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No to austerity - invest in our fire and rescue services 

 
 

1. Firefighters across Europe are united in our commitment to provide an excellent, professional 
service tackling all kinds of emergencies and disasters faced by our communities. Yet neoliberal 
austerity policies in many countries have slashed funding for firefighting and civil protection. EPSU 
and unions affiliated to the European firefighters’ network are sounding the alarm. These cuts put 
lives at risk and cost the economy millions. We want investment in our fire and rescue services, to 
make our communities resilient and our peoples safe.  

 
Firefighters – first responders to every conceivable disaster  
 

2. Globally there are nearly 400 disasters every year, including floods, landslides, storms, droughts, 
earthquakes, fires and extreme temperature. Around 100,000 people die annually in these 
disasters and over 200,000 are victims.1 Firefighters from Europe, alongside our sisters and 
brothers from other nations, respond magnificently to these disasters – continually demonstrating 
that our service is absolutely irreplaceable in the modern world.  

 
3. Last year globally, nearly 10,000 people died in flooding and almost 9,000 during storms. Cyclone 

Haiyan affected over 16 million people, while cyclones in India and China, along with other 
disasters in the Philippines, Thailand and Zimbabwe subjected millions to devastation. Although 
90% of victims were in Asia, no continent or country remains free from the risks of extreme 
weather. The only viable response to climate change is global interdependence and solidarity. 
Firefighters will be at the forefront of meeting these challenges, helping communities prepare 
when emergencies are forecast, evacuating vulnerable people, rescuing victims and assisting with 
recovery.  

 
4. In Europe, disasters account for a significant part of firefighters’ work. This year, firefighters have 

responded to forest fires in Greece and Sweden, while Bulgaria, Montenegro, Albania, Slovenia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Greece and Portugal previously received assistance with wild fires. 
Similarly, some 22 states sent assistance and nearly 700 relief workers to Serbia and to Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in May 2014 during widespread flooding. These teams rescued more than 1,500 
people in Bosnia and Herzegovina alone.2 

 
5. In 2013, flooding in South and East Germany was the world’s most costly natural disaster, costing 

an estimated €10bn, while subsequent storms in Germany cost almost €4bn. A heat wave in the UK 
in July 2013 cost 760 lives, the third highest death toll globally for the year. One in eight people in 
the Czech Republic were hit by disasters in 2013, the sixth highest as a proportion of total 
population across the globe.3 Portugal, Spain, France, Italy and Greece alone experience on average 
50,000 forest fires every year, with over 400,000 hectares burned annually.4 

 
6. The long-term trend is for an increased number of disasters, requiring external assistance from 

outside of the locality where it occurs. The European civil protection mechanism has been activated 
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17 times over the last three summers to respond to forest fires inside and outside of Europe. The 
European Union (EU) has received more than 180 requests for assistance to disasters since the turn 
of the century.5 Over the past two decades, recorded disasters in Europe alone have killed almost 
90,000 people, affected more than 29 million and caused €211 billion in economic losses.6  
 
 

Impact of austerity on the fire and rescue service 
 

7. Firefighters stand ready to protect and serve over half a billion people across Europe and to 
demonstrate our solidarity with peoples across the globe. Firefighters provide an all-hazards 
response to a whole range of emergencies, whether it is fires, floods, wildfires, storms and 
drought, or terrorism. But cuts to fire and rescue services mean fewer firefighters, older equipment 
and fewer appliances, leading to longer response times, weakened resilience and greater risk to the 
public and to firefighter safety.  

 
8. The economic cost of fire in the EU is estimated to be some €80bn.7 Every day in Europe 

approximately 12 people die in house fires and 120 people are severely injured. Most at risk are 
young children and the elderly.8 These risks have not diminished during the crisis – in some states 
the number of fires has increased in recent years. Where there have been fewer fires, this has 
mostly been due to the active prevention work carried out by firefighters, to regulations our unions 
have campaigned for, or to the changing industrial structures or social trends.  

