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Oral evidence

Taken before the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee

on Tuesday 29 January 2008

Members present

Peter LuV, in the Chair

Mr Adrian Bailey Mr Lindsay Hoyle
Roger Berry Mr Mike Weir
Mr Michael Clapham Mr Anthony Wright

Witnesses: Mr George Thomson, General Secretary, and Ms Sally Reeves, Chair, Negotiating Committee
and Executive OYcer, the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters, gave evidence.

Q1 Chairman: Thank you very much indeed for
coming in for this first evidence session of our
inquiry into the closure programme for post oYces.
It is quite a busy timetable that we have set ourselves
and we meet again next week to hear from the Post
OYce and the Minister and we hope to produce any
recommendations which might or might not flow
very quickly thereafter, if we can manage it. We have
had an enormous volume of evidence from
interested parties, including yourselves, and I would
like to thank you for your written evidence, and I am
sure we will enjoy your oral evidence too, but it was
extremely comprehensive, very thorough and very
well argued, and we are grateful for that. We have
also had a huge response from colleagues, Members
of the House of Commons with experience of the
closure programme, and we will seek to reflect that
particularly in our evidence next week and ask the
Post OYce and the Minister about the issues, so it
has been a very, very intense volume of evidence we
have received and we are grateful for it. What I
would like to do is to begin by asking you, as I always
do, to introduce yourselves and then perhaps to go
on and, in the words of Morecambe and Wise, ask
the question, “What do you think of the show so
far?”, how the consultation process is going overall
before we start digging down into the details.
Mr Thomson: I am George Thomson, the General
Secretary of the National Federation of Sub-
Postmasters, and beside me is Sally Reeves who is
the Chairman of the Negotiating Committee of the
National Federation of Sub-Postmasters. I believe
that the Network Change Programme is going
relatively smoothly, given that this is the second
closure programme within five years, given that
within this programme 18% of the UK Post OYce
network is proposed to be closed and that the Post
OYce, in my opinion, have handled a very diYcult
subject relatively well. The diVerence this time
round, and people have to remember this, the last
time round the closures were on a voluntary basis,
that sub-postmasters volunteered to go and, as a
result, holes did appear in some parts of the network,
whereas this time round the conversations and the
visits are a little bit harder because some people are
being forced to leave, let us be absolutely honest
here, who do not want to leave, but I would just give

you the thought that, for every one phone call that
we have at our headquarters from a member who is
upset that they are being compulsorily closed against
their wishes, there are another four or five, this is
absolutely true, who, once the area plan has been
finalised, realise that they are not being closed and
are upset that they are remaining in a network with
such a diYcult past and quite a diYcult future over
the next two or three years. On the whole, yes, there
have been some diYculties, but things are being
done relatively well and I am quite relaxed about
where we are at this stage, given the diYculty of the
programme.

Q2 Chairman: And given your regret that you are in
this situation at all?
Mr Thomson: Yes.

Q3 Mr Weir: There has been a lot of talk about the
length of the consultation process, particularly the
public aspect of it. In their rejection of 12-week local
consultation, the Government said that they were
“mindful” of your own call for “speedy local
consultation to minimise uncertainty for sub-
postmasters and customers”, and that seems to have
become the reason given by DBERR for the six-
week period. Would you have supported allowing
the local consultation to last for 12 weeks to allow
for better local consultation?
Ms Reeves: I think the element of the six weeks is
quite right for the rationale that was there of sub-
postmasters’ interests, consumers’ interests and of
the communities that sub-postmasters serve, but
also in the wider interest of Post OYce Limited. If we
get all of the work right before public consultation,
it is important for sub-postmasters and the
communities that they know what is going to happen
to their business because at the moment everything
is in limbo both for sub-postmasters and their
businesses and for Post OYce Limited because
nobody within the post oYce network, until they
know what is going to happen to their business, can
invest in their business. They are very wary about the
purchasing of stock because they do not know
whether they are going to be here next year to sell
through and that will have an impact on the
communities. Also, for Post OYce Limited, I think
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they need some stability in the network to know
what is going to happen to the network, to be able to
go out and get business for sub-postmasters and to
approach the clients, so I think the six weeks is long
enough for the consultation period. There has been
quite a lot of publicity before it actually gets to the
public consultation area and in the run-up to that six
weeks, most of the people in the consultation areas
do seem to be ready to add their voice to public
consultation, and Post OYce Limited themselves
seem to have got an awful lot of emails and
correspondence during the public consultation
period which seems to indicate that people are aware
of what is happening.
Mr Weir: First of all, if it had been lengthened to 12
weeks, it would have only lengthened
the process by a period of six weeks. Is it that crucial?

Q4 Chairman: But the process has eVectively been
going on for how many years now? EVectively, the
uncertainty has been for two or three years?
Ms Reeves: Yes, it has been a long process and the
actual process from the beginning to now has
produced a lot of negativity within the post oYce
industry for sub-postmasters and I believe that that
needs to be addressed very quickly and very cleanly
to be able to move forward in a more positive light,
and I believe that any lengthening of the time is just
time too much for people’s investments.

Q5 Mr Weir: The problem for the public, and I
realise what you are saying, but they do not know
the specifics of which of their post oYces are marked
for closure until the area plan is actually published,
so when you talk about a much longer process, from
the public’s point of view it is six weeks from day
one, “Your post oYce is going to be closed” to then
come up with a campaign or whatever, to consider
the implications of the proposals and mount a
campaign. Local authorities have the same problem
when they are working in generally a four-week
timescale, and there have been some concerns, for
example, by local authorities that they are not given
prior notice of what is happening.
Mr Thomson: I think what also has to be
remembered is that this is the second closure
programme and also that the Government’s
consultation on the future of the network went out
on 14 December 2006 and that consultation, which
finally evolved into the report on 17 May on the
future, started from the premise that the
Government were putting in a £150-million-a-year
network support payment and that they wanted the
network to fit within that. We have also got to
remind ourselves that these 2,500 closures is the
Government trying, working with the Post OYce, to
get a network that is both sustainable and aVordable
within the £150 million, so there was the initial
consultation on the principle that we needed a small
post oYce network.

Q6 Mr Weir: But there is a massive diVerence
between the principle of a closure programme and
the eVect on individuals, communities and post
oYces. On one specific, and this talk of six weeks or

12 is interesting, but, for example, it transpired in
Glasgow that where a post oYce was going to be
closed, a public campaign was mounted and that
post oYce was reprieved from closure, then another
post oYce which was previously told it would not be
closed was simply substituted in its place. Now, that
seems a bizarre way of dealing with the programme
and it does appear that it has become merely a
numbers game for closing a set amount of post
oYces in each area. Is that your experience of it?
Mr Thomson: My view, and I have got sympathy
with the last point you said there and I have made
the Post OYce aware of that point, but I do think
that there is genuine consultation, but that is
undermined by a simple substitution when you
reprieve, in brackets, one oYce to then substitute it
with another. I think it lends credence to the people
saying that the consultation is not genuine. I believe
it is genuine, but I think that the one-for-one policy
is wrong and I do not believe in it and I certainly
think that the Post OYce should stop doing that. If
an oYce is reprieved, I do believe that we should not
automatically substitute another one.

Q7 Mr Hoyle: The suggestion of £150 million,
people view this as just another layer. Instead of
being the death by 1,000 cuts, this is actually the
death of the post oYce network by five cuts because
it will be the £150 million and then three years down
the line it will suddenly drop to £100 million and
then £50 million and we are just actually going to end
up taking more out. Is that true or not?
Mr Thomson: A very good point. The Federation
this time round have supported this closure
programme reluctantly, but what I will say in a
public forum is that the answer to the problems
facing the Post OYce cannot continue to mean every
two or three years closing 2,500 oYces. Five
thousand oYces will be closed within four years and
that takes us to what I would call the ‘critical mass’
The network that we will have left of about 11,500
oYces, whatever happens, the solution to future
problems has to be working with the Government,
Labour, Conservative, Liberal, it does not matter
who, but working with the Government to say,
“How can we make the 11,500 oYces that are left
sustainable? How can we help bring work in?” We
think that one of the ways we can do that is for a
post-bank to be created, and we have to win the Post
OYce card account tender too, but what I do know
is that I will not come along as General Secretary
and support another closure programme. We have
to make sure that those left have got a future. If you
think about it logically, the UK has a population of
60.5 million, we have the second-biggest population
in Europe after Germany, we have the second-
biggest economy in Europe after Germany. Now,
surely we must have the ability and the brains to
support a network of post oYces of 11,500 for a
population of 60 million, so we have worked with the
Government up to now, but we now have to sharpen
up the game. We have to say, “How do we make sure
that the Post OYce, after this closure programme,
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has a future”, and I would say on this point that that
has not had enough work done on it in the past by
any government.
Chairman: I think we have a lot of sympathy with
that point and this Committee’s earlier reports have
pointed in that direction.

Q8 Mr Weir: On the substitution point, can you
enlighten us as to what happens then when a new
post oYce is then targeted for closure? Is there a
further consultation period on that and how does it
aVect the overall consultation period?
Mr Thomson: There is a further six-week
consultation period when one oYce is reprieved and
a substitution is put in its place.

Q9 Mr Weir: Do you think that is long enough,
given that the customers and postmasters will have
been told, “You are safe, you’re not being closed”,
but somehow they change their minds and decide,
“You are being substituted”? Do you think that six
weeks is long enough for that to be dealt with?
Mr Thomson: What I do know from looking at the
figures, and the vast majority of people who want to
reprieve an oYce take it to their councillor, they will
take it to their Member of the Scottish Parliament,
they will do the same in Wales and the same in
Northern Ireland, or they will take it to their MP, so
I think really that, if the councillor or MP is on the
ball and they are really organised in trying to save an
oYce, six weeks is fine, and I really do think that.
Making it longer than six weeks does add to the
uncertainty. The Federation are absolutely
comfortable with people having six weeks to start a
campaign or put their arguments against the closure
of a particular oYce.

Q10 Mr Weir: On the point about the programme,
we have been told that the Post OYce only visited
those post oYces suggested for closure, not the
nearby ‘receiving’ ones. Is that the case?
Ms Reeves: No, it is my understanding that anybody
who is going to be a receiving oYce is approached by
Post OYce Limited as part of the overall resolution
of the access criteria within that area and, if an oYce
is closing, wherever that work is likely to migrate to
is visited as being a receiving oYce, and that has been
my experience.

Q11 Mr Weir: Are you satisfied that suYcient local
knowledge has gone into drawing up the local plans
to ensure, for example, that where a post oYce is
being closed, the receiving branches are large
enough to take the additional work? I have to say, in
my own constituency the experience of past closures
is that it has led to diYculties in some of the receiving
branches because of an unplanned closure. We have
not got our area plan yet, but I am a bit concerned
that you end up with a situation where the receiving
branches are being swamped. Is that a worry and an
experience that you have had?
Ms Reeves: At the moment, it is not a worry or an
experience. I think there are some concerns perhaps,
and there have been some concerns in the past, for
oYces closing in town centres around crown oYces,

branch oYces, directly managed oYces. I think that
has been an area of concern, particularly for
Postwatch up until now, but out in the wider
community it seems as though most of the oYces
seem to have capacity or else there are arrangements
being made to increase their capacity to be able to
take on any of the business from a closing oYce, so
it does seem to be working well and there are funds
around to increase capacity in some oYces. I think
locally there may be not as much information given
to Post OYce Limited in the early part about local
arrangements for transportation, local council plans
and things like that in the early stages, and I do know
from working with local councils locally to my area
which are coming up towards the consultation
process, they are getting far more information
through to Post OYce Limited before they start to
make any decisions about an area so that Post OYce
Limited are properly informed about future plans
locally within the council areas.

Q12 Chairman: I am not really inviting comments at
length, but I think it is important to get it on the
record in the oral session that paragraph 3.12 of your
written evidence talks about the grants that have
been made available to help receiving oYces cope
with the extra work, but you do say that you believe
that the investment is “massively insuYcient in
providing the investment the network as a whole
needs in order to achieve the Government’s desired
‘necessary changes to transform the network’”. That
is in your written evidence, but I think it is important
that people hear that in public as well.
Ms Reeves: I think there are two issues there. One is
the issue about the grants that are available to be
able to take capacity in, but I think the other issue
is about any grants that are available to improve the
network as a whole to make it fit for purpose for the
diVerent types of products and diVerent services that
will be delivered in the future.

Q13 Roger Berry: If I could raise the issue of
proportionality, in Postwatch’s submission to the
Committee, they say that it is of course right to avoid
disproportionately high numbers of closures being
proposed in any particular area in line with what the
Government has said, and they then go on to say
that this “could exacerbate existing levels of
disadvantage”. I must confess, I am left not knowing
where Postwatch is on this issue, but do you think,
as a representative organisation, that there is any
alternative to the proportionality principle?
Mr Thomson: I think the principle is fair and
equitable. On average, 18% of all post oYces in an
area plan are being proposed for closure and, in all
honesty, I do not think it could be done any other
way. It has taken a direct percentage of what already
exists on the ground and it is averaging 18% per area
plan. I think to try to do it any other way would have
caused far more problems than by taking a
proportional approach throughout the UK,
accepting that, regrettably, with the 14,200 oYces
that are in the network at this moment in time, there
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are too many post oYces for the work that is within
the network and I am absolutely comfortable with
18% on average in an area plan.

Q14 Chairman: On a point of fact, there are nearer
14% at present in the outcomes, I believe.
Mr Thomson: Yes, but there are 18% proposed and
again there are about 31 oYces which have been
pooled as well.

Q15 Roger Berry: I can see from a business point of
view that proportionality might actually make quite
a lot of sense, although, recognising that some areas
of the country are far better endowed with post
oYces than others, there does seem to be a sort of
issue of fairness here which might mean that, if you
have an already disadvantaged part of the country in
terms of the availability of post oYces,
proportionality might actually make those areas
even more disadvantaged.
Mr Thomson: Well, there are large parts of the
Highlands and Islands, and 37 of the 38 excluded
postcodes because they do not meet the minimum
criteria are in Scotland and there is a situation where
the Post OYce are actually having to improve, and
increase, the provision to make sure that these areas
do have a better service than they have had
historically in recent years.

Q16 Roger Berry: Do you think Postwatch is doing
a decent job?
Mr Thomson: I think Postwatch are doing a very
good job and they are doing most of that good work
at pre-consultation. I do get a little bit frustrated
when I hear from MPs obviously that the
consultation is a sham. In Glasgow, for example, the
first area plan, 24% of the oYces that were proposed
for closure in private before it started, so pre-
consultation, Postwatch persuaded the Post OYce
to change 24% of them, so before it even went to
public consultation. The beauty about doing that
before it was at public consultation is that, if an
oYce is changed behind the scenes by Postwatch and
Post OYce Limited, it means that it never went out
to the public and that oYce was not blighted. What
happens is that once it goes out to public
consultation, a decision is reversed and a post oYce
stays open, that sub-postmaster has already had
posters up for a few months saying that he is closing
down and directing people to another post oYce.
When an oYce is reprieved, and there are at least 31
already, when it has been through public
consultation, it means that that oYce, although it
has been saved for the community, and that is good
for the community, that sub-postmaster finds
himself in a very, very diYcult situation. At pre-
consultation, Postwatch are having a major input
and not just bringing in the criteria, but they are
talking about, if you like, topography, they are
talking about roads, they are talking about social
and financial inclusion and they are talking about
the amount of pensioners in a particular area, so
Postwatch are having a major input in making sure
that POL are doing their job properly.

Q17 Mr Weir: I am just interested in that because
what you are saying basically is that a lot of
decisions are made before the public consultation,
but do you not see that as part of the problem, that
the public are seeing a plan being presented to them
where the decisions have already eVectively been
made and there is very little chance to change it
within the short period of six weeks they are given,
and that is the feeling that the public feel, many
people feel, that it is a failure in the consultation
process?
Mr Thomson: I understand what you are saying, but,
given that something like 31 have been reprieved
already and my calculation is probably well in excess
of 100 after the programme finished on 30
November, that would suggest that not only are
there changes at pre-consultation with Postwatch in
particular, but Postwatch are listening, POL are
listening and the Government, to some extent, are
listening and that changes are being made at area
plan level after public consultation. I think the
numbers are stacking up that would suggest that
that indeed is the case, so much so that myself and
Alan Cook in recent weeks have had to actually sit
down and look at what we could put in place which
would be a programme that would help these oYces
that are being reprieved which, because they have
lost much of their customer base because they
thought they were closing, how can we make sure
that they have a future and how can we try and
protect the salary level, for example, how can we try
and give them publicity to tell the public they are still
open, do we look at products, do we enhance the
products that they have now to try and win back the
customers. We realise that there is a problem and
that problem is that we are going to have something
like 100 oYces which will have been reprieved which
will have lost a lot of their customer base, and it is
how we actually rebuild that customer base.

Q18 Mr Weir: There is another side to the problem
as well which is of those that are substituted for the
reprieved post oYces where they have been saying,
“Everything’s okay, chaps” and suddenly it is not,
but they are closing and they have six weeks to
mount a campaign. It just seems a bizarre way of
going about it.
Mr Thomson: I was in Derby last week giving a
presentation and that was an example of what you
said there. This was a sub-postmaster who thought
he was safe and never realised he was being closed
and he was very upset. I have indicated to the Post
OYce particularly in the last two or three weeks that
I feel that replacing a reprieved oYce by another
oYce does not do justice to the consultation process,
and I think it is a genuine consultation process and
I believe that, when a reprieved oYce is saved and
another one it is put in its place, that brings it not
only into disrepute, but it certainly makes the
consultation process a little bit more questionable.
Mr Weir: I do not understand how, if a post oYce
after the consultation process is not to be closed, and
it is presumably under the criteria of the process, it
is deemed to be either needed or viable or whatever,
why then does another one then suddenly become
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not viable, needed or whatever and is substituted for
closure? It seems to me like a straight numbers
programme where in saving one, another has to go.
It is bad enough in urban areas, but in rural areas we
can have a village fighting another village if they are
relatively close together.

Q19 Roger Berry: Your answer to my question
about Postwatch was that the evidence they were
doing a good job was that in pre-consultation they—
Mr Thomson: Changed.

Q20 Roger Berry: Well, that is my question. You see,
if it is proportionality, then I would expect that the
Post OYce would come up with a number of closures
and that the debate then is going to be about which
post oYces are viable and which are not, to put it in
those terms. The way you have described what
happens has led me to think that the Post OYce
came up with rather more closures than they needed,
that Postwatch popped in and said, “Hey”, but is it
not that? We all know the way these things go, that
over-egging and then turning out to be nicer guys at
the end of the consultation is classic. Can you
reassure me that that is not happening?
Mr Thomson: Not only can I assure you, but the
Federation would be jumping up and down if that
was the case. The logic is that, if they over-egged the
pudding and then oYces were reprieved after public
consultation, it means that we have more members
in a situation where they are being blighted because
members of the public have been told that they are
being closed, whereas they have actually been saved.
On the issue of Postwatch, what happened with the
Glasgow plan with 44 closures, the initial 44 that the
Post OYce put forward were based on the first stab,
if you like, before all the other aspects were taken
into account, but 24% of these first 44 were changed,
so Postwatch were very, very involved. It was not a
case where the Post OYce gave Postwatch 60 and
Postwatch saved 24, but Postwatch actually changed
24% of the 44 oYces that went forward initially
because they took account of all the local issues on
the ground, so Postwatch were doing their job.

Q21 Chairman: I would just put on record my
concern that the 18% figure you are talking about at
the time is not being matched by the reality on the
ground. The actual closure rate is so far 14% and this
suggests to me that the later closure plans, including
the one in my own constituency, so I have an interest
here, will have to report a higher hit to meet the 2,500
number. If we are only closing 14%, not 18%, that is
storing up a problem for later consultation in the
process, and your members would be up in arms in
Hereford and Worcestershire.
Mr Thomson: Well, we believe that 2,500 closures
are regrettable, but are needed to get the network
back on a sustainable footing and also to make sure
that the £150 million network support—

Q22 Chairman: We know that, but it is not
happening equally across the country.

Mr Thomson: But again it comes back to Mike’s
point as well, that, if you want oYces reprieved and
you do not want other ones to take their place, that
will cause problems with percentages as well.

Q23 Chairman: So people coming later in the process
will pay a heavy price for this process?
Mr Thomson: Not necessarily.

Q24 Mr Bailey: One of the problems with the whole
process has been the lack of clarity and
understanding about exactly what constitutes
profitability with a sub-post oYce. We are told that
the Postwatch involvement has to be private at first
and that details of usage and profitability cannot be
given because of commercial confidentiality. Why
do you think this is?
Ms Reeves: Post OYce Limited make an assessment,
first of all, on the access criteria and then again on
customer usage within that, and I do not believe that
to make that sort of commercial information
available in the public domain would do anything
for maintaining Post OYce Limited’s business plan
going forward. We have also to relay that the future
of the Post OYce’s business is on that business
migrating to somewhere else and we are not the only
players in the market for a lot of the products that
we do, so there is commercial confidentiality both on
Post OYce Limited’s side, but it is also about
protecting the commercial confidentiality of the sub-
postmaster involved because it is his private business
and not necessarily for public consumption.
Mr Thomson: On the issue of profitability, if we take
an example, a sub-postmaster may get £30,000
remuneration per year and, because he has attached
usage or a convenience store, he has a profitable
overall business and he believes that that £30,000
makes him profitable. The reality is that the Post
OYce have to pay £30,000 in the first place and the
Post OYce then have to provide audit teams, they
have to provide stock in cash and they have to
provide leaflets, so all the actual paraphernalia of
being a post oYce could well mean that, although
the sub-postmaster thinks he is profitable and his
overall business could well be profitable because he
and his partner are making a living having set up a
newsagency in a post oYce, the Post OYce could
well be losing £10,000 or £12,000 because they have
given the £30,000 for his work done and they also
have all the other costs associated with delivery, plus
they have the fixed costs of having an organisation.
POL is an organisation based at Old Street which
has cut its costs dramatically over the last two years
in terms of numbers directly employed by POL, so
they have done the job. I know it is very diYcult for
a postmaster to understand that, but their business
could well be profitable, but for the Post OYce, they
are losing money. Given that the Post OYce are
working within criteria where they are being told by
the Government that the loss-making part of the
network can only be supported with the £150-
million-a-year network support payment and the
Government think that we have to close 2,500 oYces
to make that work, then it is a very diYcult choice.
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Chairman: Mr Thomson, you are going a bit wide
sometimes in your answers to questions, so please
try and focus on the questions.

Q25 Mr Bailey: On the basis of the debate I have
seen so far, what you have said may be valid for Post
OYce Limited, but it is often the actual sub-
postmasters who are proclaiming their profitability,
so in terms of commercial confidentiality, it would
appear that in this context they have got no problem.
Mr Thomson: In what respect?

Q26 Mr Bailey: Well, if they are proclaiming their,
if you like, commercial information, then they are
not too concerned about commercial
confidentiality.
Mr Thomson: A sub-postmaster may say he is
profitable, but it does not then automatically follow
that he is happy to share that information, and a lot
of sub-postmasters want you to know they are
getting £30,000 or £40,000 a year or whatever. I
believe that there are very few oYces under a salary
of £48,000 which actually make money for the Post
OYce as a rough rule, very few under £48,000 make
money for the Post OYce, once you apportion all
the costs.

Q27 Mr Bailey: Earlier on, and I am not sure which
of you, but one of you said that sub-postmasters
would not want to divulge details of their
commerciality, and I am not sure that is always
reflected in actual practice. If I could just move on, in
the event of the community or another organisation
buying the business, do you not think it is reasonable
that, if you like, some sort of information about
turnover and profitability is part of the due
diligence process?
Ms Reeves: Another organisation—are you talking
about, for instance, in the rural environment if there
was a community buy-out, so they were going to
open it on a community basis?

Q28 Mr Bailey: Something like that.
Ms Reeves: I think there are two issues here. One
issue is that at the moment under the closure
programme that we are in we are about trying to fit
the network for future sustainability and viability,
and we are doing that because the business is not
enough for the amount of oYces we have got. If Post
OYce Limited are now trying to use the
Government’s access criteria to make that fit for the
future, if you are talking about a community taking
over after the closure programme has been through,
well, yes, there is a rationale for saying that you
could open up the books, so to speak, for the
income-generating side to that business. If you are
talking about an oYce being designated to be closed,
but then subsequently the community coming in and
saying, “Well, don’t close it, we’ll run it”, then there
is a slightly diVerent argument to that because then
you might not be heading towards sustainability of
the network going forward, but you are perhaps
trying to change the access criteria model that is
being laid down at the moment. I think that is an
area which is fraught with diYculty.

Q29 Mr Bailey: Can I just move on to the
consultation with sub-postmasters. POL told us that
they were inviting every sub-postmaster to a
network roadshow and one-to-one meetings with
each one aVected. Based on your experience, has
that been worthwhile?
Mr Thomson: Yes, it has been for something like
99% of all sub-postmasters. They could not be
forced to go to the roadshow, but over 99% went to
these roadshows and they were very well received
and sub-postmasters were made aware of the
situation, where we were going and the need for the
closure programme. Every sub-postmaster,
including in the oYces that are closing, the ones that
are going to be involved in the core and Outreach,
and we know that there are going to be 500 Outreach
oYces opened by various measures, a mobile plan of
home delivery, they have all been visited, and any
oYce that was a receiving oYce has been visited as
well. I will come back to the six weeks, but one of the
reasons why confidentiality was needed and also, I
believe, the six weeks is that you had a situation
where you were actually going to be receiving a sub-
postmaster, ie, he was going to get more business
because an oYce nearby was closing and you needed
confidentiality because that sub-postmaster may
have made people aware that an oYce very nearby
was closing. In some cases, you could identify that
easily and also the six weeks helped there as well, so
I think on that point that has been handled very well.
Also, what I will say is that, although sub-
postmasters have signed a confidentiality
agreement, when they have broken it and gone
public and have had campaigns, technically
speaking, they have broken their contract, but
obviously the Federation has been involved in that
and we have made sure that POL have used a bit of
commonsense and that they have not been heavy-
handed.
Ms Reeves: Just on the back of that, as well as having
those roadshows, what Post OYce Limited also do
is they have regular newsletters going out about the
network change process and how the process works
and they have also set up telephone lines and email
contacts for sub-postmasters in the eVort to keep
them involved. For the first time, I think, in a long
while we see that the network roadshows that they
were doing for sub-postmasters actually took
themselves out into the very rural locations and they
travelled out to the sub-postmasters rather than the
sub-postmasters having to travel into larger
meetings, more formal meetings, so I think that
worked very well for them both to reassure and to
show them how the process would work.

Q30 Mr Clapham: Mr Thomson, can I ask you
about the compensation package. We are talking
here about 2,500 sub-postmasters who are going to
be made redundant. Obviously, you have had, shall
I say, an input into the compensation package. Are
you satisfied with it and can you tell us what the
terms and conditions of that package are that you
have negotiated with Post OYce Limited?
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Mr Thomson: We believe that up to 28 months’
compensation that people have got recently, and
there is a sliding scale which is very fair, is an
adequate payment for people leaving the network
and, on the whole, the overwhelming majority of
sub-postmasters realise that because it is fair to say
that the franchise, because of all the uncertainty,
probably is not as attractive as it once used to be in
terms of people wanting to purchase into the
network, so we believe that 2.3 times salary, at 28
months it works out to 2.3 times salary, is a fair
payment for people leaving the network. Once
again, I would have to reiterate the point that the
overwhelming majority of sub-postmasters are
happy with that. One or two things that we have
negotiated with the Post OYce is that there is an
exceptions fund of £1 million which has been created
to help sub-postmasters leaving who have
exceptional costs and who can apply to this
exceptions fund, which is three people from the Post
OYce management and three people from the
Federation, so it is equal representation on that. We
have had three or four meetings and the first cases
are just coming in, so we have created that. One of
the things that we have also worked on is that one of
the problems in Network Reinvention, which was
the last closure programme, was that, because
people were able to do what they wanted, not as
much work migrated to the mailing oYces as we
anticipated, so what we have done this time is we
have worked with POL to make sure that we retain
as much work in the post oYce network as we
possibly can. This is not just about helping 2,500
sub-postmasters to leave with their investment and
dignity in tact with the compensation that has been
agreed through the Government, but this is about
making the network have a future, and a major part
of that future has to be that as much work as possible
migrates from a closing oYce to a receiving oYce,
and we have worked with Post OYce Limited
unashamedly to make sure that the terms and
conditions of Network Change not only give the
sub-postmasters a fair deal for leaving, but also
make sure that as much work as possible is retained
within the remaining post oYce network because at
the end of the day that is what it is all about, it is
making sure that this network has a future.

Q31 Mr Clapham: Can I just ask you then, in terms
of the exceptional conditions fund that you referred
to, would that cover, for example, a situation where
a sub-postmaster had put some investment on his
own initiative into his post oYce to try to attract
custom and to keep the customers that he had?
Where he has put that investment in, as I say, on his
own initiative, would he be able to receive an extra
payment from that exceptional circumstances fund?
Mr Thomson: They would have to apply and every
case would be judged on its merits. There are,
however, certain criteria and, I would have to say,
the answer would be not automatically so and it
would depend on the scale of the costs for exiting the
industry.

Q32 Mr Clapham: But, if he came to you, that is
something you would take up on his behalf?
Mr Thomson: We would certainly look at that and it
would go—
Ms Reeves: Under the criteria set for the exception
service, yes.

Q33 Mr Clapham: Just returning to that point that
you made a moment ago about the need to ensure
the viability of the remaining post oYce, does that
mean that where, for example, a sub-postmaster has
lost his post oYce business, but retains his retail
business, he would not be able, for example, to take
on services where he would be in competition with a
post oYce?
Mr Thomson: The first point, and I make it
absolutely clear, there are no restrictions on what
exiting sub-postmasters can do. That is the first
thing. However, there are two things. There have
been choices put in the way of exiting sub-
postmasters and the four main choices are whether
they want to continue doing bill payment, which
they do at this moment in time, whether they want
to continue doing premium mails, whether they
want to continue doing currency and whether they
want to continue doing the Lottery, so they can do
all of that, but it does have an implication for the
compensation that they get, and why would it not?
If you think about it, if a sub-postmaster, for
example, was earning £5,000 a year on the Lottery
commission and he just wanted to move that Lottery
to the retail side, so he is going to keep it, why would
the Government possibly want to use taxpayers’
money to give someone compensation for something
they are continuing to do? That makes absolute
sense, so, in other words, if someone has the Lottery
and they want to retain the Lottery and that,
therefore, will not be migrated to somewhere else in
the network, why would you want to give them
compensation when they are not losing that part of
their salary in the first place? That is the first part of
that equation, but the second part is that when sub-
postmasters are being closed within what they signed
in their terms and conditions, you are actually told
to help migrate as much work as you can to receiving
post oYces, and that is part of the rationale. Again,
if you are a sub-postmaster who makes the decision
that, for example, you want to keep the Lottery
within your remaining business, no one could sit
down and say logically, “You’re not actually telling
your customers to migrate to the nearest post oYce”,
but you will be telling the customers, “Go down to
my shop and keep doing the Lottery there”, so those
are the two reasons why I believe it makes absolute
sense to give sub-postmasters choices and, if they
want to keep the Lottery or bill payment, I think it
makes absolute sense that that comes oV of that part
of the compensation because they are not losing that
part of their income, so why would they be
compensated for it?
Mr Hoyle: What you are saying is that compensation
will be held back if people keep the Lottery, yet the
Post OYce, or whatever they want to call
themselves, do not own the Lottery.
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Chairman: They do it under contract though. I am
not going to allow you to answer that question
because there is not the time, but I think Mr Hoyle
has made his point and I share his concerns.

Q34 Mr Clapham: Could you tell us a little about the
postmaster matching scheme? Has it been successful
and, if it has, what are the main features that have
made it successful?
Ms Reeves: I think what it has been is almost used as
a portal by some sub-postmasters. To date, we have
had about 40 sub-postmasters who have come
through to us at Federation headquarters,
expressing the interest in, “Well, I am going and I’m
going under the closure programme and I’d like
either to become a temporary sub-postmaster or I’d
be interested in doing holiday relief work or I’d
actually be interested in looking to buy back into the
network”, and what we can do is direct them and
help them in the direction they need to go to achieve
the objectives. Sometimes, it is about talking to them
and pointing out to them what some of those oVers
are that are open to them after they have gone
because they want to stay within the post oYce
industry that a lot of them have worked in for a lot
of years, so it has been taken up by several sub-
postmasters.
Mr Thomson: A perfect example is that I was in
Derby last Monday and a sub-postmaster had two
oYces and unfortunately both of them were being
closed under Network Change. What he told me is
that he is a 50-year-old and an accountant to trade
and he is actually putting that money together and
buying a bigger post oYce, so that is an example of
what we are trying to do. That is someone who
thinks there is a future in the post oYce network,
which I believe there is, quite a good future if we
work hard together, actually putting his money
where his mouth is.
Mr Hoyle: So there will be bigger compensation
next time!

Q35 Chairman: Mr Hoyle’s questions about the
migration of business, we will have to put them to
the Post OYce itself next week rather than asking
you to explain the rationale for it, which is why I cut
him oV, but there was one issue I just wanted to
clarify. When you are not migrating business
currently done in a sub-post oYce, why do you want
to take on new competing business, for example,
specifically Paypoint?
Mr Thomson: On Paypoint, we have a restrictions
policy. If sub-postmasters in the 14,000 oYces were
allowed universally to take on Paypoint, what would
happen, let us be absolutely clear—

Q36 Chairman: I am not talking about existing
businesses. I am talking about an ex-post oYce that
is being closed. Can that shop take on Paypoint after
it has lost the post oYce?
Mr Thomson: That is part of the choices. He would
give an undertaking for a 12-month period that he—

Q37 Chairman: He cannot?
Mr Thomson: We will not stop him and the Post
OYce will not stop him doing that, but, if he wants
to take Paypoint on straightaway, there will be a
financial implication to his compensation.
Ms Reeves: He would have to make a business
decision.

Q38 Chairman: How big is that implication to his
compensation?
Mr Thomson: It is based on his salary three years ago
and it is based on the 28th month of that on bill
payment, so it is a direct correlation, and every sub-
postmaster will be told what that amount is before
they sign up to do it or not to do it.
Chairman: Thank you. I am very grateful for that
clarification.

Q39 Mr Hoyle: We are led to believe, or some people
think, that there could be some intimidation taking
place. Now, I just wonder, were sub-postmasters
threatened at the outset of the process? Was there a
good cop and a bad cop operation being used on
sub-postmasters and mistresses?
Mr Thomson: What I do believe is that the original
letter was a massive own goal by the Post OYce and
we were inundated at Shoreham with complaints, I
have to say, at headquarters. Having said that, I do
believe that Post OYce Limited have taken a very
level approach to what happens if a sub-postmaster
technically breaches his contract and is launching a
public campaign to stay open. I believe they have not
been heavy-handed and have not threatened anyone
at all with the loss of contract, so it is a diYcult
subject.

Q40 Mr Hoyle: Let us just look at that because I
think that is part of it. We have just been given a list
for Chorley and I contacted the sub-postmasters,
but they were nervous about speaking to the MP
because they actually believed that they would be
leaned on by the bad cop, not the good cop, that is
operating within Post OYce Limited, so they did feel
under pressure about speaking publicly about what
was happening, therefore, there was a reluctance
about how to deal with what was happening, so that
was part of it. Another question is: was there any
threat to compensation if they kicked up a fuss at the
beginning?
Mr Thomson: There was in the initial letter which
was then pulled and an apology put out. There was,
and that was the reason that people were absolutely
up in arms. I think, in fairness, the Post OYce would
admit that it was a monumental own goal so early in
the campaign.

Q41 Mr Hoyle: So they were not always put oV
through the letter, but they put the fear through the
whole of the post oYce network and then said,
“Well, we’ll withdraw it”, but they knew behind that
that there was a real threat. Is that fair to say?
Mr Thomson: On the subject of confidentiality, I do
believe it is very important, and I gave an example
earlier on, that it could be that an oYce is perceived
to be a receiving oYce, so he knows that the nearest
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post oYce to him is probably up for closure, and I
think it is important that that sub-postmaster who is
staying and has that confidential information is not
able to mouth oV, quite frankly, that the oYce down
the road is closing because that would not be fair on
the oYce down the road. I understand the logic of
confidentiality, but, having said that, they could
come to the Federation at any time, they could also
speak to their accountant or their financial adviser
because it is commercially confidential, so they are
allowed to speak to people who can give them
professional advice.

Q42 Mr Hoyle: But, as you would expect, the local
councils are saying, “We want to keep all of our post
oYce network”. Do you think there is a whiV of
hypocrisy seeing how you cannot pay your council
tax at the post oYce in one or two areas?
Mr Thomson: Very much so. Everybody wants a
thriving post oYce network. The Government wants
it, the devolved assemblies want it, local authorities
want it and what we are saying in the future is, “At
the end of the day, you are going to have to start
putting work where you mouth is”, because we have
to have a sustainable network going forward, and
local councils are very guilty of what you have just
said there. They jump up and down when there is a
closure programme, but when it comes to putting
work the post oYce’s way, they have not been very
good in the past, but things are starting to change
and hopefully local authorities will realise that sub-
postmasters do not want subsidy, but sub-
postmasters want work.

Q43 Mr Hoyle: But it is a bit of an insult that you are
allowed to pay it at Paypoint, but not at your local
post oYce.
Mr Thomson: Totally, yes.

Q44 Mr Hoyle: If I could move you on now to
support for the post oYces, is more training for sub-
postmasters needed, for example, to improve the
customer experience and to grow their business in
support of the network, or do you actually think
they know their own businesses best?
Ms Reeves: I think there are lots of things that can
be done to help sub-postmasters as Network Change
is going forward. There are new products coming
through into the network that sub-postmasters do
need lots of help and support to be able to oVer. We
are in a massive change from being a service
industry, which we were before, to now being a retail
industry and that needs diVerent skills, and I think
there is an area there where Post OYce Limited can
help more with training for the new products, but I
also believe there are other areas that we can work
on with other people to give business training to
some sub-postmasters who might not have come
from a retail environment before and may need help
with that environment as it changes in the future,
and I am thinking of people like Business Link and
things like that that we can work with.

Q45 Mr Hoyle: We live in a 24/7 world, as you read
in the media, yet somehow Post OYce Limited still
live in these set times. Do you think there is a case
that we ought to be paying sub-postmasters to work
in the evenings when people might actually access
the services better? As we know, a lot of people work
during the day and, by the time they are getting
home, there is no post oYce open. What do you
think about this? How can we do this? Would you
support paying them for evening work?
Mr Thomson: Well, to take on the competition from
Paypoint, the Federation and the Post OYce created
what is called a ‘pay station’ which is to do all the
products that Paypoint do in eVect over a retail side
in a post oYce. We now have something like 8,000
who oVer that service and it is going to be rolled out
so that every oYce in the network that is left after the
closure programme will have a pay station which
does bill payment at night, so I think the Federation
and the Post OYce both recognise the need that
there have to be certain services available beyond the
traditional nine to half past five that we have had in
a post oYce, and that method, I believe, is pay
station and future enhancements of the pay station
model which is very similar to Paypoint, but I believe
it is actually going to be better than Paypoint.

Q46 Mr Hoyle: That is great, but it comes back to
the key question. Those post oYces which want to
remain open will want to oVer that service, but they
are being closed and yet those who want to close who
are not allowed to, do you really think that they are
going to renounce the service?
Ms Reeves: I think for those people where the
closure programme has been through that part of the
network and perhaps they wanted to go and they
have not gone, I think that is where we need to get
through this closure programme as quickly as we
possibly can because we need to now start the
dynamics of the business changing, and those people
who did not go now need to be in a position, and
have some confidence, to be able to sell their
business on, if that is what they want to do. I think
there is a way with Post OYce Limited going
forward that we have all got to be a bit more
innovative about the way we address the public’s
needs, and I think that is started to be seen in the way
that we are developing together core and Outreach,
and also there are ways that we need to address
diVerent populations. As you quite rightly say, there
are some sub-postmasters whose villagers do not
return from commuting until six o’clock in the
evening and we need to look at innovative ways of
going forward and managing that process for the
benefit of sub-postmasters and the communities.

Q47 Mr Wright: Part of this process is about the
closures, but it is also to bring into eVect the 500
Outreach branches. Do you consider that the
minimum standard they have set down is enough,
that two hours a week is enough for a local area?
Ms Reeves: The hours that have been designated for
the particular area have actually been based on fact,
not fiction, and it is backed by what Post OYce
Limited have been doing about the amount of
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customer transactions that there have been in that
branch up until now and then trying to work out
how best to put that time together into the
community. For the community, it is about
probably the change from being open far more hours
to having a fixed time to be able to attend, but it is
actually based on the types of transactions and the
timings of transactions that are done in that branch
before it closes.

Q48 Mr Wright: So do you support, does the
Federation support that concept then, that two
hours a week would be enough?
Ms Reeves: If that is the traYc that is there and if
that is the only amount of customer usage that that
oYce has now, and that has been proven, and that is
the amount of usage that it has, the trick is what time
is that two hours to match the community and what
is the right time.

Q49 Mr Wright: It is the thin end of the wedge and
surely this is going to be a sop to say, “Well, this is
what we are going to put in place for the time being”,
but in reality, if there is minimum usage of a post
oYce at the present time and it amounts to two hours
of business over a week and, say, we have got a two-
hour slot on a given day, at a given time and in a
given area, it does not meet the needs of every single
person who would have used it over that time.
Invariably, what will probably happen is that you
will get migration from the customers that use it at
the time and the two hours itself probably in a short
space of time would probably be too much, leading
inevitably to the closure at that point.
Mr Thomson: On that point, there will be people
within that community, that village, and it could be
the pensioner who has not got a car or the bus service
is poor, but at least she will know that for two hours
a week she can get her pension on a Post OYce card
account and she can still use the post oYce, but, you
are right, it is not as good as the service that we have
got at this moment in time, but unfortunately that
service is being closed down. I suppose you would
have to argue that the Outreach provision is not as
good, but it is far better than having nothing at all.
On the subject of how they work it out, if the post
oYce is open for two hours per week in that
Outreach, they base it on 25 customer visits per hour
per counter, so, if it was deemed to be 30 visits in that
village wanted, they would still give them the two
hours, even though it should be 50 customers using
it, even if it were 30, so that is the criterion they are
using. That is far more generous than in an urban
area where they work out that there will be 40
customer visits per counter position per hour. In the
rural area for this closure programme throughout
the UK, they are basing it on 25 customer visits per
position per hour, so someone could get two hours,
even though there may just be 30 customer visits
being used in that village at that time. I think yes, it
is not as good as we have, but it is certainly far better
than what the banks did years ago when they just
pulled out of villages and communities altogether.
At least the Post OYce at 500 locations are trying to
put something in place so that the public still have

access to Royal Mail services and Post OYce
Limited services, and it helps the socially and
financially excluded in these villages as well.

Q50 Mr Wright: I totally accept the point that it is
better than nothing, but my concern, speaking about
my local area, and they have not got come up with
the proposals in my area, but, if there was a proposal
to have a two-hour point, I talk to pensioners in my
area, for instance, and it may well be in the middle
of winter when it is a rainy or an icy day when the
Outreach is open and they cannot get to it and they
then have to wait until the next week. They may well
feel under the weather and they cannot get to it, and
they are then stuck, they have not got access and
they have not got transport and they cannot get to
another point, so they are stuck from one week to the
other. That is my concern about the two hours. Yes,
it is better than nothing at all, but would it not be a
point from the Federation that in those areas where
there is a lack of transport and a lack of other
services that they support the concept that, rather
than be a two-hour opening point, there should be
access to shared operations and a partner approach
rather than the two hours?
Ms Reeves: Although we have trialled this before,
this concept of core and Outreach has been trialled
for some 18 months or so in various locations to see
where it works, the Post OYce, in discussions with
us, are adamant that, as this evolves going forward,
they will monitor what is happening and they will
look at that and, if necessary, things can be changed
going forward if it is not working out properly either
for the community or for the sub-postmaster. I do
not think you can ever look at anything and say that
something is now fixed in stone because things just
have to evolve as it goes along.

Q51 Mr Wright: What level of the consultation with
the sub-postmasters is about the Outreach
proposals? They know the local area, they know
the people.
Ms Reeves: The person that is looking to take over
and to run the Outreach, yes, they would know the
area, they are consulted and they do talk
considerably to the outgoing sub-postmaster and
find out all the information locally and they are
involved in trying to find the Outreach locations that
best fit the community, so they are very involved
from day one.

Q52 Mr Wright: Moving on to the future of the
network, what is the Federation’s position on the
post-Network Change programme future of the
network? Are you concerned, as the predecessor
Trade and Industry Committee was, that filling
holes in the future network might be diYcult and
that new sub-postmasters might be hard to find?
Mr Thomson: I totally concur with what you said
then. My big fear is that the Government have put
altogether something like £1.7 billion into the post
oYce network to try and bring about sustainability.
I know that there were other issues about scrapping
the Horizon benefit card ten years ago, and I will not
go back there, but they have put £17 billion into the
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network, and my biggest fear on the horizon now is
that the Post OYce card account two is out to tender
and in the tender process all submissions must be in
by 31 March and, if the DWP did award the Post
OYce card account contract to anyone else apart
from the Post OYce, the Post OYce would start to
unravel, absolutely clearly. It is the law of
unintended consequences and the £1.7 billion would
be absolutely wasted because everything would fall
apart. Finally, the Post OYce can bid for bill
payment relatively cheaply and business banking
because, when that money comes into the post oYce
network, we pay out to pensioners and other benefit
recipients every year through the Post OYce card
account £27 billion. If we lose this contract, if we do
not win the new contract, everything starts to
unravel because we do not just lose the £200 million
we get from the Government for the Post OYce card
account, but we have a situation where we cannot
bid for bill payment as low as we want to because we
do not need the money over the counter anymore
and we cannot give Alliance & Leicester the
tremendous rates they give their customers in taking
the tens of millions a year from their customers
because we have nothing to do with that money, so
all of a sudden the business model collapses. I have
said that, if we lose the Post OYce card account two,
do not just think that, because you have not got
many card accounts if your oYce is mainly a mail
bank and business banking, it will not aVect you; the
whole model collapses. I would say to the
Government, and I have said it to Pat McFadden,
that with the law of unintended consequences, the
Government and the DWP would not mean for the
post oYce network to fall apart if they awarded the
contract to someone else, but I make it absolutely
clear that is what would happen, and I see the Post
OYce card account tender being renewed to the Post
OYce as a stepping stone to the Post OYce
becoming a post bank like that of our successful
colleagues in Italy, in France and in Germany.
Chairman: You must not touch too much on the
future because this is about a closure programme,
this inquiry.

Q53 Mr Wright: So you see that really as the key not
just to attract new postmasters into the service, but
also as key to the ones that are left behind, the Post
OYce card account and that is key to what you
consider in the future?
Mr Thomson: It is absolutely key that the solution to
the problem stops being that we take capacity out of
the industry. Going forward, the solution has to be,
“Let’s go to work. Let’s make sure the country
decides that the UK has a network of around about
11,500”. There comes a time where, if you fall below
a certain number of post oYces, you lose your
critical mass and you lose your geographical spread.
You lose your critical mass to retain and win
contracts and I believe that, if we went any lower
than the kind of levels we will have at the end of
November this year, then large question marks are
put against the whole post oYce network. Let us
work together and let us have a UK post oYce
network that we can be proud of once again.

Q54 Mr Weir: You told us at the beginning that for
every sub-postmaster that is phoning you and
complaining about being on the closure list, there
were three or four not complaining about this. Is
there a danger of further unplanned closures for
disaVected sub-postmasters over and above those
that are compensated closures?
Mr Thomson: There is always a danger, and
obviously there are the access criteria now, but what
I will say is that strategically I believe that there has
been a lack of direction in various governments over
various years, Conservative and Labour, and I do
think that the Post OYce team that are in place now
under Alan Cook are the most focused we have had
in POL in my time in the industry, and I have been
in the Post OYce since 1979 when I was an 181

2-year-
old schoolboy.

Q55 Chairman: The point is: is there a risk of
unplanned closures?
Mr Thomson: There certainly is. There could always
be unplanned closures, without doubt.

Q56 Chairman: And that is the worry. We have been
told that actually 7,500 is the size of the network that
is necessary to meet the access criteria, so 4,000
unplanned closures, it goes with a nod with all the
access criteria being met and that is the problem.
Mr Thomson: Yes.

Q57 Chairman: Perhaps I can say one thing to you,
that this is an inquiry about the closure programme,
we are looking at how it is working, that is the
purpose of this, and we understand that it is a
negative approach. We entirely endorse what the
Federation say, and I think the Committee has said
this in previous reports, about the future and what
you should be doing to build a viable network in the
future, but that is a separate subject at the moment,
and we entirely endorse all of that. Frankly, what
you said in your submission, I think, is very powerful
on these points and the answers you have given to
colleagues in answering questions, but perhaps I can
put one last thought to you. You appear today, quite
rightly and properly, defending your members’
interests and, when the post oYce network is stable
and flourishing, those interests coincide entirely with
the communities they serve, but may I just suggest to
you that perhaps on a number of issues today, quite
rightly and properly, you have expressed the views of
the Federation and its members and not actually
views necessarily in the best interests of
communities. I looked at the Deputy Speaker of the
House of Commons, Alan Haselhurst and what he
said to the Committee, and he says on commercial
confidentiality and profitability, “I was met with a
wall of silence, commercial confidentiality being
cited. This is in huge disproportion to the events in
cases of life and death to a village”. The point I want
to put to you is that it is not just confidentiality, but
the consultation period, the transfer and migration
of business, you are speaking, quite rightly, for the
Post OYce and your members, but not for the
communities served by the closing post oYces.
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Mr Thomson: Let us be clear, if you are asking me:
does closing post oYces aVect the communities there
are in? Of course they do. Do I want to be in a
situation where we are having to close 2,500? No, I
do not. Do I want to be in a position where we have
to close more going forward? I certainly do not.
Hard choices have had to be taken. I have to come
here today to defend the closure programme
regrettably because it is a necessary evil at this
moment in time; but it will not be happening again
on my shift, I can assure you. We have to move away
from constantly closing post oYces because, you are
absolutely right, it does aVect the communities that
these post oYces are in. If in the future governments

Witness: Mr Howard Webber, Chief Executive, Postwatch, gave evidence.

