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29 October 2015 
Mr Shane Fitzsimmons AFSM 
Commissioner 
NSW Rural Fire Service 
Locked Mail Bag 17 
GRANVILLE  NSW  2142 
 

By email: shane.fitzsimmons@rfs.nsw.gov.au 
 
Dear Commissioner 

 
Comment on Draft Policy P3.2.9 and Handbook – Operational Officer (OpO) Mobility 
Program and Conditions 
 
The Public Service Association of NSW (PSA) welcomes this opportunity to provide 
comment in relation to this matter. The implementation of the Operational Officer Mobility 
Program (Program) has been a source of considerable concern to our members, and they 
greatly appreciate the ability to provide comment that will be considered by the Rural Fire 
Service (RFS) before finalising the policy. 
 
Comments on the Program generally 
 
Our members understand the RFS’ enthusiasm for the Program and the benefits that it 
may provide to the organisation. It will broaden the skills and experience of employees by 
exposing them to various activities and situations in a number of different locations. 
However, the PSA is concerned about the impact of the Program on Operational Officers 
and other RFS employees. This impact may be confined and controlled, although we have 
no indication that this is a consideration of the RFS. 
 
In his letter to the PSA dated 11 September 2015, Deputy Commissioner Rob Rodgers 
stated that “It is RFS’s intention to convert future eligible roles that currently exist to the 
OpO program as and when roles become vacant and it is deemed that those roles are 
suitable to become part of the OpO program.” Further clarification of this statement is 
currently being sought by the PSA, but we note that on its face all relevant vacancies 
could be converted into Operational Officer roles. 
 
This would present difficulties both for the RFS and its employees. It is obvious that 
participation in the Program in its current form is not going to suit all candidates. If there 
are no other pathways into the RFS, the Program will exclude a large number of potential 
employees. If there are limited other career pathways within the RFS, again this will 
exclude a large number of employees from progressing within the organisation. On either 
basis, it will have an adverse effect on a large number people, and may operate to 
discriminate against them directly on the grounds of carer’s responsibilities, and indirectly 

http://www.psa.asn.au/


2 

on the grounds of age and/or sex.  
 
One of the RFS’ great strengths is its connections with the communities it serves as 
outlined in the values of the organisation. This will be undermined if there is a constant 
turnover of operational staff working with volunteers. 
 
For these reasons, the PSA recommends that: 
 

1. The Mobility Program is limited in its application so that not more than one position 
per location is dedicated to staff employed through the Program. 
 

2. A program is developed by the RFS to ensure the professional development and 
transfer opportunities outside of the Mobility Program are available. 

 
The social dislocation for individuals employed by the Program should not be understated. 
Under the draft policy, Operational Officers will be required to move on up to four 
occasions. Each time they move, the officer and their families will be sparated from 
friends, families, communities and support networks. Given other commitments such as a 
partner’s work or children’s schooling, Operational Officers may have to move away from 
partners, children and immediate family for extended periods of time. This will take a toll 
on staff and their families and poses risks to individuals and for the RFS. Some of the 
implications of social dislocation will be long lasting and may not be realised for some 
time. 
 
The policy should be amended so that: 
 

3. Operational Officers are permitted to leave the Program and still retain a position in 
the RFS for compassionate reasons during the first rotation and at any time during 
subsequent rotations. 

 
4. The RFS is proactive in monitoring the health and wellbeing of Operational 

Officers.  
 
Crown Employees (Transferred Employees Compensation) Award 2012 (TECA) 
 
Deputy Commissioner Rob Rogers, in his letter referred to above, stated that, “any 
employee on the OpO program can make an application under the TECA Award.” This is 
not apparent under the current draft and needs to be clarified. 
 
In addition, the existence of the $5,000 payment serves to further confuse the matter. The 
RFS is unable to make this payment to employees unless it is above the Award, that is, in 
addition to the entitlements under TECA. An Operational Officer cannot in any 
circumstances be paid less than TECA entitlements. 
 