 
9. Firefighters are also alarmed by the European Commission’s promotion of private sector 

involvement in disaster risk management.9 Firefighting in Europe and across the globe remains a 
public good that is overwhelmingly provided by the public sector. Firefighters do not want to see 
our services parcelled up and sold off to private vultures, who believe they can make profits from 
people’s misery. We provide a professional service based on the imperatives of human need and 
environmental protection. Matters of this magnitude cannot be left to the market.  

 
10. Since the EU established the Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC) in 2001, and more recently 

the Emergency Response Coordination Centre, institutional arrangements for coordination and 
mobilisation have been enhanced. However, cuts to fire and rescue services across Europe 
threaten the resilience capability of all states as well as pan-European responses within and beyond 
our continent.  

 
The impact of austerity on firefighters10  
 

11. Austerity has meant a dramatic drop in the living standards of European workers, including 
firefighters. Since the crisis broke in 2008, the majority of economies have shrunk, wages have 
been cut, while there has been higher unemployment and more in precarious work, casting more 
people into poverty. Austerity hits public service workers hard – our staff numbers, our pay and our 
conditions. Workers now have to pay more, work longer and still get lower pensions. Public 
spending on public healthcare, welfare and the social wage in Europe has also fallen.  

 
12. Large and growing inequalities across Europe are created by the growth of profits at the expense of 

income from wages and the rise in the incomes of the richest households. Along with trade unions, 
public spending and public services are the most powerful engines of greater equality. Public 
spending redistributes money income through social security benefits, but public services make an 
even greater contribution to equality. 

 
13. Firefighters have suffered an unprecedented attack on our conditions and living standards during 

the crisis. In the UK, central funding for the fire and rescue service has been reduced by more than 
20%, with more cuts planned. There are currently 6,000 fewer firefighters in the UK than at the 
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outset of the economic downturn – over 10% of the total firefighting force. Firefighters pay has 
shrunk by 16% since the crisis began – double the decline of average workers in the UK.  

 
14. Greek firefighters have reported the deaths of firefighters caused by old and faulty equipment as 

well as general cuts to the service. They describe the use of fire engines some 30 years old, and 
that none has been replaced for five years. Greek firefighters have faced savage cuts to their pay, 
longer hours and diminished social support.  

 
Firefighters resist austerity  
 

15. Firefighters across Europe have been inspired by the mobilisations of our sisters and brothers. 
During the crisis there have been major street demonstrations by firefighters in Spain, Belgium, 
Greece and the UK. Firefighters in England and Wales have taken strike action to defend their 
pensions. 

 
16. The battles by firefighters in Spain against austerity have been truly inspirational. Firefighters have 

refused to act as bailiffs to evict workers and vulnerable people from their homes. The slogan “We 
rescue people, not banks” has been widely greeted as a magnificent act of solidarity and a stunning 
restatement of firefighters’ humanitarian priorities.  

 
17. In this context, firefighters reject plans by some politicians who seek to ban or restrict our right to 

take lawful industrial action in defence of our service and the conditions of our members. Cheap 
anti-union rhetoric strips away the veneer of partnership. Politicians covet our acquiescence and 
when we protest, they threaten our rights. Firefighters are resolute – we will defend our right to 
organise, to speak out and to take industrial action.  

 
Our demands  
 

18. Neoliberal policies promote a greater role for the market and shift the tax burden away from the 
rich and corporate profits on to working people. Market mechanisms do not deliver the level of 
public services that working people need. Public spending supports economic growth through 
investment in infrastructure, through supporting an educated and healthy workforce, through 
redistributing income to increase the spending power of people on low-incomes, providing 
insurance against risks, providing direct support for industry, including through technological 
innovation, and increasing efficiency by taking on these functions. Public spending supports around 
half of all jobs in European economies, either through directly employed labour or in the private 
sector supplying goods and services for governments and employees.  