Q58 Chairman: Mr Webber, it is just worth putting
on record again we are talking today about the
closure programme and we are quite restricted on
that purpose. We are very grateful to you for coming
in. We understand why your Chairman cannot be
with us today. I also ought to say publicly that we
will actually have another short set of witnesses next
week, subject to their availability. We hope the
Communication Workers’ Union will be able to
come and talk about diVerent aspects, in particular
the high street Crown post oYce franchising
programme. We hope to have that additional set of
witnesses next week, subject to their availability.
Thank you very much indeed for your written
evidence to us. I believe you would like to make a
brief opening comment which, in the circumstances,
would be very helpful.
Mr Webber: Thank you. It actually echoes much of
what George Thomson said in his opening
comments. I was not around for Urban
Reinvention, the last closure programme, but
colleagues tell me that by comparison this
programme is vastly better organised, vastly better
run, the relationship between Postwatch and Post
OYce Limited, although by no means cosy, is a very
constructive one, and I think we are acting as strong
critical friends. We have a much closer role in terms
of a lengthy pre-consultation, and I am sure you will
want to ask about that. It does mean that the plans
which reach the public, when they do reach public
consultation, are much better than they would
otherwise have been, and probably than they were in
terms of Urban Reinvention. That said, we do have
a number of concerns, and I hope we will cover those
in the course of the next minutes. The main ones I
think probably stem from the speed with which the
process is being implemented. I can understand why
the Government and why Post OYce Limited want
the programme to be implemented at the speed it is;
but, nonetheless, it means there is not as much time
for reflection as we would like. It means that
Postwatch, as well as the Committee itself, remain
deeply concerned about a six-week public
consultation period; and we argued strongly, and I
know the Committee argued strongly, for a 12-week
public consultation period. The main focus of our

are really serious about carbon footprint,
environmental issues and sustainable communities,
the post oYce plays an intrinsic part of that all
coming to a village.
Chairman: I think that is a very good note on which
to end this evidence session. Thank you for your
passion, knowledge and enthusiasm. We are very
grateful to you for your time and trouble. If there is
more you want to say to us on reflection in answer to
the questions, please feel free to send a quick written
submission to us; but we are not going hang around
on this so it needs to be done quite quickly. If there
is not then thank you very much indeed for your time
and trouble.

concern, I think, is Post OYce Limited (“failures” is
too strong a word) inadequacies in terms of
communicating with their customers and with the
communities that they are serving. The mechanics of
the process are working pretty well given the speed
with which it is being implemented. Their
communication with customers is not as good as we
would like it to be, although it is getting better.

Q59 Chairman: Thank you, that is very helpful. You
are happy then about the Post OYce’s processes. Do
you think the branch information that is available is
suYciently robust? We have heard some suggestions
that it is not always as accurate as people would like?
Mr Webber: Generally it is pretty good. With a
programme like this, with the whole of the UK being
covered, obviously general answers provide only
general truths. There are weaknesses, but in general
it is pretty good. Obviously one of the weaknesses is
that we all have to rely on census data which is now
pretty solidly out-of-date, since we are seven or eight
years from the last census. Apart from that, in
general the information is relatively good.

Q60 Chairman: Are you happy that the programme
is taking account of future population growth in
areas where substantial new house building may be
planned?
Mr Webber: Post OYce Limited have written to
local authorities. Local authorities obviously know
what it is going on. They have been invited, and we
have reinforced the message, that local authorities
need to make Post OYce Limited aware of future
plans. I think in general they are doing that.

Q61 Chairman: Postcomm say while only 3% of the
network, Crown oYces account for £70 million of
the £90 million losses last year. Does that not suggest
that the closure programme is aiming at the wrong
target?
Mr Webber: It seems to me that is a slightly
misleading statistic, in that it does not take account
of the subsidy which is being paid. The total losses
of the network, leaving the subsidy out of it, are
about £175 million, as I understand it, so it is £70
million out of £175 million, which is about 40%,
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admittedly a very high proportion. Although it is
only 3% of the network, I think it is responsible for
the best part of 20% of the business, because Crown
oYces tend to be the larger oYces. That said, it is not
an either/or programme. Both Crown oYces and the
sub-postmaster network need to be put in order.

Q62 Chairman: You are happy about the balance.
You have done a very interesting survey of public
opinion, and you have set it out in your evidence to
us. I do not want to go through it in detail, but the
one that jumped oV the page at me, and it really was
flowing from the National Federation’s evidence
just now, is that, in areas where closure programmes
are happening, only 18% of people said they were
aware of a consultation taking place. That really
worries me.
Mr Webber: It really worried us as well. It does
worry us and I will come back to why it worried us
and what we are doing about it. But on average, only
about 9% of the population are in fact aVected by the
closure programme; 91% of the population on
average will have no change in their local post oYce.
One might argue that as long as those 9% are aware
of the programme it is not so important that the
other 91% are not. Nonetheless, obviously this is a
programme of great concern to the population as a
whole. Well over 60% of the population as a whole
are aware of the closure programme and, in that
context, it is really rather disturbing that less than
20% of the population knew that there was a
consultation going on in their area. We have done
what we can, but we are a small organisation with
limited reach. Post OYce Limited is a very large
organisation with much greater reach. We have been
working with them, and certainly seeking to
persuade them to make sure that there are good
comprehensive press notices provided at the start of
the consultation, because we have found that the
best way of getting the message across is free media:
the local media; local radio; and local press
publicising that. That has not always happened as
comprehensively as we would like. We need a
routine of press notices issued at the start. We need
constant reinforcement during the six-week
consultation period. The message is getting through
to Post OYce Limited but things are not moving
quite as fast we would have liked, so far.

Q63 Chairman: Are there any other issues that
flowed from your meeting the Post OYce formally in
mid-January to discuss the outcomes? Was there any
else that flowed from that, to which the Post OYce
have responded?
Mr Webber: This was a separate piece of research
(but conducted at the same time) on the post oYce
call centre. We found it was really not up-to-scratch.
If people were phoning the post oYce call centre they
were not always getting the accurate information
they needed in terms of whom they needed to write
to and how they needed to write. They were not
getting information about email addresses to give
their comments to. Post OYce Limited have taken

those points on board and are working on them to
put them right. There is one outstanding point which
we are still in discussion with Post OYce Limited
about and that is, at the moment people cannot
make their comments via the call centre. Post OYce
Limited accept only written comments, except if
people say that they are unable to provide written
comments, if there is some particular reason why
they are unable. We think that is unfair because
there are a lot of people who just prefer not to and
find it easier to make comments over the phone. We
think Post OYce Limited should accept comments
over the phone. So far we do not have agreement on
that, but we are still working on it.

Q64 Chairman: The other thing that worries me,
there is a six-week consultation—and the
Committee thinks it is fundamentally flawed for a
variety of reasons: it may suit the Post OYce but it
does not suit communities—and I notice your survey
said that of those who stated they intended to
participate in a consultation, the majority said they
would contact their MP or a councillor and they put
Post OYce Limited third in the list of who they
would contact. MPs have oYces and staV so we can
get that information through quite quickly;
councillors might find it much more diYcult to pass
that information on with resources available to
them. Is that a matter of concern?
Mr Webber: It is a matter of concern, although it
should be possible to get that information conveyed.
I hope Post OYce Limited will take as much notice
of information which reaches them via Members
and via local councillors as they would take of
information which reaches them directly from
customers.

Q65 Chairman: Finally from me, your objectivity,
your impartiality in the process, is there a danger as
you get weary of all these closure plans you get co-
opted into the process, become part of it and lose the
freshness that you brought at the beginning of the
process? I speak as someone whose consultation
would be right at the very end.
Mr Webber: I think not. Given that much of our
work in this respect is focussed regionally, we have
six English regions and oYces in each of the three
nations. Although each of them is kept very busy, it
tends not to be continuous. For our central teams
that is certainly so; but so far they are looking
remarkably fresh even so. For the regional oYces
there is variation of pressure.

Q66 Mr Bailey: The 11-week pre-consultation
process, private consultation with POL, is not your
involvement unnecessarily opaque? In your opening
remarks you said you do not have a cosy
relationship, but do you not think the privacy of this
and lack of transparency conveys a public
impression that there is a certain cosiness?
Mr Webber: I can see there is a presentational
problem but I think it is actually necessarily opaque.
What we can do, and will be doing, and probably in
our next report we will give details of this, is indicate
in general terms, without naming individual
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branches, what has happened in each area plan, the
number of proposals which have been changed and
so on as a result of our intervention. For the sort of
reasons that George Thomson was pointing out,
there is a need for confidentiality at that stage. It is
important to be able to substitute post oYces, to
discuss why a particular post oYce should not close
without the glare of publicity being on it. Although
it is diYcult to explain and demonstrate to the public
why that should be so, I think it is fairly clear that
those sorts of “without prejudice” discussions,
which I accept are behind closed doors, are a
necessary part of the process.

Q67 Mr Bailey: If there was not this private pre-
consultation period, in eVect the length of time for
public consultation could be extended and you could
be involved in that. The results of your participation
would be rather more visible. Do you not think that
is a better way of doing it?
Mr Webber: If it were an either/or then I would agree
with you. The decision to have a six-week public
consultation was taken regardless of the pre-
consultation period, and it was a Government
decision; not our decision; and not the decision of
Post OYce Limited. It is something possibly to take
up with the Minister. Given that there is only a six-
week public consultation period, it becomes all the
more important to have a very substantial pre-
consultation period for two reasons at least: one, so
that the plan which reaches the public is as good as
it can be without that direct public input; and,
secondly, so that we at Postwatch, local authorities
and MPs are as fully informed as we can be at the
start of that public consultation period; so we can
ensure that the public input is as high quality as
possible.

Q68 Mr Bailey: Taking up the issue of commercial
confidentiality which I believe Postwatch feels could
be more open certainly in terms of the POL position,
and certainly I can see the argument why individual
sub-post oYces would not want this detail being
publicly conveyed, however those elements of the
funding package that are POL and can be stated in
general terms to give a greater understanding to the
public of the level of cost involved, why have they
not really conveyed that? What is your feeling?
Mr Webber: I do not know the answer to that. It
possibly is one of the symptoms of what I was saying
is the major concern from our point of view, that
Post OYce Limited are not as happy on the issues of
communicating with their customers so far as they
have been on the mechanics of the process. There is
scope for more openness. As you say, there is no
reason why those sorts of general matters should not
be made public. I think some of them have been but
they are pretty complicated—there is no doubt
about that. There is a large variety of contractual
arrangements with sub-postmasters. That said, there
is scope I think to educate the public on this in a way
that is not necessarily happening at the moment.

Q69 Mr Bailey: Certainly on the basis of the
publicity surrounding the closure of some post
oYces shall we say the broad details of those extra
costs, which I am sure could have been conveyed by
POL, have not been conveyed?
Mr Webber: I would hope that their attitude would
be that everything which there is no reason to keep
secret, should be disclosed.

Q70 Roger Berry: Local authorities have
complained that they are not suYciently involved in
the pre-consultation process. Do you believe that is
correct?
Mr Webber: At the start that was absolutely the
case, and we pushed hard with POL to be more open
with local authorities. Obviously local authorities
need to respect the confidentiality of the information
they are given; but provided they are willing to do
that (and in some cases they are not, and if they say
explicitly they do not want to keep confidences that
is fine, but they then cannot expect to be given
confidential information) and provided they agree
before the public consultation that matters should
be kept confidential, they should be fully involved
and we have no argument about when that should
happen. We are quite happy for that to happen early
on in the pre-consultation process. Certainly the
situation is better now than it was at the start of the
programme, even if it is not yet quite as good as it
might be.

Q71 Roger Berry: There are some local authorities
passing resolutions proposing closures contrary to
the view of the National Federation, contrary to the
views of Postwatch and so on. Are these local
authorities doing that publicly? Are they privately
engaged in serious discussion about the way
forward, or are they opting out of providing
information? What is the response that you are
getting?
Mr Webber: I think there is a mixture. In some cases
there is a genuine opposition in principle to the
whole idea of post oYce closures, and they are not
having anything very much to do with the
programme at all. In other cases there are public
positions being taken which might not necessarily be
100% backed by the private position. I can
understand both approaches—they are both
understandable.

Q72 Roger Berry: Do you think there is an argument
that as an unelected quango, and I say that in the
nicest possible way, Postwatch has far more active
involvement in this process than elected
representatives, both locally and nationally elected
representatives?
Mr Webber: Probably that is true. Whether that is a
good thing or bad thing is not for me to say.

Q73 Roger Berry: Oh, go on!
Mr Webber: I hope we are discharging our
responsibility ably and with expertise and with
genuine concern for the interests of consumers; in
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which case I hope we are acting on behalf of the
community as much as any elected organisation or
authority would do.

Q74 Roger Berry: The pre-consultation involvement
of local councillors, is it about anything more than
providing information; or is it about do they have
the opportunity of making serious input into the
options available for local communities?
Mr Webber: The very early invitation for
information is just that. Local authorities are being
invited to provide information about planning
issues, if there are developments afoot et cetera. As
the pre-consultation period proceeds more and more
local authorities are being invited to give qualitative
views on what is proposed; and obviously when it
reaches the public consultation phase then local
authorities are full participants.

Q75 Mr Hoyle: Just to follow on from that, this is
about local representation because we are the elected
members yet somehow you are the overseer, and
some people say you are very, very cosy. The fact
that you seemed to have rolled over and accepted in
my area five closures, three of which want to go and
two that do not, the two that do not were the post
oYces that should have remained open after the last
event we went through. I saw closures previously
and the justification was that these two post oYces
were the post oYces people had got to use. Now
what we are saying is, “Ah, well, we didn’t really
mean that because we’re going to close them now”.
Do you find that acceptable, because you went along
with it in both cases?
Mr Webber: It is a diVerent programme is the first
point, Mr Hoyle.

Q76 Mr Hoyle: So we have changed the rules so it
does not count?
Mr Webber: The Government have said that 2,500
post oYces are to close. We could either have said,
“That’s wrong in principle” and stayed on the
sidelines and sulked, or just shouted; or we could
have said that we’re going to work hard with Post
OYce Limited, but as an entirely separate
organisation.

Q77 Mr Hoyle: What have you done for Chorley
and the people of Chorley?
Mr Webber: I am afraid I cannot answer about an
individual constituency.

Q78 Mr Hoyle: If you could let us know I would
be grateful.
Mr Webber: I will write to the Chairman. I will be
very happy to do so.

Q79 Mr Hoyle: I would like you to write to me as
well as the elected member. We do have some
thoughts and opinions on it.
Mr Webber: Certainly I shall do that as well. We are
only in week two of the public consultation for the
area your constituency is part of, I believe.
Obviously all bets are still on in terms of that.

Q80 Mr Hoyle: That is good. I just wonder if I can
pose this little question to you: I have got
Councillors Malpas and Smith at the moment
getting people to sign a petition on the streets of
Chorley to keep the post oYces open. Both
councillors are on the borough council and yet you
are not allowed to pay your council tax at the post
oYce, you need a Paypoint. Do you think there is a
whiV of hypocrisy there at the moment on the streets
of Chorley?
Mr Webber: I think we all have a responsibility to
use our post oYces, and that includes local
government.

Q81 Mr Hoyle: Putting work into them?
Mr Webber: Yes.

Q82 Mr Hoyle: So typical naked opportunism!
What I am concerned about is we have profitable
post oYces out there and they are now down for
closure. How many profitable branches of Post
OYce Limited are earmarked for closure?
Mr Webber: Does your question refer to profitable
to the sub-postmaster, or profitable to Post OYce
Limited?

Q83 Mr Hoyle: Sub-postmasters. How many of
those are profitable that are down for closure?
Mr Webber: The answer to that is: I do not know.
The answer to the numbers that are profitable to
Post OYce Limited, I would hope would be zero.
There would have to be some exceptional reason
why they would choose to close a post oYce that was
profitable to them.

Q84 Mr Hoyle: So we do not know the answer!
Mr Webber: I do not know the answer to the
numbers which are profitable to sub-postmasters.

Q85 Mr Hoyle: Because I think that is part of it.
Does Postwatch think that the Post OYce’s
approach to community proposals to save braches
proposed for closure has been suYcient? Has it got
better? You are trying to tell me it has got better; but
my experience is that I am not convinced.
Mr Webber: I am sorry—do you mean community
proposals in the sense of the community running the
post oYce?

Q86 Mr Hoyle: Does Postwatch think regarding the
Post OYce’s approach to community proposals to
save braches, in other words the branches that are
down for closure, that there has been a better
overseeing of support for the community view?
Mr Webber: Yes, is the answer to that, it is getting
better. We are certainly seeing an improved account
by Post OYce Limited of the representations that
have been made to it, not just the number but the
quality of them—the key issues that have arisen
which have helped us a lot to determine whether they
have taken full account of the representations made.
One of our key responsibilities is to make sure that
Post OYce Limited have taken proper account of all
the representations made. In general, yes, and it is
getting better as it goes along. In some ways that is
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unfortunate because it would be good if it were of
high quality from the start. Something that has been
getting better indicates it was not so good early on.
It is now, I think, pretty good.

Q87 Mr Hoyle: I do worry. I will just give you an
example that does concern me, that somebody really
wants to stay who has got a good post oYce, doing
good business and is marked for closure; yet
somebody else who is doing bad business could
remain open. I think there is a bit of a worry there.
With a village with only one post oYce and that is
going, what happens now? The bus service is so
erratic there is one every four hours, and you do not
really go to the post oYce, you go to the town; what
do you say to those people in that village that has a
post oYce marked down for closure without any
alternative?
Mr Webber: The closure programme has two main
sets of issues that need to be taken into account.
There are the access criteria, which are the distance
things; that is purely mechanical and you can do it
with a ruler, or walk the streets and work out that the
access criteria have been met; and in every case so far
they have been. There are then additional factors:
like transport links; like the terrain; like the
population demographics—is it a population of
elderly people etc; like the eVect on the local
economy. Those are less quantifiable, and those are
the ones we take account of very seriously indeed.
We will look very closely at whether this is the last
shop in the village; whether there is another free cash
point available, for instance, if that post oYce closes.
We will take up the cause of post oYces where it
seems those issues have not been properly addressed.

Q88 Mr Hoyle: Or would you be coming forward to
say we do need a mobile post oYce entering into
those areas?
Mr Webber: That is one way forward. Outreach,
mobile or otherwise, can be one solution.

Q89 Mr Hoyle: So there is an alternative?
Mr Webber: Yes,

Q90 Chairman: Before I pass on the questioning, can
I just try and clear my head on my issue, which is this
question of profitability of sub-post oYces for the
Post OYce. To what extent are those central costs
capable of being reduced when a post oYce closes?
To what extent are they fixed costs, which mean the
cost to the network is spread over a smaller number
of sub-oYces, meaning more sub-oYces become
unprofitable to the Post OYce, and we are locked
into a permanent cycle of decline?
Mr Webber: These are obviously issues for you to
take up with Post OYce Limited.

Q91 Chairman: I am inviting you to answer.
Mr Webber: Our concern is with the outputs really,
the eVect on consumers. However, clearly there must
be an element of the latter. There must be an element
of overheads which need to be spread among a
smaller network. Alongside that I know Post OYce
Limited is making great strides in becoming more

eYcient centrally anyway in thinning out its core
management costs. At the very least that should
counterbalance the eVect that you mention.

Q92 Chairman: When the Committee raises these
questions next week with the Post OYce and with the
Minister, are we right that Postwatch is concerned
about the central costs and whether or not we might
be finding ourselves in this vicious circle?
Mr Webber: Yes, although the bottom line as far as
we are concerned is that there should remain a
network of 11,500 post oYces once this is over. As I
say, that is something we might talk about later.
How that is achieved, from our point of view, is
secondary.

Q93 Mr Weir: You mentioned in your first report on
the programme that the specific reference to the
proportionality rule, that no one place should be
significantly worse aVected than another, threatens
to “exacerbate existing levels of disadvantage” by
ensuring similar levels of closure everywhere. Is
there an alternative to this, in your view?
Mr Webber: There are two alternatives and one is
not happening. That would be to say, that certain
areas are over-provided in relation to others, and so
the aim would be a network that is actually equal for
all across the UK. The other though is to say that
there is on average something like 17% or 18%
closures. If there are to be 2,500 closures out of the
network that averages 17% or 18%. Each area plan
would be around that level, but there can be plus or
minus some per cent closures in each area. That is
the one Post OYce Limited have chosen. They have
said they would see closures ranging from 13% of the
network to 23% of the network in a particular area,
averaging around that 18%. So far it has worked that
way—the aim would be that relatively under-
provided areas would then not be further
disadvantaged through applying that sort of system;
and relatively over-provided areas would not be
further advantaged.

Q94 Mr Weir: How does that work in a network
which, in many areas, is possibly imbalanced already
because of past programmes which have not had an
overall look at the network? I can think of areas in
my own constituency where you have two post
oYces close together and nothing for miles round
about. Under this programme the chances are that
one of those post oYces will close. In eVect you are
not looking at the overall balance of a network, you
are merely having more closures of the programme.
Is that not just making matters worse? Is it not
necessary to go to your first alternative and look at
the overall balance so that everybody has the same
access to a post oYce?
Mr Webber: Ideally, yes. It would be, I suspect,
almost impossible to do that. I think the
compromise position Post OYce Limited have
adopted, which is to have that range from 13%-23%
of post oYces closed within any single area, is
probably going to have a similar eVect; and can, at
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any rate, ensure that an area which suVered badly in
the so-called urban reinvention does not suVer
significantly further.

Q95 Mr Weir: How does that mesh in with the
overall 2,500 closures, where the Government seems
to be intent on having that figure with very little
variation from that? If there is a variation between
each area plan of that percentage, then logically are
some areas (and the Chairman has already
mentioned his own area coming near the end of it—
mine is not much further forward then his so I share
his concern slightly) going to be worse hit to make
up the balance, do you feel? Or is there any leeway
to reduce the numbers of closures to take this into
account?
Mr Webber: It is for the Government to say whether
there is leeway not to hit that 2,500 figure, and I hope
there will be flexibility about that. What is important
I think is that no area should suVer because of its
place in the sequence. The Chairman’s constituency,
I hope, will not suVer—

Q96 Chairman: And Mr Bailey’s.
Mr Webber: Indeed.— because it is in one of the very
last area plans. I think that will not happen. The
Chairman did cite a figure of 14% so far. That is
actually not a figure I recognise. If I am wrong about
this I will write to correct the matter. Our figure is
something more like 17% of oYces on average, in the
area plans so far where there have been
announcements, which are down for closure, which
is pretty well the target figure, and I think that is
right.
Chairman: The Highlands of Scotland have the
lowest level so far with 9%.

Q97 Mr Weir: We could argue about that! The
Highlands of Scotland have, as already been
mentioned by George Thomson, many of the
accepted areas, with less closures proposed because
of the accepted areas. Could I put the point I put to
George on this. He mentioned postmasters phoning
up and saying, “Why are we not on the closure
programme”, because they want out. Some would
say that is hardly surprising given the history of
closure programmes. Given you talked about the
overall level about not exacerbating existing levels of
disadvantage, are you confident that when we get to
the end of this programme we will be left with a
sustainable network? Will we not get a lot of
unplanned closures with people who say, “I’m not
getting compensated but I can’t go on?” If that
happens is the Post OYce in a position to plug the
gaps in the network?
Mr Webber: Could I answer that in two ways.
Chairman: I am going to rule that question out of
order because someone else wants to ask that later
on in more detail.

Q98 Mr Clapham: Mr Webber, could I ask about the
post-consultation process and the review scheme. It
does appear that Postwatch is the only body that can
trigger a review at this stage. Would that be correct?

Mr Webber: Yes.

Q99 Mr Clapham: Looking at the number of reviews
there have been and the stages, there are four stages
within the process, yet by January 2008 we had only
had two cases at stage two, plus of course the two
from the Merseyside plan. Does that suggest that the
review procedure just is not robust enough?
Mr Webber: It is certainly not something we enter
lightly, because we will already have had the 11-week
period before it goes public; then there is the six-
week period of public consultation. Post OYce
Limited have changed on average more than 10% of
their proposals during the pre-consultation phase. It
has changed, on average, another 5% or so during
the public consultation phase; so most of the key
concerns should have been addressed by the end of
the public consultation phase. That said, we
certainly do not hesitate to use the process when we
need to. Indeed last week, and this is purely
coincidence, there were seven cases being escalated
to stage two; and indeed some have now gone on to
the stage three process, and that is the first time that
has been used. The stage four process, which
involves the Chair of Royal Mail, has yet to be used.
That was the new addition to the process announced
by the Government before Christmas.

Q100 Mr Clapham: Given that there is a great deal
of community involvement and community
controversy, as we have heard, do you think that
there ought to be other bodies that can actually
trigger the review process such as, for example,
MPs?
Mr Webber: It sounds as though we are trying to call
power to ourselves, which is certainly not my aim.
MPs will certainly let us know of the concerns they
have. That is just the sort of thing that we would take
into account in deciding whether to escalate a case:
the weight of opinion; the strength of argument and
so on. There are a number of keys to this, but what
will particularly trigger our concern is evidence that
Post OYce Limited have not followed their own
rules, or have not taken proper account of the
representations they have received. That is the first
thing we always look at. Where we are in doubt that
that has happened, that they have taken proper
account of representations made, we will not
hesitate to escalate. Certainly it is absolutely right
and proper for MPs to raise concerns on behalf of
their constituents, and one would expect them to
do so.

Q101 Chairman: The final decision documents from
Post OYce Limited mentioned the fact of reviews
but not the grounds for them. Would it not be
helpful if the grounds were also there in the interests
of openness and transparency?
Mr Webber: I cannot, on the face of it, see any
reason why not. There may be an argument against
it but I do not see one myself.

Q102 Chairman: For example, in your very helpful
submission you gave us an account of why you
reviewed a couple of decisions, but you did not
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mention the two Merseyside issues. The third and
fourth stage reviews, you talk about them and you
talk about the fourth stage being implemented by the
Government. In practice do you think that is going
to be used?
Mr Webber: It has not been used so far but it is better
to have a system available and not need to use it than
to have the need and no way of fulfilling it.

Q103 Chairman: You did not actually say why you
reviewed the Merseyside plans?
Mr Webber: There were two central Liverpool post
oYces where customers from the two post oYces
would have migrated to a post oYce which at the
moment is a Crown post oYce in the centre of
Liverpool, which is to change into a W H Smith. We
do not yet know what sort of facilities are to be
available at that W H Smith. There has not yet been
a public consultation begun about that W H Smith.
We have argued that until a) we know exactly what
is proposed for that W H Smith; and b) we have
some idea whether the public around them, local
Members of Parliament and so on are satisfied with
what is proposed, we could not sign oV on the two
closures.
Chairman: I wish I had had a chance to ask the
National Federation about their view of the
interrelationship of the closure programme with the
franchising programme.

Q104 Mr Weir: Your submission criticises Post
OYce Limited for its approach to the substitute
closures that have emerged from reprieves from final
decisions so far. First of all, do you think it is a
sensible way to deal with closures, to substitute one
for another?
Mr Webber: It is not sensible to have an automatic
substitution. It is entirely wrong that the local
community feel, “If we save this post oYce then,
without a doubt, another community is going to
suVer”. That is inhibiting and I think it is wrong in
principle. Nonetheless, it is perfectly reasonable for
Post OYce Limited to consider whether there is a
substitute which does make more sense for closure,
than the one that has been saved. What is bad is that
that should be automatic. What is equally bad is if
that substitute is also withdrawn at the end of a
public consultation period and there is yet another
substitute brought in. That simply could extend the
period of uncertainty indefinitely. It is something
you might, with respect, want to take up with the
Minister next week, but as I understand it the
Government has now taken that point. I believe the
Government will probably not be expecting
“substitute substitutes” to be introduced. Post OYce
Limited will have the chance to come up with a
substitute if they think there is a good case for it. If
that falls as well then that will be the end of the
matter.

Q105 Chairman: Of course in that context the target
is up to 2,500 closures, with some flexibility around
that?

Mr Webber: Yes, exactly. Certainly if it were an
absolutely dead-set figure then we would be in
trouble, but that flexibility does enable people to say,
“Enough is enough”.

Q106 Mr Weir: So the one substitute but no more?
Mr Webber: Yes, and that substitute should not be
automatic.

Q107 Mr Weir: You also criticise the process that
went through. Have the Post OYce changed the
approach for these substitutes so they are the same
as for the initial local planning consultations?
Mr Webber: There was a six-week consultation
period for the substitutes. That works as far as the
public consultation is concerned.

Q108 Mr Weir: This is what interests me. We have
heard a lot about the pre-consultation process,
before we get to the public consultation process. If a
post oYce is reprieved and a substitute is put in,
presumably there has not been the pre-consultation
process for the public process. Is it being treated in
the same way?
Mr Webber: That was the point I was coming to.
From the public point of view it is the same—there
is the six-week period. From the point of view of
Postwatch, pre-eminently of the sub-postmaster
concerned and of the local authority and Member of
Parliament, or MSP, it is not the same. I can
understand why, because to add another 17 weeks,
11 weeks of pre-consultation and six weeks of public
consultation, would be unrealistic. A brief period,
however, of pre-consultation is, I think, a very useful
thing to have in cases like that.

Q109 Mr Weir: Do you feel therefore that the whole
process of the substitute is not receiving the same
rigorous examination as the original decision?
Mr Webber: In an area plan the whole area gets very
thoroughly looked at. When a substitute is proposed
it is proposed in the context of an area which Post
OYce Limited know pretty well and we know pretty
well, so you would not need the whole process to be
gone through again.

Q110 Mr Weir: This is the same question I put to Mr
Thomson on this. Presumably in the original
consultation the substitute post oYce is deemed to
be necessary, whatever the criteria, and customers
have been told, “Your post oYce is not closing”. It
does seem a strange process to then say, “Okay, this
one is saved and in six weeks we’ll decide the fate of
the next one”?
Mr Webber: I think there are two diVerent points.
On the one hand, yes, people have been told, “Your
post oYce is safe”; but they have not been told,
“Your post oYce is vibrant” necessarily. What they
have been told is that it is not in this top list of
closure.

Q111 Mr Weir: If you do not mind me saying, that
is evading the point slightly because presumably the
pre-consultation process decided this was a post
oYce either necessary or not for the community.
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However the decision was made, that was not the
closed one—it was to be another one. After going
through that lengthy process you have a six-week
period, that is overturned and then only six weeks to
look again at this one and come to a diVerent
decision. It seems odd.
Mr Webber: Again I think what is being said by a
post oYce not being in the area plan to begin with
is that Post OYce Limited think they can meet their
target of 2,500 closures overall without closing that
post oYce. They then decide that that is not the case.
I am not here to defend Post OYce Limited and you
will want to ask them about this, but they are not
necessarily making any statement about a particular
post oYce that is not slated for closure originally,
other than it is not slated for closure at the moment.
If they find they are not meeting their target because
post oYces are being saved then they obviously do
need to look again to see whether it is both necessary
and right to close another one.

Q112 Mr Weir: It is target-driven more than
anything?
Mr Webber: It is target-driven to some extent
inevitably.
Chairman: We have never got to the bottom of why
2,500 either. It seems a very arbitrary figure.

Q113 Mr Wright: I have three areas I want to cover
and the first one is on the impact on business and
communities. When we went through the urban
programme of closures there was one of the issues I
was raising within that context of the eVect on local
shops. This is obviously more important within a
rural community. Is the impact on sub-postmasters’
connected retail businesses taken into account in this
process of the rural closure programme and do you
think it should be?
Mr Webber: The impact on the local economy is one
of the factors that Post OYce Limited are now
required to take into account. I think I am right in
saying that the original Government consultation
only talked about these mechanical access criteria in
terms of distance from the nearest branch and so on.
In their decision document following
representations from the Committee and from
Postwatch and others, Post OYce Limited do have
to take account of the eVect on the local economy
and a whole range of other matters. It is not in a
mechanistic way; it is going to vary from case to case.
Yes, certainly if a post oYce is the last shop in the
village, if there are a lot of local small businesses that
need to use that post oYce for business purposes,
those are the sorts of matters that will be taken into
account, and the Federation of Small Businesses will
take into account no doubt, and members and local
authorities will take into account, and are just the
sorts of things that are likely to trigger our support
for that branch.

Q114 Mr Wright: Do you think that there should be,
as the Commission for Rural Communities have
suggested, a presumption against the closure in a
case where the outlet is the only one in the village?
Where the post oYce is the only one in the village?

Mr Webber: Certainly I would hope it is possible to
meet, or pretty well meet, the Government target for
closures with none or very few such cases happening.
I suppose it depends how you define “presumption
against”. Certainly it is something that is
undesirable and there needs to be a good reason why
that post oYce rather than one which does not leave
a community totally without a shop would be
chosen.

Q115 Mr Wright: With reservations, you agree with
the CRC’s point of view?
Mr Webber: With reservations, yes.

Q116 Mr Wright: You would be supportive of a
community where the proposal to close was the only
one outlet in the area?
Mr Webber: We would expect to see some strong
arguments why a post oYce should close in such a
community.

Q117 Mr Wright: Do you think Post OYce Limited
should model the impact of closures on local
economies and on retail outlet-owning sub-
postmasters?Mr Webber: I believe they do model in
that sort of way. The details of that again you will
need to ask Post OYce Limited for.

Q118 Mr Wright: Just moving on to Outreach and I
asked the Federation a similar question: do you
consider that two hours a week is judged suYcient
for an Outreach branch?
Mr Webber: Generally, indeed almost invariably,
no. We think that is not good enough. We argued for
at least three sessions of two hours a day as a
minimum. There are some very remote rural
communities where, at the moment, there may be no
post oYce services at all, in the exempted post code
areas for instance, where that two hours a week
would represent a significant improvement, and we
would not necessarily argue with it. But those ought
to be the exception. We think there ought to be a
basis of at least three days a week of services of at
least two hours a day

Q119 Mr Wright: Would that be your view in
general. I understand from the ones that have gone
through around about 20% of the Outreach areas
have been agreed already that have got these two
hours. Would your view generally be in those
circumstances to put a recommendation forward
that there should be at least three sessions of two
hours? My concern, as I said before, was that one
two-hour slot may not be convenient for that person
who has to wait an extra week?
Mr Webber: I agree entirely and we had a lot of
concern actually early on with Outreach proposals
in that, where they were proposed to replace an
existing post oYce, Post OYce Limited did not have
the details of what they proposed; did not have the
details of how that would be housed; did not have
the details of the hours; did not have details of the
services that would be provided. We have reached
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agreement with them now that every new
consultation on an Outreach proposal must have
those details otherwise it is not a real consultation.

Q120 Mr Wright: Going on to that particular
consultation, you alluded to that just now where you
said that Post OYce Limited have agreed that from
January 2008 all Outreach proposals going to
consultation would include operational service
details?
Mr Webber: Yes.

Q121 Mr Wright: You may not be able to answer
this particular question. The Lancashire and Fylde
plan released on 22 January appears to only state
opening hours. Has Post OYce Limited made a
mistake in this case, or could you explain how
consultation on Outreach works?
Mr Webber: I am not too sure about that. Could I
write to you on that? If it is not suYcient then there
needs to be a separate six-week consultation period
for Outreach, subsequent to the main public
consultation.

Q122 Mr Wright: It does not aVect me. It is the
wrong end of the country to me but it may well do in
the future. Moving on to the Crown oYces, the
CWU believe you have reneged on your
responsibility to represent users by accepting the
principle of franchising of Crown oYces. Why did
you do this? Do you believe that subsequent
consultations have been eVective?
Mr Webber: The principle we have is to ensure that
customers have proper and eVective access to post
oYce services. We are not doctrinaire about whether
that is provided by a sub-post oYce, a franchised
oYce or a Crown oYce, provided it is adequate;
provided that there is proper access for disabled
people et cetera and that it is open the right hours
within the right place. The evidence we have got so
far, and we have done some research on this, is that
the WHSmith franchises are, in general, oVering
services at least as good as, and in some respects
better than, those oVered by Crown oYces.
Certainly the range of services is at least as good;
queuing time seems to be less in WHSmith oYces
than in Crown oYces. Although we are very much in
favour of a flagship network for the post oYce, we
are not so committed to that that we are going to
object in principle to franchising, if the franchising
provides a service of at least as high quality.

Q123 Mr Wright: So you have already done the
comparison work on that particular model?
Mr Webber: Of those that have opened so far.
Obviously we are still in the middle of the process,
but so far it looks fairly good. I know, for instance,
one of the objections to many of the WHSmith
franchises is that they generally tend to have the post
oYce sited either in the basement or on the first floor.
Obviously it is then important that you have a lift
available or, at the very least, that for customers with

mobility diYculties services can be provided on the
ground floor. In all cases one or other of those
options is available—either a lift, or services
available on the ground floor. That is one of the
things we would certainly look for in any WHSmith
or any franchise proposal.

Q124 Mr Wright: Surely the decision to move
franchises to WHSmith—and I have got one in my
town centre, which is probably only 200 yards away
from the original post oYce—would have taken into
account the place it was going to be in? For instance,
if it is in the basement or if it is on the first floor,
surely part of that process should have been that the
first thing you have to do is to give general access;
and not say, “Well, it’s going to go in WHSmith.
You determine where it’s going to go, and therefore
we’ll deal with it afterwards”?
Mr Webber: I agree. We would certainly oppose
greatly any proposal that did not have that. So far
we have not needed to oppose on those sorts of
grounds.

Q125 Mr Wright: You mentioned the fact that there
are one or two in the basement?
Mr Webber: They are basement or first floor but
there are always facilities for people with mobility
diYculties to receive a good level of service. That is
indeed a bottom line requirement for us.

Q126 Chairman: Are you happy that you have
enough information about the plans for Crown
oYces to inform your decisions in relation to the
closure programme of sub-oYces?
Mr Webber: Yes, in general; and where we do not
that is a reason for escalating the sub-post oYce
proposed closure, as in the Liverpool cases we were
talking about.

Q127 Chairman: I think the CWU and National
Federation both have concerns about the impact of
those changes. You could move the location of a
Crown oYce very significantly in a town with an
impact beneficial or otherwise for sub-oYces?
Mr Webber: Absolutely, but in general we do have
the information that is necessary and if we do not
that is a very clear reason for escalating a case.

Q128 Chairman: Criteria for choosing which Crown
oYces were transferred to WHSmith, are you happy
that process is suYciently transparent? Quite
honestly, the town I live in, the city I live in (and I
am not the Member of Parliament for it), I live in
Worcester, I am quite clear there the reason that
particular Crown oYce was closed was a huge site
ripe for redevelopment rather than a rational
decision about the needs of the city and the post
oYce services it was to receive?
Mr Webber: Obviously I cannot comment on the
individual case. To argue on the other side, as has
been pointed out, the Crown post oYce network is
losing £70 million a year; it is possible that those
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losses could be cut very significantly by the sort of
redevelopment you are talking about. One has to
take that into account as well.

Q129 Roger Berry: Reference has been almost
exclusively in terms of franchises to WHSmith but
obviously there have been transfers from Crown
oYces elsewhere. My local post oYce used to be a
Crown post oYce and it is now residing in the local
branch of the Co-op. There are a number of
organisations providing helpful services. Have those
been appraised as rigorously as has happened in
terms of WHSmith franchises?
Mr Webber: Yes, there has been a standard six-week
consultation period and discussion with us.

Q130 Roger Berry: I mean the outcome of the shift
in provision?
Mr Webber: Yes, we would certainly check what has
happened to queuing times and so on in cases like
that.

Q131 Roger Berry: This information is on your
website, is it?
Mr Webber: I have to say I do not know whether it
is on the website. I will write to you about that.
Roger Berry: One question that has frequently been
raised, and it is raised at the time of any consultation
on a change in the status in Crown oYces of course,
is whether franchising threatens instability in terms
of the future. What, if any, guarantee that the
franchisee will continue to provide those services? In
my case if the local Co-op decided tomorrow,
“That’s the end of this arrangement”, does that not
create a degree of a problem?

Q132 Chairman: In my case that is precisely what
happened—the Co-op did decide to stop providing
post oYce services.
Mr Webber: From our point of view it creates a
problem for Post OYce Limited. It is their
responsibility to ensure that there are adequate
replacement facilities at least as good as those which
have closed down. Obviously one cannot guarantee
that a contract will last forever.

Q133 Roger Berry: Has any progress been made on
the arrangements for future monitoring of the
network to meet the accessibility criteria? Decisions
will be made over the next few months—to what
extent will the monitoring situation in future years
be rigorously undertaken to ensure that the
accessibility criteria continue to be met?
Mr Webber: There are two points to make on that.
The first is, as you will know, Postwatch itself ceases
to exist at the end of September as it is merged into
the new National Consumer Council. The new
National Consumer Council will have the
responsibility to ensure that the accessibility criteria
are still met. It is a statutory responsibility which I
am sure they will discharge. The other point, and it
is one which I hope we will be getting onto, is the
relatively newly revealed figure of 7,500 outlets,
which apparently is all that is necessary to meet the
access criteria. Frankly, it is going to be a rather easy

job for the new National Consumer Council to
check that those access criteria are met. What is
going to be a more challenging task is to ensure that
a network of around 1l,500 remains.

Q134 Chairman: Can I test you on this question
about what happens if the franchisee stops providing
a service, say, the organisation goes bust. The Co-op
in my town could not aVord to carry on operating
the Crown oYce. Fortunately, the old Crown oYce
building stood empty and there is now technically a
sub-oYce back in the old Crown oYce building
oVering what looks like a Crown oYce service, but
actually is a sub-oYce. Thank God it stood unused
for a year or two. The problem is, once you have shut
the Crown oYce and flogged oV the site and you
have gone to the best partner in the town or city for a
partnership and they say they cannot do it any more,
there may not be another place that is good to take
the operation to. The Post OYce then have a huge
problem in terms of expense in meeting its
commitment?
Mr Webber: I agree. I cannot really put it better
myself, and it is a problem for the Post OYce to
resolve.

Q135 Chairman: You have seen the written answer
in answer to a question I asked, prompted by my
able clerks, asking what was the Government’s
assessment of what number of outlets met the
criteria, and the figure that came back was 7.500,
substantially higher than the outcome of disclosure
process of somewhere around 12,000. We were told
that Post OYce Limited is being tasked, in
consultation with you, Postwatch, while you
survive, to carry out “an updated study and analysis
of the minimum number of post oYces required to
meet the access criteria”. In other words, to review
that 7,500 figure. Is that happening?
Mr Webber: We were interested to read that
ourselves because we had not been told that that was
the case! It was nice to learn it. We have discussed
this with the Department since, and it is something
which we will be doing, certainly. From our point of
view, that figure of 7,500 is interesting but relatively
academic; in that we do have a statement made by
the previous secretary of state to you a year ago
saying that around 12,000 post oYces were
necessary for appropriate national coverage. I
specifically asked the Department whether they
stood by that view after seeing the answer to your
question, and they said the “Government’s funding
package and POL’s business cases are both based on
the network being sustained at around 11,500 post
oYces to 2011. The Government continues to view
such a network as necessary to provide an
appropriate level of national coverage”.

Q136 Chairman: That is 500 gone already!
Mr Webber: It is 500 gone already admittedly, which
is unfortunate. I think we can possibly live with that.
It is actually quite a useful commitment that we are
not looking at a network of 7,500. We are looking at
a network of 11,500, and if the network fell
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significantly below that (and 7,500 is vastly below
that) there would not be an appropriate level of
national coverage.

Q137 Chairman: What worries me about this are two
things: first the Government’s commitment
financially only goes to 2011, which is not a very
long-term commitment. I remember the earlier
report of the Performance and Innovation Unit at
Downing Street which came up with some
alarmingly low figures for what number of oYces
you could keep and meet the reasonable access
criteria; and that is why we abandoned the idea of
access criteria. I am concerned. As individual sub-
postmasters decide to leave the network for
whatever reason, retirement for example, those
access criteria can still be met for a very long time. If
that financial link dries up we will see a very
substantial shrinkage in the network?

Mr Webber: Absolutely. That is why we think the
access criteria are of secondary interest. What is
important is what the Government agrees is
necessary for appropriate national coverage, which
is a much higher figure.

Q138 Chairman: It is the political commitment to the
network that you think is important?
Mr Webber: Yes, absolutely.

Q139 Chairman: We have finished almost bang on
time. I do not think my colleagues have anything else
they particularly want to press you on. Have we
covered all the things you hoped we would cover?
Mr Webber: Yes, certainly.
Chairman: If on reflection you find that is not the
case, please feel free to give us any further
information in writing, but very quickly, preferably
next week as we have the Post OYce. There is some
information we will seek in writing afterwards. I am
very grateful.
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Q140 Chairman: Gentlemen, thank you very much
indeed for coming in today. I am glad that, contrary
to my earlier indications, we are able to squeeze you
into the programme. We are trying to do this as
rapidly as possible because we want to be able, if
there are things to influence, to influence the process
and not come in afterwards when everything is done
and dusted. We are adding you in as very valuable
witnesses this morning. We are grateful to you for
coming, for the constructive relationship we always
enjoy with the CWU and for your excellent written
evidence, thank you very much indeed. Please
introduce yourselves.
Mr Hayes: My name is Billy Hayes. Andy Furey is
the national oYcer responsible for post oYce
counters. First of all, Chairman, thank you for this
opportunity. It is good to see that MPs can reflect on
things, which has caught us a little bit unawares in
terms of this opportunity to give evidence, but we
understand that it is a tight timeframe. We have not
had the time to give as much evidence as we would
have liked. Obviously the whole question of post
oYce closures is a big issue and it is a big political
issue and I think MPs should reflect on that. It is the
whole of the network that concerns us, not just
where CWU members are aVected.

Q141 Chairman: I was going to ask you about that.
How does this issue concern you, both franchising
and network closures?
Mr Hayes: It reduces the universal service. What
people often forget is that a lot of these sub-post
oYces will sometimes have very small delivery oYces
at the back. It reduces the footprint of the network
and that is of concern to us. Any network that is
reduced obviously aVects the whole of the service.
The fact that there is a reduction in the universal
service and provision is a big part of our concern. We
think it is a funny consultation process that says
there are going to be 2,500 post oYce counters closed
at the beginning and at the end of the local
consultation process says there are going to be 2,500
post oYces closed. We do not think that the
consultation process is as good as we would like.

Q142 Chairman: We were told by the National
Federation last week that they accepted, reluctantly,
that these cuts were needed to sustain the viability of
the overall business. Do you agree it is necessary to
make cost savings in the system, and is this the right
way to do it?

Mr Hayes: In terms of the National Federation of
Sub-postmasters and Mistresses, they are coming at
it from a diVerent perspective. In a minute we will
touch on the whole question of how that is being
dealt with in terms of the money some of their
members stand to gain from a closure. They are
looking at their own individual circumstances and
their own individual sub-post oYces, so they are
coming at it from a diVerent perspective. We are
coming at it from the universal service aspect of it.
There were 21,000 post oYce counters a few years
ago and now there are 12,000. We are concerned that
there is being a continuing running down of the
network.

Q143 Chairman: You do not accept there is a need
to make cost savings at all?
Mr Hayes: We are not saying that. We need to look
at what is causing some of those problems in terms
of what the Government is doing. Obviously we
have to deal with cost savings year-on-year. The
amount of subsidy that the networks get is £150
million a year until 2011. That is a pittance
compared with what other institutions are currently
getting. No one is suggesting that Post OYce
Counters be given £25 billion or £50 billion, as other
institutions seem to be getting at the moment.

Q144 Chairman: You mean Northern Rock?
Mr Hayes: You said it!

Q145 Mr Bailey: The Government has said that a
network of around about 12,000 is adequate. Do
you think that is so?
Mr Furey: No, we do not. Our view is that the
network as it currently stands is sustainable. There
should be investment in that network. Only a few
years ago there was a network reinvention
programme by Post OYce Ltd which closed nearly
another 3,000. Our concern is, once this 2,500 goes,
what is going to happen next? The view is that the
current plans could leave a network of between 6,000
and 7,000. In a previous Select Committee Adam
Crozier said that the optimum for the network to be
profitable is about 4,500. It is a question of this being
never ending and it is a managed decline. If you are
oVering 28 months-worth of compensation, it is
quite lucrative for some sub-postmasters and
mistresses that are maybe relatively elderly to take
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that money and go. What it does not do is it does not
take account of the public and the service to the
public.

Q146 Mr Wright: In your memorandum you say
that “no post oYce network in the world makes a
profit on its network operations”. What information
do you have as far as European countries are
concerned as to what the state payment would be in
those areas, if there is any?
Mr Hayes: In terms of the general problem, Elmar
Toime, the former Deputy Chair of Royal Mail, said
to me—and he had experience of post oYces in New
Zealand where it was in a liberalised environment—
that there is no postal network in the world that is
sustainable without some kind of Government
subvention. Our experience at a European level is
that there are similar problems in terms of post oYce
networks across Europe. I know Ireland has similar
problems in terms of sustaining the post oYce
network. I think the plain fact is, if you look across
the whole of the world, Government has to play its
part in sustaining the post oYce network. In terms
of the exact amounts of money, I do not have that
information to hand. We could probably provide
that to the Committee.
Mr Furey: La Poste and Deutsche Post are very, very
successful because there has been investment. What
happened with the British Post OYce is that
Girobank was supposed to be the people’s bank and
it was sold to Alliance & Leicester for £1. The reality
is that the Post OYce should be the people’s bank.
That is what other European nations have done with
their post oYces and with big success.