The policy and handbook need to be amended so that: 
 

5. It is clear that an employee may apply for payment under TECA. 
 

6. The TECA entitlements should be summarised in the document, including 
entitlements to special lave. 
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7. If the RFS proposes to make additional payments in addition to an employee’s 
TECA entitlements, further details of eligibility should be included in the policy. 

 
Recruitment 
 
It is not obvious whether the induction program is part of the recruitment process (see 
3.14) or in addition to it (see 3.11 and Handbook Chapter 4 page 6). The latter is 
preferable; otherwise it would present an unfair obstacle for external candidates. 
 
Therefore it should be made clear in the policy and to applicants that: 
 

8. Prior to the induction, successful applicants will be appointed to ongoing roles 
depending on the number vacancies, with location to be determined after 
induction. The induction would then be completed during the Operational Officer’s 
probationary period.  

 
9. Additional applicants who demonstrate sufficient capabilities to be part of a talent 

pool could also be offered places on the induction program. This would be on the 
clear understanding that successful completion of the program would result in a 
place on the talent pool and would be no guarantee of assignment to a role.  

 
The policy and handbook should also: 
 

10. Contain a process for an Operational Officer to remedy poor performance at 
induction. 

 
11. Clarify that costs (accommodation, meals and incidentals) of the induction program 

are covered by the RFS. 
 
Recognition of prior service in category areas 
 
The policy states that previous employment will be recognised up to a maximum of two 
category areas. There is no compelling reason for applying such a blanket rule where 
employees may have already obtained sufficient experience.  

 
The policy should be modified so that: 
 

12. Recognition of previous employment can be applied automatically across all 
category areas. 

 
Rotation, subsequent assignment and completion of the Program 
 
Under the policy, there is insufficient scope for Operational Officers to complete the 
Program early. There may be many valid reasons for an employee to want to do so before 
undergoing rotations in all four category areas, and it should be recognised that there will 
still be operational benefits to the RFS if this should occur. Some facility for this should be 
included in the policy. 
 
In addition, the policy does not make any provision for further assignment on completion of 
the program, meaning that an operational officer will be stationed purely by chance at the 
place of the final rotation. In these circumstances, an employee should have some input 
into the location of their ongoing employment.  
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The policy and handbook should contain provisions so that: 
 

13. Operational Officers should be able to request an early assignment on 
compassionate grounds and other grounds where appropriate. 

 
14. Operational Officers should be able to seek early completion of the Program for 

compassionate grounds during the first assignment, and for any other reason 
during subsequent assignments. 

 
15. On completion of the Program, an Operational Officer should be given priority for 

assignment to an ongoing location, and the Operational Officer shall have input to 
such a location. 

 
Appeals 
 
Given the impact and importance of decisions made by the RFS under the Program, the 
policy needs to provide for a better and more comprehensive appeals-handling process. 
This would allow for the fair and quick resolution of disputes internally and would greatly 
reduce the incidence of applications to the Industrial Relations Commission. 
 
The policy should be amended to:  

 
16. Establish an Appeals Panel to deal with all disputes under the Program. To give 

employees confidence in the Panel, it should include a representative of the PSA. 
 
Application of policy to existing employees 
 
The draft policy was released after a number of Operational Officers had commenced 
employment under the Program. As such and in the interests of fairness, existing 
Operational Officers should be able to terminate their involvement in the Program and 
retain roles at the RFS. This can be done by giving notice within a fixed time after 
finalisation of the policy. Three months would be considered a reasonable length of time to 
allow Operational Officers to consider the finalised policy, obtain advice and make a 
decision. 
 
We look forward to receiving a response to our comments on the draft policy and 
handbook.  If you want to discuss this matter, please contact Damien Hennessy on 
telephone 0402 220 691 or by email dhennessy@psa.asn.au. 
 
Yours faithfully 

 
Damien Hennessy 
Industrial Officer 
 
 


