Fire stations in England deteriorate amid £1bn funding cuts and rising emergencies
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Fire stations across England are reportedly “falling apart”, a situation fire chiefs attribute directly to a staggering £1 billion reduction in funding over the last decade. This reduction comes at a time when demand for fire and rescue services is at an all-time high, with callouts increasing by approximately 20%. The National Fire Chiefs Council (NFCC) has expressed grave concerns that fire services risk becoming the “forgotten emergency service”, jeopardising public and firefighter safety as they respond to more emergencies with fewer personnel.
The funding crisis has deep roots stretching back to cuts initiated in 2010, with recent reports from the House of Commons Library showing reductions in fire services funding between 26% and 39%. These cuts have forced many fire authorities to resort to raising council tax and exploring alternative funding structures, but such measures have not compensated for the lost resources. Chief Fire Officer James Courtney from South Yorkshire Fire & Rescue noted that they are facing an anticipated £5 million funding reduction over the next four years, compounding the losses of over £8 million since 2010. Courtney emphasised that such cuts could severely hinder the service's ability to respond effectively to national emergencies, including flooding and terrorism.
The NFCC has noted that the number of firefighters in England has fallen by a quarter in the past seven years—representing around 11,000 full-time staff. According to government statistics, there were 35,279 firefighters across 46 English fire authorities as of 2021, down from over 44,000 a decade earlier. Amidst this decline, the number of incidents attended by firefighters increased by 18%, underscoring an alarming trend of diminishing resources alongside escalating demands.
Further complicating matters, while the overall number of fires has decreased by 11%, non-fire-related incidents have surged by 65%. This rise is partly attributed to challenges presented by climate change, with the NFCC warning that fire services are unprepared for the growing incidence of weather-related emergencies. For instance, 2022 saw a record number of wildfires, and reports indicate that 2025 is on track to surpass that figure, with 225 wildfires already reported this year compared to 106 during the same timeframe in 2022.
Phil Garrigan, Chair of the NFCC, articulated the urgency of the situation, stating that the increase in incidents reflects not just a busier service but also a shift in responsibilities. He pointed out that all other public services are seeing staffing levels rebound despite austerity, while fire services continue to be stretched thin. He emphasised the need for renewed investment to ensure ongoing public safety, particularly as fire and rescue services are crucial in responding to threats ranging from wildfires to terrorist incidents. Without proper funding, Garrigan warned, communities could be left vulnerable during critical emergencies.
Despite the NFCC's calls for increased financial support, a spokesperson from the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government stated that the government is cognisant of the challenges faced by fire services and has provided nearly £3 billion in funding to support their operations in the last financial year. However, many remain sceptical, citing the recent 1.4% increase in fire services funding—insufficient in the face of rising inflation—as indicative of an ongoing neglect of this essential service. 
As fire chiefs await the results of the government’s upcoming spending review, there is a palpable sense of urgency and fear that the crucial services they provide will be further compromised if the funding situation does not improve.
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