Q147 Mr Wright: What you are saying is, rather
than direct state intervention, it was the creation of
the banking system within the post oYce network
that has given it that support, but we got rid of our
one and that means it has lost one element of
business which could have created that level of
subsidy. So it was not a direct subsidy as such, it is a
subsidy based on good business practice.
Mr Furey: Absolutely.

Q148 Mr Wright: Could you provide us with other
figures in terms of the subsidies, either indirect
intervention in terms of providing them with services
or perhaps other areas?
Mr Furey: Yes.

Q149 Chairman: Have you seen the speculation in
the media that the French postal bank is going to
buy Société Générale? That is the bank that took the
hit from the rogue trader. The French postal bank is
being helped by the French state to buy Société
Générale to get out of its diYculties.
Mr Hayes: I have not seen that, no.
Chairman: It might be something worth watching.

Q150 Mr Clapham: I want to turn to franchising and
accessibility as well as the continuity of service
standards. In your memorandum you refer to
franchising services to WHSmith and you are
somewhat critical of that because you say that it has

worsened access and the service. When we had
Postwatch before us last week they took a diVerent
view. Have you any survey evidence that the services
has worsened?
Mr Furey: I think it is easy to identify that the service
has worsened because eVectively Post OYce Ltd in
cahoots with WHSmith have avoided TUPE. The
reality is that in the new WHSmith post oYces the
staV have no experience and no expertise and they
have not had years of serving the public and the
community like my members have in the Crown post
oYces. If you look at any Crown post oYce that is
being franchised, there will be hundreds of years of
combined public service that cannot be replicated
overnight by people working in the WHSmith on
significantly inferior wages.

Q151 Mr Clapham: Could you tell us the kind of
training that people get in the Crown post oYces?
Mr Furey: Crown post oYce staV get two weeks of
intensive training away from the counter and then
they have training directly on the counter in a live
environment where they are overseen. They are
constantly monitored, they have trial reports and
performance development reviews. They are trained
to a high standard. I suspect that the WHSmith staV
will be trained to a similar standard, but the reality
is that you cannot replace overnight years of
experience and expertise. My members want to serve
the public; that is why they joined the Post OYce.
What is happening is it is an inferior, poor
replacement of an excellent service.

Q152 Mr Clapham: In one sense there is almost a
kind of community culture in the way in which the
post oYce staV approach matters and are trained
whereas it is purely the business culture of some of
the franchising, is it, that causes you some concern?
Mr Furey: WHSmith might beg to diVer. Our view is
that WHSmith wants the footfall from the post oYce
into their shops so that money can be spent on their
products and goods. Their primary concern is to sell
newspapers and soft drinks. The primary concern of
my members working in post oYces is to provide a
service to the public. They know the public, they
know them by name and they meet them every single
week of every single year. There is a relationship that
has been built up there. That certainly will not be
replicated in WHSmith.

Q153 Mr Clapham: Within that service provision
that has been built up, that community orientation,
there is consideration given to disabled people and
access. Is there any evidence that some of the
franchising is given to people that do not have access
in their properties for the disabled?
Mr Furey: Firstly, the Crown post oYces all have
disabled access. Most of them are on the ground
level. Where they are not on ground level there are
resistance sand built ramps. There are also counters
for people in wheelchairs, et cetera. I think post
oYces overall do a good job in providing facilities
for the disabled to get their postal services. In
WHSmith I think they are passing all the necessary
legal requirements, but I think the concern that is
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being expressed by the community at large is that
many of the post oYces are being put either in the
basement where you have to get a lift down to get the
postal services or on the first floor where you might
have to get a lift or escalators up. I have seen at first-
hand evidence of that where people less sure on their
feet might struggle in those circumstances. They are
meeting the minimum requirements of health and
safety legislation with accessibility, but the
minimum is the minimum, whereas in post oYces I
think it is significantly better.

Q154 Chairman: Whose fault was it that lengths of
queues were so appallingly long in Crown post
oYces? They have got better. Even now in franchised
oYces queuing lengths and times are shorter than in
Crown oYces. That is the one reason I do not use the
Crown oYce very much, the queues have been so
long. Whose fault was that, your members or the
management?
Mr Furey: One of the problems is that the Regulator
and Post OYce Ltd have no agreements to monitor
or measure queue lengths in Crown oYces. PostCom
eVectively agreed to do away with any monitoring
and service obligation in terms of length of queues
and time spent in queues and that is a regret. I think
PostCom made a mistake there. I think it suited Post
OYce Ltd for that to stop. Our view is that there
have been cost-eYciency savings ongoing in Post
OYce Ltd to make the Crowns more profitable or
turn them back into profit. That has put pressure on
the remaining staV because there have been job cuts.
The reality is the public love the Crown post oYces
because they know they get excellent service in terms
of the quality and the expertise and the accuracy and
the information that is needed to be imparted to
customers to make choices on what they are doing
with mail services, et cetera.

Q155 Chairman: You have seen the Postwatch
survey. It endorses what you say about disabled
access. Seven of the eight post oYces where
wheelchair access was deemed impossible were
franchised oYces. There was one Crown oYce that
was deemed impossible too. The queue tends to be
twice as long in Crown oYces than in franchised
oYces and time spent queuing is not twice as long as
Crown oYces but still considerably longer than in
franchised oYces. The average wait in a franchised
oYce is 3.7 minutes and in a Crown oYce it is 6
minutes. People are getting a better service in
franchised oYces.
Mr Furey: When the Crown is franchised less
customers migrate to the franchised oYce than to
the Crown oYce. EVectively their customers look
for alternatives because they are not satisfied with
having to go into a WHSmith or another franchise
of that nature. The customers do not move lock,
stock and barrel into the franchised oYce. I suspect
that is one of the issues. Crown oYces are popular.
Nobody likes to queue for a long time, but
customers know they get an excellent service in
terms of the quality of that service they are being
provided with.

Q156 Anne MoVat: It seems to me from your
evidence that POL have refused to inform staV
about their right to transfer under TUPE and have
only given them the option of a simple internal
transfer or redundancy. Could you outline the legal
position of TUPE and tell us what information has
been given to employees?
Mr Furey: The CWU has submitted a tribunal claim,
which is due to be heard in May for four days, for
Post OYce Ltd’s failure to consult with the trade
union in relation to TUPE. Post OYce Ltd’s
position at the moment is that they are contesting
that claim. We fully expect to have to go through
with that claim. We are optimistic and confident of
winning that claim because they have failed to
consult. The reality is that Post OYce Ltd has
managed to find significant sums of money to avoid
their TUPE responsibilities. There was a £1,000
continuity payment designed specifically to
encourage people not to put their hands up and say,
“I want to move with the work,” and retain their
terms and conditions. There is also a compromise
agreement being put to them stating that they
cannot get redundancy unless they sign the
compromise agreement and the compromise
agreement means they cannot then submit a claim
for TUPE thereafter. The Post OYce has been very
clever in finding ways and means of avoiding their
TUPE responsibility, but most of this has come from
Government money. The £1.7 billion subsidy that
has been provided to 2011 has not only helped to pay
for the redundancies of the sub-postmasters, it has
also helped to pay for the redundancies of 1,300 of
my members that work in the Crown post oYces that
are being franchised. We say this is an abuse of
public funds. What should have happened is that, if
there was a commercial agreement to move post
oYces, the staV should have moved with their jobs
and retained their terms and conditions and then the
excellent service that the public got would have
continued. The reality is that WHSmith did not want
my members and they did not want my members’
terms and conditions because they want to pay
barely above the minimum wage. Whilst my
members are not paid a king’s ransom, they certainly
have trade union bargained pay rates of about £10
an hour. WHSmith oYces are paying between the
minimum wage and £6. That tells a story.

Q157 Anne MoVat: Could you tell me what proper
consultation there should have been between the
employer and the unions and the employer and the
employees?
Mr Furey: They did not tell the employees that they
had an entitlement through TUPE. All they were
oVered was redundancy or relocation to another
Crown post oYce where somebody would be oVered
redundancy in terms of ‘bumping’ to make way for
them. They have totally avoided giving anybody the
opportunity to move with the work. In terms of
consultation with CWU, I wrote to Alan Cook, the
Managing Director, seeking consultation in relation
to the franchising. He responded by saying to me
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that once the decision was announced to WHSmith
he would be in touch with us. He failed to do so and
that is the basis of our claim to the tribunal.
Chairman: We have to be rather careful about
mentioning tribunals because it is sub judice. You
might prejudice your own action so be a bit careful.

Q158 Anne MoVat: In terms of the £1,000 payment,
is there anything in writing to prove that it is £1,000
to shut people up?
Mr Furey: Initially it was billed as keeping up sales
and service so that people that were not leaving on
redundancy would keep up their game in terms of
continuing to sell to people and keep the service
provisions going. Regrettably, Post OYce Ltd
sought last year, when we were in dispute with them,
to badge it as a gagging order in that staV were told
that if anybody did take strike action in a legal,
legitimate ballot then they would lose that £1,000.

Q159 Anne MoVat: How were they told that, in
writing?
Mr Furey: In writing and in communications.
Common sense prevailed and we were able to reach
an agreement at the end of the dispute that anybody
that had taken strike action would not have forfeited
the £1,000, but the threat was there throughout the
whole of the dispute and it certainly discouraged
some people from taking strike action because they
were fearful of losing that £1,000.

Q160 Mr Wright: In terms of the numbers of staV
that are transferring to the WHSmith branches, how
many are taking redundancy? Have you any figures
on that? I spoke to one person in my branch who said
that they were not moving across to WHSmith, they
were taking the redundancy money, but they would
not go into the details.
Mr Furey: To the best of my knowledge nobody is
transferring on TUPE to WHSmith. There are
approximately 1,500 employees in the Post OYce
and that includes managers, cleaners and the
counter staV. Each of the counter staV and the
cleaners—this is about 1,300 of our members—has
been oVered redundancy on enhanced terms that is
paid for from the Government’s subsidy of £1.7
billion. Those enhanced terms are better than any
that is agreed with the CWU. Those people that do
not wish to take redundancy and wish to remain in
employment are oVered alternative jobs
commensurate with their skills in other post oYces
and in order to make room for them eVectively there
is “bumping”, ie people are oVered redundancy in
the receiving oYce to make room for those who want
to remain in employment. The net result is there will
be 1,300 less CWU members working in Crown post
oYces, either in the ones that are TUPE franchised
or in ones where people are moving into.

Q161 Mr Wright: You are saying WHSmith have
got the market advantage in terms of being able to
have a clean sweep and start from scratch with every
single employee, are you not?

Mr Furey: Yes.

Q162 Roger Berry: Some Crown post oYces have
been franchised to the Co-op. Is the experience there
any diVerent either in terms of service provided,
transfer arrangements and so on, or are your
criticisms of WHSmith equally applicable to those
transferring to the Co-op?
Mr Furey: They are. What has happened pre-Alan
Cook’s reign within Post OYce Ltd is that
franchising was done on an ongoing piecemeal basis
with small companies, it was done over a period of
time. What Alan Cook has done is he has done one
big commercial deal with 70 Crowns to be franchised
over a period of just under a year. That was diVerent
from any other franchise in that franchising was
eVectively done in dribs and drabs, ones and twos
were announced on a rolling basis and nobody knew
what their future was because they did not know
whether the sword of Damocles was hanging over
them or not. The diVerence on this occasion was it
was one commercial agreement for 70. There were
already six Crowns franchised to WHSmith and so
at the end of it there would be 76. In essence, in terms
of TUPE and terms and conditions, there is no
diVerence.

Q163 Roger Berry: What happens if a franchised
oYce closes? What has been your experience of this
if there have been any so far?
Mr Furey: Thankfully it has not happened too often,
but where it does happen the community loses a
service altogether. One of our fears from the CWU’s
perspective is that where you have a Crown post
oYce, it is owned by the Government ultimately and
that provides a service that is guaranteed. When it is
put into private hands, if that private company was
to go bust, then eVectively the post oYce would close
and would not be replaced. That is a big concern. In
relation to one of the earlier questions about
Europe, France actually has the equivalent of more
Crowns than private concerns. It is a complete
reversal of the model that applies in the UK where
the sub-post oYces make up about 12,500 versus 400
plus Crowns. In France it is the complete reverse of
that. That way, by being publicly owned, it preserves
a service and gives a guarantee. If WHSmith was to
go into liquidation and go bust then the post oYces
would be closed.

Q164 Roger Berry: Could you give me a rough idea
of what proportion of franchised oYces have been
closed? Secondly, in the cases where that has
happened, does Post OYce Ltd not consider another
franchisee nearby to carry on providing the service,
or am I being totally naive?
Mr Furey: The franchising programme has been
going on since 1988. There were 1,500 Crowns then.
So something like 1,000 Crowns have been
franchised in the last 20 years. Some of those have
been franchised and then subsequently closed
because the sub-postmaster has then taken a
package to go. In the previous network reinvention
programme there were illustrations of that
happening. There have also been companies
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eVectively not being able to trade any longer because
of financial problems. I do not think you are being
naive. Where possible, to be fair to Post OYce Ltd,
they will try to find alternative premises and another
company to run the post oYce, but this is a wing and
a prayer. Whether that can happen or not is
debatable. There are no guarantees.

Q165 Chairman: In my own constituency we did
have a franchise which had to close, but they are
under a commercial obligation—it was the Co-op—
to continue to meet their contractual obligation to
provide the postal services. They transferred it back
to the old Crown oYce again which was still empty.
In that case the company had not gone bust, but it
had the financial resources to enable the service it
was contracted to provide to be provided. Have you
got much evidence of that happening? Could there
be some sort of funding arrangement with WHSmith
whereby if they did want to close oYces there is an
obligation to open up another one somewhere else?
Mr Furey: We do not get to see the contracts because
of commercial confidentiality. If I were to answer
your question I would be surmising as to what I
thought would happen. In previous franchising
programmes the franchisee has been given a contract
for five or seven years. If you take Wimbledon where
our head oYce is, the Crown post oYce in
Wimbledon was franchised into a department store
called “Elys”. At the end of their seven-year contract
they decided not to carry on operating the post
oYce. For a long time, once the post oYce closed in
Wimbledon, there was not a decent service. Post
OYce Limited eventually found another private
person to run a post oYce and another sub-post
oYce opened up not far from where the franchise
was, but in the intervening period, something like
two years, the service to the public in Wimbledon
was atrocious because the franchisee had made a
commercial decision that they wanted the space in
their department store for selling their products
rather than people queuing for postal services. It is
very much a hit and miss aVair. As to what the terms
of the contract are with WHSmith, I would be
delighted to see that!

Q166 Chairman: We cannot separate these two
themes. We will be talking mainly about sub-post
oYce closures with our future witnesses but clearly
there is a read across. Most of the sub-post oYces in
Worcester are delighted that the Crown oYces are
being franchised because they reckon there will be a
large transfer of business away from the Crown
oYces towards the sub-oYces. There is also the
concern that the post oYce closure process is not
taking account of the transfers of Crown oYces to
franchised oYces, because often these are
geographical moves of some significance as well that
can impact on the viability of sub-post oYces in the
area. Have you any comments to make on the
interaction between the franchising process and the
sub-post oYce closure process?
Mr Furey: We are very concerned that the
franchising process has been a negotiation between
WHSmith and the post oYce. I suspect WHSmith

have got what they want from that negotiation. A
good illustration of that is in Coventry. When the
main post oYce in Hertford Street closes there will
not be a Crown oYce in the eleventh biggest city in
the UK. That is a big concern. The reality is that the
franchise that is moving into WHSmith is moving
closer towards where another franchised post oYce
is and that franchisee is not happy because they are
going to be competing for the same custom and
trade. You can actually see the sign for the other post
oYce outside the WHSmith indicating where you
can get post oYce services. There is a lack of
planning, there is no doubt about it. There are large
parts of the United Kingdom where clearly there
should be Crown post oYces and there are not.
Whilst the sub-postmasters are private businessmen
and women, it is about being able to do postal
services and post letters and recorded deliveries and
registers and it is about undermining the whole
universal ethos of the service, but also our postmen
and women collect and deliver mail items to those
post oYces. It is an attack on the infrastructure of
the whole of the Royal Mail group to close sub-post
oYces. I do not think there has been much analysis
done of the interaction between a franchised Crown
post oYce and the sub-post oYces that are closing.
Mr Hayes: When we had Sunday collections, which
were taken out unilaterally by the business, the
collection pillar boxes tended to be the sub-post
oYces. They tend to be where the phone boxes are
because we were the GPO many, many years ago. It
tends to be a focal point for the community and not
just rural communities but urban communities. On
a lot of council estates the only thing that is keeping
the shopping arcade going is the sub-post oYce or
the Crown oYce. There is a synergy there.

Q167 Mr Hoyle: Can I just take you back over a
couple of things that we have discussed? Something
we talked about, and the Chairman was quite
adamant about, was the queuing problem. Do you
feel that the queues are being deliberately created?
What I have heard from one Crown post oYce is that
the queues are extended in order that you can be
picked up while you are in the queue to oVer to sell
you services and if you go and listen to the services
that are on oVer you then only wait one minute in a
queue. Priority is given to those people who may talk
about insurance at the expense of everybody else
who may only be queuing for a stamp.
Mr Hayes: I think that gets in the way of the
transaction. There is a point about buying another
product whilst you are there.
Mr Furey: The culture that Post OYce Ltd is trying
to bring in is one of sales and trying to sell financial
products. Three or four years ago that would have
been fairly alien to post oYce counter staV in that
they saw their primary role as serving the public.
There has been a change there. They are encouraged
to engage in customer conversations eVectively to
sell travel insurance, home insurance, car insurance,
et cetera. There has been a move to put out on the
public side of the counter what are described as
“meeters and greeters” so that they can then engage
in this sales culture. If somebody walks in with a car
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tax renewal they are an ideal person to identify for
car insurance. The CWU has been supportive of
trying to increase revenue via sales because we want
the Crown oYces to be turning back into profit so
they are not at threat of further franchising. It is a bit
of a double-edged sword for us because we want new
revenue coming in to protect the jobs in the Crown
oYces but at the same time, the culture of having an
interaction with the public about selling does take
longer and undoubtedly will have a detrimental
eVect on the length of the queues and that is a worry
for us.

Q168 Mr Hoyle: I think that is right. You have
Granny Smith who is coming in for her pension, but
the person behind her is there to renew their car tax
and is taken straight out of the queue and oVered
some services. They are served within one minute
and Granny Smith has to stand on her feet for the
next five minutes because she is not worthy of being
oVered any of those services. I think there is some
frustration creeping in. Do you share the concern
that Crown post oYces are being closed even if they

Witnesses: Mr Alan Cook CBE, Managing Director, and Ms Paula Vennells, Network Director, Post OYce
Ltd, gave evidence.

Q170 Chairman: Can I begin, as I always do, by
asking you to introduce yourselves?
Mr Cook: Alan Cook, Managing Director of Post
OYce Ltd.
Ms Vennells: Paula Vennells, Network Director.

Q171 Chairman: Thank you for your written
evidence and for coming before us. This is a slightly
frustrating process today because we are trying to do
this expeditiously because of the timetable in which
you yourselves are pursuing your closure
programme, which means we will not be able to
pursue at length some of the issues we would have
liked to have pursued. We will have to produce the
recommendations, if there are any, very quickly so
they can influence the process and not just be some
kind of footnote in history. We can influence the end
of the process if that is necessary. We are not
intending to ask you many questions on the
franchising process and Crown oYces. I ought to
give you a chance to respond, if you want to, either
now or at the end of this evidence session, to any of
the comments you have heard from the
Communication Workers’ Union about the
franchising process that you think particularly
deserve note. It is unlikely our earlier report
produced anything significant on the franchising
process. There might be something later on.
Alternatively, you can put some thoughts in writing
to us to respond to what was said by the Union if you
would find that helpful. How would you like to take
that forward, Mr Cook?
Mr Cook: I think probably perhaps it would be best
to leave the franchising to the end. You did suggest
that there would be an opportunity for me to say a

are valuable and it is about selling oV the silverware?
It is not really a justification about anything else but
the fact that they can get a big cash receipt by
moving it into a WHSmith. It is a double whammy.
First of all, they can save on the TUPE transfer and,
secondly, they have received a big lump of money by
selling oV the Crown post oYce.
Mr Hayes: The Post OYce has got one of the biggest
real estate portfolios in the UK and they tend to be
in prime locations.

Q169 Chairman: Mr Hayes and Mr Furey, we have
come to the end of our allotted time. Is there
anything you would like to add?
Mr Hayes: We have also got the Royal Mail review
coming up. There has been some suggestion in some
quarters about separating Post OYce Counters from
Royal Mail. We would be opposed to that. We see
the synergy of the network in the universal service we
provide. We would be opposed to any separation of
Post OYce Counters from the Royal Mail Group.
Chairman: It is very likely, although we are not
committing to this, the Committee will look at these
issues later in the year. Thank you very much.

few opening remarks, which I would like to do, to set
the context for the network changing programme as
a whole because I think that is what we are here to
talk about. I felt greatly motivated to make some
comments about some of the remarks that were
made by the Union, but let us focus initially on the
prime reason for the session. I have been with the
Post OYce now for two years and we are nearing the
end of the second year of our five-year recovery plan.
In recent years, prior to my joining, the losses that
POL had experienced started to escalate
dramatically and really government services have
been increasingly withdrawn resulting in reduced
incomes at post oYces, the TV licences business was
taken away, the driving road tax business went to the
Internet and the benefits business is being paid
directly into bank accounts. Government income
has dropped by a little over £400 million per annum
since this process began, over the last three or four
years. We are expecting to see a further drop of £50
million-worth of income next year in comparison to
this year and that is even while the card account is
still with us, that is just as a result of a further decline
in the existing business. Nevertheless, Government,
not unreasonably, wants POL to act commercially
and it wants it to be profitable and that is what I was
hired to bring about. The one exception to their
profitability point is the social network payment
where they have agreed to make a payment of £150
million per annum for the next five years, through to
2011, to maintain the network size at around 11,500,
as you heard in the evidence you received last week.
So internally we are now talking about our
aspiration of becoming a commercial business but
with a social purpose. We have to behave and act
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commercially, but we have to recognise there is a
strong social dimension to the business and that is
what the Government is putting its share of the cash
in to support. We have produced a five-year plan and
on the back of that plan the Government supplied
the funding of £1.7 billion, and I guess we will get
into questions of what that is comprised of during
this session. With losses at the current level and more
to come it is clear that we need a dramatic
turnaround. In my background in business dramatic
turnarounds are normally achieved in one of two
ways: they are either as a result of increasing
revenue, ie selling your way out of the problem, or
they are as a result of reducing costs and taking a
tough line on managing costs down. The unusual
thing about this challenge is it needs both. Typically
you find the management team reflects the nature of
the challenge. So if it is a revenue challenge then you
will find it is a very entrepreneurial top team. If it is
a cost reduction challenge it will be a hard-nosed,
tough-minded team. Here we have to do both and
that is a significant challenge. I have experienced
both in my career but I have not experienced them
both at the same time and that is the challenge, how
do we get the mix between becoming
entrepreneurial, commercially focused and aiming
for profitability whilst still accepting that the cost
base that this business generates is far too great?

Q172 Chairman: This is quite a long statement, Mr
Cook, and it is not really germane to what we are
discussing today.
Mr Cook: It is incredibly germane.

Q173 Chairman: We are talking about the closure
process today, not the future of the post oYce
network. I would like you to draw your remarks to
a conclusion, please.
Mr Cook: Let me just focus on the cost portion. The
revenue is important and that is why sales are
important, but we are seeking to take out £270
million of costs over the five years, that is about 25%
of the total income. We know where £220 million of
that cost saving is going to come from and £45
million of that £220 million is coming from this
closure programme. That £45 million comes from
the Government’s decision that we should close
2,500 post oYces. Inevitably the programme has
attracted a lot of publicity. We are here today to
demonstrate our personal commitment and the
business’s commitment to finding a way of
implementing these changes in a sensitive, caring
and collaborative way. I think you received evidence
last week to that eVect. No doubt you will have your
own questions to help determine and form your own
opinions.

Q174 Chairman: That is helpful. We do understand
you are trying to build new business in the Post
OYce and we have a lot of respect for what you are
doing. That is not something for today’s session. We
understand that you have a target of 2,500 oYces to
close. That has been set by the Government. We will

be asking the minister about that later. Can you put
on record what flexibility you have around this
2,500 number?
Mr Cook: 2,500 is not an end in its own right. There
certainly would not be more than 2,500 closures. We
have been asked to develop a network size and
implement up to 2,500 closures to produce a
sustainable network of 11,500 branches against a
context of a £150 million social network payment.
That does not mean we have to shut exactly 2,500,
but it would need to be pretty close to it.

Q175 Chairman: What is the lowest figure for
closures that is sustainable in your commitment to
the Government?
Mr Cook: It depends on exactly which post oYces
are closed and how much cost savings acheived. We
are trying to save £45 million out of this programme.
If we save less than £45 million we would have to
make those savings somewhere else. The number of
closures is going to be close to 2, 500. It will certainly
not be less than 2,400.

Q176 Chairman: Thank you. We shall go into
profitability issues at some length later. Can you just
explain to me how closing individual oYces impacts
on your essential costs because I am very worried
that all the branches that remain will be less
profitable using the definition you are using? There
could be a further round of closures flowing on from
the logic that you are applying for this round of
closures.
Mr Cook: The £45 million saving from the closures
really breaks down into two categories. About
£29million of that £45million comes from direct Post
OYce costs, basically sub-postmaster pay, fixed pay
and the costs of running the branches themselves.
There is a further £16 million-worth of cost that we
need to take out of the Post OYce infrastructure that
supports those post oYces. If we do not take that £16
million out then your worry would be true.
Providing we take that £16million out then the unit
cost of running all the other branches would not go
up. That £16 million really falls into two categories:
£9 million of it is relatively straightforward to get out
because it is a direct consequence of a post oYce
closing. For example, if we take out the computer
terminal, they are not tapping away and we do not
have to maintain that terminal, so just by shutting
the branch we save money. There is another set of
costs which is much harder to get at and that could
be, for example, the cash in transit truck which turns
up two or three times a week to deliver the cash. You
cannot just get rid of the truck because he is going to
visit the one down the road. It is much harder to get
that cost out. I believe we can get it out from a
national perspective and providing we do get that
further £7 million out then there will be no unit cost
increase of a post oYce branch. So this closure
programme should not beget another one in its
own right.

Q177 Chairman: There has been a lot of pressure
from communities to club together and save a post
oYce. There have been discussions about access to
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information and so on in that process. Has there
been an example so far of a community or a local
council actually saving a post oYce in this closure
programme and, if so, does that saved post oYce
count against the 2,500 number or is that one in and
one out somewhere else?
Mr Cook: If a local authority or an organisation is
interested in saving a post oYce as you put it, first of
all, it would only be in the context of one that we
were closing. So if we say this post oYce is closing
then we may, and indeed had, an approach. We have
not got to the end of the cycle yet on any of those
approaches. It seems feasible that some of those post
oYces may well be separately funded.

Q178 Chairman: Is there any risk that at the end of
this process there will be too many post oYces left
open to meet the criteria?
Mr Cook: Too many?

Q179 Chairman: And having to revisit the whole
thing all over again?
Mr Cook: No.

Q180 Chairman: Will you get your 2,500 closures
inevitably as a result of that process?
Mr Cook: I would have thought so, yes.

Q181 Roger Berry: I want to ask about the
Government’s proportionality rule that no one place
should be significantly worse aVected than another.
Does your approach to that take into account
existing provision?
Ms Vennells: The proportionality rules were put in
place in terms of making sure that no one area across
the country suVers more than another in terms of
network closures. So we are working roughly to
about 18% of closures in any one area. Because the
network as it stands currently is actually a product
of history and of geography rather than one that had
been designed to date there are some areas, notably
urban areas, where there are more post oYces and in
remote rural areas particularly where there are less.
What we have in the Memorandum of Agreement
with Postwatch is that we will go either side of that
18% by 1 or 2%. On the area plans to date, in the
Highlands of Scotland for instance they have had 2%
less than and in some of the urban areas, in
Lancashire they have had 1% more than. We are
managing that to try and take account of the fact
that the country is not evenly spread in terms of post
oYces, but at the end of the day we have to stick
fairly closely to that proportionality requirement
because it is within the consultation document.

Q182 Roger Berry: That will mean that areas of poor
provision will continue to have that poor provision
entrenched and areas of good provision will come
out of it with continuing good provision.
Ms Vennells: I suppose the answer to that is it
depends on what you call poor provision. Our view
would be that the provision already is adequate. This
closure programme is in place because there is a

requirement for us to meet those savings criteria.
There is not any area in the country that is under the
national criteria that have been set by Government.

Q183 Roger Berry: The local plans so far have seen
an average reduction in the size of the network by
about 15%. That is below the 18% required to meet
the 2,500 target. Does that not mean that subsequent
areas are going to suVer a higher proportion of
closures, for example London?
Ms Vennells: It would if that was the case. There has
been a confusion between figures. We are actually
tracking at between 17 and 18% if you include
outreaches. In an area where there is an outreach
there is a closure and an outreach and that is the
target we are working to, so we are on target. If you
took the outreaches out that is where the 15% figure
comes from. London would be treated in exactly the
same way as any other urban area.

Q184 Roger Berry: That is interesting. The
diVerence between the figures is explained by the fact
that you are including outreaches in your figure of
17% whereas the 15% figure, perhaps not
surprisingly, does not?
Ms Vennells: That is excluding the outreaches. We
are actually bang on target. I think the worry for
anybody, including us, in this process is that further
down the line there is not a disproportionate impact
and we cannot do that so we are closely
monitoring this.

Q185 Roger Berry: There has been a degree of
confusion about targets. Clearly the Government
has accessibility targets that relate nationally and a
local target as well. The papers that you have sent us
basically say that you are not measuring accessibility
targets at a local level because the Government
requires you to meet them at a national level. Is that
how you see it? On the other hand, the Government
is asking you to take into account local factors.
Should we not be focusing very explicitly on local
access criteria?
Ms Vennells: The requirement for us throughout the
programme is to achieve a nationally sustainable
network and I imagine that is why Government set
those criteria in the first place, so that is our primary
deliverable. The secondary requirement that we
have set ourselves, and again is also in the document,
is that we do that with the minimum possible
disruption in any area. So whilst national criteria are
set, we then actually look locally and there is, again
within the document, the provision for a postcode
area level. There were 38 postcodes identified which
were below the criteria and we are now required to
go back and put in provision in those postcode areas.
We try to work both, but the whole point about the
programme is to get to a national sustainable
network.

Q186 Roger Berry: Local consultation documents
contain very little information on why certain
branches have been elected for closure, which was
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obviously a criticism made the last time round. Why
not explain why particular branches have been
chosen?
Ms Vennells: We give the reason why branches are
selected for closure once we get to the decision stage
because at the consultation stage we are not
consulting on a particular branch, we are actually
consulting on a number of closures that need to be
made. The Government requirement of us is not to
find out whether we should or should not be closing
particular post oYces. We have to close 18% of post
oYces in a particular area. So what we are consulting
on is: is our proposal that goes to a local community
the best way of achieving that aim? Also, up to that
local consultation beginning we have actually
collated an enormous amount of data which we use
to shape the proposals that are put out there, but
obviously the local consultation is important and
can change those and indeed it does. That is why the
data on particular post oYces is given at the end of
consultations rather than as we go into them.

Q187 Roger Berry: How can people reasonably
respond to a consultation which involves identifying
specific closures without knowing the rationale for
that decision, without recommendations?
Ms Vennells: The rationale for how post oYces are
chosen again is what is actually required of us in the
consultation document. So the sorts of things we
have to take into account, which are explained in
quite some detail at the beginning of every
consultation document, are to look at local
transport, we have to look at access to the nearest
branch—

Q188 Roger Berry: I absolutely understand that and
that is true, but the way the principles are applied
inevitably gives rise to the perfectly sensible
question, “Why is it this particular sub-post oYce
has been chosen for closure?” The last time round
when it happened in my constituency I could not get
a public answer. Privately I got some idea, but that
seems to me a funny way to consult because you are
not consulting just on the strategy for meeting the
criteria, you are consulting on specific closures. For
the life of me I do not know why the consultation
exercise cannot say, “This is why we have chosen
these particular post oYces and this is why we have
not chosen the other 80% or whatever.” How can
you have a proper consultation without providing
that information?
Ms Vennells: We provide within the document that
goes into the consultation an absolutely huge
amount of data.

Q189 Roger Berry: Yes, but not the data perhaps
that I am arguing is relevant
Mr Cook: I think there are two important
distinctions to create. Last time round the main
criteria for whether or not a post oYce closed was
whether the sub-postmaster wanted to call it a day.

Q190 Roger Berry: That was kept reasonably quiet
at the time.

Mr Cook: I was not here then so I cannot comment
on that. The primary driver was whether or not the
sub-postmaster was happy to go. One of the reasons
why we are experiencing more feedback is because
this time round we are trying to plan an evenly
spread network, which means that a post oYce may
need to close even though the sub-postmaster would
like to carry on, which creates more adverse
feedback. We have a whole range of criteria that we
use and we produce a tonne of documentation for
people to see the proximity of the proposed closure
to the two nearest branches, the transport facilities
between those two branches, whether there is
disability access on that transport, a whole range of
things. When we go through the local consultation
process one of the more common reasons for us
overturning a proposed closure has turned out to be
around the fact that the information that we received
on the transportation was not as accurate as we had
understood. So it might look like it is near another
branch, but when you get into the detail of the local
transportation it is a tougher proposition to travel
from one branch to another than what you had first
thought. So there is plenty of information out there
to enable people to comment on and understand the
implications. I believe that the consultation process
is working when one sees that there are a number of
consultations turning over the proposed closure.
Roger Berry: For reasons of time I think I had better
stop there, but I do not think that answers my
questions.

Q191 Anne MoVat: Maybe you can help by telling
me what, within the consultation, would have to be
kept confidential and what can be shared? It also
seems to me that you are able to share more
information now than you were at the outset of the
consultation process.
Mr Cook: I think there are two critical stages to the
consultation. There is, as I think you heard last
week, an 11-week period before the public local
consultation starts when a lot of work is taking place
in the area. So our team goes in and starts consulting
with the local authority, the Postwatch
representatives and indeed with sub-postmasters. At
that stage it is still pretty hypothetical because we are
going in with a set of ideas which are turning out not
to be what we put into local consultation. There will
be two types of sub-postmasters. We will go to one
sub-postmaster and say, “We are proposing that
your oYce is closed,” but equally, we are likely to go
to another postmaster and say, “We’re proposing
that your post oYce stays open, but the one down
the road is proposed as closing and that being the
case, it is going to produce additional work in your
post oYce. We need to assess whether you can cope
with that, whether you need a grant, whether you
need an extra counter position or whether you would
be prepared to run an outreach service.” We are then
discussing someone else’s business with that sub-
postmaster and so that needs to be in confidence
because I cannot be discussing with postmaster A
the fact that we are likely to close postmaster B. If
postmaster A refuses to have that conversation in
confidence then we just cannot have the
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conversation because it would not be fair. It does not
invalidate the work we do. It probably makes it
slightly more likely that a closure decision could be
overturned because we have not had as good and as
thorough a conversation as we would like with all
the aVected parties. It is hardly happening at all. All
postmasters are happy to have that conversation.
They all know one another in that area, they are all
mates and they go to Federation meetings together.
This is a diYcult and sensitive issue for them. We are
looking to try and find, within reason, where there
are volunteers as opposed to people who do not want
to go, ways that are compatible with the needs of
that community. That is the confidence bit. Once it
gets into a public consultation then obviously
everybody knows everything then. It may have felt
like that when we were doing the earlier processes,
but now there are many more plans in public
consultation I guess that gives a feeling of there
being more openness, but it is pretty consistent to
be honest.

Q192 Anne MoVat: If you look back at the
consultation process, is there anything that you
would change or add? For example, Postwatch said
that you should be able to participate in the
consultation by phone. Are there things that you
would do diVerently to enable more participation
for a meaningful consultation?
Mr Cook: I think it is important for us to try and
provide a consistent experience throughout the
nation. So it would be quite a big deal if we suddenly
started doing it diVerently half-way through. I do
not mean that to sound intransigent. We put a lot of
eVort into making sure that we had as robust a
process as possible. We are pretty comfortable with
how we do it today. You are already aware, as you
have just highlighted, that Postwatch are
uncomfortable with the fact that we are seeking a
formal input from anybody that wants to make an
input in writing rather than over the phone. We are
still discussing that with Postwatch. I guess my going
in position is I want to make sure that the person
making the comments gets their comments reflected
correctly. I am slightly uncomfortable about that
being written down by some third party, however
well trained or proficient. I guess at the moment we
sort of feel comfortable that it is appropriate for us
to say, “By all means you can talk to us over the
phone, but when you’re registering your formal
input you should do so in writing.” Postwatch is less
comfortable with that and we are discussing that
with them. I am not saying no.
Ms Vennells: I should probably add that, from a
disability point of view, there is already the
provision of very highly trained people to take that
evidence, the consultation submissions, over the
phone and there is a dedicated team to do that, so we
are not excluding that for the people who are not
able to write in.

Q193 Anne MoVat: Sir John Stanley MP has said
that “no explanation was oVered as to why, in a
democracy, confidential pre-consultation should be

granted to a quango and not to elected MPs and
elected local councillors”. Why not involve
politicians?
Ms Vennells: The pre-consultation phase is hugely
important to us and we have written to all the local
authorities, we have had meetings with some of them
and we have amassed a significant amount of data.
What is important to us in that phase is trying to get
our proposals as right as we possibly can before they
go to public consultation, so the data that is
systematically collected is analysed and it is then
validated and discussed locally with Postwatch
because that is part of the process. When we go into
public consultation, then all of the public elected
bodies and elected representatives have that
opportunity to comment. One of the reasons that is
so important to us is that what we do not want, as
has happened previously, is that post oYces have
been put into consultation and a prior requirement
of the consultation process was to try and overturn
them, so the success factor is to overturn as many as
possible. That causes undue damage in cases where
we then have to reverse decisions. If we had gone out
there and said, “These post oYces are potentially up
for closure”, it damages their business, it damages
the associated business as well, so the whole point
about this process is that we gather accurate data
beforehand, and we try and be as close to the right
solution as we can going into the local consultation
so that more changes happen pre that rather than
post. Then we get the opportunity for public
comment during the consultation process and, if
people are not satisfied with that, then they have the
opportunity anyway through the role of Postwatch
to escalate and to challenge that particular process,
and I think the Committee heard last week from
Postwatch that they felt that that was one thing that
actually worked very well in the whole process this
time as opposed to the previous time.

Q194 Anne MoVat: So there seem to be diVerent
stages of the consultation process, depending on
what outcome is wanted really.
Ms Vennells: Sorry, there seem to be?
Anne MoVat: It seems to me that the consultation
process is designed for the outcome and not for
meaningful consultation.
Chairman: You see, I think you should be involving
local councils much more quickly. Maybe Members
of Parliament cannot be trusted to keep a secret,
maybe that is it, but you should be talking to local
councils, but we should be talking local councils up.
I am teasing really.
Mr Hoyle: I will give you the evidence where you
should not give it to the local authorities.

Q195 Chairman: But they need to know what their
views are, the extent of the communities, what plans
they have for a new house-building area. This six-
week consultation, we think, is far too short, and we
still think that, but at least it would have more value
if you bought more information in sooner—
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Mr Cook: The local authorities are involved
throughout that 11-week period in advance. That is
one of the first things we do, write to the local
authorities and actually we have had pretty good
engagement.

Q196 Chairman: You have?
Mr Cook: Yes.
Ms Vennells: In fact where we have not had a
response from local authorities, we have actually
chased it, so we have had data from every local
authority and it has ranged from masses of data in
some particular areas, to long meetings and
recommendations from some, so they have taken
into account exactly that.

Q197 Chairman: When do you first approach a local
authority, at what stage in the consultation process?
Ms Vennells: We write to the local authorities at the
very beginning of the process and, if we then do not
hear from them as we get into the beginning of each
area plan, we then follow up.

Q198 Chairman: But they are only asked to submit
data. At no stage do you have an iterative process of
them commenting on the proposals?
Ms Vennells: Yes, we do.

Q199 Chairman: To discuss specific details as well?
Ms Vennells: Yes.
Mr Cook: Yes.

Q200 Mr Clapham: Judging from what you have just
said about how you try to get the proposals right,
how there is a link in any proposal to other post
oYce businesses that are near at hand, you can see
why there is criticism about substitute post oYces
being chosen? On what basis do you choose the
substitutes?
Mr Cook: There is not an automatic assumption
that we would choose a substitute post oYce, but I
can think of, I will not say the town, but I can think
of a town that is relatively near me where I can stand
in the middle of the high street and I can see three
post oYces. Now, you could go through a process of
analysis and convince yourself that the right one to
close would be this one, but, if for some reason you
have got that wrong, it does not mean that one of the
others should not close because you do not need
three post oYces in that town. When we make a
recommendation to close this particular post oYce,
it does not mean that we have recommended, if you
like, for every other one to stay open, it just means
that, on balance, this looks the best one. What
happens is that, when we go to local consultation, we
find a lot more information out, more than I was
expecting, I have to say, and it will be around issues
like a housing estate that we did not know was going
to be built, it will be around, as I mentioned earlier,
transportation where you say, “Actually it doesn’t
make as much sense to close this one as we thought,
but there is still over-provision in this area, so we’ll
find a substitute”.

Q201 Mr Clapham: So you would not find a
substitute on the basis of a postmaster who was
elderly who wanted to close his business down? You
would not take that as being the criterion which
would determine which one goes?
Mr Cook: In that early 11-week period, we would
have looked at that aspect, so, if you had two post
oYces really close by and there was not much to pick
between them and this guy wanted to go and that
guy did not, it would be perverse not to take that
input, but that happens before we get to the public
consultation.

Q202 Mr Clapham: So, once we have gone through
the public consultation, can you give us an assurance
that we are not likely to see further substitutes so
that we get substitution for substitution?
Mr Cook: Definitely not. It is not in the interests of
the Post OYce to prolong the agony, to be honest
with you; we just need to get on with the business in
that area.

Q203 Mr Clapham: So, when you decide on a
substitute, you have already carried out the
consultation, then you make your decision on the
substitute and, as I say, you can see why there is
much criticism of that in the community, but why
not follow the same process that you would with the
original decision, in other words, press releases, et
cetera, communication with the council about the
substitute? Why not do it that way so that you
almost set the process of consultation oV again?
Mr Cook: Well, eVectively we do. The press release
point possibly not, which I think we need to put
right, but bear in mind there is this 11-week process
where we are looking at the area and right at the end
pops out the agreed proposals. If you then want to
substitute one, you have still got the benefit of that
11 weeks’ worth of consultation, you have got all
that information, you have got all that knowledge,
so there is a two- or three-week period and then
straight into the six weeks of fresh local
consultation, so it is no less thorough for the
substitute branch because the work was done on that
substitute as part of the original 11-week period.

Q204 Mr Clapham: Can I turn to the review. We
heard last week that there was a lack of clarity about
the grounds for review and that that to some degree
inhibits the input from local communities. I think
there are four stages to the review. Is there any way
in which you could make that review process more
clear and involve the local community?
Mr Cook: The decision to put a proposed branch
closure into review is Postwatch’s, so they are the
ones who say, “We want to review this one further”,
so eVectively we are taking our proposals to the
community and to Postwatch and, if they are not
comfortable with them and we cannot satisfy them
as to the fairness and the logic of the proposal, then
they can start to escalate through a review process
which, if you like, works up the chain of command
on both sides of the organisation. I watched the
video the other night and you did go through that
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last week with Howard Webber and it is his
organisation that has to decide when to put the case
into review.

Q205 Mr Clapham: So the decision is Postwatch’s,
but you would be working very closely with
Postwatch. Has there been any consultation about
involving other people in the review, for example,
MPs?
Mr Cook: They are all intensively involved. I did a
little check before I came here today and so far, of
the 550 branches that have been through
consultation, we have had 123 separate meetings
with MPs. Now, there are days when I think that
they have all been done by Paula and myself, but
that is not the case—

Q206 Mr Hoyle: I look forward to my meeting
with you!
Mr Cook: I am sure you will! Therefore, MPs and
local authorities are fully involved and that is what
really, I think, drives Postwatch to make the decision
whether or not to put the case into review.

Q207 Mr Clapham: There is just one other point I
would like to know whether or not they are involved
and that is the parish councils because in areas like
mine, which is basically a rural area, we have got
something like 13 parish councils. Do you involve
the parish councils?
Mr Cook: Yes. Obviously the local consultation is
for everybody in the area. The level of activity of
parish councils and their continuity varies
dramatically, so, for example, if you were coming up
with a local funding deal with a parish council, you
would be slightly nervous about whether they were
still going to be active and busy in three years’ time
and you feel more comfortable dealing with the local
authority, but I have certainly dealt with, not
particularly in the context of this closure
programme, some very active parish councils who
have had concerns about whether or not we are
going to find a fresh sub-postmaster when one
retires, for example.
Ms Vennells: They can be very involved in
organising public meetings, and we have had
hundreds of those.

Q208 Mr Wright: In terms of the eVects that it might
have on the community, last week Postwatch, in
their evidence, suggested that there was a
presumption against closing post oYces that are
attached to what could be the last retail outlet in a
village. Is this the case and in what circumstances
would you recommend such a branch for closure?
Ms Vennells: When we look at post oYces that are
put forward for closure, we have to look at a number
of factors and that is one of them. Others are
accessibility to the nearest branches, transportation,
road access, all of that, and we take it very, very
seriously, so the sorts of things that we will look at
in terms of impact on the community are, for
instance, if we take that post oYce out, is there a
cashpoint, so cash availability for the community
and what is the question of availability of public

transport to another area. Whilst it is not our
responsibility to plan the sort of forward value of the
local economic community, we have to take it into
account, so we will consider it very carefully. For
instance, some of the branches that go into closure
and then into outreach have been done specifically
because we have looked at that sort of thing.

Q209 Mr Wright: So really what you are saying is
that there is not a presumption against a closure, but
you take everything into account, such as transport,
such as a cashpoint?
Ms Vennells: Yes.

Q210 Mr Wright: So inevitably it could mean that
the last retail outlet could close?
Ms Vennells: It could, but what we will look at, if it
is the last retail outlet, is what type of business it is
as well because customers using the post oYce to get
cash will in a number of cases be going somewhere
else to do their shopping. If this is the last retail
outlet in a village which is a widely used convenience
store, the chances are the post oYce is probably very
successful anyway, but we will look at that and we
will be more likely to view that as more important
than perhaps one that is a tourist outlet which sells
cards or something like that, so we take the type of
retail outlet into account.

Q211 Mr Wright: You mentioned there that you do
not really look at it as your responsibility to look at
what the impact of a local closure would be on that
economy, what you look at is in terms of service
provision.
Ms Vennells: Yes, we take it into account. It is not a
criterion for us to decide on whether to close a
branch or not, but it is a factor that is taken into
consideration and it is done quite frequently. As I
say, a number of the outreach proposals have been
in place specifically because of that because we have
looked at it and actually realised that, if we took the
post oYce provision away, the provision of cash and
the provision of a service for elderly people, that
might also impact on the adjoining business.

Q212 Mr Wright: Would you enter into dialogue
with the local parish council at that stage at the early
part of that process or during the process?
Ms Vennells: We would talk to the parish council
during the consultation phase, so we would talk to
them about that.

Q213 Mr Wright: In circumstances where sub-
postmasters are left with unviable retail businesses
after their post oYce is closed, what help do you
provide them with?
Ms Vennells: That is a diYcult one. As Alan said
earlier, in some cases sub-postmasters actually are
happy to take the compensation because, if a
business is not working, a business is not working
and, if it is unviable before we take the post oYce
out, the chances are that it carries on being unviable.
We do not compensate them obviously for the
viability or not of their adjoining business. What we
do have is a very comprehensive compensation
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package for them when they go and we have an
enhanced one if there are particular areas of
diYculty, and I think that was explained last week by
George Thomson for the NFSP, so we work very
closely with the NFSP, but, if there are particular
cases of hardship, for instance, high staV costs or
some of them may have had staV working for them
in some cases a number of decades, so there may be
higher staV redundancy costs and we would help in
those circumstances, so help is available, but not to
support a failing adjoining business.

Q214 Mr Wright: So there is no account taken of the
fact that a business may well fail because you have
split one part of that away from them, so there is no
extra compensation on oVer other than for those
who are in special circumstances?
Ms Vennells: No.