 
19. Firefighters are clear in our demands on national governments and on European Union institutions:  

 

 All European fire and rescue services need investment, not cuts 

 Firefighters provide an irreplaceable service – more firefighters are needed to meet the 
range of threats, risks and emergencies now and going forward 

 Firefighters’ wider contribution to disaster risk management, such as dealing with flooding 
and terrorism, should be recognised, resourced and rewarded  

 Consistent international and national standards backed by a robust inspectorate are the 
best way to improve the fire and rescue service, level up performance and deploy 
resources efficiently 

 Trade unions are the professional voice of firefighters across Europe. We must be heard in 
any restructuring plans. Consult the professionals and negotiate to improve the service. 
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ANNEX:  Country Examples 

 
Czech Republic 
 
See detailed statement  
 
Finland  
 
In Finland, the Ministry of Interior ordered whole rescue organisation (it means 22 Fire Brigades) to save 
money €7,000,000 in this year, 2014. It means that we don´t buy so many new fire appliances and 
equipment. In Finland this cut back is not directed at pay, pensions, jobs and training yet, except for 
officers. In Finland the number of officers has decreased. 
 
France 
 
In France there are two categories of firefighter: professional and volunteer. 
Of the volunteers:  

 21544  no integré 

 10797  volunteers of medical service 

 297  civil volunteers    
 
Germany  
 
In the German system of social security the age limit for the standard retirement age is gradually raised 
from 65 years to 67 years. The states of Germany are trying to raise the specific age limits for firefighters 
from 60 to 62. There are no cuts in spending, jobs, training or equipment yet. 
 
Italy 
 
See detailed statement 
 
Spain 
 

file://docserver/d/users/Paul.Hampton/Downloads/ADSR_2013.pdf
http://www.fire.uni-freiburg.de/inventory/database/EU-Forest-Fires-in-Europe-2013.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52010DC0600&from=EN
http://www.f-e-u.org/upload/2012/1/working/Pan_European_Fire_Strategy_2020_final.pdf
http://www.childsafetyeurope.org/publications/info/factsheets/fires-in-the-home.pdf
http://www.epsu.org/a/10489
http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/Czech_Republic_-_Social_impact_of_austerity_on_Fire_and_Rescue_Service-2.pdf
http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/Firefighting_in_Italy-2.pdf
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How the cutbacks affects firefighting in Spain 
Due to cutbacks, firefighting suffered from policies of austerity imposed by non-democratic institutions to 
which we have to add the increase of taxes on account of Spanish government. Our salaries have been 
reduced twice and afterwards have been frozen, even for the next year though the government has said 
that it will initiate an economical recovery. We can see how the purchasing power has been lowered to 
35%. The decrease of the budget prevents the building of fire stations, which causes the deterioration of 
materials. If we add to this the cuts in workforce, the effect is devastating and may cause serious safety 
issues. 
 
Cuts in personnel, started before the crisis, as a strategy to discredit public services and therefore be able 
to privatise them. The sudden stop of employment was initiated in 2004 and probably will be extended 
until 2016, making physically impossible to adopt safety measures. All of this is reflected in the 
politicisation of the technical decisions, which are no longer made by inspectors nor officers, but by the so-
called “advisers”, imposed by the local government, whose goal is, basically, to privatise, in a corrupt way 
and, between their fellow friends, everything that can bring them benefit. As a consequence: the loss is 
assumed publicly but, the benefits, privately. 
 
Norway  
 
There have been no significant cuts for the fire brigades, but there has been an increase of the population 
without an increase the fire brigade at the same time. An example is the city of Oslo, which had a 
population of 480,000 in 1998, In 2014 there are 630,000 and the same amount of firefighters.  
 
Turkey  
 
See detailed statement 
 
 

http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/Turkey_EPSU_Firefighters_Glasgow_2014_brief-2.pdf

