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The Impact of Covid19 on Mid & West Wales Fire and Rescue Service

[bookmark: _GoBack]Mid & West Wales Fire and Rescue Service operates 58 fire stations across 12000 square kilometres of Wales, employing around 1,300 employees (MWWFRS, 2020a). Latest news reports show that the coronavirus has spread across the globe at a rapid rate, with 276,332 confirmed cases in the UK, of which 39,045 people have sadly died from the virus (BBC News, 2020a). Whilst tracking the rate of infection, MWWFRS made the decision at the beginning of early March 2020, to release staff from their office-based roles, should working from home be an option. This also included those who suffer medical conditions, and parents struggling with childcare due to the closure of all schools. 

Guidance published by the UK Government on 23 March 2020 resulted in an increase in efforts to ensure the safety of all staff (Gov.uk, 2020), at which point emphasis was placed on providing non-operational staff with laptops and the necessary software to enable them to carry out their roles from home, whilst the attendance numbers of operational employees decreased. The Corporate Risk department have made sure that all employees have completed revised Display Screen Equipment (DSE) assessments to ensure that staff are working comfortably within their new environments, preventing any absences of this nature. The Community Safety function within the Service was disbanded as their roles required contact with households within their local communities, with many being redeployed to other functions within the Service to assist.  

The Human Resources function remains the only department that is working out of Service HQ, whereby staff are being asked to contribute to a rota to provide office cover and a point of contact for employees during this time. There has been positive and negative aspects to this, on one hand it has encouraged business partnering across the Service and an increase in electronic correspondence to staff, however on the other hand, it has also increased the workload of those who are on the rota to go into the office as individuals are unable to fulfil their roles from home.  

As a public sector organisation, many employees, such as catering staff, who are unable to carry out their role from home, are currently off work on full pay, unlike more than eight million workers in the UK who have been furloughed since March (BBC News, 2020b).  

Meetings and daily communications are being carried out via Microsoft Teams. The Service has made great efforts in providing a plethora of information accessible via various media platforms such as Moodle, Teams, Intranet, Service website and social media.  

Work has been carried out by the Estates department to ensure that all headquarters and Stations are equipped with cleaning stations, and social distancing methods for example, plastic screens have been fitted to reception areas, as well as 2 metre markers clearly placed on the floors (Unison, 2020).   

A team of Directors and support officers was created (Critical Incident Team (CIT)) to focus on how the Service would continue to provide vital emergency response and essential administration during this time, whilst abiding by social distancing rules. A sub-cell was formed for each area of focus for the Service: People, Communities, Logistics, Response and External, made up of representatives from relevant departments and Executives to provide feedback and recommendations to CIT. 

The primary focus for this team was to ensure that all operational firefighters remained safe and healthy in order to carry out their role within the community. This involved sourcing the necessary personal protective equipment (PPE) and ensuring enough stock. However, with the global shortage of PPE, this has turned out to be somewhat of an issue (Siddique, 2020). In view of this, the Service sought advice from Public Health Wales along with Welsh Government to clarify when and what PPE should be used in various situations. The results of which highlighted that masks were not a necessity in reducing the transmission of the virus, and that stock should be kept for when social distancing is not possible (NHS Wales, 2020). 

The results of such ‘Cells’ has enabled temporary changes to Service procedures such as the sickness procedure whereby absence related to this pandemic will not be counted towards sick pay entitlements (Cook, 2020), and the Discipline and Grievance process to incorporate adjustments due to Covid19, but also the introduction of FAQ’s specifically focused on Covid19 related issues. Discussions are regularly being held between the Cells and CIT, planning how the Service moves from its current position into ‘Unlock’ changing the focus to how we bring people back into the workplace. 
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