Q215 Mr Wright: One of the issues that the
Federation talked about last week is that the
compensation would be reduced if he or she did not
agree to introduce a Paypoint for 12 months in their
outlet. This would probably make sense in some
urban areas perhaps where post oYce services may
still be accessible, but in rural areas where Paypoint
was not going to be accessible, to reduce their ability
to earn money from having a Paypoint in their retail
outlet surely is a step too far?
Mr Cook: Here comes the commercial bit. We need
to make sure that we end up with a robust, viable
post oYce network and this network nowadays is
under competition from all sorts of organisations, so
there are two issues, I think, here. The first is one of
equity which is, if we compensate someone for loss
of income, it would seem perverse for them to
continue to receive that income, and one example
would be the Lottery. If they had a Lottery terminal
through the post oYce and the post oYce closes, but
they keep the Lottery terminal, it does not seem a
good use of taxpayers’ money to compensate them
for the loss of the Lottery terminal, so we would
deduct that from the compensation. Now, if they do
not want to carry on with the Lottery terminal, they
can lose the Lottery terminal and we will give them
the full compensation. Another area where this
applies is, as you say, bill payment. Now, it is a
critical part of the success of this programme that the
income that is being generated in a post oYce
migrates as far as possible to the neighbouring post
oYce and we are trying to encourage that to happen,
we are trying to encourage the customers to go to
their neighbouring post oYce, so we are not saying
to a postmaster whose business is closing, ”You
can’t do this”, but what we are saying is, “We’re
putting a 12-month wait in if you want the full
compensation”, and that does not seem an
unreasonable thing to me.

Q216 Mr Wright: But in the case of the previous
question regarding the sole retailer in the village, the
last shop in the village, if they said, “Look, we would
like to keep the retail option open, but an important
part of that is retaining Paypoint—

Mr Cook: Well, they would not be retaining
Paypoint because they are not allowed to use
Paypoint. If they want to go out and get Paypoint
and try and do the business instead, they would have
the income from that terminal and, as a result, they
will not get the compensation.

Q217 Chairman: How much of the compensation
will they lose?
Mr Cook: They get 28 months’ pay, so they get 28
months’ worth of whatever they were earning from
their bill payment.

Q218 Chairman: A post oYce in my constituency has
made just this point, that there is a garage, there is a
pub and other places, but not shops which will take
these services, Paypoint, pay zone, stamps,
collection points and parcels, so they will take those
services if he cannot oVer them, so, if you are saying
that he loses an awful lot, then you are asking him to
make a big sacrifice.
Mr Cook: No, it would be 12 months’ worth of the
income from—

Q219 Chairman: From that particular product?
Mr Cook: Yes. Alternatively, he could take 28
months’ worth of compensation, so it is a
commercial decision for him to take, and it does not
seem an unreasonable one to me.

Q220 Mr Wright: Turning to the agreement, we
know that the Co-op Retail Group note that they
did not sign up to the Post OYce Ltd-National
Federation of Sub-Postmasters agreement. Are they
bound by it though?
Ms Vennells: They do not recognise the NFSP as
such, so the NFSP does not negotiate on their behalf
and we have a very separate contract with the Co-op,
but they are still covered by the nature of the
agreement, so any of the compensation payments
that we would pay out would be the same to the Co-
op as to anybody else.

Q221 Mr Wright: So, because they did not sign up to
it, it still applies to them?
Ms Vennells: Well, if they choose to take the
compensation bit that applies to them, then the
whole thing has to apply, otherwise, their contract,
I think it is, has a three-month notice period.
Mr Cook: The Federation represents all the
independent sub-postmasters, but we have, as you
heard earlier, many multiple chains and I think the
Federation are keen on representing them as well,
but historically they have not done so. We tend to
negotiate with the Federation as the best available
means of reaching a negotiated settlement and then
oVer that to all the multiple partners as well, whether
that is pay on a routine basis, the annual pay round,
or whether it is something like this compensation.

Q222 Chairman: Just one question on profitability,
and it was helpful the information you gave at the
beginning, but are there any sub-post oYce branches
which are profitable to you which are being closed?
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Mr Cook: I cannot categorically say no, but it is
clearly pretty illogical that we would want to close
something that is making a profit to us, unless it was
really, really close to another one that was making
even more, so you could say, “Is that a nonsense to
have those two so close together?” so that is why I
do not want to give you an unqualified no because I
cannot tell you that we would not find that, but the
essence is really that we need to be sure that every
one we close produces a material saving to Post
OYce Ltd and there will be no post oYce that closes
that does not produce a material saving to Post
OYce Ltd.

Q223 Mr Hoyle: Obviously the local post oYces are
the big issue and you have mentioned Lancashire
and what you are part of is trying to communicate
with those post oYces, but what do you think of this
for hypocrisy: the Post OYce wants to close and yet
the Conservative candidate or Councillor Smith has
put a petition in there to keep the post oYce open
and then we have got the sub-postmaster who is
allowing people to sign a petition to keep it open
even though they have applied to close, so what is
your view?
Mr Cook: I am not going to comment on people I
have never even met before, so all I will say is that
we are looking to get an evenly spread network and,
wherever possible, we will try and match sub-
postmaster preference to the community’s needs, but
it is not going to be possible all the time.

Q224 Mr Hoyle: So you cannot sniV any hypocrisy
there?
Mr Cook: As I have said, I am not into commenting
on other people I have not met before and I have told
you my answer.

Q225 Mr Hoyle: Are you responsible for post oYces
and shops?
Mr Cook: I am.

Q226 Mr Hoyle: Let us see if we can try it a diVerent
way, and I can see it is going to be easier for a dentist
to draw teeth than me an answer. We are talking
about post oYces and you have decided, not me as
the Member of Parliament, to recommend the
closure of five post oYces, three of which wish to
close because you have been in communication, not
me. You sent me a report that says, “This post oYce
wishes to close”. Is that fair?
Mr Cook: It sounds okay so far.

Q227 Mr Hoyle: So you think your letters and your
details and your documents so far are okay. Okay,
let us see if we can take it a bit further. Therefore, I
am told that these wish to close and the other two do
not, fine, so my view is that those who do not want to
close who claim they are doing a very good job and a
very good service, we ought to see how we can
support them to keep open, whilst those who wish to
close have got a petition on the counter saying that
they wish this post oYce to stay open. Do you not
think there is some hypocrisy because you sent me a
letter saying that the post oYce wants to close, yet

the postmaster is encouraging people to sign a
petition to stay open? When is the truth going to
come out?
Mr Cook: You are not doing very well on getting
these teeth out, are you? I am sorry, but I am not
quite sure where this conversation is leading us. I
could give you the same answer again, if that is what
you would like.

Q228 Mr Hoyle: Well, you are meant to
communicate, so why do you not tell the people
around that post oYce that the sub-postmaster
wishes to close? Let us not kid the people because
that is what is happening, the sub-postmaster is
pretending that he wants to keep the shop open, but
all the time he has sent you a letter, saying, “I want
the money”, so how is the communication with the
public out there? Why do we not tell the public that
this post oYce wishes to close? Let us not let them go
through the process of this Conservative nonsense of
how to retain a post oYce when all the time there will
be a closure.
Mr Cook: There certainly has been some history,
even in the last programme, of individual sub-
postmasters who, for their own personal
preferences, wanted to close, but they are
embarrassed in the community that they are in to
own up to the fact that they want to go because they
feel they are letting the community down by going.

Q229 Mr Hoyle: I do not mind embarrassment, but
what I do not like is to actually gather names on a
petition that goes to a central oYce to say what a
good job we are doing.
Mr Cook: But you will not be luring me into saying
nasty things about people I have not met before.

Q230 Mr Hoyle: So you have not met the
Conservatives!
Mr Cook: I have not met those Conservatives or
those three sub-postmasters. I have now met you
though!

Q231 Mr Hoyle: Right, so let us go on and you judge
me as being Mr Nasty and I am standing up for the
people I represent. Now, the council, you
communicate with the council?
Mr Cook: Yes.

Q232 Mr Hoyle: Two of us got letters to say which
post oYces are closing and it ended up in the local
newspaper, but it was not me that gave it, so prior
there had been an embargo, by the Wednesday it had
been released. The local councils are encouraged in
here to set up council accounts in post oYces. Has
that happened?
Mr Cook: Council accounts?

Q233 Mr Hoyle: They are calling them council
counters in local post oYce branches.
Mr Cook: We are certainly working very
successfully with a number of local authorities now
and Lambeth is a case in point. I think many local
authorities have realised that they are losing
branches because government services were not
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being used, as I said in my introduction, as much as
was the case. It has created a climate for us where we
can go to those local authorities and say, “Look, one
of the ways that this could all be less painful is if you
put more business our way”, and that is becoming
quite prevalent.

Q234 Mr Hoyle: We are getting somewhere because
the same councillor is part of the Tory-controlled
Chorley Borough Council which does not allow you
to pay any council bills in the post oYce. Do you
think that might have a hint of hypocrisy about it?
Mr Cook: It is very disappointing we do not have the
business. I am not at all interested in which party
they are in, I have to say.

Q235 Mr Hoyle: No, you are not bothered.
Mr Cook: No, I am not.

Q236 Mr Hoyle: I think that is the problem, that you
are not bothered and I think that is what is coming
out loud and clear. You are not bothered and that is
why I have five closures and the fact is that, when
you meet local councils, who do you meet—the chief
executive and all the political parties?
Mr Cook: We usually meet the chief executive.

Q237 Mr Hoyle: And that is it? What about the
politicians?
Mr Cook: Well, it depends if they are in attendance.

Q238 Mr Hoyle: Have you met with Chorley
Borough Council?
Mr Cook: I have not personally, no.

Q239 Mr Hoyle: Do you know if your organisation
has met with Chorley Borough Council?
Mr Cook: No, I do not.

Q240 Mr Hoyle: Would you please send us that
information of whom they actually met with?
Mr Cook: Yes.

Q241 Mr Hoyle: Now, what do you think I could do
for the Bolton Road Post OYce which wishes to stay
open and has between 1,000 and 1,500 customers a
week, that is in a deprived area which has a low car
ownership and has a lot of elderly people, 500 new
properties are being built within 1,000 yards of this
post oYce, with good parking outside and yet it is
down for closure? Where is the communication on
this?
Mr Cook: What you can do is represent those views
to us and we will look at that in consultation with all
the other post oYces that are in that area. Do not
forget, there have already been a significant number
of post oYces turned over for closure when more
information has come to light, but I cannot possibly
comment on one individual post oYce out of 14,300.

Q242 Mr Hoyle: I am sorry, I would have thought
you would have been well briefed about what I was
going to ask you and it is funny that you are not, but
let me take it a bit further because it was well known
about the post oYce that closed across the lake. Do

you remember that? It did have a road to it, but you
closed it. The two post oYces that were used as an
example to close other post oYces in your last
review, Bolton Road and Coppull, were the post
oYces that said, “These will stoke up the business
and that’s why we’re closing the other post oYces”.
You have now come back and the ones that you used
as a reason for closing the other are now down for
closure. The whole thing is flawed. You have
changed the rules and the whole thing is a disgrace.
You need to consider your position.
Mr Cook: Hopefully, you were listening to my
introduction when I explained the loss of
government services’ income over the last three or
four years. This business has £400 million less
income than before, so arguments about the viability
of post oYces three or four years ago will not
necessarily work now. If the area, as you have
suggested, is a high benefits area, those post oYces
will be disproportionately impacted because their
income comes oV—

Q243 Mr Hoyle: Do you take new build into
account?
Mr Cook: We take new build into account.

Q244 Mr Hoyle: Because it is not in your review.
Mr Cook: Well, that will be a useful piece of input.

Q245 Mr Bailey: Can we move on to the
management style for the process. It would appear
that sub-postmasters are rather reluctant to discuss
the programme and to speak to their MPs. Could
this be the fear from the notorious ‘intimidation
letter’ which I believe has been subsequently
retracted and can you promise us quite categorically
that compensation packages for sub-postmasters
will not be aVected if they do consult their MP’s?
Mr Cook: I can categorically promise that and, as
you well know, at the time I issued a personal
retraction and it was unfortunate that the letter went
out, or that is probably an understatement, to be
perfectly honest. I think at the end of the day actions
speak louder than words and six/seven months on no
compensation has been docked and indeed I think
we carry the process out in a very open and
transparent way. As I mentioned earlier, 123 MPs
have had meetings with us since the consultation
process began.

Q246 Mr Bailey: Who was responsible for that
letter?
Mr Cook: It was an administrative error inside the
organisation and, I have to say, the fact that an
incorrect draft of the letter was sent out, whilst it was
unfortunate, it is actually disturbing that the draft
was even produced in the first place, so this is not
something that we are proud of, but I think we need
to put it into perspective. It happened in the opening
weeks of the programme, I issued a personal
retraction and we have not exhibited any of those
behaviours. Indeed, I think we have behaved very
responsibly towards postmasters and I have
explained earlier the question about confidentiality,
but there is no linkage between confidentiality and
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compensation. All that it means is, if someone does
not want to sign up to the confidentiality, then we
cannot share the information about other
postmasters, as I explained earlier.

Q247 Mr Bailey: Would you not agree that
somewhere within the organisation, for a letter like
that to go out, there would exist a culture that was
not perhaps, shall we say, conducive to good
management and good relations?
Mr Cook: It is a great disappointment to me that the
letter went out. It should not have gone out. It was
literally an administrative error where the wrong
version of the letter was despatched and the letter
had been corrected, but that is not an excuse. It is not
acceptable, but, as I say, actions speak louder than
words.

Q248 Mr Hoyle: Whose name was on it? Who signed
it oV?
Mr Cook: It was not in my name, I do not think, no.

Q249 Mr Hoyle: Well, was it?
Mr Cook: The apology was certainly in my name.

Q250 Mr Bailey: Was any action taken against the
person or persons who drafted the letter?
Mr Cook: We had to put in place a diVerent
procedure to make sure that incorrect versions of
letters could not be issued. If someone makes a
mistake, if you are saying, “Should you run around
firing people because they made a mistake?”, only if
it is persistent, only if it is negligent. The
consequence was significant and we put lots of steps
in place to make sure that that does not happen
again.

Q251 Mr Bailey: I am not in the business of
recommending that you fire people, but I would
expect, in the event of something that was so
disastrous to the, shall we say, management
relations in this process, that there would have been
a proportionate response from yourself to the
person or persons involved.
Mr Cook: We took the necessary action.
Roger Berry: If it had been a government minister,
there would have been hell to pay.
Mr Hoyle: They would have had to resign.

Q252 Mr Bailey: I will move on to another point
because we have made the point here. The CWU
claims that you have not told the Crown oYce
workers of their rights under TUPE, and they are
being oVered payments of £1,000 on condition that
they do not campaign against franchising. Why is
this?
Mr Cook: The proposal was that we would make a
continuity payment, and one of the concerns when
we did the deal with WHSmith was that the elapsed
time from when the deal was announced and the
locations were announced to when a post oYce
would actually convert could be quite some time
because of the builds of the post oYces in all the
branches and it will not finish until June when they
found out last May. What we wanted was to create

an environment where people were happy to
continue to work at the post oYce and provide the
level of service that we felt customers were entitled
to, so we call the payment a ‘continuity payment’
which basically was designed to create an
environment where the post oYce would continue to
operate normally in that intervening period. The
definition at the time of “continue to operate
normally” was to maintain the same level of
performance in terms of queue times, sales,
whatever, but also to provide a positive impression
to customers when they came in so as not to bemoan
their lot, as it were, at the counter because we wanted
the post oYce to feel as good as it ever had done,
ready for its transfer. We said that the redundancy
payment would then be paid at the end, if that is
what they wanted to do, or they would then relocate
to another post oYce and we oVered a further
payment of £1,000 in recognition of that
achievement for all individuals.

Q253 Chairman: Can I suggest that we ask you for a
written note of your assessment of the propriety of
what you have done. I would have thought that this
put you directly in breach of the TUPE Rules and I
cannot be at all sanguine about this.
Mr Cook: Well, we can do because, as you
mentioned earlier, there certainly is a tribunal
hearing planned and, I have to say, we are equally
confident that we are within our rights.
Chairman: Within the limits of sub judice, I think we
would like further details on this because I cannot
see how you are complying with the law myself, but
I must be very careful about this because I will get
myself into trouble with the Clerk.
Anne MoVat: I would actually like to see the letter
that was sent out to members of staV.
Chairman: Yes, that would be helpful.
Mr Hoyle: And the original letter sent to the post
oYces that was since withdrawn would be useful to
the Committee.
Chairman: Indeed, but we can talk to you afterwards
about that.

Q254 Mr Weir: I would like to ask you about
Outreach arrangements. Can you tell us if these
arrangements are only being considered where there
are closures? Now, I noted earlier, Ms Vennells, you
said that you are putting provision in postcode areas
below the national criteria. Can you tell us a bit
about how these are going to work and is it just
where there are closures in this programme and in
the excepted postcode areas or are you willing to
look at other areas where there is an inadequate
service, for example, villages that have previously
lost their post oYce and have no postal services at
present?
Ms Vennells: I will take that in chunks, if I may. Are
we likely to do them outside of the closure
programme? Yes, because by the end of the closure
programme we will have around about 1,000
outreaches and, in terms of the future sustainability
of the network, it seems to be proving to be a very
useful model for us and the communities they go
into, so yes, we would look elsewhere, whether that
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is in urban or indeed where we already are in rural.
There are diVerent versions of Outreach and there
are essentially four diVerent ones, but one of the
most popular one is the mobile version because
actually one of the advantages of that is that it tends
to bring more services to the communities it actually
services than previously, so all of our mobile
outreaches, for instance, do the vehicle licensing
which many remote post oYces actually do not have
currently, so that is a real win for a community. The
partner and the hosted outreaches tend to work very
well also, but what we do as part of the consultation
process now is we actually look at what type of
Outreach will be the most appropriate for the
community we propose to put it into. As I say, our
experience to date is that they have been very well
received where they are up and running.

Q255 Mr Weir: Last week some of your colleagues
brought one of the vans to the House of Commons
and many of us went to see it, an impressive-looking
van. I represent a rural community and I can see
many of my communities being quite happy to see
that coming where they have no service at present,
but I am still not entirely clear. I have, within my
constituency, two of the excepted postcode areas
which have an inadequate service at present. I also
have several villages that, under the old criteria, had
an inadequate service because the post oYce closed
and no one else would take it on. Under the new
criteria, they no longer have that because they are
within however many miles of a town, but would you
be prepared to look at, if you were introducing a van
into the postcode-excepted areas, for example, also
extending its range to visit these other villages?
Ms Vennells: I think that is something we would
certainly look at because in those areas of the
excluded postcodes we know that we have actually
got to go back in and look at the provision properly,
so yes, we would.

Q256 Mr Weir: So you would extend beyond the
excluded postcode areas?
Ms Vennells: We would look at how feasible that
was, yes.

Q257 Mr Weir: As a matter of interest, how many of
these vans do you anticipate introducing throughout
the country?
Ms Vennells: We have got six at the moment serving
80 communities and I think we have another 20 on
order. It is diYcult to forecast exactly because each
particular Outreach is obviously viewed on an
individual case basis, but they have proved
extremely popular actually, better than the home
delivery which is one of the other Outreach options.

Q258 Mr Weir: Could you tell us a bit about how
Outreach development is to be funded? It has been
suggested to us that you are oVering potential
premises-providers £3 an hour to pay for the hosted

service. I wonder if that is really enough and is
anybody going to take it up at that sort of level?
Ms Vennells: I cannot comment on the specifics of £3
an hour, but the way we pay the core sub-postmaster
that runs the Outreach is on the cost of the premises
they require, so, if it is a church hall or a village hall
or something like that, the chances are in some cases
they probably are around £3 an hour, but I know in
some cases they are £6 an hour, so we would pay
them whatever the costs are for the premises they
need for the amount of time, we pay their travel costs
and then also we pay them on a transaction basis for
the services given, so I am not sure where the £3 an
hour came from.

Q259 Mr Weir: So it would depend on the premises
that were being used?
Ms Vennells: Yes.

Q260 Mr Weir: The mobile ones you talked about,
would they be funded centrally or would they be
funded by a postmaster running an Outreach
service?
Ms Vennells: The mobile is provided by us and then
the core sub-postmaster who runs that is then
actually paid on exactly the same basis, so they are
paid on the costs of running the service, but the van
is kitted out by the Post OYce and the service is still
provided by us. The only diVerence really is that it
is mobile.

Q261 Mr Weir: What about local communities and
their involvement in working out the best Outreach
arrangements for their areas? Obviously, as I think
you would appreciate, diVerent areas will have
diVerent needs in Outreach services, but, given there
is a six-week consultation programme and as part of
that consultation, for example, there will be an
Outreach service, is that really a suYcient amount of
time for a local community to consider the removal
of their services and whether that particular
Outreach model is suYcient for them, and is there
not a need for a separate consultation on what
Outreach model particularly aVects each
community and how it is best delivered?
Ms Vennells: A useful challenge, that, I think. At the
start of the programme, and you will be aware that
we have amended the Outreach process of
consultation slightly from the beginning, we were
worried about the point you make exactly, that it is
quite diYcult for groups of customers in a
community to envisage what an Outreach may be
until they have experienced it, so initially we went
out to say that we would consult on the type of
Outreach and get their suggestions. Postwatch felt,
and I understand why, that it would be much easier
if we were more specific about the type of Outreach
that was provided, so that is now what we do, we
recommend a particular type of Outreach. I think in
most cases, because of the work we do with the
communities and with Postwatch, we will get that
right and, as I have said, we have already got several
hundred working, but I think there is a commitment
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from us that these are important because, as Alan
was saying, this is about the social provision of the
post oYce and it is important that they are right, so,
if we find further down the line that it is not the right
model, there is nothing to stop us going back and
making a change.
Mr Weir: But on what basis do you recommend the
type of Outreach? I can imagine, for example, if a
village post oYce is closing that the postmaster may
be able to say, “Well, these are the hours when I am
busiest and this is the type of work I’ve been doing”,
but, if there is a postcode-excepted area which has
not had a service for some time, how do you
determine what sort of service is required in these
areas and what consultation do you make within
your consultation programme? It is a diVerent issue
from closing post oYces. This is an issue about what
services are not there now and may not have been
there for some time and they are now required for
an area.

Q262 Chairman: Also, on the question about hours,
do you really think that two hours in a community
is enough, because I do not think it is, and how long
are you committing to providing the Outreach
service for? I have heard some reports that you are
only committing for a year maximum to continue
providing Outreach, but I hope that is not true.
Ms Vennells: No, it is not. Those are two slightly
separate points. There is no restriction on the
amount of time an Outreach is provided for. On the
two hours, actually there is a very small number of
communities where we do that and the hours are
calculated, and this partly relates to Mr Weir’s
question, on the number of customer sessions that
there were in the existing post oYce. In the vast
majority of cases where we have got a two-hour
provision, the community have chosen to take two
lots of one hour, so it actually makes it easier for
them and they know that there are two opportunities
during the week when the post oYce is available.

Q263 Chairman: So that is Mr Weir’s question
really, that you are looking at what the local
community thinks it needs to reach that?
Ms Vennells: Well, I then come on to Mr Weir’s
question which is related to this which is how you
decide if you do not have the number of customer
sessions. We would do the same amount of data-
gathering that we do in the current pre-consultation
phase in terms of all the local communities, the
demographics, and we would split that down, and
then we would have to take an educated view on
what the hours would be. The chances are in a
number of these cases that there would be Outreach
provisions as well, but clearly that would need to be
part of the process. I cannot give you a more detailed
response than that, but I am very happy to write to
you on it.

Q264 Roger Berry: The Government has committed
to a network of 12,000 post oYces or so to 2011 at
least. Your own research found that you would only
need 7,500 outlets to meet the Government’s
accessibility criteria as they currently stand. Do you

think these criteria need to be strengthened then to
preserve the Government’s ambition of a universal
network?
Mr Cook: Well, whether the Government wants to
strengthen them or not, I guess, is their call, but we
do have a mutual understanding that we are going to
run the network at that size through to 2011 and the
funding of £150 million a year is adequate for us to
do that, so that is the goal.

Q265 Roger Berry: So, if you are running a network
at that size, how will you ensure that the gaps which
emerge can be filled?
Mr Cook: Well, that comes back to the commercial
challenge that we face because we have talked here
about planned closures and we have talked about
saying to some sub-postmasters, “We don’t require
your services”. Where a sub-postmaster in two
years’ time retires, the challenge is always whether
we can find another sub-postmaster to fill that slot.
Now, the more successful the business is
commercially, the easier it is to find someone to take
up that post, so, providing we can make a success of
this business financially, it should be easy. The will
will always be there, but we have found that over the
past six or seven years there has been an attrition of
around, say, 150 a year where it has not been
possible to find a sub-postmaster. At any given point
in time, we have probably got 200 post oYces where
we have got a temp in covering while we are trying
to find someone to replace a retired or resigned sub-
postmaster. As I say, the more attractive we can
make the post oYce business to a sub-postmaster,
the easier that process will be, and one of the big
things for us is to make sure that we retain the Post
OYce card account because that is a big driver of
both usage of post oYces and post oYce income, so
it is much easier to contemplate being able to refresh
the population over the years, providing we win that
contract.

Q266 Roger Berry: Lots of things will influence the
amount of business that is flowing through the
network, but the Network Change Programme itself
will undoubtedly lead to some loss of business for
the network as a whole and I wondered what recent
analysis have you carried out on the amount of
business that might be lost to the network as a result
of the Network Change Programme?
Mr Cook: Well, it is mostly only history and analysis
because we have no actuals really because they have
only just literally started to close, so I cannot give
you any data in terms of what is the experience so
far. History tells us that about 80 to 85% of income
migrates to a nearby branch and clearly that will
vary, depending upon the proximity of the nearby
branch. What it does is it does make those branches,
and I am talking now about the postmaster’s balance
sheet rather than mine, if you like, it makes their
business more viable because they are then getting
more customers and more income.

Q267 Roger Berry: That figure is based on the Urban
Reinvention Programme, is it not?
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Mr Cook: Correct, and experience of individual
closures here and there.
Chairman: I am afraid we are going to have to draw
things to a conclusion. It is frustrating for all of us
as we would have liked to have had longer, but we
are up against the wire in terms of our time, if we are
to produce some kind of report in some form in

Witnesses: Mr Pat McFadden MP, Postal Services Minister, Ms Ruth Hannat, Director, Operations &
Strategy, Shareholder Executive, and Mr Mike Whitehead, Assistant Director for Post OYce Network and
Urban Reinvention Programme, Postal Service Policy Directorate, Department for Business, Enterprise
and Regulatory Reform, gave evidence.

Q268 Chairman: Minister, thank you very much
indeed. Unless my memory is playing tricks on me,
this is the first time you have come before us as
Minister.
Mr McFadden: It is.

Q269 Chairman: Welcome. We are a friendly
committee really. Can I, as I always do, ask you to
introduce not necessarily yourself, but certainly
your colleagues.
Mr McFadden: On my left is Ruth Hannat, who is
the Director covering postal aVairs in the
Shareholder Executive of the Department, and on
my right is Mike Whitehead, who is an Assistant
Director in the same unit.

Q270 Chairman: A very simple question, but one I
still have not got to the bottom of in this whole
business, because this is about the closure process we
are discussing today, not the new business
opportunities for the Post OYce, but the process,
and the single most important driver in the process
is this magic figure of 2,500, and I just do not quite
understand why we have even got the figure of 2,500.
I have asked your predecessor and he could not
answer the question. We have heard just now from
Post OYce Limited and they think they have
flexibility in their funding arrangements to go down
to possibly as low as 2,400, so the range we have is
2,400 to 2,500, but why?
Mr McFadden: Well, this is to a degree led by the
amount of government support that can be there for
the Post OYce as well as the eYciency savings that
Post OYce Limited themselves can make. If we took
the view that we never wanted to close any post oYce
in the country, the condition of that would have to
be an open cheque book from the taxpayer, that no
matter how much technological change you had, no
matter how much custom declined, no matter what
the losses were, the taxpayer would always meet
them. If you took that view, you would not have to
have any post oYce closures at all, but you would be
saying, on behalf of the Government and the public,
that you were prepared to pay an unlimited amount
to keep the network as it is. The decision announced
in May, but taken in principle before that, towards
the end of 2006, was that that was not the road that
we could go down, but what the Government would
do would be to say to Post OYce Limited, “We will

rapid time, which we hope to do, so there will be
something coming out of this Committee, I hope,
relatively soon. Thank you very much indeed, we are
very grateful to you. If there are things you want to
respond to on reflection, we will always welcome a
letter, but that may not be reflected in our immediate
report as it will probably be too quick for that.
Thank you very much indeed.

continue to give you a network subsidy of £150
million a year and we need a plan to live within that
number”, and that is how we get to the point of 2,500
closures. That is the number that Post OYce Limited
and the Government came to as saying that, if we
have that number of compensated closures, we will
then have a network which, combined with the other
changes Post OYce Limited want to make, should be
able to survive with a network subsidy of £150
million a year.

Q271 Chairman: So it was a result of discussions
between yourselves, the Treasury and the Post
OYce?
Mr McFadden: That is my understanding.

Q272 Chairman: The 2,400, if it worked out at 2,400
because that was the Post OYce judgment of the new
number they could deliver, you have no problem
with that at all?
Mr McFadden: We do not have a problem with that,
except every one that is kept open, given that this is
to reduce losses in the network and put it on a more
even keel, if the figure was, say, 2,400, that would
then lead the Post OYce looking to find the funding
to keep that extra 100 open, given that the overall
direction of the programme is to reduce the losses.
Now, the Government will not be coming in with
extra funding for that extra 100—

Q273 Chairman: So it is a commercial decision for
Post OYce Limited.
Mr McFadden:—but, if they think, “Well, we can
make an eYciency gain over here to keep a few open
here”, obviously that is a decision Post OYce
Limited can make.

Q274 Chairman: One of the things the union just said
to us very strongly in their evidence is that they have
related the sub-post oYce closure programme very
strongly to the overall operation of Royal Mail and
expressed concerns about the shrinking of the
network and the overall impact of that on the
universal service, so my question to you is: what
relationship does the current closure programme
have with your recently announced Postal Services
Review?
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Mr McFadden: I think you should see these two as
separate things. The review announced just before
Christmas is really directed at the mails market and
the liberalisation of the mails market that has been
in place for two years now, and we thought it was
timely to have a review of that, given the
liberalisation has been in place for two years and a
number of new players have entered the mails
market, but I do not think that is directly related to
the levels of custom in the post oYce network, other
than both sides of this are aVected by technology and
lifestyle change, but there is not a direct link between
the review and what we are doing on post oYce
closures.

Q275 Anne MoVat: Do you think it has been fair to
pass the buck to the Post OYce to make all these
decisions about closures, particularly when, as part
of the criteria, they were not able to take into
account the local strength of public feeling and they
are going to get blamed, they are damned if they do
and they are damned if they do not, so they are going
to get it in the neck from both sides?
Mr McFadden: I do not think there is any popular or
easy way to do this. If a decision is made to close
2,500 post oYces, however we do that, it will meet
with unpopularity in the local communities aVected
by that, and I do not think there is any getting away
from that. I actually do think it is sensible, having
made that overall decision, to say that the detailed
implementation of this should be for Post OYce
Limited. Now, I have no doubt that the process that
they are carrying through may not be perfect, but
they are making a substantial eVort to talk to people
on the ground, to talk to the sub-postmasters, to talk
to the local authorities, to talk to the public and so
on about implementing that decision, and we have
taken a view that it should not be for ministers to say
that oYce A will close and oYce B will stay open or
the other way round. I think the division, if you like,
of responsibility between the Government having
announced the overall decision last May and Post
OYce Limited implementing the decision at a local
level is actually probably the right one.

Q276 Anne MoVat: Would you agree that you are
just externalising or privatising POL’s losses,
transferring costs to customers, including vulnerable
people and small businesses that are going to be
inconvenienced by the closures?
Mr McFadden: Of course there is going to be some
inconvenience with the closures. 80% of post oYces
will not be aVected by the current programme and,
where people are aVected, there is very often another
oYce that can be used either half a mile or a mile
away. There may be some inconvenience in that, but
part of the issue here is that we often have a number
of oYces relatively close to one another, competing
for the same custom, so I do not deny that there is
inconvenience, but most of the network will not be
aVected by this. I do not think we are externalising,
if you like, all responsibility for this because the
Government have accepted a role of government/
public/taxpayer support, whichever phrase you
want, for the network and that is why there is such

a large subsidy that goes into it, so we have not said
to the Post OYce, “We’re going to withdraw
government support and you’re going to have to run
this purely on a commercial basis”, because we do
not believe that and that is why there is quite a
substantial subsidy payment to the Post OYce to
maintain a much larger network than would be the
case if it was run on a purely commercial basis.

Q277 Chairman: Can I just ask you one question
which I know the answer to before I ask it, but I have
got to ask it: the six-week consultation period, it
dawned on my last week that it suits the Federation
very well, it suits their members very well, it suits the
Government very well, it shortens the whole
business, and it suits the Post OYce very well, but it
does not suit local communities and it is not long
enough. It is in everyone else’s interest, except the
people the Post OYce is there to serve, so is there any
chance of discussing just a modest extension to, say,
a period of eight weeks for the rest of the programme
rather than six?
Mr McFadden: I think the issue here, Mr Chairman,
is actually the closure programme, and let me answer
this in two parts. You know the reasons why the
Government has settled on six weeks, that this was
the consultation period under Urban Reinvention,
and the Government had a 12-week overall national
consultation on the wider decision about the
closures, and it is also reflected in the Code of
Practice between Post OYce Limited and Postwatch
from a couple of years ago on closures, and the other
reasons that you mentioned about uncertainty for
the network and that the programme is already
going to last some 15 months from beginning to end.
To go back to the central core of your question, the
second part of the answer, I think, is this: that people
have, including this Committee a couple of times,
said, “We think the consultation period should be
longer”, and that is not the view of the Federation
and of some others, but—

Q278 Chairman: But it would not be.
Mr McFadden:—the Committee have said this. I
think the real issue of unpopularity locally is actually
the substance of post oYce closures. I do not believe
that, if the consultation period were longer, people
would be saying, “Oh, that’s okay. I’m happy with
this decision now”. I actually think that, even if
people are using the post oYce less than they used to,
which is the case, even if the losses have increased,
which is the case, people locally, if they see their post
oYce closing, they still do not like that, so I think the
core of this—

Q279 Chairman: So why bother consulting at all
then?
Mr McFadden: Well, that is a diVerent question and
I will come back to that. The core of this is actually
the substance of a decision which is always going to
be a diYcult one. Now, you then asked, “Why
bother consulting at all?” You have taken evidence
from other witnesses who have taken you through
this and Post OYce Limited will not have perfect
knowledge about an area before they begin, so they
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have this process of talking to the sub-postmasters,
of looking at various local criteria, talking to the
local authorities about maybe future regeneration
plans that they were aware of and so on, and in that
process quite substantial changes were made to the
original first draft, if you like, of the proposals, so
the consultation will never, I think, make the public
think, “Well, now I am happy with the post oYce
closures” because I always think they will be
unpopular, but I think you can get to an outcome
which better takes into account available local
information through this process.

Q280 Chairman: We have done a lot of work with
colleagues in the House of Commons asking for
their experience of the process so far and it is fair to
say that there is a pretty universal raspberry from
them about the consultation process. Indeed,
Geraldine Smith in the House last week at Business
Questions set out her concerns, which I will not
recite for the Committee, but it is on the record of the
House of Commons, and the Leader of the House,
Harriet Harman, in my view quite rightly, said that
the last thing people want is to be told they are being
consulted and then not to be consulted at all. That is
how a lot of colleagues in the House of Commons
feel about the process.
Mr McFadden: I think this is an important point and
I think it is quite right that the Committee ask about
this. When people hear that they are being consulted
on a local post oYce closure programme, I think
quite naturally they think, “I’m against this. I don’t
want to lose my local post oYce”, but actually that
is not quite the question that is being put, and this is
why I think you have this frustration in some
quarters with the consultation process. The question
that is being asked is actually a diVerent one. The
question that is being asked is, “Given that we have
to reduce the size of the network by 2,500 closures,
or thereabouts, and given, therefore, that that means
this amount of closures in your local area, have we
got the right oYces here and should it be oYce A or
should it be oYce B?” That is actually a diVerent
question from, “Would you like to see post oYce
closures in your area?” which I think some people
think is the question, and that is why I think you
have frustration about this. To be fair to Post OYce
Limited, in the letter that was circulated last July to
MPs and to local authorities, setting out the
timetable and saying this process was coming, that
was made explicitly clear, so I appreciate the
frustration that people have because it is interpreted
that a consultation process is a sort of local
referendum on whether you like this or not, but
actually a diVerent and more specific question is
being asked.

Q281 Roger Berry: Minister, central to the Network
Change Programme or the framework for the
programme is that closures should be proportional
across the country. Now, on reflection, it would have
been better to take into account existing levels of
provision rather than to seek to apply
proportionality for the obvious reason that the
likelihood is that those areas that are currently

poorly served by sub-post oYces will continue to be
poorly served by sub-post oYces and those that are
well served will continue to be well served. Is the
principle of proportionality diYcult to justify in
terms of a universal network that is reaching the
people who need it?
Mr McFadden: You could interpret that question as
saying that we should not start from here, but we
have to start in a sense from the network that we
have. We have tried to take a strategic view of this in
terms of the overall coverage of the network through
having the access criteria which, as you know,
involve distances from the nearest oYce, depending
on whether you are urban, rural and so on. You
could do this in diVerent ways. We could have said
to the Post OYce, “Here’s £150 million subsidy. We
want you to close all the least-used oYces”, and that
would have had a very diVerent impact because
some of the least-used oYces are obviously the most
remote and the most rural and you would have had
a diVerent pattern of closures, but that would have
been quite unfair to the most remote and rural
oYces, so what we have asked Post OYce Limited to
do is something diVerent. We have said, “This is the
level of subsidy that you have”, and we talked about
the 2,500 closures, “and here underpinning this are
access criteria in both urban and rural areas and we
want you to create a stable network that will be well
within those access criteria”, and I stress there that
they are a minimum, not a target. That will mean
that, for example, some plans may close a little more
than the overall 17/18% and some may close a little
less, but overall we want a network that has good
reach in both urban and rural areas after this. There
were diVerent ways of doing this and I think the
access criteria are actually important and, if the
Committee were to go down the road of saying, “We
don’t actually think you should have access criteria,
you should have some diVerent way of calculating
the number of oYces and how they are spread
around the country”, I think that would certainly be
a big departure, but that is obviously a decision for
the Committee.

Q282 Roger Berry: I am not sure that my colleagues
would say it, but my immediate observation is that
by applying the access criteria nationally, you could
actually do that on far fewer sub-post oYces than
the Government is committed to, so it is hardly a
binding constraint. The thing about proportionality,
it seems to me, is that you are spreading the sorrow
evenly, as it were, and that is basically what it is all
about. No disrespect, but I find it diYcult to
understand that as a sort of strategic approach to a
problem that would, I hope, identify some areas in
need of more sub-post oYces than others because of
the accidents of history no doubt.
Mr McFadden: Well, I think we have responded to
the accidents of history, if you want to use that
phrase. For example, I think it was highlighted in the
response document that there are 38 postcodes
which were not properly covered by the access
criteria as they are, and 37 of those were in Scotland,
if my memory serves me right, and I would imagine
that those are some of the most remote parts of the
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UK. We have responded to that by saying that we
want to redress that and deal with that problem, so
we are not simply taking a snapshot of where we are
and coming down by that amount, but there is
within this some response to what you call the
‘accidents of history’ and how the pattern of post
oYce coverage has developed over the years.

Q283 Roger Berry: I do accept that, but, given your
commitment to proportionality though, why not
guarantee that the access criteria are proportional in
the sense that you apply them at the regional level or
the devolved administration level as well as the
UK level?
Mr McFadden: Well, I think we will be well above
the access criteria. The access criteria are a minimum
and we will be well above that after this closure
programme is over. They are guaranteed to ensure a
certain minimum national footprint for the network,
but I think we will be well above that number after
we go over, so I am not sure that doing it at a
regional or a local level would have an eVect on that.

Q284 Roger Berry: If I can ask a final question on the
access criteria, the Mayor of London has called, as
you know, for another level of criteria for, I think he
described them as, “dense urban areas”, something
close to that anyway, and he has talked about it
being based on a 400-metres distance rather than a
mile. Is that a good idea?
Mr McFadden: Well, if you had an unlimited
budget, maybe you would do that. I have no doubt
that someone else in another local authority might
say, “Actually, I think 400 metres can be quite a long
walk for some people. I think the access criterion
should be 200 metres”, and we could all ask for an
access criterion that meant that really there should
be a post oYce on every street. On one level, that
might be quite a popular thing to do, but at some
point the number of customers, the level of losses
and the changes in lifestyle, which are real and which
all of us around this table are to a greater or lesser
degree taking part in, and I gather that three-
quarters of the country now have one direct debit or
more in terms of how they pay bills, this is relatively
new, a last-ten-or-15-years phenomenon, we have all
got online services, and we could go through all these
reasons, but, to come back to your question, 400
metres, 200 metres, 100 metres, all of these might be
popular on one level or another, but at some point
the overall cost of the network and thinking about
those lifestyle changes and what you need to provide
a good service has to shape our decisions on this. We
think the access criteria that we have got provide a
good minimum footprint, but we want to see a
network which is comfortably above that.

Q285 Mr Hoyle: I think the Chairman just made the
point before, that the genuine belief out there, and
my own belief, is that the closure programme
consultation is a complete sham, that the danger is
that you will be known as the Beeching of the
moment where you are putting the cuts through. I
just wonder what we can do to actually prove that it
is not a sham and that Mr Cook is a genuine person,

that he does understand what we are doing and that
he ought to get down to the nitty-gritty of closures
in constituencies, and I think we have to get that. If
I can ask you this specific point, do you believe that
the alternative Tory plans will keep the post oYce
network open because that is what we are being told
in all our areas at the moment?
Mr McFadden: Well, I have seen a Conservative
Party campaign document which has much criticism
of the Government’s plans. One of the points of
course in the document is, “Get in quickly before the
Lib Dems, otherwise they’ll take it”.

Q286 Chairman: That is very good advice!
Mr McFadden: But there are two points that are
made and most of the document is given over to how
you can organise and get petitions going and so on
against the closure of your local post oYce, which is
an easy thing for opposition parties to do, and there
are two or three things I would point out. First of all,
we had a substantial subsidy going into the Post
OYce of £150 million a year and I did not, if my
memory serves me right, see any mention of that
subsidy in that document and that would raise a
question for me as to whether that was going to
continue in the future. The second thing is that the
document says the Conservative Party will not close
any profitable post oYces. Given that we know the
commercial network is around 4,000, if I was
confronted with that locally I would be asking
whether that was the minimum network that the
Opposition wanted to see. But perhaps, Mr
Chairman, you do not want me to stray too far into
it now.
Chairman: I think, in the light of the specific
circumstances and in the absence of my colleagues
from the Opposition who have been put on Bill
committees by the whips, it is probable that we have
let you have your head. It is probably fair.

Q287 Mr Hoyle: In my area, the post oYce’s sub-
postmaster has applied for closure and wishes to
close yet there is a petition in on behalf of the Tory
council to keep that post oYce open. Do you not
think that is a huge whiV of hypocrisy? There is a
deep concern, as the council will not put their
services in and allow you to pay council tax there.
Mr Cook did not have an opinion and I thought
you might.
Mr McFadden: I do not know if it is for me to
comment on the actions of individual sub-
postmasters.

Q288 Mr Hoyle: But on the principle of the
hypocrisy.
Mr McFadden: In the evidence from the Federation
last week, the General Secretary said that he had
more sub-postmasters on the phone to him wanting
to be part of the programme than those who are part
of the programme who did not want to be. I would
also say this: some local authorities have run
vociferous campaigns and I have taken a look at a
few of their websites. I do not see this as hypocrisy—
that is not the word I would use—but, for reasons
that I understand, nearly all of their websites or all
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of them oVer mechanisms to pay your bills online
and do your transactions online, and those local
authorities are reacting in exactly the same way as
the Government have to the change in people’s
lifestyles by allowing people to do things in a
diVerent way. I do not criticise them for that. All I
would say is that they are making similar decisions
to those which the Government have made in order
to give people choice about how they pay bills and
so on, all of which is part of the change in use
patterns that we have seen in the post oYce.
Chairman: I think that is enough of that. We will get
back to the programme itself and the consequences.

Q289 Mr Wright: In terms of Outreach, Minister,
last week I visited the demonstration van outside the
main entrance and one of the issues I raised was the
question of the availability of outlets. They are
talking about a two-hour service one day a week.
Whilst that may replicate the amount of business
that may well be transacted in one post oYce, the
fact is it is not necessarily on one day of the week. I
cited the issue of a pensioner on a very, very bad day,
either weather-wise or because he was not feeling too
well, or perhaps somebody with a disability, in icy
conditions wanting to visit on the Tuesday, but the
van is there on the Monday when they cannot do it,
so they have to wait another week. Surely it is far
better to have, say, three sessions of two hours
during that period of time rather than one two-hour
session. Why it is you did not put down a minimum
standard under which these Outreach facilities
would be made available to the general public? I also
have to say that in areas where they do not currently
have a post oYce, there is the consideration that they
would serve those areas, which would be an added
bonus as well.
Mr McFadden: I have visited some Outreach
projects myself. In some ways my reaction when I
went to visit Outreach was: “Why didn’t we think of
this before?” The choice in the past has been that you
have a full, permanent, freestanding post oYce or
you have a closure. Here is a service that can be run
at lower cost to Post OYce Ltd. There is a cost—
there is technology and there is security and a
number of questions—but it can be done at lower
cost and it can be done on a more flexible basis. In
the example I went to see, the woman was there more
than two hours a week: she was there a couple of
days a week for a few hours, I think. She said the
initial reaction had been, “We’re disappointed with
this because we need to have a full time, permanent,
fixed building,” but now that service, a couple of
days a week for a couple of hours a week, has been
in place for a couple of years, people have got used
to it and it is very popular. I think Outreach has
significant potential to bridge that gap between that
traditional choice of a full-time post oYce and not.
The specific question you asked is: Should there be
some kind of minimum criteria which the
Government set down about the number of hours? I
am not sure there should be. First of all, Post OYce
Ltd have to make a judgment about the amount of
business in that village or that location. Secondly,
they need sub-postmasters to act as the core. It has

to work for the sub-postmaster who might be doing
this in two or three villages, so the amount of
business that will be generated I think does come
into it. In other words, Outreach is a lower cost
model of providing the service but it still has to work
for the sub-postmaster at the core who might be
covering two or three areas, so I am not sure we
should set that minimum criteria. I think Post OYce
Ltd will have to make a judgment: “If we are going
to have an Outreach service in a particular place,
should it be one day a week, two days a week or three
days a week and for which hours should it be on?” If
the demand is there and it works for the sub-
postmaster, then it may be more than two hours a
week.

Q290 Mr Wright: Is that not the problem? You have
mentioned that the one you visited was open for a
couple of days a week. That is far better than one day
a week. The problem I foresee is that the most
vulnerable may well be aVected by that. On a cold
winter’s day when it is icy, the post oYce van is going
to be in such a place at a given time for two hours,
and if I cannot get out there I then have to wait
another week, until the weather is much better,
rather than, say, a two or three day interval. Surely
we still have an element of responsibility morally to
look at this particular question and say, “Okay, it
may well be minimal business but it’s worth
subsidising that little bit extra to make sure there is
an element of service within that particular area.”
Whilst you are on that particular point, could you
say whether it is guaranteed for a period of one year
or for a longer period.
Mr McFadden: On the point about one day a week,
I can see that the situation you are outlining could
arise but it could also arise if the van was there two
days a week. A spell of bad weather could last for a
few days. Wherever you set this bar, there will be
probably someone who falls just the wrong side of it.
You asked if we could subsidise this more. The
subsidy that we have put in, the £150 million a year,
if we were to put in additional to fund Outreach on
top of that it would be very substantial It goes back
to the question I had from Mr Berry about 400
metres as an access criteria. You could always add
more to this by way of service provision and ask the
Government to pay more and more subsidies, but I
would argue that we have put in substantial subsidy
and substantial support for the network. You asked
about the moral obligation to people and I think that
is right. Inevitably, for some of the public in the
roughly one in five oYces that are aVected by this
programme—and some of them will have alternative
provision relatively nearby—there is going to be
some inconvenience in closing this number of post
oYces, but the Government accept that there is an
obligation to try to provide a more than commercial
service to the public and that is why you do put in the
subsidy. I agree with you on the obligation, but if
you add and add to this, so that no-one is ever
inconvenienced, you will end up with a completely
open liability on behalf of the taxpayer for it. Could
I come back to you or give you a note on how long
Outreach lasts.
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Ms Hannat: Outreach is imposed for a similar length
of time, as I understand it, as the network that is
established through the programme. The network is
guaranteed up to 2011, unless the particular sub-
postmaster’s circumstances change.

Q291 Mr Wright: Is there a one-year guarantee? Or
is it just an open book? In other words, are they
going to look at it in terms of the business normally
generated or is there a guarantee to support
Outreach for one year?
Ms Hannat: In reaching decisions on the network
provision through to 2011, the Post OYce is looking
at up to 2,500 closures and replacements of up to 500
Outreaches. That will provide a network through
to 2011.

Q292 Chairman: So decisions on individual
Outreach arrangements are entirely matters for the
Post OYce working within the financial envelope of
support the Government has provided for the next
three years. Beyond that, it is all up for grabs.
Mr McFadden: And working with the sub-
postmasters who act as the core. That is the critical
element.

Q293 Chairman: One of my colleagues said he had
been told that Outreach would be in place for a year
guaranteed. We heard diVerently from Post OYce
Ltd in their evidence just now.
Mr McFadden: I am happy to check this for you,
Chairman, in case there is some doubt about it. We
are saying the system is in place until 2011, but in
case that is not correct let me check that for you.
Chairman: Okay.

Q294 Mr Wright: Did you consider the option with
Post OYce Ltd about joining in with other services,
such as the well established mobile library service
which visits villages?
Mr McFadden: I think Post OYce Ltd should be
open to any imaginative idea that works through
providing a service. I do not see why we should not.

