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Emergency Services Mobile Communications Programme (ESMCP) 
 
 
Dear Roy and Ian, 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 21 August on the new Emergency Services 
Network (ESN). I would like to apologise for the delay in responding. 
 
I am encouraged that the programme continues to have the support of National 
Fire Chiefs Council (NFCC) as we move on from what has been a challenging 
time. Your letter raises a number of important points, but before I respond to those 
substantively, I would like to reassure both the NFCC and the Fire Services 
Management Committee (FSMC) that ESN is still the strategically correct 
replacement for the existing Airwave network.  
 
On 21 September, you will have seen that the Home Secretary announced to 
Parliament that the review into the Programme had concluded and that the best 
approach was to continue with ESN. He also said that the Programme would 
move to an incremental approach to deliver new capabilities sooner and extend 
the Airwave network until transition is complete to ensure the emergency services 
have unbroken access to a continuous critical communications network. 
 
In your letter, you state that ESN is essential in delivering the NFCC’s digital 
strategy and I am sure that the new incremental approach will help facilitate this 
for the both the Fire and Rescue Service and Fire and Rescue Authorities. The 
benefit of moving from voice only technology to a secure, resilient and widely 
available 4G/LTE (Long Term Evolution) voice and data network with priority use 
by the FRS will bring substantial opportunities and benefits.  
 
This new approach will also see the emergency services, suppliers and the Home 
Office team all working as one to deliver the modern public safety communications 



tools our emergency services need, as soon as they can be developed. It will 
allow our police, fire and rescue, ambulance services and other users to choose 
the individual communications tools they want and need, and decide when they 
want them, rather than having to wait until every element of the new network is 
built. 
 
Incremental delivery of ESN encapsulates many ideas and a significant effort to find 
a better way to deliver the ESN programme. The key principles that describe the 
final set of ideas are: 

• Moving to an incremental adoption of customer products, collated in a 
customer product catalogue, which are then picked for adoption by 
customers to a timetable defined by them 

 

• Using the focus on customer products to move the focus of the programme 
away from technology procurement and onto what customers want and when 
they want it 

 

• Moving away from a pressure to implement a full solution as quickly as 
possible, to a more pragmatic approach to product development and 
deployment 

 

• Allowing the early adoption of products as they become available, rather than 
having to wait until every part of the solution is built – the aim is to offer 
emergency services customers a priority data service as early as Q1 2019  

 

• Moving away from a paradigm where criteria for “transition start”, into a 
situation where they become criteria for Airwave shut down – assuaging 
customer concerns about Airwave shut off taking place after only a partly 
delivered ESN solution 

 

• A contractual commitment to continue to run Airwave until all shutdown 
criteria are met and customers no longer wish to pay for it. 

 
I am confident that the first ESN products will appear later this year and allow the 
emergency services to start testing and using them. The first of those – a network 
coverage testing product which we are calling ‘ESN Assure’ - will be available in 
Q4 2018. 
 
The conclusions and recommendations in the review will be subject to an in-depth 
consultation with the three emergency services, and this is already underway, as 
well as ratification by all the sponsors of ESN including the administrations in 
Scotland and Wales. In parallel, the process is underway to update the Full 
Business Case (FBC) for ESN. I know you are very keen to have sight of the FBC. 
However, as this is not expected to conclude until the New Year you will 
understand I cannot go into specifics at this stage. 
 
The increased cost of the Programme has considerable affordability implications 
for all sponsors and their emergency services in this Spending Review period.  
This will require further discussions with the Sponsors finance representatives as 



the Airwave costs continue for longer than previously envisaged and poses some 
risks to the Programme’s critical path. We will explore this further as the FBC is 
developed between now and the end of the year.  We are also working with all 
users to understand the cost implications for the parts of the service that they pay 
for from local budgets.  
 
In relation to ESMCP, it remains our intention to continue to support Fire and 
Rescue Service (FRS) transition onto ESN through s31 grant. Indeed, the funding 
already provided to FRSs should give assurance of the steps that are actively 
being taken to ensure that the transition to the Emergency Services Network does 
not place additional burden on FRSs. 
 
Although there is further work to do before we finalise the business case, it is clear 
that over the full period of the new business case delivering ESN incrementally 
would still offer considerable savings when compared to staying with Airwave. 
Also, unlike the current system, ESN gives the FRS a modern communications 
platform that can be updated to keep pace with technology. It is also worth noting 
that changes are already being made to the structure and delivery approach for 
ESMCP so it can deliver the components of ESN in a more affordable and 
effective way.  
 
Under the new plan, once all our emergency services are using every ESN 
product or service they need, and no longer want or wish to pay for Airwave, then 
shutdown of the old service can take place. We continue to be very clear that no 
risks will be taken with public safety and Airwave will continue until all our 
emergency services transition onto ESN. 
 
It is important that the collaborative working relationship continues in order to build 
confidence in the programme through delivery and deployment of capability that 
ESN customers trust to keep their people safe in the most challenging operational 
circumstances. 
  
Finally, further engagement with the LGA would be welcome and I look forward to 
hearing their views on the Programme at strategic level.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sir Philip Rutnam 
Permanent Secretary    


