (plus on costs), taking into consideration their time alone. Opportunity cost also incurred through having to continually run initial courses to ensure that recruitment can keep pace with attrition.

Supporting the Service to meet expectations in increasing diversity within the workforce, with the benefits associated with that.   

Subsidiary benefits in creating additional support staff roles providing progression opportunities.

	5.2 – Cultural Analysis
	Gain an in depth understanding of organisational culture through engagement and conversation with current staff, to ensure that recruitment activity is not undermined by an unsupportive culture.
	Resources required in terms of staff availability to both facilitate and attend focus group sessions, for example.
 
Time required to develop, run, collate and analyse data from staff surveys. 

Opportunity costs would be incurred as staff are committed to this workstream over alternatives.

Commitment of resource would be required from senior leadership to support actions resulting from findings.

	Generate a fuller understanding of the cultural profile of the organisation. 

Allow understanding of how well culture is aligned to organisational objectives.

Help to ensure that other investment into recruitment and training is not being wasted. 



	5.3 – Invest in Employee Wellbeing
	Supplement existing occupational health provision with provision of direct access to specialist mental health support, and musculoskeletal therapy.
	Cost of contracting additional workers to provide these services.

Some investment may be required to ensure that there are suitable rooms and equipment for therapy to take place in various locations across the Service.
	Create a significant employee benefit, in particular in more rural areas the service covers where access may be less readily available, with the potential for positively influencing attraction and retention.

Reduce sickness absence, through providing both preventative care and providing access to treatment more quickly than relying on what is publicly available.


Figure 5.1 – Cost/Benefit table
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