Q295 Chairman: I was checking some facts during
some of your questioning and I am not sure whether
you asked this point. My concern is that the
consultation on Outreach arrangements can be very
short and there are some imaginative ideas about
using mobile library services which might not have
the time to come forward in the envelope. But I think
we heard from the Post OYce that they are prepared
to take an evolutionary approach and look for new
solutions in the future. That is your understanding
too, is it not?
Mr McFadden: Yes, I think it should be. Outreach
itself is quite a new idea—partly influenced by the
technology. I am sure Post OYce Ltd would correct
me, but I think an earlier phase of this was maybe
not so technologically easy for Post OYce Ltd to
operate and for the customers, and it had to be a
specific place where it almost had to be physically
plugged in. I think the vans and so on can be more
mobile now and that gives a greater flexibility to this.

Therefore I think there is considerable potential in
this to bridge that traditional gap that I was
talking about.
Chairman: The vans are not replacing everything
that conventional sub-post oYces oVered, but they
are very impressive. I saw one last week and they are
very good.

Q296 Mr Weir: Minister, you said it would depend
on the sub-postmaster who was operating the
Outreach, but, just to clarify, if anything were to
happen to that sub-post oYce, if it were to close,
would the Post OYce still be under an obligation to
provide an Outreach programme in those areas or
would it go with the sub-post oYce?
Mr McFadden: They would obviously do their level
best to replace that service if it was there. But with
all these things this has to work for people. There is
funding in place that helps to make it work for
people with subsidies and government support and
so on.

Q297 Mr Weir: That is not really the point. My
worry, from what you have said, is that it is all
conditional upon the survival of a post oYce. You
could have one sub-post oYce running an Outreach
in several areas and all of it could go if something
happened to the post oYce.
Mr McFadden: They would have to do their level
best to get someone to take that over. But, in the end,
the Post OYce is not a press gang that can force
people into doing this: it has to work for them.
Having made the decision to have 500 Outreach
outlets as part of the network change programme, if
a change happens—if a sub-postmaster were to leave
or had to go—obviously we want to see that
replaced, but it is diYcult for it to be 100% if they
cannot find someone to do it within the envelope
they have. They will have to try to do that, but it has
to work for the sub-postmaster concerned.

Q298 Chairman: Could we look briefly at the
relationship of this whole programme to the Crown
franchising arrangements. We have head from the
union earlier today that they thought one of the
reasons that the queues were not too bad and were
better in the Crown oYces than the franchised oYces
is because much of the business left the Crown oYce
network and went for the sub-post oYce network or
elsewhere. Also, we have heard evidence from the
National Federation of Sub-Postmasters, who are
concerned that when franchised oYces are moved
they can be moved to very diVerent locations from
the original Crown oYce and start
“cannibalising”—which I think was the word they
used—the business of the local sub oYce. Are you
happy that the franchising process is maintaining
standards of service delivery in those old former
Crown oYces, and are you happy that the Post
OYce sub post oYce branch closure programme is
taking suYcient account of the franchising process?
Mr McFadden: Do you mean specifically the
WHSmith franchise?
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Q299 Chairman: Yes, particularly in WHSmith.
Mr McFadden: Some surveys of customer feedback
have shown relatively high customer satisfaction. I
think it is also worth saying that franchising is
nothing new in the Post OYce. There are branches
of the Co-Op which run post oYce branches, there
are other chains which run post oYce branches. The
type of arrangement which has been reached with
WHSmith is not a new departure; there have been
franchise arrangements with other retail chains in
the past. It is quite early days with this but the early
surveys on the first half dozen that were carried out
showed relatively high levels of customer
satisfaction. The second part of your question
relates to quite an important point, and it is often not
seen because, quite understandably, the focus is on
the impact of the closures on communities where
post oYces are closing. One of the outcomes of all of
this is that it should be a more stable network for
those sub-postmasters and those Crown oYces,
franchised or not, which remain in place after the
closure programme. I know you want to concentrate
on the process in today’s session, but, if you go back
to the rationale for doing this, the rationale overall
for doing it was that you had a declining number of
customers—by four million customers a week over a
period of a couple of years—you had rising losses—
going up from £2 million a week to £3.5 million a
week—and you had the technological changes that I
have referred to a couple of times. All of that means
significant change in the pattern of customers for the
Post OYce. Part of the rationale for the closure
programme is not just to respond to that but to make
sure the network which survives is on a more stable
footing. There is an issue about who is going to get
the migration of business after sub-post oYces close.
Are there going to be other sub-post oYces? Are they
going to be Crown oYces? Are they going to be
franchised oYces? The whole network should be on
a more stable footing after it has reduced its size in
line with the fall in customer numbers, and after
other changes which we have not talked about from
Post OYce Ltd to attract more customers through
the door.

Q300 Chairman: Does it worry you at all, as the
shareholder—it is your business, eVectively, as the
Minister—that you are transferring quite a lot of
business away from properties you own or on which
you have the freehold to the first floor or the
basement of a retail chain that may not be on the
High Street in ten or 20 years’ time.
Mr McFadden: I think that is inherent in the
franchising model. These contracts last for seven
years with WHSmith. As I say, franchising is not a
new phenomenon—

Q301 Chairman: It went wrong in my constituency,
which is one of the reasons I am sensitive to this
point.
Mr McFadden: I have read your questioning of other
witnesses on this point. After this WHSmith process
I still think we will have a substantial network of
flagship Crown oYces which are an important part
of the network of Post OYce Ltd. Even though they

will be a small minority in terms of numbers of
oYces, because they do tend to be in town centres
and city centres and so on they will attract a
substantial proportion of the business carried out at
the post oYce network as a whole. They are
absolutely crucial to the future of the network. Also,
I cannot answer this question without saying this:
they have been losing substantial amounts of money.
In the last accounts I think it was £70 million losses
in the Crown network. It is quite right that Post
OYce Ltd respond to those losses by trying to put
that too on a more stable footing.

Q302 Mr Clapham: Minister, we have a network
support package that is coming on of £1.7 billion.
We know that, of that, there is about £750 million
that goes towards the network subsidy package.
Could you clarify how the other part of that package
will be used?
Mr McFadden: There are a few uses we could
mention. Some of it will be used to pay the
compensation payments to sub-postmasters for
leaving the network. Some of it is to fund some of the
Outreach that we have talked about.

Q303 Chairman: How much on average?
Mr McFadden: I am not sure. I will have to come
back to you on the precise amount for Outreach, but
it covers the setting up of the Outreach. Some of it
will cover historic losses outside the subsidy, such as
the Crown network that we have just talked about.
I suppose you can look at this in two or three steps.
It is money for the social subsidy for the Post OYce;
it is money to compensate sub-postmasters leaving
the network; and the rest of it is diVerent areas, some
of which are losses and some of which are new
investments.

Q304 Mr Clapham: We are talking about Crown
post oYces but what about the need to ensure they
are refurbished? Is there going to be money available
within that package for the refurbishment of Crown
post oYces?
Mr McFadden: I do not think there is a specific
amount in it for refurbishment of Crown post
oYces. We would hope that Post OYce Ltd would be
able to improve the look and feel of Crown post
oYces through not just the financial support that
they get from government but also the other savings
that they are endeavouring to make through their IT
costs, their cash handling costs and so on. I
appreciate, again, Chairman, that you are
concentrating today on the process of the network
closure programme. That is just one part of what the
Post OYce has to do to get on a more even keel.
Another part is to reduce its losses elsewhere in the
business, and also, as I say, the new business ideas.

Q305 Mr Clapham: It is important that we are able
to ensure that continuity and of course the subsidy
is going to be very important in doing that. Given the
projection, what is your view of what is likely to be
required post 2011?
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Mr McFadden: I do not want to be evasive on this
but I also have to be honest about my capacity to
give commitments beyond 2011. We have put in
place a commitment between now and 2011 through
this Comprehensive Spending Review. I am sure the
Committee will understand that I cannot start giving
commitments to a particular level of subsidy in the
next Comprehensive Spending Review. That is
something that would have to be decided closer to
that time.
Mr Clapham: We have gone through this current
closure process, we are taking 2,500 post oYces out
in the current network, are you satisfied that the
network is going to be fit for purpose and it is going
to continue into the future?
Chairman: I am going to let you reflect on that
question and ask Mr Weir to ask you that towards
the end of the session, if you do not mind.

Q306 Mr Bailey: Having said we are concentrating
on the process, I just want to examine the potential
impact of the process on the future service. Between
March 2007 and September 2007, the network
shrunk by 101 sub post oYces even before the
closure programme. I have done some very rough
and ready statistics: if we close 2,500 through the
closure programme, even on the basis of those that
closed prior to that we would be down to 11,618.
There is the possibility that there will be, if you like,
further natural wear of the network between now
and 2011. How many post oYces do you think there
will be come 2011? What will be the level of
commitment to them?
Mr McFadden: That partly relates to the discussion
we had a few minutes ago about Outreach. You are
right to say people outwith this closure programme
will leave, some sub-postmasters will die and it will
be unclear what happens to their business, or some
might retire or sell up and so on. There is a natural
level of change in a network this size every year. I
would say that with the closure programme reducing
the size of the network, it makes it more viable for
the network that remains. There will always be some
people who retire or leave or sell the business and so
on, but the propensity to want to leave because they
just cannot make a living at it any more should be
lessened by having taken the diYcult decision to
reduce the size of the network in the first place.

Q307 Mr Bailey: You think the closure programme
could slow, if you like, the natural attrition rate of
the service that obtained before.
Mr McFadden: I think it makes a more attractive
and viable network for the sub-postmasters who
remain. There will always be a certain number of
people who retire or leave or sell up. Obviously that
is going to happen, but I think the potential for
getting someone to come along to that particular
post oYce and take it over is increased by the fact
that the network is put on a more stable footing. Part
of that is about the closure programme, and, as I
have said a few times, part of that has to be about the
Post OYce developing what it does to make more
customers come through the door. That is an
essential part of this which I know we have not

concentrated on today but which I do not want to
lose sight of as an integral part of the Post OYce’s
future. To be fair to Post OYce management, I think
we have seen good innovation in terms of some of
the products and the services oVered. One MP came
to see me, Chairman, and said, “I’ve got a great idea
for the Post OYce’s future.” I said, “What’s that?”
He said, “They need to get into selling foreign
currency.” When I explained to the MP that they
were the market leader in foreign currency, he just
would not believe me really. But they are. And credit
to them. On that front and the others we have heard
about, around insurance and other services, it is
important that that kind of innovation takes place.

Q308 Mr Bailey: Earlier you said, quite reasonably,
that you could not make any commitment beyond
2011, but can you assure us that this will be the final
closure programme at least until 2011?
Mr McFadden: I can certainly do that. I do not want
the Committee to get the wrong impression. The
Government have taken the view that this is not a
purely commercial service. That has been an
important part of our view. I cannot make financial
commitments beyond 2011 but I doubt whether they
would take that it was a purely commercial service in
the future. I cannot put figures on this or say what
level of subsidy there might be, but I think there is
a recognition that this is an important service to the
community.

Q309 Mr Bailey: Have you made an assessment of
the potential impact in the event of the Post OYce
not securing the contract for POCA2 (or the son or
daughter of POCA)?
Mr McFadden: This is obviously important to Post
OYce Ltd. It is important to the Federation of Sub-
Postmasters. About a month ago I spoke to their
executive committee and they were very clear that
they saw this as very important to their future. I
think the Committee knows the position with this.
There will be a successor product, but legally it has
to go out to tender. I am sure the Post OYce will put
in a strong bid and they are in a good place to do so,
but I think you might understand if I do not talk too
much about this because this is a bid that has to be
conducted in a proper way. It has to be properly
assessed by my colleagues at the DWP and it has to
be judged on that basis. I understand that it is
important to Post OYce Ltd’s future. As I say, I am
sure they will put in a strong bid, but it has to be done
through a tendering process and the decision has to
be made in a proper way.

Q310 Chairman: Before we move on, we will just
reconcile this. Losing the Post OYce Card Account
would be disastrous to the post oYce network. You
are very relaxed and calm and measured—it is your
admirable style—but it would be a disaster, would
it not?
Mr McFadden: It is very important for their future.

Q311 Mr Hoyle: Would it not be fair to say that it
would be the end of the post oYce network if you
lost that card?
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Mr McFadden: I do not think I would go that far,
that it would be the end of the post oYce network. I
understand that it is important to their future, I
understand they are putting a great deal of eVort
into their bid. As I say, they are in a strong position,
but I do hope the Committee understands that this
has to be done in a legal and proper way and that
maybe I should not talk too much lest I jeopardise
anyone’s chances of securing the bid.
Mr Hoyle: Just make sure you get the account!

Q312 Mr Bailey: Concerning the national access
criteria, we understand that only 7,500 post oYces
are needed to meet that. Those we have on the
projected numbers, whether it is 12,000 or 11,500,
are over and above those criteria. These access
criteria are only relevant in the event of the network
shrinking, so how useful are they?
Mr McFadden: I think they are an important
minimum, as I said when we talked about this earlier
on in response to a question from, I think, Roger
Berry. They are a minimum. The Government’s
commitment, through subsidy, allows the post oYce
network to operate a significantly larger network
than the access criteria require. That is because of
the decision we made to put that level of subsidy in.
I think that was the right decision. We did it for some
of the reasons that people have reflected on around
the room, because we recognised the important role
that the Post OYce plays in local communities. We
have funded the post oYce network to a level where
we can have a significantly larger network than
would be required by the access criteria, but I do no
think that means the access criteria are not useful. I
have referred, for example, to the 38 postcodes
which did not meet one part of the access criteria and
that problem has been addressed. We have a use for
certainly the most remote and rural parts of the
community, but I also think it is important that we
can get a clear picture of what kind of minimum
access we think is right, to give people some strategic
view of the network which takes into account urban
areas, rural areas, and really makes sure there is a
proper footprint for the network across the country,
even though we are well above it.
Mr Weir: Minister, you said earlier that the purpose
of this programme was to create a stable network.
We would all agree, I think, that that is a good thing,
but you are talking about a situation where 12,500
will exist after this. You have conceded there is the
possibility of slippage outwith this programme after
it is finished and the minimum is clearly 7,500. What
would be the position if a substantial number of
postmasters, particularly rural postmasters, decided
after this programme was over that they could no
long continue and wished to leave the network and
give up the business? Would you see that as
constituting still a stable network?
Chairman: That is not a hypothetical question,
because there is quite a loss of morale in the network
and there is a real chance that they are holding out
for the compensation at present. There could be a
rash of unplanned closures.

Q313 Mr Weir: Following on from that, there is also
the question of having a network that covers the
whole country for the universal service obligation.
That is something the union are deeply concerned
with. There is a big concern in rural Scotland that, if
a lot of these sub post oYces go, it will impact upon
mail deliveries and the universal service obligation
and people being able to post their mail.
Mr McFadden: On the universal service obligation,
after the closure programme we will be well above
the minimums required for access to mailing points
for the universal service obligation. It is an
obligation the Government take very seriously. It is
enshrined both in European law and in our own
domestic law. You asked about people leaving after
the closure programme has been completed. As I
said, by reducing the size of the network it will be
more viable for those sub-postmasters who remain
in the network. As I said to Mr Bailey, a certain
number of people will retire every year or choose to
leave but, because the network is more viable after
the closure programme, I think it will be easier for
Post OYce Ltd to find someone to take up that
opportunity where that happens. On an ongoing
basis, the network should be in a healthier position
to replace sub-postmasters who leave than it would
be at the moment, where you have a network which
even the Federation accepts is too large for the
amount of business that currently comes through the
doors and, therefore, that is why they have
reluctantly, I accept, accepted the need for this
closure programme.
Mr Weir: That does not really address the point the
Chairman made himself about the morale of many
sub-postmasters. George Thompson of the
Federation told us very honestly last week that he
was getting more phone calls from people who were
not getting a compensated closure than those who
were getting it and did not want it. That does suggest
there is a potential problem there with people who
say, “I’m not getting compensated closure but I’m
not particularly viable, I can’t go on like this” and an
implosion in some areas. That may be wrong but
there is the suggestion of a slight problem there.

Q314 Chairman: The Chairman is getting into the
very bad habit of asking two questions at the same
time but I want to reinforce Mr Weir’s point with a
quote from your response to the 12-week
consultation process. You said, “It is not possible to
maintain a static network as new premises or
replacement sub-postmasters cannot always be
found. But the access criteria will replace the ‘no
avoidable closure’ policy and ensure a national
network of post oYces is maintained.” The access
criteria, which delivers 7,500 or 11,500, takes
priority, so Mr Weir’s question is very pertinent.
Mr McFadden: The access criteria, as I have said a
few times, are a minimum.

Q315 Chairman: But it replaces the ‘no avoidable
closure’ policy.
Mr McFadden: The post oYces have been funded
through the subsidy that we have given and have
committed to fund the much larger network than the
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access criteria minimum would state. The response is
quite right to say there will be some people who
leave. I have said that several times today. On
morale and people who want to leave, I read the
evidence that George Thompson gave you last week
and he has said the same thing directly to me: the
network should be in a better position once this is
over for those sub-postmasters. But in the debates in
the House, I am continually being told that all these
sub post oYces that are closing are very profitable,
that Members cannot see why there should be these
closures in their constituencies. That does not quite
fit with the questions being put which suggest this is
a business which has been suVering from a declining
custom, has been suVering from increased losses.
That is the Government’s case for a managed
process of reduction in the size of the network, which
compensates the hard working sub-postmasters who
have served the local community so well.

Q316 Mr Weir: You have mentioned again the
accepted postcode areas and the fact that there
would be no compulsory closures. You described
them as in very remote areas. I have two in my
constituency which are rural but hardly very remote.
The existence of these, it seems to me, is determinant
on the existence of a sub-post oYce and, given that
these are areas that do not meet national criteria as
laid down, I am a bit worried that it is a slightly
precarious existence. Do you think there is at least
an argument for the central post oYce to take more
of an interest in making sure these continue should
there be a danger to any of these sub-postmasters
that are running them?
Mr McFadden: We said in an earlier response
document, from which the Chairman quoted a few
minutes ago, that we did want to address this issue,
and I have impressed upon Post OYce Ltd their
responsibility for ensuring the requisite level of
service in those areas. Quite how they do that is
obviously an issue for them but I think that is an
important responsibility. Although the overall size
of the network is reducing it is important that it has
a coherent national reach in both rural and urban
areas. Let us put this in some kind of context: even
after this closure programme is over, this will still be
a network which is larger than all the banks put
together and, I think, more than three times the size
of the top four or five supermarket chains put
together. We will still have a very substantial and
large post oYce network which will be a real asset to
the country.

Q317 Mr Weir: I appreciate what you are saying but
I do remain concerned. In answer to an earlier
question you said the Post OYce would do their
“level best” to maintain these services. Given that
they will not meet the new national access criteria,
do you not think that the Post OYce centrally has
more of an obligation to ensure they continue? I
appreciate the structure of the current post oYce
with the self-employed postmaster makes it diYcult,
but if you are going to have reach through all parts

of the country there perhaps has to be more central
involvement in these Outreach services than merely
leaving it to a postmaster who may decide to give up.
Mr McFadden: To some extent we are getting into
hypotheticals and people leaving in these
circumstances. You are right, the model is a private
business or semi private business of a sub-
postmaster. We now have Outreach as an additional
string to the bow. In a situation where somewhere
fell below the access criteria, the Post OYce would
have to look at these options: Can we get another
sub-postmaster to do this? If not, can we provide an
Outreach service through the core and Outreach
situation? What can we do to provide a service in
those circumstances? I think there is a responsibility
to do that. Beyond that, I am not sure there is much
more I can say about that today.
Ms Hannat: In terms of those particular 38 postal
districts, the Post OYce are required as part of the
network change programme to bring up provision in
those areas so it meets the access requirements. If a
sub-postmaster leaves and that will mean the Post
OYce is going to dip below its access requirements,
they would be required to ensure that provision was
replaced.

Q318 Mr Weir: I understand that, but, if we cannot
find a local sub-postmaster willing to provide these
Outreach services, is there an obligation on the Post
OYce nationally to step in and provide a service in
these areas, and to what standard would that
service be?
Ms Hannat: Where it is required to meet the access
criteria, yes there is an obligation on the Post OYce
to provide the service.

Q319 Chairman: Rather like a retained dentist in the
NHS. I see a nodding head from Mr Cook behind
you, so I think we will take that as an answer to the
question. Perhaps I could ask you one question of
interest to Mr Bailey and myself, and also to Julie
Kirkbride if she were here. We are getting a
confusing message about how many post oYces
have closed so far in the proposals for closure and
whether they are meeting the 18% target overall or
not. If they are meeting the 18% target overall, give
or take, it does not matter, but if, as we have heard,
it might be about 15%, there is a backlog building
up. As we come last in the closure process, we do
seek a reassurance that we will not have to make up
the backlog by having a higher level of closures in
our constituencies than people who are lucky
enough to come early on in the process.
Mr McFadden: As you know, Chairman, I will fall
within the same area plan as you and Mr Bailey.

Q320 Chairman: Indeed. That is my reassurance!
Mr McFadden: The figure so far is around 17% or
18%. I am not sure where you might get the idea it is
14% or 15%.

Q321 Chairman: We received some new evidence
late last night from Postwatch, which we have not
yet had time to absorb.
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Mr McFadden: It will vary a little: some may be
slightly over the 18%, some may be slightly under,
but it is of that order. So we should not be in a
position whereby we suddenly come to the final
couple of area plans and say, “Oh, my goodness,
we’ll have to shut far more in these areas.” That
should not happen. The diVerence here may be
about the Outreach services making the diVerence
between the calculations. That is what it probably is.

Q322 Chairman: As shareholder and Minister and
constituency MP, you would not tolerate any
requirement from our areas to make up a shortfall.
Mr McFadden: I do not think there will be a need for
that, looking at the percentage which has been
picked so far. It is quite easy to do this: just go on the
Post OYce website and pick out some of the area
plans that have happened and do the sums, and it is
about 17% or 18%.

Q323 Chairman: We are going to draw things to a
conclusion here, because we are going to go back
into private session now and reflect on what we have
heard with the hope of producing quite a rapid
report of some kind. If we do that, I hope we might
look to you, as I indicated during a question on the
floor of the House a few weeks ago, to be a little more
rapid than the usual two-month response period to
a select committee report. I hope you will at least
consider that possibility.
Mr McFadden: As I said when we discussed this on
the floor of the House, obviously we take the reports
of this Committee seriously.
Chairman: I hope that was a sort of yes. It was a very
skilful answer, Minister. We do hope so. We are
grateful to you for the time and trouble you have
given today. We hope to make a contribution to the
ongoing smooth running of the process.
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Memorandum from the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform to assist the
Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee’s new inquiry into early experiences of Post OYce
Ltd’s network change programme for the sub-post oYce network.

Network Change Programme Context

1. The Government’s statement, published in May 2007, confirmed our commitment to maintaining a
national post oYce network, introduced a new framework of access criteria to deliver this and committed
funding of £1.7 billion up to 2011 to restructure the network and place it on a sustainable footing.

2. The funding commitment provided for continuing annual payments to 2011 of £150 million to support
the non-commercial part of the network in recognition of its social and economic role. It also provided funds
for a restructuring of the network with up to 2,500 compensated closures and 500 new Outreach access
points to put it on a more sustainable footing. Access criteria were introduced to ensure national coverage
and reasonable access with particular regard to vulnerable consumers in deprived urban, rural and remote
areas. In applying the access criteria, Post OYce Ltd has also to take into account or consider a range of
factors relating to accessibility of service provision and the local impact of changes to it.

3. A further key principle of the Government’s network strategy alongside the access criteria is that no
country within the UK and no group of people at the area plan level should be significantly more adversely
aVected than any other. The aim is to get the right service in the right area, to meet the access criteria and
to ensure national coverage. Post OYce Ltd needs to be able to make compulsory closures to ensure these
objectives are met. Closure decisions will not be determined by sub-postmasters’ preferences (though there
will be cases where there is a strategic fit between a closure proposal and the sub-postmaster’s wishing to
leave the network). Equally, final decisions will not be a purely commercial judgment but will need to reflect
the Government’s aim of supporting a national network.

4. Having set the broad policy framework within which the reshaping of the network is to be conducted,
Government has delegated detailed implementation of the network change programme to Post OYce Ltd.
There is however significant input from Postwatch, as provided for in its Memorandum of Understanding
with Post OYce Ltd, both during the development of area plan proposals for post oYce closures and other
changes in service provision and in the monitoring of local public consultation arrangements, handling of
responses and final decision processes.

Network Change Programme

5. Following the announcement of the Government’s policy decisions on 17 May 2007, Post OYce Ltd
started to develop detailed plans to implement and complete the network change programme by December
2008. These detailed plans are based on a rolling programme of area plans (based on groupings of adjacent
Westminster parliamentary constituencies) in which proposals for closures and other changes in service
provision will be developed and then put to local public consultation for a period of six weeks. We recognise
that this is considered too short a period by some, but the Government’s conclusion was that it was
important to minimise further uncertainty for customers and sub-postmasters. The high level of responses
to area plan consultations to date suggests that large numbers of people and organisations are not finding
the six-week consultation period unduly restrictive.

6. The early stages of the local process involve detailed plan development discussions with Postwatch and
input from local authorities and from sub-postmasters in advance of formal public consultation. To date,
on average over 10% of the initial area plan proposals have been changed before the plan is published. This
clear level of engagement with stakeholders and willingness to modify initial proposals is welcome. When
combined with the subsequent six weeks of public consultation, we believe that this enables suYciently
robust consultations to take place at a local area level.

7. The local consultations are on how the changes should be implemented (not on the principle of
closures) but allow for detailed consideration of local views and of local circumstances which may not have
been picked up in developing the proposals. Final decisions on which post oYces close are taken by Post
OYce Ltd in light of responses to the area consultations but there is provision for a review process to ensure
that full consideration is given to all relevant issues and information in particularly contentious cases.

8. The review process for closure decisions after public consultation has been agreed between Post OYce
Ltd and Postwatch applies where Postwatch shows that, for an individual branch:

— Post OYce Ltd has not given due consideration to material evidence received during the public
consultation in coming to its decision or;

— where evidence emerges from the consultation that the proposal for the branch does not meet the
Government’s policy requirements.
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9. The aim of this review process is for Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch to reach an agreed way forward
by a bilateral review of individual cases with three stages available at increasing levels of seniority of the
respective Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch representatives. For very diYcult cases which remain unresolved
after Stage 3, a further stage was recently added whereby Allan Leighton, Chairman of Royal Mail Group,
will review the issues and reach the final decision. This welcome development to Post OYce Ltd’s
consultation review process ensures that the most senior voice in the company will now act as final arbiter
in the case of particularly controversial and contested closure decisions which Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch
cannot resolve bilaterally.

10. In July 2007, Post OYce Ltd published an indicative timetable of dates for the start of local
consultations on its network change programme proposals for each of its 46 area plans. This timetable has
subsequently been modified in part to take account of “purdah” guidelines in respect of local authority
elections in England and Wales scheduled for 1 May 2008.

11. To date, 14 area plans have been published and put to local public consultation. These consultations
have closed for 10 plans and final decisions announced for seven plans. In aggregate, these area plans cover
some 180 parliamentary constituencies; have proposed over 650 closures and 120 new outreach sites. In
response to comments made during the public consultation all of the seven area plans for which final
decisions have been announced to date have seen some closure proposals withdrawn, with a total 15 so far.
Although many of the proposals have been contentious at a local level, none has been escalated beyond the
second stage of the review process.

Emerging Issues

Profitability and financial transparency

12. Concern has been expressed that, in a number of cases, Post OYce Ltd has proposed closing busy,
popular and allegedly profitable sub-post oYces. It is, however, the case that around 75% of sub-post oYces
are unprofitable for Post OYce Ltd because payments they make to sub-postmasters, taken together with
associated network support costs and central overhead costs, are higher than revenues generated for the
company by those oYces. OYces can therefore appear to be profitable to sub-postmasters, particularly when
any associated retail business is also taken into account, but still be loss-making for Post OYce Ltd.

13. In order to restructure the network in a balanced way and meet the access criteria, some busy oYces
which make losses for Post OYce Ltd but have alternative branches nearby will have to be closed. Only in
very exceptional circumstances will Post OYce Ltd close a post oYce branch which is profitable to them,
and then only if closure of that oYce, rather than another, was required in order to optimise customer access.
Post OYce Ltd will not pursue any closure which does not save money for the company.

14. Running alongside such concerns has been the issue of obtaining at local level suYcient financial
information about a branch proposed for closure to assess more transparently the merits of the closure
proposal. There are issues of commercial confidentiality and financial confidentiality in disclosing detailed
financial information about the profitability of an individual sub-post oYce, particularly without Sub-
postmaster permission. Following discussions between Government and Post OYce Ltd however, the
company has agreed to information being put on public record that the average saving for the company of
a branch closing is around £18,000 per annum and that typically the closure of a rural oYce generates
savings of £13,000 and an urban branch nearly £23,000. Post OYce Ltd is also, on request, prepared to share
an estimate of the total individual branch saving with the relevant Member of Parliament on a
confidential basis.

15. A further issue relating to financial information and transparency has been the availability of cost
data in the context of expressions of interest in exploring the possibility of local funding initiatives to
maintain a post oYce service provision. Post OYce Ltd is putting in place a process for responding to serious
expressions of interest and where a firm proposal for local funding emerges, Post OYce Ltd will delay
physical closure of the existing branch in that locality for a stipulated period to allow both funding and a
contract to be put in place. Two recent area plan decision booklets (for Hampshire and Isle of Wight and
Greater Glasgow, Central Scotland, Argyll and Bute) include examples of closure decisions where
implementation of the closure will be delayed by three months to allow further time to develop and assess
the viability of a local funding proposal.

Programme flexibility

16. Concerns have also been expressed about the circumstances where a closure proposal is withdrawn
following local public consultation and there is then an alternative closure proposal substituted to ensure
that a total of 2,500 closures are achieved. In restructuring the network through a combination of closures
and new outreach service, Post OYce Ltd is required to reflect the principle of proportionality whereby no
country within the UK and no group of inhabitants at area plan level should be significantly more adversely
aVected than any other by the implementation of the network change programme. Therefore if, in the light
of new evidence from the local public consultation, a closure proposal is withdrawn, Post OYce Ltd may
need to make alternative proposals to ensure that these necessary checks and balances are maintained.
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17. The figure of up to 2,500 closures nationally is not a target which Post OYce Ltd must reach in all
circumstances. The key driver for Post OYce Ltd is to stay within the funding envelope for network change.
If they leave more oYces open, their cost pressure will increase. However it is important to recognise that,
in addition to the funding constraints and the proportionality principle, the future sustainability of many
of the remaining oYces is closely tied to the migration of custom from nearby oYces which have closed. This
is why Post OYce Ltd reserves the right to identify an alternative oYce for closure where a proposed closure
does not proceed in the light of responses to the local consultation. But where an alternative closure proposal
is made, Post OYce Ltd will hold a further six week local consultation on the new proposal and there would
not be more than one such additional set of proposals in the area covered by each plan. Such an approach
is not however inevitable as Post OYce Ltd may, according to local circumstances, decide not to seek an
alternative closure or may, for example, propose an outreach service rather than its original outright closure
proposal.

Overview to Date

18. With Post OYce Ltd posting significant losses for several years and losing some £3.5 million every
week last year, the position had become unsustainable. Action was required to get the network onto a more
sustainable footing to ensure that it could continue to meet customers’ needs in the future. Tough and
unpopular choices have been and continue to be made in adopting and implementing the network change
programme. However even after the closure programme is over, Post OYce Ltd will still have a bigger
network than all the banks put together. It will be some three times bigger than the top five supermarket
chains combined. It will still have an unparalleled reach into every corner of the UK, both urban and rural.
It is also important to bear in mind that over 80% of post oYces will not change as a result of the programme.

19. Inevitably proposals and decisions to close post oYces are unwelcome and unpopular within the
communities most directly aVected. As we are now one third of the way through the change programme
there is a significant range of evidence and information on which to form views of progress and experience
to date. There is no popular or easy way to close this number of post oYces and in the light of that our
view is that, so far, implementation of the programme is being generally handled reasonably well within the
Government’s policy framework and the specific criteria. Concerns and issues arising about or during local
public consultations are being assessed promptly and closely. Where remedial action or some adjustment
of processes or handling procedures is appropriate, action is being taken.

20. There is clear evidence that initial proposals for closures and other changes are significantly modified
(averaging about 10% per plan to date) in the light of input from stakeholders and other checks before being
put to local public consultation. During the area plan consultations significant volumes of responses are
being consistently received and in reaching their final decisions, Post OYce Ltd has, in the case of all area
plans, withdrawn at least two of its closure proposals. In addition, to date, Postwatch has not escalated any
decisions for further consideration beyond the second of the four stage review process. Although this process
is diYcult, it is part of an overall strategy, together with the development of new products and services from
Post OYce Ltd, to put the network on a more sustainable basis for the future.

21 January 2008

Supplementary evidence submitted by BERR (POS 1A)

Thank you for your letter of 4 December following up on a number of points which were raised during
the Westminster Hall debate of 29 November on the Committee’s two reports earlier in the year on the post
oYce network.

In your points on the future of the post oYce network, you asked about the monitoring of adherence to
the access criteria by Post OYce Ltd beyond the completion of the current network change programme. As
you will know, the Government has decided on 1 October 2008 as the vesting date for the new consumer
body which will replace the National Consumer Council, Postwatch and Energywatch. By then, there will
only be one area plan to complete the local public consultation (Herefordshire, Worcestershire and West
Midlands covering both our constituencies) and a further three area plans for which final decisions are still
to be announced. Postwatch’s role in the network change programme will thus be almost complete by 1
October. But arrangements are in place to ensure that suYcient continuity of resources remains available
to allow the Postwatch role in reaching any residual decisions or completing any outstanding review cases
to be fully discharged. For the longer term, it will be for the new “National Consumer Council” to decide
on the detailed arrangements for monitoring the network’s compliance with the access criteria in
consultation with Post OYce Ltd.

You also asked about the minimum size of the network needed to meet the access criteria. My response
to your written Parliamentary question on 18 December explained that Post OYce Ltd currently estimates
that the minimum size of network necessary to meet the access criteria is around 7,500 oYces. But I would
again emphasise that it is Government policy to maintain a sustainable network of around 11,500 post
oYces and the £1.7 billion funding package announced on 17 May supports the network at that level to 2011.
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The access criteria set a minimum floor for the network size and Post OYce Ltd are being asked to
undertake, consultation with Postwatch, an updated study and analysis of the minimum number of post
oYces required to meet the access criteria.

You asked about cost data availability in the context of local initiatives to maintain a post oYce provision.
Post OYce Ltd is currently putting in place a process for responding to serious expressions of interest in
maintaining post oYce service provision at specific oYces by means of community or local government
funding. Under this process they will provide information on the costs which would need to be covered and
the terms and conditions which a contract for continued operation of that oYce would need to cover. These
include provision of suitable premises and employment of a Post OYce approved sub-postmaster,
guaranteed funding until at least 2011 of fixed ongoing costs and any set up costs. Where a firm proposal
for local funding then emerges, Post OYce Ltd will delay physical closure of the existing branch in that
locality for a stipulated period to allow both funding and a contract to be put in place. Two recent area plan
decision booklets (for Hampshire and isle of Wight and Greater Glasgow, Central Scotland, Argyll and
Bute) include examples of closure decisions where implementation of the closure will be delayed by three
months to allow further time to develop and assess the viability of a local funding proposal.

With regard to the total number of closures nationally, there is some flexibility around the figure of up
to 2,500, it is not a target Post OYce Ltd must reach in all circumstances. The key driver for Post OYce Ltd
is to stay within the funding envelope for network change, if they leave more oYces open their cost pressures
will increase. And in addition to the funding constraints, the future sustainability of many of the remaining
oYces is closely tied to the migration of custom from nearby oYces which have closed. This is why Post
OYce Ltd reserves the right to identify an alternative oYce for closure where a proposed closure does not
proceed following careful consideration of the consultation responses. Such an approach is not however
inevitable as Post OYce Ltd may, for example, propose an outreach service rather than its original outright
closure proposal. But where an alternative closure proposal is made, Post OYce Ltd will hold a further six
week local consultation on the new proposal and there would not be more than one such additional set of
proposals in the area covered by each plan.

Within the total investment package announced by the European Commission, in November, it is not yet
possible to give an exact amount for compensation to sub-postmasters as this will depend on which branches
close but we expect that compensation payments will account for up to £180 million.

Finally, with regard to the Post OYce card account re-tendering process, this is a matter for the
Department of Work and Pensions but I understand that it remains their expectation that decisions on the
new card account arrangements will be reached later this year.

17 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Arthur Rank Centre (POS 17)1

The reorganisation of the Post OYce network is not an easy task to achieve and whilst we would wish for
far smaller numbers of closures, contraction of the existing service cannot be avoided. However there are
significant concerns as to how the Network Change Programme is being implemented.

The Consultation Process

The time allocated for the public phase of the consultation has caused important diYculties. Six weeks is
simply not long enough, whatever the size of the settlement, for meaningful consultation and discussion. A
time period of six weeks is also contrary to the National Code of Good Practice for Public Consultation. It
is also not compliant with The Compact for working between Government and the voluntary and
community sector. This is not satisfactory for a national programme of change. It makes it very diYcult for
voluntary organisations, including Parish Councils, churches and other organisations to engage
meaningfully with the process.

As the Network Change Programme is being compressed into a very tight timescale, consultation times
have been cut to below even the eight week minimum specified in the Cabinet OYce Service First guidance.
Our experience from the consultations that have taken place to date, shows that communities feel
disenfranchised from the process and unable to fully take part as a result. Public meetings are diYcult to
organise in the short time available, especially where consultations fell over Christmas and responses and
actions from those meetings have often not been completed by the close of the consultation period. There
are also examples of the incorrect information being given on posters advertising branch closures and delays

1 The Arthur Rank Centre is the churches rural resources centre, based in Warwickshire. It is a partnership between the Royal
Agricultural Society of England, the Rank Foundation and the churches. It is ecumenical in nature and seeks to serve rural
communities and their churches through innovation and development, information provision and advocacy. Through
ecumenical networks of Rural OYcers and Agricultural Chaplains the ARC has direct links with rural communities.
www.arthurrankcentre.org.uk
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in receiving correct replacements. Despite these delays no extension was made to the consultation period.
If consultation is going to be responsive to local views and needs, then an appropriate timescale of a
minimum of eight weeks needs to be used.

Many groups and individuals have endeavoured to respond to the consultation in their areas. Specific
questions have been asked which have not been answered either during the consultation or after it has closed.
Some letters and submissions have not been acknowledged which is contrary to the Post OYce’s own
standards for this consultation.

Local churches have not been included in the stakeholder information network. This is a serious omission
as churches, particularly those in rural areas are able to contact and represent the more vulnerable and
excluded members of the community. Church premises, either halls or church buildings themselves, are one
venue which could be considered for an outreach service.

Using parliamentary constituency areas for consultation has led to confusion at the local level. Many
parliamentary boundaries lie across local district areas and in some cases county boundaries. This does not
allow local geography and direction of travel to be taken into account. It also prevents a clear understanding
of the Post OYce service remaining within a local district. It is not a helpful or transparent way of making
the geographical distribution known through the change process.

Post Offices Identified for Closure

It has been encouraging that geographical obstacles such as rivers, mountains and motorways have been
taken into account, but it is obvious that other factors have not been considered. There is also an issue of
fairness for rural communities. Getting access to a post oYce in an urban context is likely to be more
straightforward and there will be some form of public transport available for the one mile journey. In rural
areas where the journey could be three or even six miles, public transport is extremely unlikely to be
available.

1. Public transport routes have not been considered in closure decisions. Examples from Lincolnshire
show that for some settlements the nearest post oYce is only accessible on foot, along a busy
main road.

2. post oYces in villages with a significant amount of new housing development planned have been
identified for closure. While this closure clearly reflects current usage it fails to make any provision
for future use.

3. Closure of community post oYces that have recently been opened. There is at least one example
[in SuVolk] of a community post oYce, reopened during 2007 with grants and assistance from Post
OYce Ltd, which will now be closed and replaced with an outreach service. This lack of joined-up
thinking does not inspire confidence in the decision making process. It is also a waste of time,
money and expertise.

4. Economically viable Post OYce businesses have also been identified for closure, which does not
square with the financial reasons given for the Network Change Programme.

Outreach Post OYces

The Arthur Rank Centre has worked with the Cathedral and Church Buildings Division of the Church
of England to develop a resource for churches and chapels to be able to oVer to host outreach Post OYce
services. This resource has been prepared in partnership with Post OYce Ltd who requested that it be
prepared. [The full document can be accessed via http://www.churchcare.co.uk/pdf view.php?id%31].
Unfortunately local churches and chapels are not included in the pre-consultation process which means that
opportunities for outreach services to be considered as alternatives to full closure, are missed by local
communities. If churches are to be taken seriously for the hosting of outreach services then church
authorities need to be included in the pre-consultation process.

However there is also concern regarding the secretive nature of the pre-consultation process. Whilst it is
understood that there are issues of commercial confidentiality, most communities feel that they are
presented with a fait a compli which they cannot influence once the plan is published. There is one case of
a church being approached in confidence during the pre-consultation phase to host an outreach post oYce.
In order to discuss this a special church council had to be called, which eVectively met in secret. They were
also told that when the plan was published it would not identify which building the outreach service would
be hosted in, only the village. This raises several concerns:

— In this case it has put the church in a diYcult position within the community, which it could then
be accused of colluding with the demise of the village Post OYce

— It prevents the community making its own decisions on the location of an outreach service

— It does not allow the existing Post OYce to host an outreach service on its premises.
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As a result the consultation period for outreach services needs to be more carefully considered. Two
separate periods of consultation would: (1) allow views on the principle and determine whether the outreach
service should be introduced and (2) to assess the opportunity for diVerent locations and methods of delivery
to be considered. This allows a community to try to fight to save its existing Post OYce service and then if
this is not possible, allow constructive engagement with the opportunities oVered through outreach services.

Post oYces are an essential part of rural community life. It is a matter of justice that the most vulnerable
and disadvantaged members of our communities are able to gain adequate access to the services of a post
oYce.

10 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Commission for Rural Communities (POS 13)

The Commission for Rural Communities

1. The Commission for Rural Communities (CRC) was established in April 2005 and became an
independent body on 1 October 2006, following the enactment of the Natural Environment and Rural
Communities (NERC) Act.

2. The CRC provides independent advice to Government and others and works to ensure that policies
reflect the real needs of people living and working in rural England with a particular focus on tackling
disadvantage.

3. The CRC has three key functions :

— Rural Advocate—the voice for rural people, businesses and communities;

— Expert Advisor—giving evidence-based objective advice to government and others;

— Independent Watchdog—monitoring and reporting on the delivery of policies nationally,
regionally, and locally.

4. The CRC is responsible for hearing and capturing the concerns and priorities of rural people and their
representatives and communicating these concerns publicly and to Government.

Background to our Evidence

5. The CRC has taken a keen interest in the current Post OYce “Network Change Programme”. Access
to services for rural people and businesses is critical to the future sustainability of rural communities. The
existence of a post oYce is of particular significance for rural areas and plays an important role in the local
community. Many local services are currently provided through the network of rural post oYces and are
important to the social and economic well-being of rural areas. The range of services available through post
oYces is especially significant for the more vulnerable members of the community. The CRC was therefore
pleased that the Government itself has re-aYrmed the social value and economic role of the post oYce
network.

6. Nevertheless, the CRC recognises the challenges facing the post oYce as a business, not least the
increasing use of on-line services rather than face to face contact over the counter. New ways must be sought
to help the service become sustainable into the future. It is therefore hoped that the expansion of outreach
services will prove to be an eVective way of ensuring the post oYce can continue to exist in rural areas.

7. The CRC welcomes the planned nature of the current closure programme which, coupled with the
access criteria, should help to ensure that the future network is distributed on a sustainable basis for the long
term. Indeed it is hoped that that the restructuring oVers an opportunity to improve the service to many
rural communities, particularly those currently without access due to lack of a current post oYce or as a
result of limited mobility.

8. The post oYce is often accompanied by another business, typically a general store, and the two
enterprises frequently support each other. The CRC has carried out research into this interdependency and
some of these findings are included here.

9. The CRC contributed to the Government’s public consultation on the future of the Post OYce network
earlier in 20072 and we were pleased that certain of our concerns of particular significance to rural
communities were incorporated by Government in its response to the consultation. To help inform our
submission, the CRC conducted a series of workshops around the country involving a wide range of
interested parties3.

2 See the full submission on the CRC’s website : www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk under “Post OYces”.
3 In SuVolk, Shropshire, Dorset and Cumbria : the full report of these workshops “The future of the rural post oYce network”,

March 2007, can be viewed on the CRC’s website (see above).



Processed: 27-05-2008 23:37:52 Page Layout: COENEW [E] PPSysB Job: 393352 Unit: PAG1

Ev 58 Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence

The Local Consultation Process

10. Consultation period

In common with many other representations to the Government, the CRC felt that the six-week public
consultation period was inadequate and we considered a 12-week period would have been more appropriate.
Given the variety of issues to be examined in the context of oYce closures, we remain concerned that it is
diYcult to do these full justice in a six-week period.

11. Outreach provision

An area where local input could be especially valuable would be the investigation of the demand for and
appropriate provision of outreach services. The earlier area plans issued by the Post OYce provided limited
information about the particular outreach proposals and was confined merely to broad locations. More
recent plans are giving additional detail in relation to outreach proposals, but there ought to remain an
opportunity for local communities to become more involved in helping to identify outreach solutions that
meet their particular needs.

12. Closure criteria

The Government’s access criteria provide a useful foundation for determining the future location of
oYces but our area workshops highlighted the concern that distance between oYces is only one factor. In
its consultation response, the CRC suggested that a range of other issues need to be considered before an
oYce is proposed for closure. These include :

— The social role of post oYces—eg obtaining information, picking up forms, socialising;

— Supporting vulnerable groups—in rural England 17% of post oYce users are within the lower
income bracket whilst 22% are aged 65 years and over;

— 78% of sub-postmasters in rural England run the post oYce alongside another business;

— The access criteria should be considered in conjunction with a range of other factors, including :

— walking distance to the nearest alternative post oYce

— travelling time by public or private transport

— an assessment of the impact on the local economy

— access to the Post OYce Card Account (and its successor), banking facilities, bill payments.

Recommendation

There is a need to apply the access criteria sensitively. Whilst the distance criteria provide a useful starting
point in helping to determine post oYce locations, the wide range of other issues (both social and economic)
that are of significance to post oYce closures should be given adequate coverage.

13. Public transport issues.

The mere existence of a public transport link to a neighbouring oYce does not tell the full story. The
service needs to be convenient and operate at the appropriate times. For example, rural bus services are not
normally designed to facilitate travel between villages but rather to nearby larger settlements and towns.
This could mean that the more convenient public transport link to a post oYce may not be to the next nearest
oYce and so would involve extra travelling time and cost for customers. This could result in an unpredicted
migration of customers to a post oYce which is not the next nearest thus causing longer than anticipated
queues. Until a new pattern of usage has established itself, there will be a need for the Post OYce to keep
the queuing situation at the remaining oYces under review.

Recommendation

Patterns of usage following any post oYce closures should be monitored once the revised network has
become established to ensure that queuing times are acceptable.

14. Attached businesses.

The CRC remains of the view that there should be a presumption against the closure of a post oYce with
an attached shop where this is the last remaining outlet in a community. This would recognise the
importance of the retail outlet as a provider of essential services in the absence of satisfactory alternative
arrangements to deliver the services. We were disappointed that this was not explicitly recognised by the
Government in its consultation response and it is not clear to what extent this issue is taken into account
by the Post OYce when deciding on the closure plans.
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15. Research of customers and sub-postmasters carried out by the CRC in 20064 found a high degree
of co-dependency between the post oYce and an attached shop. Currently, over 2,000 post oYces in rural
England (45%) are combined with a shop and a further 33% (around 1,500) involve another type of business.
Around 70% of villages already do not have a shop and closures at the rate of several hundred continue to
take place annually.

16. Our findings show that most sub-postmasters (80%) surveyed believed that, if the post oYce were to
close, the village shop would not provide a reasonable living. This implies that the village shop is unlikely
to survive on its own. Despite normally being the smaller part of the business, income from the post oYce
is dependable and its closure would adversely aVect overall profitability. It is therefore not surprising that
some of the earlier decisions in the current closure programme identified the danger of a shop closing in the
event of the post oYce closure proceeding.

Recommendation

There should be a presumption against the closure of a post oYce which has an attached shop where this
is the last remaining outlet in a community.

17. Home-working and post oYces.

Rural home-based workers and self-employed people rely to a significant degree on village shops and post
oYces. Home-working has been rising rapidly in recent years and proportionately more in rural areas and
is showing no signs of slowing down. Self-employed people and those working from home, together, can
account for up to one in five of all workers in some English rural districts. This of course has the added
advantage of contributing to sustainability and helps to reduce the eVects of climate change. The closure of
the local post oYce would create inconvenience and additional cost for these categories of workers.

Recommendation

Post oYce closure proposals must take account of the business needs of home-based workers and self-
employed people in rural areas.

18. The rural business economy is also growing more generally. A survey by the Federation of Small
Businesses found that 82% of its members stated that closure of their nearest post oYce would have a
detrimental eVect on their operations. They would be faced with additional travel time, increased queuing
time and may force them to re-locate or, even worse, close altogether. Sub-postmasters often develop good
working relationships with local businesses, to the mutual advantage of both parties. To lose this beneficial
partnership would be a detrimental step and be harmful to the rural business sector.

Provision of Outreach Services

19. The Government’s decision to set money aside for the creation of a range of outreach services is very
welcome. Experience from those outreach services trialled already has shown how eVective these can be in
helping to maintain a post oYce service in more remote rural areas. They can act as a viable alternative to
conventional outlet and even have the potential to add provision where none exists at present.

20. Based on the area plans issued to date, as anticipated, it is clear the majority of the outreach services
will be located in the remoter rural areas thereby helping to fulfil the minimum access criteria. As already
noted, there was an absence of information in the earlier plans about the nature of the outreach proposals.
However, the CRC believes that local people should have a say about the nature of the service to be provided
and so the scope for local communities to be involved with devising outreach solutions would be
advantageous. We would urge the Post OYce to allow suYcient time for these to be identified and use the
6-week public consultation period as the commencement of this process rather than expect the solutions to
be finalised within this period. The active involvement of local communities should be beneficial to the Post
OYce in helping to devise methods of delivering post oYce services that are better suited to local
circumstances. It is therefore important that adequate time is allowed to permit this process to yield
satisfactory outcomes.

21. Outreach services have the potential to perform the social role of the post oYce which is much
appreciated by the local community. This would be particularly the case when combined with other activities
in the same place, such as a village hall. The setting and location is important in helping to realise the
potential for the service to become an even more useful asset for the community in addition to the post oYce
function. It is interesting to note that in the later area plans, such as the one for West Berkshire and Wiltshire,
proposals are given for partner services at the existing location. This could present two major advantages :
it would involve less disruption for local communities in accessing post oYce services and also help the
retention of the other part of the business.

4 See report “The Economic Significance of Post OYces combined with a Village Shop”, May 2007, on the CRC’s website :
www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk
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Recommendation

The CRC urges the Post OYce to allow suYcient time for outreach solutions in rural areas to be identified
and to use the six-week consultation period as the commencement of this process, rather than expect the
solutions to be finalised within this period.

22. Where a fixed location is not possible, a mobile oYce would be an alternative and potentially give a
service to areas currently without provision.

23. Rural Services Support

To assist in the process of identifying local solutions, including outreach, the CRC, in conjunction with
the Post OYce, has set up an online advice service called “Rural Services Support (RSSupport)”, operated
by Ruralnet5. The aim of this service is to help rural communities identify and deliver innovative ways of
accessing post oYce services in their area, with particular emphasis on places where outreach services are
being proposed. RSSupport incorporates an Experts Online question and answer service and aims to assist
rural communities work together and consider alternative ways to meet the needs of local residents and
businesses. The Post OYce has recognised that this facility will assist with the Network Change Programme
and enable local communities to play a part in helping devise satisfactory solutions for future service
provision. This does though highlight the need for suYcient time to be allowed for this process to
successfully take eVect.

The Role of Postwatch

24. The role played by Postwatch in the Network Change Programme has been invaluable. Through its
regional presence, Postwatch has been able to play an important function in commenting and making
constructive suggestions on the area plans both before and during the public consultation period. Indeed,
we understand that the Post OYce has made a number of changes to its proposals during the pre-public
consultation stage as a result of suggestions made by Postwatch.

25. We are concerned, therefore, that the proposed winding up of Postwatch is due to take place before
the current post oYce network restructuring has been completed. We strongly urge that satisfactory
arrangements are put in place to ensure Postwatch staV currently engaged in this process are able to continue
until the process has come to an end. This would enable Postwatch to complete its important watchdog role
for the full period of the network change.

Recommendation

We urge that arrangements are put in place to ensure that staV employed by Postwatch and involved with
the current network change programme are able to continue this task until the completion of the whole
programme.

26. Next steps

The CRC is in discussion with Postwatch about conducting research into the public consultation process
to determine how successful and eVective this has been. It is hoped that this work can be completed early
in 2008 and will help to identify ways in which the public consultations can be improved for the remainder
of the area plan programme.

The results of this work may be of interest to the Committee at a later date.

27. The post oYce network beyond 2011.

We hope that the access criteria continue to be applied beyond the current post oYce restructuring
programme. This should help ensure the retention of a sustainable network of post oYce provision beyond
2011, when the current government funding package is due to end. This would also help to minimise any
continuing uncertainty for customers and businesses who rely on post oYce services.

Summary of Recommendations

1. There is a need to apply the access criteria sensitively. Whilst the distance criteria provide a useful
starting point in helping to determine post oYce locations, the wide range of other issues (both
social and economic) which are of significance to post oYce closures should be given adequate
coverage.

2. Patterns of usage following any post oYce closures should be monitored once the revised network
has been put in place to ensure that queuing times are reasonable.

5 Other partners include Postwatch, LGA, NALC, ACRE, VIRSA, Action for Market Towns, The Pub is the Hub.
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3. There should be a presumption against the closure of a post oYce which has an attached shop
where this is the last remaining outlet in a community.

4. Post oYce closure proposals must take account of the business needs of home-based workers and
self-employed people in rural areas.

5. The CRC urges the Post OYce to allow suYcient time for outreach solutions in rural areas to be
identified and to use the six-week consultation period as the commencement of this process, rather
than expect the solutions to be finalised within this period.

6. We urge that arrangements are put in place to ensure that staV employed by Postwatch and
involved with the current network change programme are able to continue this task until the
completion of the whole programme.

10 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Communication Workers’ Union (POS 2)

Introduction

1. The Communication Workers Union (CWU) represents around 250,000 employees in the postal,
telecom and related industries. It is the recognised trade union in the Royal Mail Group for all non-
management grades including approximately 6,300 members who work for Post OYce Ltd of which
approximately 4,750 work in its 434 Crown OYces.

2. We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s timely inquiry into the current Post
OYce closure programme. However we are concerned about the short time frame provided for submissions
which has limited our ability to collate evidence on the closure programme and provide detailed examples
on the implementation and impact of franchising.

3. Our position on the future of the post oYce network, including our strong opposition to the current
closure programme and the franchising of Crown OYces to WHSmiths, has previously been expressed in
our 2006 policy document “Serving Quality: Post OYce Counters: The Future” and in our response to the
DTI consultation on the Post OYce network in early 2007. We will make these documents available to the
Committee and for the most part will limit our response to experiences of the Post OYce closure programme
so far and its implications for the future of the network. We would also welcome the opportunity to give
oral evidence to the Committee.

4. The CWU sees the Post OYce network as an important public service, with a key role to play in local
communities. We believe this role should be developed by Government and is fully consistent with a
commercially successful business. Unfortunately we have instead seen the network decline both in total
numbers and as the range of services provided through the Post OYce has gradually been reduced. In large
part this has been due to the move to direct payment of benefits and pensions and the failure to develop the
functionality of the Post OYce Card Account. Meanwhile Post OYce Ltd has been slow to develop new
products and services to replace lost revenue.

5. The Post OYce network was established and developed to provide universal access to low cost, secure
and reliable postal and financial services, not to make a profit in market conditions. It is our view that
Government and commercial decisions, such as the withdrawal of the TV Licence payment facility and the
privatisation and subsequent demise of personal banking facilities, has contributed directly to the current
financial pressures placed on Post OYce Ltd.

6. We recognise that Post OYce Ltd is currently in a poor financial position, but believe this should be
addressed through greater emphasis on re-developing its role as a frontline provider of government services,
accessible banking facilities—including the establishment of a universal people’s bank—and by giving it
more time to develop commercially in order to meet the shortfall in revenue. We would rather see Post OYce
Ltd spend the Government’s £1.7 billion investment on maintaining and developing the network rather than
paying for 2,500 sub-postmasters and up to 1,500 Crown OYce staV to leave the business. No Post OYce
network in the world makes a profit on its network operations; if we fail to recognise this and force the
network to decline accordingly we risk losing a very valuable national asset.

7. Post OYce Ltd’s programme of franchising Crown OYces to the high street retailer WHSmith is of
major concern to the CWU. Thirty seven Crown OYces have so far been franchised out of a planned 76 (a
further two have been franchised to other companies with 136 more planned). These franchised oYces
provide an inferior level of service in premises often unsuitable for the elderly and disabled people who make
up a significant part of the Post OYce’s customer base. Moreover, there has been no meaningful

6 On 9 January 2007 the CWU was informed by Post OYce Ltd that two of these Crown OYces (Essex Road, North London,
and Ludgate Circus, City of London) are now earmarked for closure rather than franchise. We have serious concerns as to
what, if any, consultation process will take place regarding these oYces whose customer bases are far larger than those found
at sub-post oYces.
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consultation process over the franchise programme. Postwatch has in our view reneged on its responsibility
to represent users by accepting the principle of franchising Crown OYces to WHSmith and viewing each
conversion as a commercial decision for Post OYce Ltd alone. Consequently local people have had no
opportunity to influence Post OYce Ltd’s decision and their input has been limited to providing “feedback”
on the proposed new facilities.

CWU Response

8. Crown Post OYces are the commercial core of the Post OYce network. They are vital for the wider
success of Post OYce Ltd; they act as flagships for the network and are the only oYces providing the full
range of products and services oVered by the company. Employees in Crown OYces are highly trained, with
many years of experience and are dedicated to providing the highest possible level of service to the general
public. They also have a better knowledge and understanding of the products and services on oVer than the
often causal and inexperienced staV employed in franchised oYces.

9. The franchising of Crown OYces is a short term cost-cutting measure and is being used as a means of
undermining the terms and conditions enjoyed by our members in the Crown OYce network. WHSmith
oVer their staV vastly inferior terms and conditions to those of Post OYce Ltd: WHSmith counter staV earn
barely above the minimum wage whereas the majority of Crown OYce employees are paid slightly over £10
per hour. The better terms and conditions found in Crown OYces means a dedicated and long serving
workforce, able to deal with the varying demands of often vulnerable customers. The low-paid and
consequently transient nature of much high street retail employment, including that found at WHSmiths,
is not conducive to the public service nature of the Post OYce’s work.

10. No major franchise operator oVers union recognition rights to its counter clerks and in many cases
are actively hostile to trade union presence in their workplaces. We believe that encouraging such anti-union
employers to run public services is not consistent with current Government policy of encouraging workplace
partnership and best practise industrial relations.

11. We have consistently expressed our concern that franchised oYces will provide a poorer level of
service to customers. Experience of the franchise programme so far suggests that this is the case. Time spent
queuing has increased and is being exacerbated by a number of factors: WHSmith are installing fewer
counters than found in the Crown OYces they replace with fewer counter clerks and staV inexperience
(resulting from the company’s refusal to transfer existing staV from Crown OYces on their current terms
and conditions) meaning transactions are taking longer. Franchised oYces are also unlikely to be able to
oVer customers the same level of expertise and advice as Crown OYces going forward; Post OYce Ltd are
currently training staV for new roles as Financial Service Specialists and Product Sales Specialists. We are
aware of no such plans for franchised oYces.

12. In many cases Post OYce counter positions are being placed in the basement or on the first floor of
branches of WHSmith, often in cramped areas and forcing customers to negotiate their way through the
shop before reaching the Post OYce. This is proving to be a significant problem for elderly and disabled
people and those with young children who make up a significant proportion of Post OYce customers.
Customers are often dependent on lifts, which can be unreliable, or are forced to try and use the stairs. We
have also had reports of customers being forced to queue in the stairways. The following examples oVer a
snapshot of some of the problems occurring in the new premises.

— Aberdeen: WHSmiths has placed the Post OYce in the basement with limited space and access via
the stairs or lift only. The lift is reported to work only sporadically. A member of the public, unable
to use the stairs and thus unable to access her pension, was on one occasion encouraged by a
member of WHSmith staV to hand over her POCA card and to divulge her PIN number in order
that the money could be retrieved for her. There is also one less counter than there had been in the
former Crown OYce. Queues are now longer and often run all the way up the stairs. There has
been a migration of customers away from the franchised oYce to the one remaining Crown OYce
in the town, where members of staV have received complaints about the quality of service at
WHSmiths.

— Blackpool: The main Crown OYce has been franchised into the basement of WHSmiths. Lifts are
only at the back of the store forcing customers to negotiate their way through a crowded shop to
get to them. A 90-year old woman, attempting to use the stairs to avoid walking through the
crowded shop, recently fell down the stairs and despite emergency surgery died in hospital after
contracting pneumonia. Local MPs Gordon Marsden and Joan Humble, who both opposed the
franchise and had concerns over access arrangements, are calling for an urgent review7.

— Bromley: The main Crown OYce has been franchised into the back of the first floor of WHSmith
forcing customers to walk to the back of ground floor of the store and then after using the lift or
two flights of stairs across the first floor to access services. Counter numbers have also been
reduced.

7 Blackpool Gazette, 19 & 21 December 2007; The Citizen (Blackpool) 20 December 2007.
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— Coventry—Hertford Street: The franchised oYce is proposed for the first floor of the WHSmith
with two fewer counters than the Crown OYce had previously. The branch is only approximately
50 metres from a Co-op branch which contains a post oYce, franchised from a Crown OYce in
1994.

— Leicester, Brentwood, Hanley, Middlesborough, Torquay, Chelmsford, Caerphilly, Fort William
& Richmond: Franchises to be located either upstairs or in the basement and to go ahead despite
widespread opposition.

13. The lack of meaningful consultation with key stakeholders over the franchising of Crown OYces is
also of major concern. Post OYce Ltd have refused to inform staV in oYces earmarked for franchising about
their right to transfer to WHSmith under the terms of TUPE legislation and have only informed them of
their option to take enhanced redundancy terms or accept internal transfer. Enhanced redundancy terms
have been subject to the signing of “compromise agreements” which prevent staV exercising their rights
under TUPE legistlation. We also believe Post OYce Ltd has failed to consult on relevant TUPE legislation.
For a publicly-owned company to behave in this manner runs against best practise industrial relations that
the Government aims to engender.

14. Postwatch accepts the principle of franchising to WHSmith, stating on its website “The Partnership
between WHSmith and Post OYce Ltd will make sense to many customers, given the commitment to
customer service displayed by WHSmith, and the fit between the businesses”.8 Guidelines for the
consultation process were negotiated between Postwatch and Post OYce Ltd, with Postwatch reaching the
conclusion that decisions to franchise are solely commercial, should be taken by Post OYce Ltd alone and
are therefore not subject to public debate or consent. This has prevented local stakeholders from having any
influence on what amounts to the privatisation of a local public service. Consequently, the scope of
individual consultations has been restricted to the public providing feedback on issues around opening
hours, access arrangements and facilities planned for new branches.

15. We are not convinced that this opportunity to provide “feedback” has had any meaningful influence
on the development of franchised oYces. To date we are not aware of any feedback on the location of
franchises or the number of counters provided leading to WHSmith and Post OYce Ltd modifying their
plans. We believe that Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch should extend greater control over the development
of local services to the communities they serve. In many areas petitions have been organised and local
politicians have been involved in trying to oppose the franchise, but there is no mechanism through which
this can be achieved and Post OYce Ltd will not take their views on board.

16. In Coventry a local petition collected nearly 9,000 signatures yet despite this clear opposition to the
franchise from the public, Post OYce Ltd staV, and the local MP, Post OYce Ltd refused to consider
representations regarding the proposal. Jim Cunningham, local MP for Coventry South, commented that
“The method of consultation used by the Post OYce has been very much in the manner of saying, “This is
what we’re going to do. Either accept it or leave it.” We cannot submit any other proposals to the Post OYce,
because it will not listen”.9 Other MPs have been highly critical of the consultation process: Michael
Moore, MP for Berwickshire, Roxburgh & Selkirk, described the local consultation over Galashiels Crown
OYce a “sham”;10 and Henry Bellingham, MP for North West Norfolk described the consultation over
King’s Lynn Crown OYce as “nothing but a complete farce”.11

17. In St. Andrews, 17,000 local people are reported to have signed a petition opposing the franchise.12

Nevertheless, Post OYce Ltd project manager Peter Mylchreest, is reported to have said at a public meeting:
“There is no way you will change our mind. The decision has been made to franchise St Andrews Post
OYce”.

18. In London a number of public demonstrations have been held opposing franchising including in East
Ham, Bexleyheath and a London wide protest in Trafalgar Square. All franchises have gone ahead
regardless of local views. In Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent, 10,000 have signed a petition opposing the franchise
to no avail.13

19. Post OYce Ltd has also sought to undermine Union campaigning against the franchising of Crown
OYces; a £1000 payment oVered to staV in oYces proposed for franchise was made contingent on their not
campaigning against the franchise programme. Many members, who can ill-aVord to turn down the
payment, have been discouraged from campaigning.

8 www.postwatch.co.uk, 19 December 2007.
9 Hansard, 18th December 2007; P00096.
10 Southern Reporter, 12 July 2007.
11 Lynn News and Advertiser, 13 July 2007.
12 Fife Free Press, 10 August 2007.
13 The Sentinel (Stoke), 20 October 2007.
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Conclusion

20. The CWU has consistently opposed the franchising of Crown OYces and Post OYce Ltd’s current
programme of post oYce closures. The Post OYce network provides an important public service with a key
role to play in local communities. Government should seek to develop this role rather than allow the network
to decline for the sake of short-term cost savings. The current closure programme will leave some major
cities without a Crown OYce and will reduce the network to only 373.

21. Crown OYces are at the heart of the Post OYce network, vital for its wider success and act as flagships
with the full range of services oVered by the company. Franchising to WHSmith is a short term cost-cutting
exercise paid for by the vastly inferior terms and conditions oVered to those working in the new oYces.
Franchised oYces oVer a poorer level of services to customers often in premises less suitable to the needs of
the elderly and disabled people who depend upon them. Moreover local communities have been denied the
opportunity to influence franchising decisions as there has been no proper consultation process.

22. We hope the Committee will appreciate that the short time frame for this current call for evidence,
falling as it has over the Christmas and New Year period, has limited the extent of the evidence we are able
to provide at this point. We hope we will have the opportunity to provide further evidence about the impact
of the closure programme at a later time.

8 January 2007

Memorandum submitted by the Co-operative Retail Trading Group (POS 23)

Introduction

A co-operative is a business, which acts together to meet the common needs and aspirations of its
members, sharing ownership and making decisions democratically, rather than focusing on profits for
shareholders. In the UK the consumer co-operative movement includes 27 retail Co-operative Societies
operating some 4,000 retail units in communities throughout the UK. These aim to create value for our
members by providing them with the best possible services and to invest in the communities where they live.

In 2007 United Co-operatives merged with The Co-operative Group to create the largest Co-operative
Society in the UK with a combined turnover of more than £8 billion and 87,000 employees. The Co-
operative Group is the largest community food retailer in the UK with more than 2,200 stores and an
unparalleled position at the heart of thousands of communities.

Through the Co-operative Retail Trading Group (CRTG), an organisation of Co-operative Societies,
The Co-operative Group provides the buying and marketing functions for all these UK consumer-owned
co-operatives. The CRTG Post OYce Group enables Societies to share best practice.

Post Office Network Change and the Co-operative Movement

We recognise the challenges facing the future of the Post OYce Network and support the need for
network change.

At the beginning of the Post OYce Network Change Programme there were more than 570 franchised
and sub-post oYces operated by Co-operative Societies throughout the UK. We are the largest multiple
operator of post oYces in the UK.

The Government and Post OYce Limited have recognised the benefit of co-locating post oYces with retail
outlets such as Co-operative stores in local communities. The combined Post OYce and retail store drives
footfall for each other, which enhances the sustainability of both the Post OYce and the community store.
During the Network Change Programme we have become concerned that the stance of Post OYce Limited
on issues such as compensation do not take into account the fact that the Co-op store will continue to
operate in the local community and place unfair restrictions on our continuing delivery of some of our core
consumer oVerings such as National Lottery and Bill Payments. We recognise that Post OYce Limited did
negotiate the compensation package with the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters (NFSP). Co-
operative Societies are not members of the NFSP and, therefore, had no input into these negotiations. We
believe Post OYce Limited should negotiate with all operators, not just the NFSP, on such issues.

We are committed to being part of the future of the Post OYce network. We have been a significant
supporter of post oYces and taken over the operation of post oYces in communities throughout the UK.
Where it is commercially viable to do so, we would be happy to consider operating more post oYces.

To date Post OYce Limited have announced the proposed closure of 24 post oYces operated by Co-
operative Societies (11 of these are now confirmed closures).
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Experience of the Local Consultation Process So Far

There have been a number of instances where, during confidential discussions about potential closures
prior to the public consultation, Post OYce Limited has not taken into account that our staV in co-located
post oYces are employees and not self-employed individuals running their own business like many other
sub-Postmasters. They have communicated information about closures to staV who were previously
unaware of a potential closure. This has increased the uncertainty and confusion for some of our employees
with regard to their continuing employment in our post oYce.

In addition, following the public consultation and the publication of the Area Plan Decisions, there have
been a small number of proposed closure reversals. It appears that Post OYce Limited have decided there
should be a fixed number of closures in each area and the closure reversals have resulted in additional
proposed closures after the end of the original consultation period. Although, to date, we have not been
impacted by these additional proposed closures, we are concerned about the future uncertainty which
impacts on our ability to make investment decisions for our business. It is not clear whether the national
figure of 2,500 closures is indicative or a fixed number and this needs to be clarified.

The Extent to Which Final Decisions Have Taken Local Views into Account

This is diYcult to ascertain, as it is still very early in the Network Change Programme. However published
Area Plan decisions indicate that Post OYce Limited have reversed a small number of proposed closures
where there have been significant concerns about accessibility. This does not appear to be related to the scale
of local concern about the closure.

The Nature of the Proposed 500 “Outreach” Services and Service Quality

We have communicated our interest in delivering outreach services to the Post OYce.

It appears that Post OYce Limited expects operators to bear the responsibility and cost for developing
the nature of outreach service provision. This makes investment for their development uncertain and
unattractive and there is a high risk of disruption of service.

If the outreach services are allowed to develop in this unco-ordinated manner there is a risk of a
detrimental eVect on the remaining branch network leading to further closures in the future. It could also
leave many areas without access to Post OYce services if no business operator is prepared to take the risk
and invest and develop an outreach service in place of a closed branch.

How Changes to the Crown Post Office Network Interact with Sub-post Office Closures

We welcome many of the changes that are currently being undertaken by the Post OYce Limited to return
the Crown oYce network to profitability. Improving the commercial oVer of these branches is vital to the
sustainability of the remaining network and we expect the Post OYce Limited to continue pressing for
improvements in this area, as consumers are able to obtain many Post OYce services from other outlets.

However, we are also concerned that the projected migration of customers to the remaining network from
closed sub-post oYces may not occur to the levels expected by Post OYce Limited because the customer has
a number of options for obtaining certain services (eg. Bill Payment) from other outlets.

The Future of Both Crown and Sub-post Office Networks

It is too early to tell how the Network Change Programme will impact on the remaining network and we
are still unsure what the future holds for both the Crown and Sub-Post OYce Networks. Our concern is that
if the Network Change Programme fails to produce a sustainable business, we will see more closures over
the coming years. We would like to see Post OYce Limited further develop its relationship with multiple
Post OYce operators such as ourselves, and work in partnership with them to strengthen the Post OYce
network for the future and beyond.

Other Issues

We have specific concerns about the compensation package oVered by the Post OYce Limited. When the
first branch closures were agreed upon, the Post OYce Limited informed us that they would be reducing the
proposed compensation for branch closure if we continued to operate services such as Premium Mails, on
demand bureau de change, bill payment and National Lottery terminals. The full compensation package
would only be made available if the branch agreed not to oVer these services for one year. These changes
have been implemented without prior consultation at a late stage in the closure process.

We also believe that these changes to the compensation package by the Post OYce amount to restrictive
covenants on our remaining retail business. Services such as bill payment and lottery are an important part
of our commercial oVer and we have always sought to oVer them in our stores regardless of whether the
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store hosts a post oYce. The proposed compensation package penalises us for providing these services and
for honouring our existing contracts with existing commercial partners such as Paypoint. In doing so we
believe the Post OYce is trying to reduce competition and acting against the consumer interest.

14 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by COSLA (POS 25)

Early Experiences of the Post Office’s Network Change Programme

Post OYce Ltd commenced the first phase of their consultation on 23 October covering six local authority
areas namely Argyll and Bute, East Renfrewshire, Falkirk, Glasgow, Stirling and West Dunbartonshire
councils based on the boundaries of Westminster Parliamentary constituencies in Scotland. Post OYce Ltd
proposed the closure of 44 branches in this area, replacing a further three branches with outreach services
to leave in place 264 post oYces in the plan area.

COSLA has been active at a national level in lobbying on behalf of our member councils due to our
significant concerns about the way in which the Network Change proposals have been both developed and
consulted on in Scotland. Given the importance of the local Post OYce Network, we welcome the decision
by the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee to hold an inquiry into early experiences of
the Post OYce’s Network Change Programme and are keen to contribute.

Our member councils have reported that details of the first phase consultation were not present on Post
OYce Ltd’s website on the morning of the first day of the consultation process in October. This was
particularly diYcult for local authorities when they had to initially deal with press enquiries about the
consultation (who had full information on the consultation) when some member councils only obtained
information until later in the day on 23 October.

Furthermore, we were concerned that the consultation for some of our member councils has been
unsatisfactory in terms of Post OYce Limited’s involvement. For example, in the Stirling Council area some
attendees at public meetings felt PO Ltd representatives only had 3 or 4 answers they were willing to provide,
but not much of detail that would help the community understand the reason for closure of their particular
branch. Instead reference was constantly made to the overall financial position of PO Ltd rather than the
individual details of that branch. Moreover, many attendees at the meetings felt that the PO Ltd
representatives were explaining the process rather than justifying the decision.

Another issue that has arisen with the public meetings as part of the consultation process is that PO Ltd
has consistently asked for an independent chair (and has made it clear that they do not consider the council
to be independent). In reality, we suspect councils might struggle to find independent chairs other than by
paying for them and PO Ltd did not oVer to do that.

The local area public consultation period only lasted 6 weeks before a final decision was made by Post
OYce Ltd on the future of POs in these areas. As a result, this caused diYculties for local authorities and
community planning partnerships in terms of adequately engaging and consulting with local communities
and to have responses approved by Councils and community planning partnerships (CPPs), given council
committee cycles and the frequency relevant multi-agency CPP partnership meetings.

Another issue was the lack of pre-publicity that Post OYce Ltd provided to the consultation. As a result,
many local communities were not be aware that the consultation commenced in their local areas and of the
potential impact of post oYce closures on their area.

Councils in Scotland are leaders and facilitators of the local Community Planning process and as such
have an important role in relation to the Network Change Proposals and their impact on local communities.
Therefore, we continue to be disappointed that local authorities have not been more fully involved with Post
OYce Ltd in the development of the proposals for closure in their local areas. As the bodies with the most
in-depth local knowledge, including on population and business growth, and understanding of the issues
facing communities, local authorities are well placed to help Post OYce Ltd with this diYcult task.

COSLA was very disappointed that only local MPs and MSPs received information on the proposals
prior to the start of the public consultation, and that COSLA as the national representative body of Local
Government in Scotland and our individual member councils only received the information once the
proposals had been announced and the consultation period had started. We suggest that early sight of the
proposals by local authorities is imperative, not only because of the detailed information systems and
analytical capability to examine the proposals held by local authorities but also to assist with planning
eVective local consultation and community engagement.

15 January 2008
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Memorandum submitted by Daventry and District Over Fifties Forum (POS 6)

The Post OYce Closure Programme for Northamptonshire, Leicestershire and Rutland was announced
at the end of November. On behalf of the Daventry District Over Fifties Forum I have been working on the
proposed closures in three local villages, Badby, Newnham and Staverton. I wish the Committee to take
note of my concern at the “Consultation” process.

There is said to be a “pre-public consultation” period during which the views of key local stakeholders
are canvassed. Despite two e-mail requests and one postal request to the Consultation Team to ascertain
the identities of these stakeholders I received no sensible reply (not printed here). A further e-mail approach
to Postwatch elicited the information that they were the only stakeholder to take part in the pre-public
consultation process other than local MPs, who were informed of the programme one week before the public
announcement.

I do not consider this to be a level of consultation and enquiry consistent with that stated in the published
procedures.

Secondly, the response of the Consultation Team to my enquiries was cynically inadequate. My first e-
mail simply requested the identities of the stakeholders. The response thanked me for my interest and
assured me that my views would be taken into account. My second e-mail pointed that I had asked for
information which had not been forthcoming and requested it again; this produced exactly the same
response as the first. I then wrote to the Network Development Manager, Mr Mark Partington, explaining
the problems with my e-mails and asking for the same information. Sixteen days later I got a printed version
of almost the same, obviously automated, response.

There is in my view an abuse of the democratic process in all this which leads to a breakdown in public
trust in the Post OYce and, by contagion, in other public bodies. I should be grateful to know that the Select
Committee will be looking closely into the procedures followed in all postal areas and, if this is a pattern,
suspending the programme until it can be operated transparently and fairly.

BGOP’s charter states that “It is acknowledged by Government, the public sector and society as a whole
that a radical change of perspective is needed if public services are to meet the challenge of our ageing
society”.

We do not believe that the Post OYce understands this.

8 January 2008

Supplementary memorandum submitted by Daventry District Over Fifties Forum (POS 6A)

A submission to the BERR Committee regarding the Post OYce Network Change programme was sent
last week on behalf of DOF, the Daventry District Over Fifties Forum, which is aYliated to BGOP, Better
Government for Older People. Our district is one of the most recent to go through the so-called consultation
procedure, and I hope you can take just a little time for me to amplify our evidence.

According to the published information when a closure programme is announced, the Post OYce will
already have engaged in an “intensive 12 week pre-consultation process (involving) a substantial amount
of local stakeholder engagement.” Because I needed to review the programme at local level I e-mailed the
Consultation Team to find out who these stakeholders had been, as I did not want to go over already-
trodden ground. Their reply thanked me for my opinions, which would be passed on to the appropriate
people. I e-mailed again pointing out that I had asked for information, not expressed an opinion. I got
exactly the same reply. I sent a letter explaining that I thought the e-mails had been inadequate and asking
again for the information. I got a reply some 16 days later with in eVect the same answer again. Meanwhile
I had ascertained from Postwatch that they were the only stakeholder involved.

I had also reviewed the Branch Access reports in connection with three of the villages in our area where
the Post OYces are to be closed. The Post OYce claim that they have taken all the local demographics into
account. I note that in terms of age structure, the only breakdown used is ages 0–15 and 15-retired. This
strikes me as singularly uninformative, and certainly takes no account of the needs of older people. There
were also some ludicrous data errors, ascribing a population of 13,299 to a village where it is in fact 650,
and placing this village 0.79 miles from the nearest alternative Post OYce when in fact it is over three miles.

I was able to raise all these points with Mr Partington and Mr Silcock of the Consultation Team at a
meeting last week. To my argument that their claim to have carried out substantial, intensive consultations
with local stakeholders was a deceptive overstatement, their reply was just to disagree. I hope you will think
otherwise and agree with me that this has not a little to do with public trust. To my argument that their lack
of response to my enquiries was rude and arrogant, their reply was that they did not have the staV to handle
individual communications. I asked whether they could not even distinguish enquiry from comment and
they replied no. I hope you will consider whether the £1.7 billion of public funds allocated to this programme
is being properly allocated. Finally when I pointed out the inaccuracies of their data, they replied that errors
will always occur and that they would not in any case aVect the decisions. This seems to me an admission
that the decisions are made and that the data, such as it is, is used just for window dressing, again to deceive
the public into thinking that a proper process had been followed.
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I note that the Bishop of Lincoln has already gone public in describing the consultation process as a
“cynical exercise which reflects badly on those who carried it out.” This is a fairly mild reflection of our views
in Daventry, and on behalf of older people, particularly in rural communities still to be assessed under the
programme, I hope you can do something to make the whole thing more transparent.

14 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Essex Rural Partnership (POS 18)14

Essex Rural Partnership, managed by Rural Community Council of Essex, is leading a working group,
examining this issue in Essex. The group was formed in March 2007 and has already guided part of the
county through the consultation process. The remainder of Essex will be consulted on closures in June 2008.

I write on behalf of the Partnership, the working group of which continues to meet, with the aim of
assisting those responding to consultations and helping those whose PO’s will close to deal with the
situation; the group is led by myself.

You may be interested to know that I have also been contracted by Ruralnet to act as their “on-line
expert” on this topic. At the last meeting of the Eastern Region Rural Forum I spoke on the topic of the
Network Change Programme and was subsequently nominated to draft a letter to Government voicing the
Forum’s concerns about the consultation process. I am now aware that the workings of the Forum will not
enable me to submit such a letter before the deadline for this review, but wish to highlight to you the
intention nonetheless.

Essex Rural Partnership called for “mandatory consultation” and “minimum period of notice for
impending changes” in March 2007. The Partnership was dismayed to learn that the consultations would
operate for only 6 weeks.

In November 2007 the Partnership urged Post OYce Limited to extend the consultation to a minimum
12 weeks, in line with national Compact Guidelines. The reasons given are summarized:

— Compact calls for minimum 12 weeks for public consultation15

— Postal Strikes were experienced during the period of consultation for East Essex and SuVolk—no
extension was allowed

— The title of the Area Plan was misleading. The Plan was called East Essex and SuVolk, when in
fact it incorporated East, West, North and Mid Essex; this necessitated additional publicizing to
ensure that those aVected where aware of the proposals.

It should be noted that Parish Councils are being consulted—many smaller Councils meet on a bi-
monthly basis, which means that the entire consultation period could fall between meetings.

Our own experience has shown that where public meetings have been co-ordinated this has proved very
diYcult, due to the timescale of the consultation. To allow time to arrange, publicise and provide suYcient
notice—whilst allowing enough time after the meeting for the messages to be fed out and used has been
extremely diYcult. This, I believe, has hindered the opportunity for many to respond in a fully
comprehensive manner.

I hesitate to provide named examples without being able to obtain permission from those involved. If,
however, you would like more detail about any of the cases mentioned I would be willing to seek such
permission and to endeavour to put you in direct contact with those with first hand experiences to share.

In one sub post oYce (which operates with a level of community-support, rather than as a commercial
enterprise) the poster provided for display gave incorrect information about the nearest alternative branch;
a couple of days after the poster was sent someone from POL came to check it was being displayed—the
Sub-post Mistress explained it was not because it was incorrect; the POL employee left, returned with
tipex and amended and displayed the poster! In another case incorrect posters were sent and the branch had
to wait for replacements. Despite the delays in advertising the planned closures there was no extension made
to the period of consultation in either case.

I am also aware that in the district of Tendring not all respondents received acknowledgements to their
letters—which I believe is contrary to POL’s code of practice. Many of these sent a standard letter prepared
by their County Councillor, Mick Page, but this letter included completed sections stating the reason for
using a standard letter, ie a named disability or illness, in addition to a name and address and signature
added. I am sure Councillor Page would provide more information if required.

14 Essex Rural Partnership
The Essex Rural Partnership was founded in 2002. Its members represent organisations in the public, private and voluntary
sectors, addressing the social, economic and environmental priorities for rural Essex.

15 Extract from National Compact : Code of Good Practice for public consultation
For written consultations, wherever possible 12 weeks should be allowed for replies in order to accommodate the work cycles
of organisations working with voluntary management committees and to reach the local level or member organisations. This
is more likely to be achieved where consultation has been built into regular planning cycles. It should, however, be recognised
that for a variety of reasons a 12 week period will not always be possible, in which case eight weeks for replies will generally
be the minimum (in line with Cabinet OYce Service First guidance).
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We are also concerned about the consultation period for outreach locations. We suggested that the first
consultation should ascertain views on the principle and determine whether or not the outreach should be
introduced; and that a second consultation should be undertaken to properly assess the potential and
opportunity for various locations, methods of delivery, etc. During the consultation oVered any community
wishing to oppose the principle of outreach will not make suggestions about how it could best be delivered.
If the first consultation could determine that the outreach would definitely go ahead, a second consultation
would enable proper community input into decisions about how the service would operate.

A final note of concern regards the warnings/threats given to Sub-postmasters, asking them not to discuss
the closures/consultations. We received a number of apologies for our county-wide public meeting from
Sub-postmasters who felt that their compensation would be at risk if they attended. Similarly many would
not discuss the Area Plans with local residents, local Councillors and other support agencies for the same
reason.

10 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Highland Council (POS 27)

The Highland Council welcomes the decision of the Committee to hold an Inquiry into the progress of
the Post OYce Closure Programme. As a Council currently going through this process, we welcome the
opportunity to respond. However, we do feel the BERR Committee inquiry would benefit from extending
its time period to include the experiences of other Local Authorities. Highland Council is only half way
through the consultation phase and it is inevitable that more learning points will further emerge as this
progresses.

There are two key areas which have given this Council cause for concern. These relate to:

— the consultation process

— the application of the criteria and case for closure.

The Consultation Process

Highland Council is concerned about the consultation process for the Network Closure Programme.
As has been noted and discussed by this Committee in the past, the failure for Government to insist on a
12-week consultation phase has resulted in a very short timeframe for Local Authorities and communities
to respond. Highland Council has been preparing for the consultation over the last six months, collating
information in preparation to check POL’s Area Plan. Communities, on the other hand, have an extremely
short period to come together to comment on the proposals. Some of the key community groups, such as
Community Councils, will not even meet within the six week time period, their meetings being held on, for
example, a quarterly basis.

The timescale issue is further exacerbated when the administration of the consultation is examined. Prior
to the consultation period, POL did not publicise that a consultation on the future of the network was
imminent and nor, upon the start of the consultation phase, have they publicised the Area Plan bar relying
on sub-postmasters to put posters up in their premises. This Council has attempted to make our
communities as aware as possible of the upcoming consultation but this is not the responsibility of a Local
Authority but the organisation undertaking the consultation.

Within Scotland, public organisations are expected to undertake consultation following the Standards
for Community Engagement, published in 2005 by the then Scottish Executive. These standards ensure that
consultation is undertaken fairly, equitably and in an inclusive manner. It is quite clear that POL have not
adhered to these good practice guidelines. There has been no attempt to ensure that excluded groups can
respond to the consultation. Local representative organisations within Highland—such as the Disability
Access Panels—only received the consultation documents through the direct intervention of the Highland
Council.

In relation to the administration of the consultation by POL, it is of concern to Highland Council that
not all the Community Councils aVected in Highland received the consultation documentation on the day
it was released. A number of our Community Councils received the documentation two weeks after the start
of the consultation began and this was only because Highland Council brought it to the attention of POL.
Despite a request, POL has refused to extend the consultation timescale.

A further concern regarding the consultation process is that Local Authorities are not given formal notice
of the plans prior to consultation. Council’s have a formal duty to represent the public, therefore it is
disappointing that they only receive the documentation at the same time as the press.
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Application of Criteria

Although Highland Council is currently undergoing consultation on its Area Plan, there are a number of
concerns which we feel it is important for the Committee to be aware of.

1. Highland is currently thoroughly checking the branch access reports for the branches identified
for closure however, we have identified a number of inaccuracies which naturally gives cause for
concern and raises questions about the eVective application of the access criteria. It is also
unhelpful that access reports have not been provided for branches to be replaced by outreach
services

2. There are also inconsistencies in the documentation produced by POL for diVerent Area Plans.
POL has now decided to release customer contact averages for any new consultations but did not
for any prior to 15 January. Highland Council has now been provided with this information only
after a formal request. This of course does not help Local Authorities who have already gone
through this process. The inconsistency from POL questions the ability for all consultations to be
undertaken equitably.

3. Further issues regarding the consultation process relate to the lack of detailed information from
POL about the key drivers for the identification of individual branches for closure. The Area Plans
produced do not identify ultimately why individual branches have been chosen ie is it because of
a low customer base, or is it economic. In addition, the access reports do not state to what extent
public transport, local social/economic information has been taken into account, despite the fact
that this was stipulated by the Government in their response paper last May. These aspects are
highlighted in the individual branch access reports yet no indication is provided as to whether or
not this information has been considered and if it has, why it has been discounted as not being
significant.

4. An area of considerable concern to Highland Council has been the application of the distance
criteria “as the crow flies”. We would acknowledge that when individual oYces have been
identified for closure, the road distance to the next oYce has been considered. However this is not
the case for the identification of the areas exempt from closure where they currently do not meet
the access criteria of 95% of the population within each postcode district being within 6 miles of
a post oYce. 20 of the 38 postcode districts exempt from closure by Government, as they currently
don’t meet the access criteria, are in the Highland Council area. However, these 38 have been
identified by applying the criteria as the crow flies. This Council would assert that this is
inappropriate within a rural area to apply this criteria on this basis. POL have stated that they
have been instructed to do so by Government. By applying this criteria by road distance, Highland
Council would assert that there are a further 21 postcode districts across Highland that should
have additional services because they currently do not meet the criteria. This is an issue which
would urge the Committee to examine in further detail.

The Highland Council hopes that these initial observations on the experience of this Council’s Network
Plan consultation may be of use to the committee. As indicated above, Highland is only half way through
the consultation phase and no doubt further learning points will emerge in the coming weeks. The Council
would welcome opportunity at a future date to respond further to the Committee on this matter.

24 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Lincolnshire County Council (POS 11)

The Bishop of Lincoln, Dr John Saxbee and Lincolnshire County Council have actively engaged in the
consultation process recently undertaken by Post OYce Ltd. They have led the debate across the county and
nationally and, as such, submit below the comments to the Committee for Business, Enterprise and
Regulatory Reform. This joint submission from the Bishop and the County Council demonstrates the
strength of concern that surrounds the Network Change Programme (NCP) and, in relation to this letter,
the concerns with regard to the method and manner of the consultation process.

The county of Lincolnshire is aVected by three area plans, two of which are currently being examined: the
East Midlands, and East Yorkshire with Bassetlaw and North Lincolnshire. A further plan is expected in
June 2008 which will cover the remainder of the County.

It is noted that decisions have already been reached to close some branches in both areas. This decision
is regrettable because of the impact it will have on the quality of life for the communities aVected and the
impact on the local economy. However, the financial problems besetting the Post OYce are understood and
the need for a viable and sustainable network is recognised.

It is understood that this inquiry is only concerned with examining the consultation process itself and
therefore comments are restricted to this matter. This letter will seek to address the areas on which the
Committee intends to focus in respect of the consultation process with one exception: in Lincolnshire “the
outreach proposals are currently in the process of a further review by Postwatch”. Therefore, as decisions
are still to be announced it is diYcult to state whether final decisions have taken local views into account at
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this juncture. However, given the extremely short timeframe between the end of the consultation and the
announcement of closures (four weeks), it can be questioned whether information and views included in the
10,500 responses received by Post OYce Ltd from the two consultations have been reasonably considered
when making final decisions.

Experience of the Local Consultation Process

The six week public “consultation” period has not been an eVective, appropriate or fair method to gather
information or the views of communities and stakeholders aVected by the proposed closures. Six weeks is
not a suYcient amount of time for a public consultation, and does not correspond to the previous
consultation period of 12 weeks set by the previous DTI. Without adequate time to research and investigate
options, the information that is provided through the consultation will not be as accurate and full as desired
by Post OYce to enable well informed decisions. This is particularly the case in Lincolnshire with its above
average incidence of harder to reach groups such as older people, people living with limiting long term
illnesses and migrant workers.

Post OYce Ltd’s marketing and information on how to respond to the consultation has been poor, with
unhelpful and uninformative feedback forms provided within post oYces for the public to respond on. For
a programme with highly significant impact on communities the expectation would have been to see
information readily available to communities in a variety of appropriate formats.

The Area Plan Proposal documents are misleading in that they do not include in the number of branches
which will close those to be replaced by Outreach. On this basis the correct number of branches which will
be retained in East Yorkshire with Bassetlaw and North Lincolnshire is 312 and not 336 as stated in the
Area Plan Proposal and the correct number of branches which will be retained in the East Midlands is 349
and not 360 as stated in the Area Plan Proposal.

The eVect of this is to downplay the implications of the Outreach proposals by representing them as
something other than closures. There is a serious risk that this will have aVected the level of response
received.

The decision booklets produced by Post OYce Ltd to feedback to communities and stakeholders the
decisions on closures are brief and non-descriptive. They do not represent the views and information
provided by consultees or demonstrate clearly how or why decisions have been made. This has left
communities feeling that their eVorts to share information have been ignored, leaving them less likely to
participate in future consultations.

The information given in these publications is also confusing and misleading regarding the “Branches
submitted for further review by Postwatch”. It does not clearly state what is under review in this process,
and no further clarity has been given when prompted. This weak feedback to the consultation has left
stakeholders and communities unclear about whether they are able to contribute to the further review
process and whether it is the closure of the post oYce, or the type of Outreach to be provided which is
under review.

Outreach Services

Regarding the consultation on “Outreach Services”, communities have been asked for their opinions
about a service that has not been properly investigated or thought out by Post OYce Ltd. It is not reasonable
for Post OYce Ltd to ask communities their opinions on the suitable outreach options for their community
without any indication of a location, the service that will be provided, and the sustainability of the service.
The consequence of this is that communities are not clear as to what they are commenting on and are
therefore less likely to provide productive information. This has also caused panic and upset in some
communities as they have been unable to gain any reassurance that a replacement service will be suitable
and accessible.

The Government’s response to the public consultation (May 2007) was clear in that it expected Post OYce
Ltd to actively engage with local authorities and communities, through a process of local consultation and
ahead of establishing Outreach services. That has not happened. Post OYce Ltd has communicated
inadequately with key stakeholders throughout the process.

The role of Postwatch

Postwatch states that their “priority will be to ensure that wherever Post OYce Ltd brings forward
proposals to close branches, they have taken full account of the needs of aVected communities.” It is diYcult
to see that this has been carried out adequately.

Postwatch appear to have been entirely under resourced to deal with the Network Change programme.
Of great concern is the fact that Postwatch lacks the necessary authority to change decisions or overrule the
Post OYce where there is disagreement.
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There has been considerable confusion for stakeholders and communities over which regional Postwatch
covers which areas. This has led to confusion for consultees on whom they should contact at Postwatch and
the most aVective way to do so.

As a consequence of the above the Council’s current position is that the consultation was inadequate,
specifically it was too short, failed to identify what was meant by Outreach, failed to follow Government
guidelines and contained confusing/inaccurate information.

8 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Mayor of London, Greater London Authority (POS 26)

Introduction

1. The Mayor of London welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Business, Enterprise and
Regulatory Reform Select Committee inquiry into early experiences of the Post OYce’s “Network Change
Programme”. It is particularly welcome that as well as looking at the restructuring of the sub-post oYce
network it will also look at the implications of the changes to the Crown post oYce network and the transfer
of oYces to retail outlets, such as branches of WHSmith.

2. Details of which oYces in London are scheduled to close have yet to be released. However, the Mayor
is so concerned about the likely impact of any closures on Londoners and local communities that he wishes
to enthusiastically support this inquiry.

3. The future of the Post OYce is a matter of great importance to many Londoners, who see their local
post oYce as a vital public service. Research by the National Consumer Council has identified that London
has suVered from a particularly high rate of closures in recent years with a 25% decline in network coverage
since 2004. The comparable national figure for the same time frame is 7%. The Mayor is concerned that the
current proposed closure programme would have a similarly disproportionate impact on London.

4. Current proposals are for 99% of the total population in the top 15% of the most deprived urban areas
in England (just under a fifth of which are in London) are to be within one mile of their nearest post oYce
outlet, and that 95% of the total urban population across the UK are to be within one mile of their nearest
post oYce outlet. 18% of London’s population would come under the deprived urban category and the
remaining population under the urban one.

The importance of Post Offices to Londoners

5. The proposed changes in access criteria are of great concern to the Mayor and run counter to his vision
of London as an accessible and inclusive city. It will impact particularly badly on older and disabled people
and those with young children.

6. The Mayor believes that post oYces are part of the key social infrastructure required to create
sustainable and inclusive communities in London. Access to this infrastructure is important for many
Londoners living in deprived urban areas and local provision is especially important for members of more
vulnerable communities. It is also vitally important to those Londoners who are not able to access the
banking system and cannot have any benefit payments made to an account, so need to collect them from
post oYces.

7. Many of London’s poorest people do not have access to a current account via a bank and are
financially excluded. Research by the New Economics Foundation16 suggests 35% of those living in urban
deprived areas lack access to basic bank accounts. The Government’s insistence that benefits payments must
be delivered through bank accounts, has further contributed to the commercial diYculties faced by
individual post oYces. The Post OYce network is ideally placed to promote financial inclusion and help in
the development of more sustainable and cohesive communities, a clearly stated Government and
Mayoral priority.

8. In addition, research by the New Economics Foundation has shown that when post oYces close, it can
lead to a cycle of economic decline in deprived urban areas17.

9. It is clear that we need to take action to foster and support cohesion and economic development. The
Mayor’s London Plan notes that “co-ordinated planning and other interventions may be required to retain
facilities, such as corner shops or small parades in estates, that provide an essential social service but are on
the margins of economic viability.” Provision for post oYces is supported by various London Plan policies
relating to the provision and protection of social infrastructure and community facilities, as well as policies
designed to maintain retail facilities and the quality of town centres. The specific relevant policies include:

(a) 3A.15 Protection and enhancement of social infrastructure and community facilities;

16 See, “Basic bank accounts: the case for a Universal Service Obligation”, New Economics Foundation, March 2006.
17 “The last post”, New Economics Foundation, December 2006.
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(b) 3D.3 Maintaining and improving retail facilities; and

(c) 3D.1 Supporting town centres.

10. In the context of the London Plan the Mayor wishes to stress the essential role of an eVective network
of post oYces in delivering accessible, essential local services, providing a social hub and sustaining
neighbourhood and other centres.

11. The London Plan notes that social infrastructure should be “provided within easy reach by walking
and public transport of the population that use them”. In addition, when planning for access to local parks
and bus stops it is usual to expect most of the population to be within a 400m distance. This ensures that
facilities are placed within easy walking distance for people who are less mobile, including older people,
disabled people and families with young children. To suggest a distance of one mile is out of step with
emerging benchmarks for provision and location of required social infrastructure and community facilities.
The Mayor is also concerned that the distance based access criteria provide too crude a measure to properly
take account of the urban density that exists across much of London.

12. The Mayor suggests that further work should be undertaken to establish higher standards for the
provision of Post OYce services, especially in dense urban areas such as London. In addition, London’s
population is predicted to increase by 800,000 to 2016 and consideration will need to be given to meeting
the needs of this additional population.

13. In the consultation document for the closure programme, the Government stated that there will be
a maximum of 2,500 sub-post oYce closures where the sub-postmaster will be compensated and the support
package the Government proposes includes compensation payments. This raises the question as to whether
that money would be better spent providing a viable future rather than closure and redundancies. A further
run down of the network could occur through uncompensated closures, where sub postmasters retire or give
up their business. This could seriously threaten the Governments aim of maintaining a national, though
substantially reduced network.

14. The Mayor welcomes the Government’s funding commitment but is concerned that it will be
insuYcient to meet the ongoing needs of the network. Among other measures he would like to see the
Government extend the Social Network Payment to support post oYces in deprived urban areas. This would
require an increase in the Social Network Payment to reflect the larger number of oYces it would be intended
to support. The Mayor believes that the future shape and coverage of the network must reflect and adapt
to local needs.

15. The Mayor would also like to see a longer consultation period on individual oYce closures than the
six week period currently planned. It is good practice for consultations to last 12 weeks. Given the
importance of Post OYces to local communities and to allow community groups to take part to protect their
interests the Mayor would like to see the consultation period extended to 12 weeks.

Outsourcing of Post Office Services

16. The Mayor is also very concerned about the proposal to franchise many of the Crown Post OYces
to a private operator and the negative impact this may have on both the quality of customer service and
quality of employment in London. Local community groups, elected representatives and unions have all
argued convincingly that the quality of franchised post oYces has been much lower than that of Crown post
oYces that they replaced. Many branches are now run as franchises by private companies giving workers
much worse terms and conditions, including rates of pay below the London Living Wage.

Conclusion

17. The Mayor considers that the current proposals for levels of provision in urban and deprived urban
areas are not suYcient to meet the social need for these services within the community. The Mayor is
therefore opposed to the proposed new minimum distance requirements for post oYces and urges the
Government to maintain the current criteria. The Mayor would also like to see further work done to
establish benchmark catchment areas for post oYces to bring them into line with other emerging social
infrastructure requirements and to ensure that loss of existing provision is minimised.

18. The Mayor would like to see much greater emphasis on a recovery and development business plan
that allows the network to sustain itself and develop. Both the House of Commons Trade and Industry
Committee and the Communication Workers’ Union have noted that new services need to be developed if
the Post OYce is to survive at the level of coverage and density that is required. Greater consideration also
needs to be given to how more flexible services can be developed to ensure that the Post OYce continues to
oVer an inclusive service which meets the needs of the deprived and vulnerable communities that rely on it
for access to services as well as the wider population—however flexibility is unlikely to be suYcient unless
new business is also developed.
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19. The Mayor reiterates his willingness to sit down with all relevant parties, to work towards an
economic and business strategy that will allow the Post OYce network to become the sustainable network
that London requires.

18 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the National Consumer Council (POS 30)

Introduction

The National Consumer Council (NCC) is an independent consumer expert, championing the consumer
interest to bring about change for the benefit of all consumers. We do this by working with people and
organisations that can make change happen—governments, regulators, business and those who speak on
behalf of consumers.

In October 2008, NCC will merge with Postwatch and energywatch to form a new consumer advocacy
body that will operate on a statutory footing with enhanced powers. While Postwatch is examining this
round of post oYce closures, future changes to the network will be charged to the new organisation as
stipulated in the Consumers, Estate Agents and Redress Act 2007. The merger will enable the new body to
examine postal services in the wider context of access to essential services, especially in deprived and
remote areas.

In September 2007 NCC published a report Post OYce Closures 2002 to 2006: lessons for 2007 to 2009 in
conjunction with Dr Foster research consultancy. The findings from that report, which have been used as
a basis for this memorandum, were used by NCC to urge Post OYce Ltd to learn the lessons of previous
closures to ensure that communities with the greatest need for Post OYce services—whether in urban or
rural areas—are targeted for protection on social grounds in future. The findings were also intended to assist
Postwatch (and its successor organisation) and local stakeholders in promoting the consumer interest.

A full copy of the report can be viewed here:
http://www.ncc.org.uk/nccpdf/poldocs/NCC172rr post oYce closures.pdf

The Experience of the Local Consultation Process So Far

In our joint report with Dr Foster research consultancy, Post OYce closures 2002–06: Lessons for 2007
to 2009, NCC set out a number of recommendations that should be taken into account as part of the local
area consultation process. These included:

1. The demographics which should be used to help identify social need for Post OYce services;

2. The need for sensitive and a responsive consultation process to engage communities most in need
of post oYce services, but lease likely to state their case for them.

3. To be transparent with plans for local consultations to allow communities time to prepare; and

4. Establishing a baseline of service provision to take into account the eVect of past closure
programmes that were not based on consumer need;

Identifying Social Need and Sensitivity of Local Consultation

Postwatch has been the primary consumer advocate in local area plan consultations. Therefore colleagues
there will be able to give a more detailed picture of how the process has been conducted to date. Issue of
particular importance include identifying social need and eVorts to engage hard to reach groups who are
often most in need of post oYce services.

Our report found:

— The demographics of the communities hard hit by the 2002–06 closures that translate into high
social need and dependency on Post OYce services are:

— poor physical mobility—because of age, no access to a car, infrequent public transport;

— high dependency on state benefits, for example, unemployed, sick, lone parents;

— living in social housing in poorer areas with low Post OYce provision (per household);

— suVering social and financial exclusion—Post OYce Account holders and others with low access
to mainstream credit, banking and other key services.

— People who most rely on Post OYce services, such as single parents or elderly people, are often less
well-equipped to build and articulate the social case for retaining their local Post OYce service. An
eVective and sensitive consultation process would need to engage these service users and make it
easy for them to give their views.
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Elements of success and scope for learning from Post OYce Limited’s work in these areas have the
potential to create improvements in the remaining of local consultations.

Consumer Advocacy and Engagement with Post Office Ltd

NCC welcomes what we understand to be eVective co-operation between Postwatch and Post OYce Ltd,
both before and after the publication of local area plans. This is particularly important given the limited six
week period for local consultation. It is worth noting that the positive impact of Postwatch’s consumer
advocacy before local area plans are published, and the work that Post OYce Ltd have done with them, may
not be apparent to many stakeholders.

We understand that apart from Postwatch consumer representation in some areas has been limited. There
is the need for greater engagement from local representatives and decision-makers, particularly in areas of
high social need.

Transparency

NCC also welcomes Post OYce Limited’s publication of the timetable for local area consultations, which
provides local stakeholders with the opportunity to prepare their case.

Baseline of Service Provision

Our report concluded that Post OYce Ltd should have taken a baseline of provision and cross-matched
it with consumer need before the start of this closure programme. Historically, closures have not been based
on consumer need but rather sub-postmaster preference, and this first strategic reshaping looking at need
should not have ignored this. The Government’s rule that one place would not be more disadvantaged than
another by closures failed to take account of the mistakes of the past and has meant that the current closure
programme could not address previous low provision. This was a missed opportunity.

The role of Postwatch in the Current Programme and in the Future

It is critically important that there is eVective consumer involvement in issues surrounding the future of
the post oYce network. We know from many years of research that post oYces provide essential services in
many communities, not least to vulnerable people. Communities must be able—and where necessary
assisted—to engage in discussions about the future of these important local resources.

Postwatch’s role in this process to date has been important, and clearly this must continue until the end
of the current closure programme. We share its view that the leadership of the new consumer organisation
should work with Postwatch and BERR to ensure that the right resources remain in place to perform this
function, against the backdrop of the transition to the new body.

NCC, like Postwatch, will cease to exist at the end of September 2008. Looking to the future, it is a matter
for the Board and leadership of the new organisation to decide the nature of its involvement in issues around
post oYces.

We consider that one of the merits of the creation of the new organisation is that it will have the ability
to direct resources to where the most substantial consumer detriment lies; another is that it will be able to
consider issues from a broader perspective.

In the case of the Post OYce network, any future reduction in the network must inevitably raise issues of
real consumer detriment, given the range of essential services that it provides.

Previous approaches to Post OYce network coverage have been one dimensional. Any further reduction
will need to be considered in the wider context of social exclusion and access to services—particularly in
outer suburbs and rural areas.

Post OYce coverage needs, therefore, to be seen as a key part of wider social urban and rural policies.
The new consumer organisation should be in a strong position to take into account this wider perspective.
We would expect the new organisation to consider the role of the post oYce network in the context of issues
such as financial inclusion and access to payment systems, particularly focusing on cross-cutting issues
around the needs of vulnerable consumers.

28 January 2008
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Memorandum submitted by the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters (POS 15)

1. The National Federation of Sub-Postmasters

1.1 The National Federation of Sub-Postmasters is the only body representing the interests of sub-
postmasters throughout the United Kingdom. Sub-post oYces make up 97% of the national network of post
oYces and are run by sub-postmasters, private business people.

2 Background

2.1 The House of Commons Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform Committee inquiry looks at the
early experiences of Post OYce Ltd’s Network Change programme for restructuring the sub-post oYce
network. It also looks at the implications of the changes to the Crown post oYce network and the transfer
of many such oYces to retail outlets, such as branches of WHSmith.

2.2 This is the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters’ response to this inquiry. Within our response, we
will only focus on those issues outlined by the Committee in its call for evidence which fall within our remit.

3 Experience of Local Consultation Process

3.1 The feedback NFSP has received from sub-postmasters experiencing Network Change indicates that
sub-postmasters have no major concerns about the consultation materials produced by Post OYce Ltd
(POL) or the communications received by the public.

3.2 Communications between NFSP and Post OYce Ltd centrally have also been good. Issues, queries
and problems raised by NFSP regarding individual cases of sub-postmasters involved in local area plans
under Network Change have been dealt with quickly by POL.

3.3 However, there are a few issues and scenarios arising out of the Network Change process that can
present sub-postmasters with serious problems.

Revoked Closure Proposals

3.4 When a post oYce is proposed for closure under the Network Change programme, posters to this
eVect are displayed in branches and customers are informed. This often leads to customers finding
alternative post oYces or other outlets in which to conduct their business and transactions. In a small
number of cases, however, following public consultation the closure proposal is overturned or revoked and
the oYce remains open. At the time of writing, we understand that two closure decisions have been revoked
in the Kent area, two in East Midlands, three in East Yorkshire and three in East Essex.

3.5 Frequently, this scenario causes major problems for sub-postmasters who have lost considerable
numbers of customers during the process and find it diYcult to get these customers back and re-build their
businesses. This usually aVects the retail side of their outlet, as well as the Post OYce business.

3.6 Research based on the outcomes of the previous Urban Network Reinvention programme, which
also resulted in mass planned post oYce closures, confirms that revoked closure proposals damage sub-post
oYce business.18 During this programme, 95 post oYces had their closure proposals withdrawn after public
consultation. Interviews with a subset of these sub-postmasters suggest that their post oYces were
“negatively aVected by the experience”. Researchers concluded that for nearly all sub-postmasters the
process had decreased the amount of business both in their branch and in their attached business. The
research compares an average sales growth in 2002–03 within neighbourhood branches as a whole which is
six times higher than the average growth in post oYces whose closure proposal was revoked.

3.7 NFSP would like to see Post OYce Ltd providing financial assistance to support sub-postmasters who
have seen their businesses seriously aVected in this way. We also believe that POL could provide practical
assistance, such as advertising and providing door drops to inform customers that the post oYce is not
closing after all; regular retail advisor visits; training on best practice; and oVering them additional products.

“Change of Use” for Retail side of Business

3.8 Around 75% of post oYces are run alongside a shop. NFSP is concerned that in cases where the Post
OYce side of the business has been compulsorily closed, the former sub-postmaster may end up with a retail
business that is simply unviable on its own. The sub-postmaster may still have a lease or mortgage,
outstanding business loans and business rates to pay. Without the Post OYce side he or she can be saddled
with an unviable and unsellable business and face bankruptcy.

18 NERA, September 2006, Post OYce Urban Reinvention—One Year On—research study for Postcomm.
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3.9 If there is no prospect of the shop becoming viable or the former sub-postmaster does not wish to
remain, in some cases the granting of a “change of use” under the Town and Country Planning Act could
help the former sub-postmaster to move on. Often local authorities are reluctant to grant a “change of use”
enabling retail premises to become residential premises. However, buildings are often (especially in rural
areas) worth considerably more as residential premises—if it is not a viable retail outlet, such permission
may be the only solution for a sub-postmaster in this situation.

Grants for Sub-Post Offices

3.10 Post OYce Ltd has made some grant money available to sub-postmasters with oYces identified as
either potential “receiving branches” that are expected to receive additional customers as the result of the
closure of a nearby post oYce; or “core branches” that will be responsible for supporting new outreach
services. During the Network Change process, POL “field change advisors” visit potential receiving
branches in areas undergoing consultation to assess whether post oYces would benefit from improvement
works in order to increase service capacity and/or to address accessibility issues.

3.11 POL has stated that grants are likely to be awarded for £10,000 or less, and grants for measures that
improve disabled access are unlikely to exceed £1,500 per post oYce. We understand from POL that the
following works are eligible for grant funding: additional fortress position; additional combi/screenless
position; screenless sub oYce counter with a portable Horizon (computer) terminal; roller cash dispenser;
flip-top till; hearing loop; relocation of Horizon kit, ISDN and electrics; Disability Discrimination Act
compliant entrance; Disability Discrimination Act compliant counter. However, grants will not be available
for cosmetic improvements such as redecoration or new signage; or additional staV costs (eg for extending
opening hours or staYng extra counter positions).

3.12 NFSP is delighted that grants have been made available to assist sub-post oYces to make
adaptations to cope with increased numbers of customers due to closures of neighbouring oYces, and also
to support the new core post oYces. However, we are concerned that these grants are massively insuYcient
in providing the investment the network as a whole needs in order to achieve the Government’s desired
“necessary changes to transform the network and put it on a stable footing for the future.”19

3.13 NFSP believes that the maximum grant amounts are too low and the total fund available is
inadequate. We understand only £3–£4 million has currently been made available in the Network Change
grant scheme. This sum is likely only to yield grants for a few hundred post oYces.

3.14 Critically, the scope of the Network Change Investment Grant Scheme is not suYciently wide. Many
sub-oYces are in urgent need of refurbishment and improvement in the range of products and services they
provide and the Network Change grant scheme does not address this need. Formal evaluations of previous
post oYce grant schemes show that grants lead to post oYce improvements that would not otherwise happen
and can lever in other additional investment into the network. Previous grants—whose scope included a
range of capital improvements, refurbishments and the introduction of new retail services—have been found
to increase customer numbers and sales turnover, provide communities with new goods and services,
increase the opening hours of the outlet, enhance community cohesion, bring in new local jobs and support
the wider local economy.20, 21 Analysis of the impact of the Deprived Urban Post OYce Grant and the
previous Network Reinvention grant suggests that the degree of positive impact is associated with the size
of grant and the scale of improvements undertaken.

3.15 Over the past five years a range of post oYce grant programmes have been available to some post
oYces, but less than 4% of the sub-post oYce network has received the more substantial grants averaging
£40,000–£50,000. In the evaluation of its own grant programme (which provided grants of up to £50,000),
the Welsh Assembly concludes: “Many post oYce businesses operate successfully day to day due to low
overheads, but are capital-poor and unable to fund refurbishments. Occasional injections of capital can
therefore have a significant impact on survival.”22 NFSP believes that to complement the Network Change
closures and achieve Government aims of a sustainable post oYce network, either the Network Change
Investment Grant Scheme needs to be widened and extended or additional grant programmes providing all
sub post oYces with access to adequate investment grants should be introduced.

Matching Sub-postmasters with Offices

3.16 One of the key issues for the post oYce closure programme, is how to ensure the post oYces that
remain are optimally sited in order to meet the needs of the public and configured to ensure their long-term
viability. The question is how to get the right sub-postmaster, in the right post oYce, in the right place.
Whilst some sub-postmasters want to leave, others want to stay in the network. However, there is not always
a direct match between those that want to leave and those whose oYces are no longer needed. Similarly those
that want to stay do not necessarily have oYces that are well-located or otherwise viable.

19 Department of Trade and Industry, December 2006, The Post OYce Network—a consultation document.
20 OYce of the Deputy Prime Minister, December 2006, Evaluation of the Deprived Urban Post OYce Fund.
21 Welsh Assembly Government, May 2006, Evaluation of the Post OYce Development Fund.
22 See 4.
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3.17 In order to deal with these scenarios, NFSP has set up a service to match sub-postmasters with sub-
post oYces; this assists sub-postmasters who want to leave the network but whose oYces are not scheduled
for closure to transfer their oYces to subpostmasters with closing oYces who wish to remain. NFSP is
currently working with POL to streamline the procedures necessary to transfer oYces in order to speed up
the whole process.

4. Outreach Services

4.1 NFSP understands that the proposed 500 outreach services are necessary for the Network Change
programme to achieve the geographical coverage needed. Discussions are still ongoing between NFSP and
POL to ensure that the core and outreach terms and conditions on oVer to sub-postmasters are acceptable
so that sub-postmasters are encouraged to take on the provision of these services.

5. Interaction of Changes to the Crown Post Office Network with Sub-Post Office Closures

5.1 It is planned that 75 Crown post oYces are to move into nearby WHSmith stores. However, NFSP
understands that the impact of these moves was not factored into the original Network Change area
planning process. We are concerned that in some cases this results in moving a former Crown oYce into a
WHSmith outlet that is closer to a nearby sub-post oYce. In turn this risks the newly-located Crown oYce
outlet cannibalising the work of the sub-post oYce.

5.2 Post OYce Ltd has informed NFSP that they are now factoring such moves into area plans. In
addition, NFSP has an understanding with POL that where a former Crown oYce is moved nearer to a sub-
post oYce which is remaining open, the situation will be monitored for “cannibalisation” of business. We
also understand that POL will seek to find ways of addressing any negative impact on the sub-post oYce’s
work. However, NFSP still has concerns about this issue, which also has implications for overall
geographical coverage.

6. Future of Both Crown and Sub-Post Office Networks

6.1 NFSP has reluctantly supported the closure of up to 2,500 post oYces under the Network Change
programme. We believe that it is an unfortunately necessary first step in providing a viable future for those
oYces remaining in the network and a sustainable future for the network as a whole. However, this can only
achieved if alongside the closure programme, significant amounts of new work are introduced to post oYces.
At the moment, we see no indication of this happening.

6.2 NFSP is therefore deeply concerned about the future of the post oYce network. We fear there is
currently a severe lack of strategic vision to bring our post oYces suYcient business and income to sustain
them. The strength of the network lies in its depth and reach, and we believe the lack of vision risks resulting
in an ever reducing network, with unplanned closures following Network Change, which will inevitably
undermine the network’s strength and future viability.

6.3 NFSP believes our post oYces can and should constitute a national network of local outlets providing
access to postal services; comprehensive information and basic advice on, and transactions with, local and
national government; full access to banking services with all major banking institutions and the
establishment of a Postbank at the Post OYce; bill payment facilities for utility companies; and other
financial services. In many cases post oYces will and should also provide essential local retail and act as a
community hub.

6.4 On a narrow case-by-case basis there may be instances where it proves to be cheaper for individual
contractors such as government departments, local authorities and utility companies to oVer their
transactions via alternative (non-Post OYce) suppliers. A consequence of this is the slow erosion of
contracts from the post oYce network—a classic example of which is the high profile BBC decision to
discontinue the provision of TV licensing services through post oYces. However, in the long run the overall
costs of such decisions to the fabric of national life will be much greater than justified by any short-term
individual savings accrued. No other network is positioned to provide such widespread and trusted local
face-to-face access to postal services, local and national government, banking and financial services, retail
and community support. We believe that the Government must therefore ensure that all of its departments
and agencies begin to take a long-term, joined up view towards the opportunities presented through making
full use of its national network of post oYces.
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Sub-postmaster Income

6.5 Income levels are a major concern for sub-postmasters, and we are extremely concerned that there is
nothing in the Network Change programme that will increase sub-postmaster pay. Independent research
carried out by Ipsos MORI confirms the precarious state of sub-postmaster income.23

6.6 Following encouragement from the Government, over the past three years Post OYce Ltd has
introduced a range of services designed to make up for a considerable amount of the business lost in
processing benefits after the introduction by the Government of direct payment. The new services include
banking, financial services and telephony. Post OYce Ltd has stated that these services are vital to the future
of the post oYce network. The NFSP fully supported this work, believing that this was an essential step in
bringing new income streams into the network. However, in practice the new services are bringing in very
little income to sub post oYces. Ipsos MORI found that in January 2006, average earnings from banking
services were £46 per month (1% of average net post oYce income); financial services brought in £7 a month
on average; and telephony £5.

6.7 At the same time overheads and staV costs have been increasing. Average overheads rose by 19% and
staV costs by 12% between 2004 and 2006. Over the same period, sub-postmasters’ personal drawings from
their post oYce business reduced by 6% in real terms. A quarter of sub-postmasters were found to be using
personal savings and a quarter supplementing their income with their pensions. Two fifths of sub-
postmasters were operating at a loss—unable to cover their post oYce staV costs, overheads and personal
drawings from their post oYce pay.

6.8 NFSP understands that the 2,500 proposed post oYce closures are intended to improve the viability
of the remaining oYces. However, without a clearer vision of the additional products and services which
post oYces will oVer, we are deeply sceptical that closures alone are likely to make much of an improvement
in the viability of those sub post oYces which remain in the network. An in-depth study of post oYces
following the previous closure programme, Urban Network Reinvention, drew no clear conclusions about
post oYce business improving following the closure of nearby oYces. The study concluded that any
increases in business may reflect migration of business from closed branches; but was also likely to be due
to network wide non-Urban Reinvention Programme income changes and the revised pay structure
introduced by Post OYce Ltd over the relevant period.24

Postal Services

6.9 NFSP believes it is right for the post oYce network to build on its traditional products and position
as the retail arm of Royal Mail, and that the Post OYce should be the place to go for all mail needs. However,
we do not hold that new mail services being introduced at the Post OYce, such as packet picking up and
working with eBay and mail order houses, will bring in significant income to sub post oYces or the network
as a whole.

6.10 A further possible new source of mails income for the post oYce network may derive from the
liberalisation of the UK postal market. Postcomm has suggested that new mails operators may want to use
the size and geographic coverage of the post oYce network to sell their products and services to domestic
customers and small businesses. Whilst NFSP agrees that if this is how postal competition develops, the post
oYce must act as a universal postal services hub, providing access to all the relevant postal operators’
services, we would advise caution as to whether this can bring the sub-post oYce any additional income.
UK mail volumes are now in decline, and therefore any gain in business for alternative operators will be at
the expense of losses of Royal Mail business. In addition, we would stress that if post oYces are to work
with mails operators other than Royal Mail, this must be done on the basis of network-wide agreements
having been reached. The alternative scenario of mails operators being able to chose to work with individual
post oYces in prime locations would only serve to polarise and thereby further undermine the network.

Central Government

6.11 Traditionally the provision of Government services has delivered a considerable proportion of the
post oYce network’s income. In 2000 two-thirds of the state benefits paid in the UK were paid over the post
oYce counter. These transactions brought in around 40% of the post oYce network’s income. The
introduction of the direct payment programme in 2003 led to the electronic payment of benefits into
accounts and a serious reduction in benefit income for post oYces. By 2006 the Post OYce card account, now
the main vehicle for benefits payment at post oYces, was bringing in 10% of a sub-post oYce’s net pay.25

6.12 More recently the BBC decided to discontinue the provision of TV licensing services through post
oYces (June 2006); the DVLA has encouraged internet renewal of vehicle excise duty; and Post OYce Ltd
did not obtain the contract for conducting new passport interviews. In January 2007 the Department for

23 Ipsos MORI, March 2006, Subpostmaster Income Wave 3—research study conducted for the National Federation of
SubPostmasters.

24 See 1.
25 See 6.
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Work and Pensions announced that it would transfer its bulk mail business from Royal Mail (like Post OYce
Ltd, part of Royal Mail Group) to UK Mail. These bilateral arrangements have led to extensive criticism
of the lack of coherent cross-departmental Government policy on post oYces.

6.13 NFSP is concerned that the Network Change programme does not include proposals for any review
of central government services provided through the network. We are deeply concerned about this key part
of the post oYce network’s services. We have long held that subpostmasters are ideally placed to act as
Government General Practitioners, providing information and basic advice on government issues and
helping the public carry out routine transactions with both local and national government. In 2000 there
were plans to enhance this traditional role. It was proposed that post oYces were to oVer a Government
General Practitioner service which was envisaged as a trained and IT-enabled staV acting as a guide to
government.26 This was to provide information and low level advice on central and local government issues
and allow citizens to carry out routine transactions with central and local government bodies. In practice a
very limited version of the original proposal, called Your Guide, was trialled. This was largely based around
a touch-screen system. Following the trial the Government declared that a publicly funded national Your
Guide service would not provide value for money and all development of this proposal was halted.

6.14 The Government’s Modernising Government White Paper (1999) committed that Government to
making “certain that citizens and businesses will have a choice about how and when to access Government
services”.27 The paper stated that Government should be organised so that “people don’t have to hunt down
services by a process of trial and error” and cited one-stop shops as a way of delivering integrated services.
The People’s Panel, which followed the publication of the White Paper, found that 64% of people would
find post oYces as attractive places to access Government services and undertake transactions. Whilst since
this work was carried out, the DirectGov website which provides a virtual one-stop shop for Government
information, has been introduced, we hold that a need remains for a complementary face-to-face service.
NFSP believes the Government should use the post oYce network more eVectively and actively encourage
departments to make their services available through post oYces. We hold that the original idea of
formalising and extending this role should be looked at again and introduced with the aim of providing
convenient local face-to-face access to government services, as well as a reinforcing a key facet of the Post
OYce’s oVer.

Local Government

6.15 NFSP believes the provision of information about, and transactions with, local authorities should
be core to the business of the sub-post oYce network. However, to date much local authority support for
post oYces appears to have been provided on a piecemeal basis, but we feel that local authority services at
post oYces should be massively extended and co-ordinated centrally.

6.16 Currently, POL is piloting two major new projects with local councils. The first is Micro-consult—
a proposal to improve response rates and breadth of inclusion for local authorities wishing to carry out
consultations. Under Micro-consult residents will be able to respond to local authorities through “counter
based interactions” or kiosks in post oYces. The second project is Community Connect, a formal
proposition to provide local authorities with a range of targeted local communication channels through
which they can communicate with local residents via kiosks, leaflets and plasma screens at post oYces.

6.17 NFSP welcomes these new initiatives which we believe will provide a good service to local
communities. However, such schemes are unlikely to directly yield significant new sources of income for sub-
post oYces. NFSP holds in addition to these schemes, the network should focus on providing payment
collection facilities for local authorities. For local authorities this has the advantage of freeing up
administration, particularly regarding residents who need or wish to make very frequent low value
payments. Currently many local authorities oVer some payment facilities at post oYces—this may include
rent payments, council tax, payment for social services provision, meals on wheels, travel permits and passes,
blue badges and leisure centre passports. Local authorities use a range of mechanisms for collecting these
payments such as swipecards and stamps. NFSP would like to see the current arrangements extended across
the board to all local authorities and for all regular payments for services. Provision of such services brings
income directly into post oYces which will receive payment for dealing with the transactions. It also
increases “footfall”—people undertaking these transactions are likely to use other post oYce services or the
attached shop while they are on the premises, again assisting the viability of the whole outlet.

Post Office Card Account

6.18 NFSP is delighted that there is to be a successor to the Post OYce card account after 2010. However,
we believe that if Post OYce Ltd does not win the tender, the outcome will be catastrophic for our national
post oYce network. We believe that the rationale behind the Network Change programme and the funds
underpinning it will be automatically undermined, and that further unplanned post oYce closures will result
if the contract is awarded to a competitor.

26 Performance and Innovation Unit, June 2000, Counter Revolution—Modernising the Post OYce Network.
27 Government White Paper, March 1999, Modernising Government.
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6.19 Over four million people use the card account which brings in £200 million a year to Post OYce
Ltd.28 On an individual level, Post OYce card account transactions bring subpostmasters an average of
£249 a month (10% of a net pay). In the case of sub-postmasters with oYces in deprived urban areas, card
accounts bring them a monthly average of £403 (12% of net pay).29 These figures, of course, only refer to
income directly derived. People undertaking card account transactions are likely to use other post oYce
services, or purchase services or goods from businesses attached to post oYces while they are on the
premises. In this way sub post oYces also benefit indirectly from providing card account services.

6.20 We note widespread requests to increase the existing functionality of the card account for the
successor product. NFSP supports this proposal. We believe that this would oVer an excellent opportunity
to develop an account which genuinely meets the needs of people on low incomes. However, we are very
disappointed that there appear to be no plans to do so. Rather the reverse seems to be the intention, and
despite its enormous popularity with the public, people are being encouraged to migrate to high street bank
accounts instead. We are concerned to ensure that no attempt is made by the Government to undermine the
number of card account customers, but rather that as a very minimum we see a seamless migration of all
current card account customers onto the successor product.

Banking

6.21 NFSP is concerned that there do not appear to be any significant moves to secure comprehensive
banking services at post oYces. Following the introduction of the direct payment programme, the
Government agreed that post oYces should work with more high street banks to oVer their customers a
broad range of transactions at post oYces. This would maintain free services for bank customers,
particularly in rural and urban deprived areas which have seen the closure of many bank branches, and
represent a new source of revenue for post oYces.30

6.22 Both Post OYce Ltd and Government have emphasised the key future role that post oYces should
play in the provision of banking facilities. Post oYces are ideally placed to oVer banking services in the
community and provision of these services could bring a good source of income and footfall for the network.
However, NFSP is concerned that although a number of banks do oVer banking services at post oYces,
significant numbers of bank accounts still remain unavailable at post oYces. Three major banking groups—
HSBC, Halifax Bank of Scotland and Royal Bank of Scotland Group, which between them represent
around 40% of the market—do not oVer any access to their current accounts at post oYces. Furthermore,
half of all basic bank accounts are not accessible at post oYces. Many of the banks that do oVer services to
their account holders, limit the range of transactions available. For example Barclays does not allow their
account holders to make balance enquiries at post oYces. The majority of basic bank account holders with
post oYce access cannot make cash or cheque deposits at post oYces.

6.23 NFSP believes that all the major high street banks should oVer a comprehensive service for their
current, basic and business account holders at post oYces. This would provide an excellent free community
banking service for the public. Widespread use of post oYce banking is also likely to inject considerable
sums into the local economy. Studies show that, on average, people who withdraw cash from a bank or
cashpoint spend 50–67% in nearby shops.31 The universal availability of these services would also make
post oYce banking easier to promote. Currently the banks do not advertise their post oYce services and it
is a diYcult message for Post OYce Ltd to promote given the present limitations in terms of the number of
accessible accounts and the restricted range of transactions. We believe that the Government should take a
lead in facilitating discussions to achieve full access to all bank accounts at the Post OYce.

6.24 NFSP also believes that the Government should urgently explore ways to establish a bank at the
Post OYce. This would bring the UK Post OYce in line with many of its European counterparts, including
those in Germany and France.

6.25 NFSP believes that the creation of a Postbank, with a full range of banking products, would attract
a new group of customers into the post oYce network. The Post OYce is regarded with a high level of trust,
including among financially excluded groups;32 five small businesses already make extensive use of and are
heavily dependent upon the post oYce network, with 20% using a post oYce every day and 47% every week,
currently mostly for postal services;33 six and even after Network Change, the geographical reach of the
network will remain unrivalled—currently only 4% of villages have a bank or building society branch, yet
60% have a post oYce.34 All of these factors would indicate that there are potentially strong markets
available to a Postbank.

28 Postcomm, October 2006, Post OYces at the Crossroads—Network Annual Report 2005–06.
29 See 6.
30 University of Nottingham, February 2006, The Changing Geography of British Bank and Building Society Branch Networks

1995–2003.
31 New Economics Foundation, December 2003, Ghost Town Britain II.
32 National Consumer Council, March 2003, Everyday Essentials: Meeting Basic Financial Needs.
33 Federation of Small Business, December 2006, Small Businesses and the UK Postal Market.
34 House of Commons Treasury Select Committee, March 2005, Cash Machine Charges.
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6.26 The establishment of a Postbank, with POL gaining the contract for the successor to the Post OYce
card account as a first step towards this, would thereby make a significant contribution to the future
sustainability of the network, as well as supporting the Government’s financial inclusion objectives. We fear
that without the development of this new area of work, the network risks the escalation of its current decline.

7. Conclusions

7.1 NFSP is pleased with the responsiveness demonstrated centrally by Post OYce Ltd to issues relating
to Network Change aVecting individual sub-postmasters. However, unsurprisingly given the compulsory
nature of the closure programme, a significant proportion of subpostmasters are unhappy about decisions
regarding their own post oYces. NFSP is attempting to ameliorate the situation by oVering a service to
match oYces with subpostmasters.

7.2 Other scenarios presenting individual sub-postmasters with major problems can include loss of
business following a revoked closure proposal, and sub-postmasters with closed post oYces who are left with
unviable retail businesses.

7.3 From a wider longer-term perspective, NFSP is extremely concerned about the inadequacy of
investment grant provision across the network. Work continues to ensure that the outreach proposals are
satisfactory for sub-postmasters to deliver them.

7.4 Most fundamentally, however, we are deeply worried about the long-term future of the post oYce
network. Whilst the closures under Network Change may help Post OYce Ltd to balance its books in the
short-term, NFSP believes that closures alone will be insuYcient to ensure the viability of those sub oYces
remaining in the network. NFSP is profoundly concerned that the Network Change programme lacks the
strategic vision necessary to ensure our post oYce network has a sustainable future.

7.5 NFSP believes that our post oYces should be a national network of local outlets providing access to
postal services; comprehensive information and basic advice on, and transactions with, local and national
government; full access to banking and financial services, including the establishment of a Postbank; bill
payment; essential local retail; and a hub for communities. Serious Government support and funding is
essential in order to achieve this end. We fear that without eVorts being made now to deliver and support
such work, the network will not be sustainable for sub-postmasters—inevitably resulting in mass unplanned
post oYce closures, along with the knock-on negative social and economic impacts on local communities.
It would be a seriously lost opportunity to safeguard and develop a truly superb and vital public service
providing for our citizens well into the twenty-first century.

January 2008

Memorandum submitted by North Yorkshire County Council (POS 7)

As the oYcer employed by North Yorkshire County Council responsible for putting together the
Authority’s response to the proposed post oYce closures in our area, I am responding to your request for
evidence to your inquiry examining post oYce branch closures.

The Government’s Forward Strategy on post oYces does not provide a clear, long term view—
communities and businesses want to see longer-term stability for the Network based on a clear
Government Vision.

It is unlikely that post oYces in rural areas or in urban deprived wards can ever be fully sustainable;
however Government policy in other areas (including the Local Transport Plan, social inclusion plans,
planning guidance, etc.) emphasises the importance of retaining local access to services for the social and
community benefits to maintain sustainable communities and ensure fair access to services. The Sustainable
Communities Act strongly and clearly advocates the retention of local services to avoid the ghetto-isation
of communities. Policy has previously stated that access to post oYces, amongst other services, should be
retained to increase financial and social inclusion and to ensure that no community is unduly disadvantaged
by where they live—residents in these areas have a right to be able to access a basic level of services.

North Yorkshire County Council’s primary focus has been on whether Post OYce Ltd’s proposals meet
the minimum access criteria. We have also used our local intelligence and research capacity to examine
whether local factors such as public transport arrangements, pertinent topographical features,
demographics and the impact on the local economy have been taken into account. A number of inaccuracies
have been found in the Post OYce’s Branch Access Reports eg in terms of public transport provision and
disabled access.

The County Council recognises the need for change, as a result of changes in society (such as increasing
use of the internet) however at the same time is concerned that the proposed Post OYce closures in North
Yorkshire—in the form of an outright closure or replacement outreach service—will have a severe impact
on the most vulnerable in society.
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The impact of closure or a reduced limited hours outreach service will be especially serious for older
people both in remote communities and in urban areas where there are a number of issues involving access
to alternative post oYces. The lack of nearby parking at some of the alternative branches is a concern. North
Yorkshire has an ageing population that is, and will continue to be, higher than the national average. It has
significantly large tracts of hilly or steep terrain in comparison to most areas of the country, posing
particular challenges for the elderly and disabled and those without access to a car. The branch closures
proposed in some of our deprived wards will also exacerbate existing levels of financial and social
exclusion there.

The one mile radius used to calculate the population age profiles is in many instances misleading.
Individual Post OYce branches often serve a wider area than this—hence the proportion of retired people
using a branch will be much higher than the figures listed in the Branch Access Reports. However, even the
figures calculated on the percentage of retired people living within one mile of the branch show that most
of the branches being proposed for closure in North Yorkshire are located in settlements with a retired
population of well over 20%—the highest being 35%!

The likely impact on local economies does not appear to have been taken into account by the Post OYce
when drawing up its Area Plans. This is particularly so where a branch is connected to an adjoining business
such as a shop. Branch closure will impact on the sustainability of the associated business.

A number of branches being proposed for closure in North Yorkshire are busy and profitable Post OYce
branches. This begs the question why they are being closed—other than ensuring that the Post OYce meets
the figure of 2,500 closures across the country. Also of concern is that a number of branches on the closure
list already act as “receiving branches” for branches that have closed in the past.

It is also dismaying to note that even if a branch being proposed for closure is eventually “saved”
following the consultation, another branch not currently on the list within the Area Plan will have to be
identified for closure to ensure that the figure of 2,500 closures is met nationally.

InsuYcient information has been made available on the arrangements for the planned outreach services.
It is not clear for instance what type of outreach is being proposed in most of the areas earmarked for this
sort of provision; whether consideration has been given to the potential problem of there not being suYcient
DDA compliant facilities in an area; or whether anyone would be willing to provide an outreach service.

The issue of low footfall in some branches could be addressed through means other than closure/
introduction of an outreach service—flexibility in the hours that the post oYce can open would encourage
residents to use their post oYce (for example many residents would like to see evening opening hours but
currently postmasters cannot be paid for evening opening). This is particularly important where the post
oYce is incorporated within the sole shop in a community.

Where outreach services are introduced, thorough local consultation should be undertaken; with clear
communication with resident populations to ensure they understand the new service so that the customer
base is not further diminished. As yet there is no evidence to show that the Post OYce will be doing this.

Outreach services need to be regular and reliable. Anecdotal evidence that we have received suggests that
some villages being proposed for outreach in North Yorkshire may be provided with as little as two hours
a week. Such limited provision is unacceptable in view of the access problems that residents will be faced
with at all other times—be it in terms of physical barriers, poor or non-existent public transport links to a
neighbouring branch, and the sheer distance that they will have to travel to access Post OYce services.

Some of the areas proposed for branch closure/replacement with outreach are located in or near to areas
proposed for housing development. The Post OYce does not seem to have taken this into account and
instead is relying upon the local authorities to draw this information to their attention.

Individual Parish Councils in our area have commented that they have not been approached by the Post
OYce for their views even though they have been listed as a “consultee” in the Post OYce’s Area Plan.

7 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by PayPoint plc (POS 32)

PayPoint welcomes the Committee’s current inquiry into the Post OYce Closure Programme. As the Post
OYce network suVers closures, we are all the more keen to ensure that you are aware of the part we can play
in developing commercial, workable solutions for the future of the Post OYce network.

PayPoint operates a leading nationwide cash payment system, in over 18,000 convenience retailers,
through which last financial year over 400 million consumer payments were processed. PayPoint acts for
most of the UK’s leading utility and service companies, including all the energy companies, the BBC for TV
licences, hundreds of housing associations and local authorities as well as the London Congestion Charge.

PayPoint is an essential and popular service in urban and rural communities. The service is based in local
shops, including independents and the well known convenience brands like the Co-op, Spar and Costcutter,
PayPoint is extending its network to over 20,000 outlets. PayPoint outlets are open for an average of 100
hours per week and nearly all are open on Sundays.
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Customer opinion also shows a high level of satisfaction with the PayPoint service. MORI has recently
surveyed this with a resulting 98% satisfaction measure of which 81% said they were “very satisfied” with
PayPoint’s service.

In light of the Post OYce closure programme, PayPoint has been engaging with Government to find a
way forward which meets the needs of the consumer. PayPoint, through its national retail terminal network,
can plug the gaps in the Post OYce network and widen the range of services oVered through the Post OYce.

Since the implementation of the “Network Change Programme” we have continued to closely monitor
the situation and, based on our own analysis, we believe that round half of locations listed for closure might
have commercial solutions which could help to secure their future.

Furthermore, recognition of the important service PayPoint provides to local communities and their
ability to raise footfall in outlets is demonstrated by the high level of interest PayPoint has received from
sub-postmasters in becoming a PayPoint outlet. They are looking to PayPoint as a way to continue to
provide valuable services to the local community while also ensuring the commercial viability of their
business.

However, one of the factors at work which we are beginning to understand, and which I must say we find
disappointing, is that we are hearing from the National Union of Sub-Postmasters (NFSP) that sub-
Postmasters who take up PayPoint terminals are having their severance pay reduced. If the goal is to
minimise disruption caused by closures to local communities, then this is certainly a disturbing development.

Our position has always been that it is both feasible and sensible to have a PayPoint presence within Post
OYces, helping to ensure eVective service provision which benefits consumers. Indeed, may I refer you to
the photograph in Annex 1 (not printed here) (ironically taken from the Postcomm annual report) of our
very own Post OYce in Welwyn Garden City, which shows successful co-residency in practice!

We urge the Committee to consider that PayPoint oVers viable commercial solutions to the problems
surrounding the Post OYce closure programme, and that the Government and the Post OYce should be
encouraged to see co-operation between PayPoint and the Post OYce as a workable arrangement which best
serves the needs of the consumer.

January 2008

Memorandum submitted by the Postal Services Commission (Postcomm) (POS 14)

1. Postcomm would like to respond to the Select Committee’s inquiry in relation to the future of the
network. In particular, Postcomm is concerned that:

— the top priority for the future should be to develop a sustainable network by securing customers
through a mix of products and services;

— Post OYce Ltd needs greater commercial freedom to win new business and keep existing contracts;

— Sub-postmasters and Crown post oYce staV need proactive sales training and support to tackle
the challenges facing the business;

— Post OYce Ltd should improve the customer experience by negotiating tougher service level
agreements with large franchisees and modernising the Crown post oYce network.

Introduction

2. Postcomm is supportive of the restructuring programme that is now being implemented and welcomes
the Government’s commitment to recognise the social and economic role of post oYces in the community.
This is a considerable challenge for all concerned and the changes implemented over the next two years will
have an impact on the future viability of the network. Our concerns are particularly focused on the steps
needed to secure the future viability of the post oYce network by ensuring that it has a range of products
and services that will attract and retain customers. Postcomm would like to see the long-term sustainability
of the network as the top priority both for the Government and Post OYce Ltd.

Future of Network Depends on Right Products and Services

3. After the restructuring programme, the Post OYce network will comprise around 370 directly-
managed Crown oYces and around 12,000 branches owned and operated by franchise owners. These post
oYces will no longer be able to rely on the “captive customer”, deriving the majority of their income from
benefits and payments, and will need to become more innovative and sales orientated in order to survive.

4. In 2007, Postcomm commissioned independent research for its Annual Network Report, to look at
current and future trends on access to postal services. Our research found that 80% of people perceive
themselves to be within a mile of a post oYce branch and over 90% perceive their branch as easy to reach.
43% of people said that they used a post oYce at least once a week to access postal services and more than
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75% said that they expect to continue to use the same amount of postal services in future. The reasons why
they expect to use the network are mixed—staying in touch with friends and family, paying bills, buying
online and because they expect to use it more as they age.

5. For the future, customers (particularly in urban areas) said that the things that would make them use
their branch more included, longer opening hours, shorter queues and more convenient locations—rural
customers said they would like a wider range of services. The research also found a high level of trust
amongst postal users to use the network to collect packets and parcels rather than alternative locations such
as a garage. This is an important growth area for mail and a key strength for Post OYce Ltd to build on
now and in the future.
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Figure 2.9 e-Retail market size 2001/11

Importance of Postal Services to Encourage Footfall

6. One of the continuing themes in our research and discussions with stakeholders is the importance of
postal services as a key product to bring in customers into post oYces. Postal services represent around 26%
of Post OYce Ltd’s business and mail is the one product oVering that helps the post oYce stand out among
other retail networks. Although mail volumes are now showing a gradual decline, the internet has driven a
rapid growth in online shopping. Verdict Research estimated that in 2006 consumer shopping online
increased by 33.4% to £10.9 billion from the previous year and is predicting online sales of around £29 billion
in 2011. This rapid growth is shown in the table above. The growth in fulfilment mail such as packets and
parcels is important for the post oYce network as our research shows that customers see their local branch
as the preferred location for delivery if they cannot be reached at home. Post OYce Ltd has shown some
initiative in terms of exploiting new mail opportunities through internet shopping, for example, working
with Argos, to oVer their internet customers a collection facility at their local post oYce.

7. Postcomm believes that the opening of the UK postal market to operators other than Royal Mail, and
providing a collection service for mail order and internet goods, has the potential to provide a business
opportunity for Post OYce Ltd and for subpostmasters. Postcomm urges the Royal Mail Group to allow
Post OYce ltd to enter positively into negotiations to prevent business being lost to supermarkets or other
networks such Mail Boxes Etc or bill payment networks such as Paypoint. Post OYce Ltd is just as
dependent as Royal Mail on the health of the mail market and may be better placed to respond to the needs
of customers, for example through the fulfilment of internet shopping.

8. At present, Post OYce Ltd has an exclusive trading arrangement with Royal Mail that restricts to
Royal Mail the authority to negotiate with other operators or companies who may want to use the post oYce
network as a collection or delivery point. The sub-postmasters, in turn, have a contract with Post OYce Ltd
that allows them to provide postal services only for Royal Mail and Parcelforce. In Postcomm’s view, the
post oYce network and customers could benefit from a much more open approach than has been shown
hitherto in welcoming and attracting the business of other mail operators.

Greater Commercial Freedom for Post Office Ltd

9. One way this might be achieved is by giving Post OYce Ltd greater commercial freedom through
further separation of Post OYce Ltd and Royal Mail’s letters business. Separation of Post OYce Ltd from
the Royal Mail Group could contribute to establishing a sustainable network for the future by giving the
company greater commercial freedom to secure new business. For example, separation could make the
network more attractive to other operators (mail, courier and express) and allow Post OYce Ltd to negotiate
directly with Royal Mail and its competitors which could mean better value for money and choice for
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customers. Separation could allow Post OYce Ltd to align itself more closely with a wide range of other
businesses such as financial services (eg insurance/loans), IT (eg broadband, government (eg identity cards),
as well as postal services.

10. Focus and a clear vision are key requirements for the successful implementation of major change.
Post OYce Ltd and Royal Mail’s letters business already have separate management structures, but to
succeed in a period of profound change they need to concentrate on developing their core businesses. Post
OYce Ltd is essentially a retail business—one of the largest in Europe, while Royal Mail is a
communications and logistics business. Post OYce Ltd is a commercial retail business which is run as a
service with a clear recognition that it continues to meet certain social requirements (for example, access to
cash) which require State Aid financing. Royal Mail’s letters business is a commercial enterprise that is
expected to operate without the need for external finance. Post OYce ltd is getting on with the network
change programme, while Royal Mail’s transformation plan continues to suVer from implementation
delays.

11. If separation of Post OYce Ltd and Royal Mail Group was considered by government (this is beyond
the scope of Postcomm’s powers under the Postal Services Act 2000), the close links that exist between Post
OYce Ltd and Royal Mail letters business would need to be reflected in transparent and long term
contractual arrangements. As part of its 2008 Annual Report on the Post OYce Network, Postcomm is
examining the pros and cons of separation of Post OYce Ltd from the Royal Mail Group and seeking views
from stakeholders.

Training and Support to Achieve a Sustainable Future

12. Postcomm recognises that some of the current Post OYce Ltd franchisees are finding it a challenge
to adapt from the “captive customer” environment to one where they now have to fight hard for business
with their High Street competitors. In some cases they may never be able to make this cultural change.
However, for the majority the key issue in becoming more innovative and sales oriented for their customers
is that they get the right training and support from Post OYce Ltd.

13. Post OYce Ltd is investing in training for Crown post oYce staV, but it is vital that the quality and
availability of induction and training for all sub post oYce staV is improved. Sub post oYce staV also need
long term support from Post OYce Ltd’s business development and sales managers to help develop a
consistent level of customer service and a sales orientated environment. This is particularly important where
branches will be expecting to cope with increasing numbers of customers following the closure of
neighbouring branches under the current restructuring programme.

Relationship between Post Office Ltd and its Franchisees

14. If it is to secure a sustainable network for the future, Post OYce Ltd needs to manage its franchisees
as actively and progressively, as any other large franchise owner would do. Postcomm would like to see more
service level agreements brought into contracts, to ensure that the customer is always provided with a
positive experience when using a post oYce. This means developing the relationship between Post OYce Ltd
and its franchisees (large multiples and individual sub-postmasters) to ensure a standard service level and
appearance and to help them to grow their business.

15. The remuneration structure must also continue to change so that rewards for staV is better linked to
the degree of sales eVort required and the value of the business won. Postcomm recognises that putting the
relationship between Post OYce Ltd and its franchisees onto a more forward looking basis will require
commitment from Post OYce Ltd, the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters and each and every
subpostmaster.

Background

16. Postcomm’s role in relation to the Post OYce network is limited to monitoring developments and
reporting to the Secretary of State for BERR in an annual report on the network. The report is laid in the
libraries of both Houses of Parliament. Postcomm has a duty to advise about the accessibility of post oYces
to customers, with particular regard to the interests of those living in rural areas, the disabled or chronically
sick, those of pensionable age and those on low incomes. Decisions on the future of the network are a matter
for Government. Postcomm’s main statutory duty is to ensure the provision of a universal postal service
and to further the interests of postal users in the UK, where appropriate, by introducing choice through
competition.
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Key facts from the Annual Post OYce Network Report—October 2007:

— At the end of September 2007 there were 14,118 post oYces in the United Kingdom (including
satellites and sites where the mobile vans stop once a week), an overall reduction of 145 from the
same period last year.

— Despite the 458 crown oYces making up such a small proportion (3.22%) of the total estate they
were responsible for £70 million of the £99 million 2006–07 losses. This is in contrast to a £50
million loss they made in 2005–06.

— In the year ended March 2007 Post OYce Ltd made an operating loss of £99 million, compared
to a loss of £111 million in 2005–06. The result included, for the first time, six months worth of the
Government’s £150 million annual social network payment to support the costs of loss-making
branches.

10 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Postwatch (POS 3)

The first part of this report gives an overview of the Post OYce closure programme so far. In particular
it looks at those area plans that, by early January, had passed through the pre-consultation and public
consultation stages. The latter part of the report outlines current areas of concern.

Many of the programme’s processes are either operating satisfactorily or improving; and most represent
a clear improvement on the processes during the previous closure programme. But as the report makes clear,
there is a clear need for swift improvement in some areas, particularly those relating to Post OYce Ltd’s
(POL) communication with its customers, both about the processes and the programme as a whole and its
aims. In general, POL is stronger on the mechanics of the process than on issues of communication.

1. Review of First Six Area Plans

1.1 By 9 January, POL had started 13 public consultations. Six of these—Kent; East Midlands; East
Yorkshire with Bassetlaw and North Lincolnshire; East Essex and SuVolk; Glasgow, Central Scotland and
Argyll and Bute; and Hampshire and the Isle of Wight—had completed the consultation process. This
section will focus on Postwatch’s experiences and activities during these completed area plan consultations.

Statistical Overview

1.2 These are the key points from the first six area plans that entered public consultation:

— They involved 400 closure proposals in 99 parliamentary constituencies.

— Of these, POL proposed to replace 63 closing branches with outreach services, thereby resulting
in a proposed total net loss of 337 post oYces.

— Following Postwatch feedback, POL withdrew 33 proposals during the pre-consultation period.

— Following public consultations, POL withdrew 16 proposals from the closure programme and
changed one proposed closure to a proposed outreach.

— For each proposal withdrawn, POL proposed a replacement closure within the same area plan.
Substitute proposals are also subject to six weeks’ consultation.

— Postwatch agrees with POL’s assertion that the proposed remaining network would continue to
meet the access criteria set by the Government.

1.3 In our first progress report to the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee (the
Committee), Postwatch described the diVerent stages of the programme and Postwatch’s activities during
each stage. A diagram outlining the process is attached as Appendix One. The following sections outline
these diVerent activities for the first area plans.

Scrutiny

1.4 Postwatch’s principal activity during pre-consultation is scrutinising POL’s proposals. This work also
continues throughout public consultation. For the first six area plans, this has involved both fieldwork,
through 331 visits to aVected post oYces, and desk analysis.

1.5 Our Geographic Information System (GIS) helps inform our analysis of POL’s plans. This tool
enables us to review independently POL’s adherence (or otherwise) to the access criteria set by the
Government, and to plot the proposed closures against relevant factors such as local demographics.
Examples of GIS maps are attached at Appendix Two.

1.6 Attached at Appendix Three is our scrutiny checklist, which sets out the factors Postwatch takes into
account when considering whether POL has given suYcient consideration to local community needs.
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1.7 For each of the first six area plans, POL stated that the proposed remaining network would meet the
distance access criteria set by the Government. Postwatch’s independent scrutiny confirmed this. Given this,
our concerns on proposals in these area plans focused on more qualitative issues, for instance whether POL
had demonstrably taken account of relevant local factors. Of the 49 proposals withdrawn either in pre-
consultation or consultation, the key relevant local factors involved public transport, impact closure would
have on the local economy, eVect on elderly customers, distance to nearest alternative branch, and the ability
of alternative branches to cope with increased customer numbers were closures to go ahead.

Communications

Awareness-raising

1.8 During the six-week public consultation period, Postwatch contacts stakeholders and uses the media
to raise awareness of the proposals and give our initial views. In total, during the first six public
consultations, Postwatch contacted 1,063 local stakeholders.

1.9 We also attend public forums, local authority scrutiny committees, and meetings with MPs. For the
first six area plan consultations, we attended numerous meetings, as well as organising a series of joint events
with POL for stakeholders in advance of the closure programme.

Research

1.10 Postwatch commissioned Ipsos MORI to undertake research into customers’ awareness of, and
participation in, closure programme consultations. Fieldwork was undertaken by telephone interview in late
November and early December, and involved 602 interviews with customers in five area plans in public
consultation. The main findings were:

— 90% of respondents stated they had used a post oYce within the past month.

— 64% of respondents stated they were aware of closures, but only 18% said they were aware of a
consultation taking place.

— 42% stated they intended to participate in the consultation; 3% stated they had done so.

— The media was the most common way in which people had heard about the planned closures and
consultation process.

— Of those who stated they intended to participate in a consultation, the most common routes for
doing so were to sign a petition or contact their local MP or councillor. Contacting POL was third.

— One in five respondents who said they would not participate in the consultation stated this was
because they either were not aware of the consultation or felt it was too diYcult to take part.

— 88% of those who had responded to the consultation stated they found it easy or very easy to do so.

1.11 We have shared the results with POL and will meet in mid-January to discuss ways forward.
Postwatch is considering further research in this area to understand whether public knowledge and levels
of participation increase as the programme continues.

POL’s communications

1.12 POL’s communications are certainly better than they were in the previous closure programme.
However, our research illustrates the need for them to be better still. It is particularly important that POL
works harder to gain coverage in the local media throughout consultations.

1.13 It should be a matter of great concern to POL that less than one in five respondents is aware of a
local consultation. While it is welcome that POL issues press releases at the start and end of consultations,
more activity during the six-week period is needed to drive up awareness and understanding. This should
also help increase the likelihood of customers responding directly to POL. While it is of course welcome that
customers inform MPs and councillors of their views, it is important that submissions are also made directly
to POL.

1.14 It is also important that customers understand that the decision to close 2,500 post oYces comes
from the Government, not from POL, and that POL’s role is to determine the location of these closures.
One consequence of this is that when one proposal is withdrawn from the programme, a substitute proposal
is likely to be introduced.

1.15 POL’s communication activities on this point must be clear and direct. Postwatch is therefore
particularly disappointed that POL has not yet issued any press releases at the start of consultations for
substitute post oYces. Failing to do so may lead to increased customer confusion. Furthermore, it is unfair
and inconsistent—POL’s approach to substitute proposals should be no diVerent from their approach to
an area plan’s initial consultation. Postwatch has requested that POL addresses this as a matter of urgency.
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1.16 We welcome POL’s proposal and decision documents. Both provide useful background to the
programme, a narrative on the local changes, and information on individual branches within the area plan.
Furthermore, the decision document is useful in setting out the main points of customer concern for
proposed closures, and POL’s response. POL’s documents are available on its website
www.postoYce.co.uk/networkchange, and can also be provided in paper format on request.

1.17 There have, however, been problems with POL failing to update its website—for example,
consultations continuing to be listed as open when they have finished. We have requested that POL rectify
this problem. Similarly, we have requested that POL include its press releases on these webpages (they are
currently located at www.royalmailgroup.com).

Monitoring

1.18 In accordance with the role which the Government has set out for Postwatch, we monitor POL’s
activities to ensure that it both consults the appropriate individuals and organisations, and carries out the
consultation process properly.

1.19 During the first public consultations, we undertook 138 checks to determine whether POL was
sending out the necessary information in a timely fashion. We found:

— 82 stakeholders stated they had received POL’s information.

— 13 stakeholders stated they had not received POL’s information.

— 43 did not know whether they had received the data.

1.20 It undermines the consultation process if local stakeholders do not receive the necessary
information. When stakeholders tell us they have not received POL’s information, we let them know where
they can locate this and also oVer to request POL to send the documents to them. We continue to
communicate our findings to POL, to ensure that stakeholders are receiving the information they require.

Summary of responses

1.21 A crucial part of monitoring the consultation process is ensuring POL has demonstrably taken
account of feedback they have received. To that end, both during and at the end of public consultations,
POL provides Postwatch with a summary of responses received from stakeholders and customers.

1.22 The timeliness, format and content of the summary of responses have been problematic, with
variations in when Postwatch has received these documents, their presentation, and the amount of
meaningful data they contain. This has meant that at times it has been diYcult to carry out our role of
independent scrutiny. We have pressed POL both for improved data on both these early public consultations
and for a more robust process for future plans. POL has taken steps to address these early diYculties and
we believe an improved process and product are now in place.

2. Outreach

2.1 In our first progress report to the Committee, we stated our concern about POL’s failure to set out
details of proposed outreaches during public consultations. None of the 63 proposed outreach services in
the first six public consultations contained proposed operational details. Instead, customers in the aVected
areas were informed that an outreach service was proposed, but were given little or no detail on what this
proposed service would involve—for example operating hours, location, service type and range of services.

2.2 This is unsatisfactory, as consultations are not on the principle of closure, but on what proposed
changes mean for a particular area. Customers need to be able to respond to specific proposals.

2.3 We therefore welcome POL’s eVorts to address this. POL has agreed that from January 2008 all
outreach proposals entering public consultation will include proposed operational details. Postwatch will
continue to monitor this. Additionally, we welcome POL’s commitment that for those outreach proposals
that have already moved through public consultation and where POL continues to be unable to provide
Postwatch with operational service details at our post-consultation review discussion, POL will undertake
a further six-week local consultation on the proposed outreach service, once details have been worked up.

Minimum service standards

2.4 As also mentioned in our first progress report, Postwatch is disappointed that the Government chose
not to specify minimum opening hours or services that outreaches should provide. We accept that POL
should be able to act flexibly. However, outreaches are needed in some locations to ensure that POL meets
the distance access criteria set by the Government. In such cases, we believe that POL should be required
by the Government both to operate these services for a specified minimum number of hours and to provide
a specified minimum range of services. In our consultation response, we recommended that outreach services
should be available for a minimum of two consecutive hours, three times per week.
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2.5 We also believe it is important for POL to ensure outreach services are regularly checked. This should
help ensure these services are tailored to meets the needs of local communities.

3. Review Process

3.1 The review process is potentially a four-stage process that deals with proposals where in Postwatch’s
view POL has not given due consideration to material evidence received during the public consultation, or
where there is evidence that a proposal does not meet the Government’s policy requirements.

3.2 In the first six area plans, Postwatch opted to review each outreach proposal that entered public
consultation without proposed operational details.

3.3 By January 2008, Postwatch had taken two cases to the second stage of review. We opted to review
the decision to open a new post oYce in Otterferry, Argyll and Bute. This opening was proposed to meet
the requirement that 95% of the population in the PA22 postcode district should be within six miles of a post
oYce. The review process was initiated as we were not convinced that POL had suYciently taken account of
local topography when it opted to open the new post oYce in Otterferry, rather than elsewhere in the area.

3.4 The review process enabled us to assure ourselves that POL had given due consideration to
topographical features in this area to feedback received during consultation. Postwatch is now satisfied that
customers will be reasonably served by the post oYce network in this area.

3.5 Postwatch has also taken the proposed closure of the post oYce in Kirn, Argyll and Bute to the second
review stage. This is because we felt that POL had failed to take account of an expression of interest from
a local community enterprise to operate a post oYce in the area.

3.6 As a result of Postwatch’s taking this case to review, POL decided to delay the closure of this post
oYce for three months. This will allow the community group to develop their proposal, with support from
POL and Postwatch.

3.7 No cases have been taken beyond the second stage of the review process.

4. Selection Criteria

4.1 POL’s rationale for selecting branches to close is based on four criteria: size of branch (regular
customer usage), proximity to other branches, relative size (compared to other branches in the area), and
financial benefit to POL.

4.2 POL has recently agreed to give communities information on customer usage of branches. We
welcome this. However, POL needs to do more publicly to explain the other criteria.

4.3 As we mentioned in our progress report to the Committee, Postwatch is concerned about the long-
term consequences of the critierion relating to the financial benefit to POL.

4.4 There were instances in the early part of the programme of POL’s proposing for closure branches with
relatively high customer usage, but which it wishes to close because of their high operational costs. It is hard
to justify publicly the closure of such post oYces while lesser-used branches remain open.

4.5 We welcome the Minister’s comments to Postwatch’s Counters Advisory Group (which consists of
statutory and charity bodies, including Age Concern, ViRSA, Postcomm, and the Local Government
Association) in December 2007, that POL should seek to be more open about the economic rationale for
individual closures within the confines of the need to respect confidentiality. We also welcome that the
Minister has spoken to POL about the need for transparency (Hansard, 29 November 2007, column
186WH) and we look forward to a positive outcome of this discussion.

Post-programme network

4.6 Both the Government and POL need to take steps to build confidence in the sustainability of the post
oYce network once the closure programme is over. For the Government, this should involve clear
pronouncements that they are committed to a post oYce network of 12,200 (including the new 500 outreach
services). This is particularly important given the recent Government statement (HC 18 December 2007
cc1472W–1473W) that a network of just 7,500 branches could satisfy the Government’s access criteria. The
Government should also clarify the steps it will take to provide its services through branches, and to help
community-owned post oYces.

4.7 As part of its routine communication activities, POL should assure communities that should any
closures take place following the end of the current closure programme, they will endeavour—and expect—
to put in place a local replacement service.
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5. POL Call Centre

5.1 POL should take all necessary steps to ensure that participation in local consultations is
straightforward, and that the consultation process is as inclusive as possible. We therefore believe that POL
should, as a matter of priority, reverse its decision not to accept responses to consultations via its call centre,
except in instances where individuals are unable to write or email. All customers should be able to submit
comments by telephone. Postwatch has written to POL on this issue.

5.2 Currently, POL provides only general information (consultation dates, address details etc) to callers.
Postwatch undertook in-house research on POL’s call centre throughout November. 106 calls to POL call
centre were undertaken, which aimed to test POL’s eVectiveness in giving customers correct contact details,
as well as the ease in callers using the service. The results were disappointing. We found:

— 56% of people stated that navigating through POL’s Interactive Voice Response system is not
straightforward. The route to speak to a call centre staV member takes three steps, and there is not
an explicit option to speak to a call handler about post oYce closures.

— Various contact addresses were given to customers. In fact, customers responding to consultations
are meant to contact POL via its freepost consultation address. It was therefore of particular
concern that on more than one occasion POL call centre staV gave out an address that was not
freepost.

— POL provided callers with three diVerent email addresses—two of which were valid and one that
did not work. We believe it would benefit customers if they were directed to use one email address.

5.3 Providing correct contact information is a fundamental communication need for a successful
programme. POL must get this right. We wrote to POL on 8 January to express our concerns on this matter,
and to request they review their call centre processes and training as a matter of urgency.

6. Crown Offices

6.1 The current crown oYce network consists of 441 branches. POL has reported that crown oYces,
directly managed by Post OYce Ltd, lost £70 million in 2006–07. In an eVort to reduce losses and avoid
closures, POL announced its intention to franchise 70 crown oYces into WHSmith stores. By January 2008,
13 of these 70 post oYces had opened, with the remaining conversions scheduled to take eVect by
summer 2008.

6.2 Postwatch is scrutinising proposals to close several sub-post oYces in locations where, if the closures
go ahead, crown oYces or newly converted franchised oYces will be expected to receive large numbers of
additional customers moving from closed branches. Where we have concerns, we will press POL to make
improvements, for example adding additional counter positions. In certain cases, it may be necessary to
oppose the closure of nearby branches because of these concerns. We will continue to monitor this situation
closely in the coming months and keep the Committee up to date.

6.3 Postwatch investigates every franchise proposal to ensure that the quality and accessibility of post
oYce services will not be harmed by a change in service. We continue to monitor existing conversions and
are generally satisfied with the quality of customer experience at these post oYces. Research undertaken for
Postwatch by Ipsos MORI suggests that the quality of service in six initial WHSmith franchises is good.
While the sample for this research was small, it supports our in-house monitoring, which suggests customers
in these post oYces receive a high standard of service.

6.4 Postwatch is also pleased that POL has agreed to additional accessibility measures where post oYce
services will be located on the basement or first floor—for example, alternative ground floor service points
for customers who may not be able to reach the first floor, and maximum call-out times in the event of lift
breakdown.

6.5 We strongly support POL’s investment in the remaining crown oYce network, with the aim of
modernising and refurbishing branches, and introducing new technology, including self-service kiosks, to
reduce queuing times in the busiest branches. Research undertaken for Postwatch by Ipsos MORI found
that average queue times in crown oYces are currently six minutes, underlining the need for further
investment in the crown oYce network.

7. Post-September Arrangements

7.1 Postwatch will not exist after 30 September, but the closure programme will continue beyond this (the
final public consultation finishes on 7 October, with the possibility of the review process and/or substitute
consultations after this date). The Minister has reassured the House that while Postwatch’s current activities
will become part of the new National Consumer Council in October 2008, the team working on Network
programme will carry through to the end of the process (Hansard, 29 Nov 2007, column 183WH). But it is
not yet agreed how this will work in practice. It is essential to get the right arrangements in place if we are
not to increase the risks of losing key personnel during a very uncertain time for Postwatch.
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Appendix One - local consultation process
The diagram below details the various stages in the consultation process. 

Post Office Ltd (POL) shares 
plans confidentially with Postwatch

Postwatch begins scrutiny of proposals, including visits
to post offices and analysis of POL's and other data

Review meetings between POL and Pre-consultation
Postwatch, and further scrutiny undertaken. period (11 weeks)

POL commences discussions with
sub-postmasters in affected area

One week before end of pre-consultation -
POL contacts MPs and local authorities

Press releases from POL and Postwatch. Both
parties write to local stakeholders. POL display
posters and posts details on website 

Postwatch issues reminders to media on consultation Public 
throughout the period. POL provides Postwatch consultation (6 weeks)
with interim summary of responses.

Further scrutiny of proposals and analysis of responses
given to POL.

End of consultation - Postwatch summarises final
position. POL gives Postwatch summary of responses.

Post-consultation
(3 weeks)

POL and Postwatch meet to discuss outstanding 
Postwatch contacts stakeholders. Review process
initiated if necessary.

Stage One - POL Network Development Manager
and Postwatch Regional Chair review areas of concern

Stage Two  - if resolution not reached at stage two,
Postwatch National Council member and POL
Regional Development Manager review concerns

Review process (optional)

Stage Three - Postwatch Chair and POL Board
Member review outstanding concerns

Stage Four - review by Royal Mail Chairman
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Appendix Two: Geographic Information System samples (not printed)

Appendix Three: Scrutiny checklist

The table below shows the issues which Postwatch examines for every closure and outreach proposal. This
is not an exhaustive list—there are often numerous additional local factors that we look at and ask POL to
take into consideration, as well as scrutinising adherence to the distance access criteria.

For each category, Postwatch gives a red/amber/green classification, which indicates our level of concern
about the issue for the branch in question. This is arrived at through fieldwork, stakeholder and customer
contact, and our own desk analysis. These classifications then inform our final position on an individual
proposal.

Red Amber Green

Capacity
Opening Hours
Product Transfer
Demographics
Migration
State of branch
DDA complaint & access
Terrain / Geography
Distance
Parking
Public transport

Deprivation
ATM or cash available
Local economy
Posting facilities at closing branch

Fit with any local/ local authority plan
Vulnerable groups
Closure information available
Other Local factors

January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Post OYce Ltd (POS 4)

Introduction

Post OYce Ltd’s Network Change programme represents the implementation of the Government’s policy
on the UK’s network of Post OYce branches. After a 12-week national consultation, the Government
decided in May 2007 to reduce the size of the network by up to 2,500 branches while opening 500 new
“Outreach” outlets designed to provide services appropriate to usage levels in a more eYcient way than
traditional branches. Detailed implementation began in July 2007 and the first branch closure required by
the Government’s policy took place in January 2008.

Post OYce Ltd welcomes the opportunity created by the Committee’s investigation to explain how
emerging thoughts on future provision are formulated, how stakeholders are actively involved in reviewing,
validating and amending proposals prior to public consultation, how local public consultation is carried out
and how final proposals are either confirmed or amended prior to implementation.

1. Context

1.1 Post OYce Ltd has consistently made clear that the size and shape of the Post OYce network, and
the level of funding available to pay for it, is a matter for the Government. The impact of demographic
change and new technologies on the level of business at Post OYce branches has been greatly accelerated
by the decisions made by Government departments and public bodies including the Department of Work
and Pensions which has removed benefit business amounting to £400 million annual income, the BBC which
has awarded the TV Licensing work to a competitor and DVLA which now receives more than one million
payments online every month. These decisions have contributed to a reduction in customer numbers of more
than four million people every week.
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1.2 This decline in traditional business means that the current network of more than 14,000 branches is
no longer sustainable. The underlying loss made by the business last year increased to £174 million, more
than £3 million every week. The majority of individual branches are loss making to Post OYce Ltd, including
90% of rural branches. These branches are only profitable to sub-postmasters because they are subsidised
by a loss-making Post OYce Ltd. One in five rural branches serves fewer than 70 customers each week.

The Government’s decision in its response to public consultation recognises this, and together with a
funding commitment amounting to £1.7 billion over five years to 2011, oVers an opportunity to make a
smaller but still substantial network more stable and secure for customers and sub-postmasters, and to
underpin it for the first time with minimum criteria on accessibility.

1.3 Post OYce Ltd knows that having to implement change and closures will inconvenience some
customers. Nevertheless we are determined to manage change in such a way as to leave behind the best
possible network—which will still be largest retail network in Europe—within the constraints of the funding
and decisions set out by the Government, and to inform and seek the views of our customers and other
stakeholders in an inclusive, consistent and meaningful way.

1.4 We are also conscious that sub-postmasters, who own and run the private businesses which are
aVected, require certainty as to their future in as short a time frame as possible, and, in many cases, will
remain concerned at the value of their businesses which remain within the network. Post OYce Ltd has
mounted an extensive communication eVort, including inviting every sub-postmaster to one of around 250
Network Roadshow events, to build an understanding of the broader programme and of how individuals
are aVected and undertaking personal one-to-one meetings with every aVected sub-postmaster

1.5 Post OYce Ltd has learned from previous experience of planning and implementing managed
closures in the network. In contrast to the Urban Network Reinvention programme which resulted from
earlier Government decisions regarding the number of branches in urban communities, Post OYce Ltd has
made the current programme mandatory for sub-postmasters, rather than seeking volunteers. Customers
need to see a viable future network based on accessibility and not one planned on the basis of which sub-
postmasters would prefer to close and take compensation. The current programme is based on an area
approach, to give a coherent approach to future service provision, and to provide a once-over-the-ground
approach which gives customers and sub-postmasters clarity as swiftly as possible.

2. Experience from Local Consultation so Far

Summary

Post OYce Ltd has:

— Put in place a consistent and comprehensive approach to formulating emerging thoughts on the
basis of Government’s criteria and factors, and developing and reviewing proposals, both before
and as part of local public consultation, with active involvement of stakeholders and customer
representatives

— Sought to change initial thoughts on the basis of stakeholder input before public consultation, as
well as making changes as a result of local public consultation

— Actively involved customers and communities in developing proposals for Outreach outlets

— Made available more information than ever before to contribute to proposals and to inform
customers and stakeholders

— Pro-actively communicated to the media, to stakeholders, including MPs, and at public meetings
organised by customers or other organisations

2.1 Post OYce Ltd, with Postwatch involvement, has set clear objectives, or success factors, for the public
consultation process:

— Change is implemented in a way that meets prescribed Government requirements as set out in the
Government Response to public consultation

— Consumers and those who represent them are fully informed about the proposed change and have
the opportunity to contribute views on how it is to be implemented in the area within the
requirements of Government

— Change is introduced in a manner that minimises disruption and avoids inconvenience to
customers (where this is within Post OYce Ltd’s and Postwatch’s power)

— Change meets the Government’s criteria on accessibility and results in a more financially
sustainable network for the future

2.2 The local public consultation itself is one part of a lengthy planning and consultation cycle,
undertaken in 47 areas across the UK, which:

— Plans the retention, closure or conversion to Outreach of existing branches—on the basis of the
size of network and the criteria and factors set by Government, but not on the basis of the
preferences of individual sub-postmasters



Processed: 27-05-2008 23:37:52 Page Layout: COENEW [O] PPSysB Job: 393352 Unit: PAG1

Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence Ev 95

— Involves customer representatives and local stakeholders throughout a 125-day process to ensure
that the best possible proposals are developed and that the local public consultation phase itself
is supported by detailed, publicly accessible information about each proposal

— Takes a consistent approach in each of 47 areas across the UK, with the aim of completing the
programme in 12–18 months

2.3 The criteria and factors set by Government, including the principle that no country within the UK
and no group of inhabitants at the area plan level should be significantly more adversely aVected than any
other, are set and cannot be amended by the planning and consultation process. Post OYce Ltd recognises
that the planning and consultation process is a tool to build the best possible future network, but is not an
opportunity for the company, or for customers or stakeholders, to reopen or change the Government’s
decision to close up to 2,500 existing branches while providing around 500 new Outreach outlets.

2.4 The 125-day process comprises six discrete stages, set out here:

Blueprint and validation 2 weeks Initial thoughts are modelled—based on application of
Government’s criteria to existing network. Initial thoughts
reviewed and amended on the basis of Postwatch and
Local Authority input and Post OYce Ltd’s on the ground
activity—continuing through subsequent six week
engagement with agents phase.

Engage with agents 6 weeks Face to face conversations with all aVected subpostmasters

Consultation and 3 weeks Development of final proposals to form the basis of Local
preparation, including MP (MP advance Public Consultation; shared with MPs one week before the
advanced notification notification being the start of consultation

final week)

Local Public Consultation 6 weeks Detailed information available via branches, Consultation
team and website to assist customers and other
stakeholders.

Review and decision 3 weeks (subject to All consultation representations reviewed and assessed by
review process), ending Post OYce Ltd and a summary of issues raised in
in publication of final consultation is shared with Postwatch and an opportunity
decision given to it to refer any decision to review before

publication of firm decisions

Implementation 4 weeks Preparation for closures and transfers to new Outreaches
where appropriate. First changes may take place after this
four week period

The six-week local public consultation (the length of which has been set by Government) is the fourth
stage of the overall process. Post OYce Ltd’s objective is to put into public consultation the best possible
proposals for the future provision of services in the relevant area and, in practice, the initial thoughts based
on Government’s criteria and factors will already have been reviewed and changed as a result of the pre-
consultation part of the process. Public consultation brings the opportunity to test detailed proposals, and
the information on which they are based, and to give customers and local stakeholders the opportunity to
scrutinise their formulation.

2.5 Postwatch, the consumer body representing all Post OYce customers, was involved in the design of
the overall planning and consultation process, and plays an active role throughout the 125-day process.

2.6 In July 2007 Post OYce Ltd asked 468 UK Local Authorities to provide information relevant to
planning the future provision of Post OYce services, including information regarding regeneration plans
and their potential impact on usage and regarding public transport. In total 283 Local Authorities have so
far responded with relevant information which has been used to formulate area propositions. In addition,
Post OYce Ltd has met with more than 50 Local Authorities as part of the planning and consultation process
for the first 12 area plans.

2.7 The bulk of changes made to Post OYce Ltd’s initial thoughts are made prior to local public
consultation as part of engagement with Postwatch, representing customers, and with Local Authorities and
with input from local Citizens Advice oYces. Between 2% and 26% of closures initially proposed—50
individual branches—have been withdrawn by this dialogue before the start of local public consultation in
an area.

2.8 When initially identifying branches to be proposed for closure, Post OYce Ltd looks at the following
information it has on the branches in the relevant area relevant to the criteria and factors set by Government,
which are summarised at Annex A (not printed here). In doing this we look at things such as:

— Size of branch—particularly the number of customer sessions (visits by individual customers)

— Proximity—to other Post OYce branches based on road distance between branches
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— Financial benefit to Post OYce Ltd—including net sub-postmaster pay costs saved, and other costs
to Post OYce Ltd, taking into account any business that is predicted to be lost

— Relative size—based on size of branches in the surrounding area

In addition to the input from Local Authorities and Postwatch, Post OYce Ltd always undertakes on
the ground local research to check and validate local information and to identify the likely issues aVecting
customers. The final proposal, on which public consultation takes place, is produced by a Network
Development Manager—a senior Post OYce Ltd manager with direct knowledge and experience of the
aVected area—and checked and approved by the Programme Director.

2.9 In general, Post OYce Ltd does not therefore expect to make major changes after public consultation,
but aims to ensure that the published proposal is based on correct and comprehensive local information and
that the process has been properly and consistently applied. We are conscious that the performance and
value of individual Post OYce business can be adversely aVected by even a withdrawn closure proposal. The
number of changes resulting from public consultation alone is therefore not the right measure of the
eVectiveness of the process.

2.10 A multi-stage review process has been agreed between Post OYce Ltd, Postwatch and the
Government to ensure that decisions are fully examined and can be reviewed if stakeholders believe they
do not follow the Government’s criteria or that the agreed planning and consultation process has not been
followed.

2.11 Post OYce Ltd is determined that the process is as transparent as possible and that the right
information is readily accessible to customers and other individuals or organisations wishing to participate
in local public consultation. A substantial quantity of detailed information supporting each individual
branch closure proposal, and setting out the alternatives is published by Post OYce Ltd as part of each Area
Plan Proposal.

3. Local Views—Extent to Which They have been Taken into Account

Summary

— Customers and other stakeholders have contributed strongly to the planning and consultation
process through the local public consultation

— In addition customers’ views are represented by Postwatch throughout the 125-day planning and
consultation process and local input is sought via Local Authorities throughout the process

— Local Public Consultation has overturned closure proposals in each of the first six plans completed

— Post OYce Ltd is only permitted to act on local views where those views provide information
relevant to the criteria and factors set by the Government

3.1 Input received during public consultation, particularly that which provided additional information
relevant to the criteria and factors set by the Government, has helped Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch review
and validate area propositions. In 14 instances in the first six Area Plan Proposals, particular closure
proposals have been withdrawn as a result of this information. Withdrawn proposals are summarised at
Annex B (not printed here).

3.2 In other instances Post OYce Ltd has been able to respond to customers’ concerns by committing to
improvements to branches, for example by improving access for customers with disabilities, extending
opening hours, making additional services available or, in some instances, by adding additional counter
positions. Investment grants are made available by Post OYce Ltd to support this activity. Improvements
are planned in 59 branches in the first six plans completed and the product range has been extended in a
further 289.

3.3 Certain concerns raised during public consultation have not led to changes in Post OYce Ltd’s
proposals, because they relate to the broader policy or to the magnitude of the changes, both of which have
already been determined by Government following a 12 week national consultation. In addition, Post OYce
Ltd is not allowed to take certain factors into account in reaching proposals or decisions, including strength
of feeling among customers regarding the popularity and ability of a particular sub-postmaster, or the
wishes of a sub-postmaster, either to remain in the network or to accept the compensation package.

3.4 To date, more than 44,000 individual pieces of correspondence have been received as part of the 12
area public consultations completed or currently underway. In addition, Post OYce Ltd has attended more
than 45 public meetings, briefed more than 120 MPs and, additionally, briefed members of devolved
legislatures. Our policy is to attend every such meeting subject to logistical issues, and fewer than 5% of
invitations have not been accepted. The Network Change area of the Post OYce Ltd website, which provides
easy access to all information and consultation materials is receiving around 2,000 visits each week.

Every piece of correspondence received during the area public consultation period must be acknowledged,
read and considered by the Network Development Manager responsible for making both proposals and
decisions on individual branches. Postwatch also receive copies of correspondence received during public
consultation to inform their participation in the decision making process.
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3.5 The scale of consultation activity undertaken to date is summarised here (and broken down by area
at Annex C) (not printed here)

Number of Parliamentary constituencies covered by first 12 plans 188

Number of meetings undertaken with MPs aVected by first 12 plans 126—meetings oVered to all MPs.
Principal reason for not taking up oVer
was lack of change planned in
constituency

Number of Local Authorities aVected by first 12 plans 161

Number of Local Authorities engaged in planning 111

Number of meetings undertaken with aVected Local Authorities 52

Number of representations received during first 12 plans 44,270

Number of public meetings attended during first 12 plans 47

% of customers unaVected by proposals put into public consultation 91%

% of customers either seeing no change or remaining within one mile, by More than 99%
road, of nearest alternative branch

Number of closure proposals within first 12 plans 605

Number of Outreach proposals within first 12 plans 89

Number of closure proposals withdrawn prior to start of public 50
consultation

Number of closure proposals withdrawn as a result of public 15
consultation (for six plans where decisions have been made)

Number of branches with improvements planned as a result of public 59
consultation (for six plans where decisions have been made)

Number of branches where product range has been extended following 289
public consultation (for six plans where decisions have been made)

4. Nature of Outreach Projects

Summary

— The Outreach model is already a working part of our way of providing services and will increase
in significance as a result of the Government’s decision to create around 500 further Outreach
branches

— 89 Outreach outlets have been proposed within the first 12 area propositions developed by Post
OYce Ltd and put into local public consultation

— Developing Outreach proposals as an integral part of the area planning and consultation process
presents some challenges but is the right way to proceed, informed by the ongoing involvement of
Postwatch representing customers

— Crucially, experience shows that customers continue to use Outreach outlets and Outreach outlets
continue to provide the face to face advice and support that is crucial to the social value of the
overall Post OYce network

4.1 In 2004 Government asked Post OYce Ltd to develop trials of innovative and eYcient ways of
providing Post OYce services in communities where a traditional full branch has closed or was becoming
clearly unsustainable for the sub-postmaster. In response, Post OYce Ltd developed and tested four models
for “Outreach” service provision—a mobile post oYce service visiting small communities at set times, a
hosted service operated within third party premises for specific hours each week, a partner service within
the premises of a local partner such as a shop or a home service whereby customers can contact a sub-
postmaster by phone for services. In around 70 on-the-ground pilots, Post OYce Ltd demonstrated the
viability of the approach and saw a positive response from customers, sub-postmasters and other
community stakeholders.
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4.2 The “Outreach” concept supports both the Government’s emphasis on accessibility as set out in the
criteria it has set for the network in the future, and Post OYce Ltd’s clear objective to maintain a sustainable
network by providing the core sub-postmaster with a stronger commercial opportunity than that provided
traditional branches. Outreach outlets are regarded by Government, Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch as a
valid means to fulfil national accessibility criteria in appropriate locations and to provide services to
customers.

4.3 The Government’s final decision on the future shape and size of the network explicitly required Post
OYce Ltd to provide services through Outreach outlets in around 500 communities—partially oVsetting the
overall reduction in traditional branch numbers while contributing to a more sustainable network through
reduced overheads in communities with low numbers of current or potential customers.

4.4 Developing proposals for Outreach outlets is an integral part of the 125-day planning and
consultation process in appropriate areas. In the first 12 area propositions, Post OYce Ltd has proposed
89 Outreach outlets in rural communities. The local public consultation process itself provides a valuable
opportunity for local communities to influence the nature of eventual outreach solutions and for Post OYce
Ltd to seek assistance from within communities to identify potential partners and locations.

4.5 Selecting the “core” outlet, which will manage a cluster of Outreach locations is based on the size of
the prospective branch—in terms of the number of customer sessions envisaged—and the proximity of the
core and potential Outreach locations to each other. Post OYce Ltd cannot compulsorily require an existing
sub-postmaster to take on responsibilities as a “core” branch, and must therefore attract volunteers and
remain flexible in how “core” and Outreach location selection is undertaken.

4.6 In some areas where plans have been developed early in the programme this process has taken longer
than anticipated, partly because, understandably, the focus of community representations has been on
preventing the loss of a traditional branch rather than helping Post OYce Ltd finalise details of an outreach
replacement. In these circumstances Post OYce Ltd has agreed a review approach with Postwatch to ensure
that detailed proposals can be fully scrutinised before final decisions to close existing branches are
implemented.

5. The Role of Postwatch

Summary

— Postwatch is fully and actively engaged in the programme, and is able to represent customers and
influence decisions at every stage in the 125-day planning and consultation process

5.1 Postwatch represents customers of Post OYce branches and is acting on their behalf throughout the
planning and consultation process—which Postwatch helped to design—both before and after the six-week
local public consultation period. Postwatch carries out this role by scrutinising every individual proposal
and giving its views on customers’ needs and concerns at a local level and actively seeking to change those
individual proposals which it believes can be improved or should be altered. Both Postwatch and Post OYce
Ltd aim to make as many of these changes before the start of public consultation—only in instances where
new information is provided by the public consultation process should it be necessary to make further
changes to the proposals.

5.2 In addition has a responsibility to publicise and raise awareness of the public consultation process,
and to monitor the way in which consultation is carried out.

5.3 Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch have agreed a number of formal points of engagement throughout the
process to ensure consistency and enable proper scrutiny of proposals and decisions. In addition the two
bodies have organised joint briefings for stakeholders across the UK and brought respective teams together
on a number of occasions to ensure learning and best practice.

5.4 Postwatch is able to trigger a review process if it believes that any individual proposal does not fit the
approach set by Government or the planning and consultation process established by Post OYce Ltd. A
review may be triggered after the public consultation process is completed, but before final decisions are
announced following the consideration of all responses to public consultation, if agreement between
Postwatch and Post OYce Ltd is not reached. There are four potential stages to this review—at stage three,
Postwatch and Post OYce Ltd at Chair and Managing Director level respectively will re-examine the
decision and a final review stage is allowed for in the event of continuing disagreement. To date, no
individual reviews beyond stage two have been requested by Postwatch as a result of the six Area Plan
Proposals to have reached final decision stage.

5.5 Post OYce Ltd and Postwatch agreed, prior to the programme, a Memorandum of Understanding
setting out their respective roles and the way in which they interact at diVerent stages of the consultation
process.



Processed: 27-05-2008 23:37:52 Page Layout: COENEW [O] PPSysB Job: 393352 Unit: PAG1

Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence Ev 99

6. Crown Post Offices—How they Interact with the Sub Post Office Network

Summary

— Post OYce Ltd has now set out a clear and confirmed strategy to maintain commercial high street
flagship branches without these branches acting as a financial drain on the less commercially viable
parts of the network

— Confirming plans for the Crown network before starting the Network Change programme gives
customers and other stakeholders a clearer, more certain picture of alternatives to branches which
may now be proposed for closure

— The performance and capacity of all flagship branches is actively managed to ensure a high quality
of service

6.1 Post OYce Ltd is committed, as part of both our social purpose and our commercial strategy, to
providing a high quality network of flagship branches, located in convenient town and city locations readily
accessible to customers. At the same time we cannot continue to sustain the losses of more than £1.4 million
incurred each week in the traditional network of 460 directly managed Crown branches. A loss making
flagship network reduces the financial support which can be given to branches in smaller urban and rural
communities.

6.2 In April 2007 we announced clear decisions on the future of the existing Crown OYce network, giving
certainty on the future of almost all branches—373 to be retained by Post OYce Ltd as directly managed
branches and a further 70 to be run in partnership with WHSmith, following successful initial partnerships
at six branches. We have been reviewing options for a remaining 15 branches—two of these branches have
now been franchised and we are consulting on the potential closure of a further two. We are actively
pursuing franchise arrangements for the remaining 11 but believe we may be unable to find suitable partners
for two of these, which may then close. This decision puts an end to the piecemeal approach to franchising
taken in the past which, while driven by financial necessity, led to uncertainty and a fragmented approach
to investment and improvement, and gives as close as possible to a stable basis on which to plan the rest of
the network through the current change programme.

6.3 Post OYce Ltd is now able to plan substantial refurbishment in these branches to provide a modern
retail environment, including developing self service kiosks so that customers wanting to post packets and
parcels don’t have to go to the counter and providing dedicated counters for small business and online
auction customers. Our investment plan will encompass both the flagship branches directly managed by Post
OYce Ltd and those managed by WHSmith. In the same way, the performance standards required and the
approach to training and developing those colleagues serving the public is identical in all these branches,
regardless of the management model.

6.4 Post OYce Ltd is conducting public consultation on each Crown OYce to be moved to a new
WHSmith branch, and any other changes to the Crown network, in line with the code of practice agreed
with Postwatch and under the same internal Governance as the remainder Network Change programmme.
61 of the 70 consultations regarding WHSmith were completed before the first public consultation arising
from the remaining Network Change programme and a further four consultations have since been
completed, with five yet to commence.

6.5 Post OYce Ltd has a single, integrated approach to managing changes to Crown oYces and the
changes to the rest of the network required by the Government—amounting to the first full strategic review
of the network ever undertaken. Any proposal to close rather than replace an existing Crown branch will
be put into consultation prior to the start of the public consultation on the relevant area proposition so that
respondents are as fully appraised as possible of Post OYce Ltd’s overall plans and the overall provision of
Post OYce services for the area can be considered in making the final decisions.

6.6 Post OYce Ltd knows that flagship branches can attract large numbers of customers from outside
their immediate geographical area, particularly when customers are seeking an alternative if the branch
nearest their home address closes. We therefore continuously manage the capacity of these branches
extremely carefully, and have, for example, ensured that all new WHSmith managed branches provide at
least the same number of serving hours as the Post OYce managed branches they replace.

7. The future of both Crown and sub Post Office networks

7.1 The Network Change programme will leave behind a UK network of around 12,200 Post OYce
outlets of which 500 are new Outreach outlets, with a level of accessibility guaranteed, for the first time, by
Government set criteria. The combination of the approach to Network Change described in this submission,
and the broader commercial strategy of Post OYce Ltd is intended to put the network on a more secure and
sustainable financial footing, and crucially, to manage where branches are, and how readily customers can
reach them, rather than simply managing the overall size of the network.
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7.2 Post OYce Ltd is, at the same time as transforming the size and shape of the network, transforming
the range of services provided and products oVered as the Government withdraws the traditional business
which has historically enabled sub-postmasters to run viable small businesses based around the Post OYce
contract. Government business will by 2010 make up less than 10% of the average the sub-postmaster’s Post
OYce business. The rest will come from commercial services, including mail and parcel services, bill payment
and increasingly new streams of business developed and marketed by Post OYce Ltd, including foreign
currency, telephone and broadband services and financial services, including savings, a range of personal
insurances (for example home, motor and travel), credit cards and mortgages. A fuller summary of what we
are doing to drive new business through the network is provided at Annex D (not printed here).

7.3 The Government has decided to reduce the size of the current network by up to 2,500 branches and
is providing the funds to compensate the aVected sub-postmasters. Post OYce Ltd has no wish to see any
reduction in branch numbers beyond this level, providing that the overall network can be made sustainable.
Any instance of a branch closing in the future for reasons beyond Post OYce Ltd’s control will result in a
case by case examination of the future provision of services across the relevant local area and to meet the
binding national accessibility criteria.

Nonetheless, it remains the case that the majority of Post OYce branches are not commercially viable for
Post OYce Ltd and require support through the structure of the Post OYce remuneration to make them
viable for sub-postmasters, which provides minimum income levels regardless of low numbers of
transactions in smaller branches. Post OYce Ltd’s ability to provide remuneration at a level which enables
these branches to survive is dependent partly on the success of the company in marketing new services, both
through branches and directly, and, crucially, through financial payments from Government in recognition
of the social value of the network of branches. Changes to Government’s position would require
Government to review its decision on the size and shape of network it wished to see.

7.4 The Post OYce Card Account, while a smaller income stream than the benefit book which it replaced,
is used by more than 4 million customers and represents vital footfall for sub-postmasters, usually benefiting
the retail businesses which run alongside Post OYce business. The replacement for the current Card Account
contract, which runs until 2010, is currently the subject of a tender process by the Department for Work and
Pensions. Post OYce Ltd believes it remains the best and most accessible provider of this service. Loss of
this product and its associated footfall would have a serious and immediate impact of the livelihood of many
of the 12,200 outlets which will remain following the completion of the Network Change programme.

10 January 2008

Supplementary memorandum submitted by Post OYce Ltd (POS 4C)

POST OFFICE NOTE ON TUPE

The context

The Crown OYce network as it stood before the current partnership WHSmith was losing more than £1
million every week—losses that simply cannot be sustained and which threaten Post OYce Ltd’s ability to
provide flagship branches in the UK’s towns and cities. The current strategy gives Post OYce Ltd the
opportunity to put these branches on a stable financial basis and to work with a single, high quality,
committed retail partner, rather than the more piecemeal approach which the company had previously
adopted.

Throughout the implementation of this part of our transformation Post OYce Ltd has been extremely
aware of the implications for our people, and we are exceptionally pleased that we have continued to avoid
compulsory redundancy and have been able to accommodate the wishes of our people, whether their
preference has been to leave the company to take up an alternative role.

Post Office Ltd and TUPE

Post OYce Ltd’s approach to the implications of TUPE for the conversion and franchise programme has
been consistent, fully compliant with the law and very openly shared and discussed with the Trade Unions
since the mid 1990’s when the CWU successfully argued that a conversion was a transfer of undertaking and
that it was entitled to be informed and consulted pursuant to TUPE.

In the more than ten years since, 273 oYces have been franchised aVecting approximately 3,800
employees. The union has always been consulted and Post OYce Ltd has always met the requirements of
the legislation. No challenge to that approach has been mounted by the CWU until now.
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The CWU’s argument is not that employees have been transferred into the employment of WHSmith due
to the operation of TUPE but that there has been a failure to comply with the information and consultation
obligations. The reference to the compromise agreement signed by employees taking voluntary redundancy
is, in this respect, a separate issue to that of TUPE, as the operation of TUPE is a matter of law that cannot
be avoided.

The purpose of TUPE (and the Acquired Rights Directive from which it is derived) is relatively
straightforward. It is to ensure that employees caught up in the transfer of the business between owners can
continue in employment on the same terms as before. Prior to TUPE, employees would automatically be
dismissed. That is why TUPE transfers the employment only of employees whose contracts of employment
would “otherwise be terminated” by the transfer.

This is where Post OYce Ltd’s approach to employees aVected by a conversion is fundamentally diVerent.
No employee’s contract of employment is terminated by the transfer. Everyone has been redeployed to other
suitable employment in accordance with their contractual terms, unless they wish to apply for voluntary
redundancy. Thus the need to protect them by the transfer of employment provisions in TUPE need not,
and does not arise.

Notwithstanding that, the information and consultation obligations of TUPE do still arise (as there is a
transfer of an undertaking happening even if no employees are going with it). Post OYce Ltd has more than
complied with those requirements and are vigorously defending the proceedings currently brought by the
CWU.

Further, Post OYce Ltd has been careful to try to explain its position to the aVected employees along with
the implications for them personally. Consequently there has been a full communications process running
alongside the information and consultation exercise with the CWU. As part of that process no employee
has been informed of a right to transfer simply because such a right does not arise on the facts. (Some of the
employees who accept voluntary redundancy may then choose to take up employment with our partner—
WHSmith in this case—but that is independent of TUPE and they enter into a new contract of employment
on diVerent terms, in most instances having already received a redundancy payment from Post OYce Ltd).

4 March 2008

Memorandum submitted by Judy Robinson (POS 29)

Further to my telephone call of 25 January I wish to put the general case against the current closure
programme. I use a specific Post OYce to provide exemplars of the true impact to users.

The case is that, whereas the Government envisaged the closure of up to 2,500 Post OYces as a means of
shedding the biggest loss-makers, Post OYce Ltd has seen this as a way of achieving a rundown of the
network, choosing to set aside accessibilty issues and regardless whether the targetted oYces were loss-
making or not.

We feel dismayed and alarmed that the needs of disabled people and the more vulnerable members of
local communities have been ignored.

The Post OYce Ltd’s own document, Appendix 1 (Branch access report (not printed here)) to an Area plan
proposal, sent to the L.A. on 1st October 2007, states of Sherwood, the only alternative on a bus route “
There is a step into this branch”. There is also no space inside and no parking for users of a motability
scooter. The area in question is in the top 10% for Disability, Deprivation and Health concerns. I send
attachments as exemplars of the accessibility issue. Further attachments relate to the impact on small
businesses (not printed here).

I submit these for the consideration of the Committee to draw on if it so wishes.

1. Five stories I collected by talking to disabled customers of Carrington Post OYce Nottingham
describing from their perspective what the loss of their post oYce would mean to them.

2. The warden from a Flexible Support Options house indicates how crucial Carrington Post OYce
is to the people she refers to as her “ladies”. These are typical of people for whom the local post
oYce is at the perimeter of their physical abilities (0.3 miles in the Flexible Support case)—they
have to stop to draw breath several times on the journey there. The post oYce is a public place
which is secure for them in that they know that they will be tactfully and sympathetically treated
there. They are amongst those users whose fragile and minimal independence may be said to be
invested in their local post oYce.

3. A small selection of the very many letters written by other users who have an interest in the
retention of Carrington post oYce. Since your time is severely limited may I draw your attention
to two letters in particular?
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4. A local architect, Mr Boyd McAfee, is one of many to represent the interest that businesses have
in the survival of Carrington Post OYce and, in his final sentence, he makes the point that what
PO Ltd will represent as cost savings will, in fact, be a charge transferred (in lost productivity and
in increased travel) to him. Other protests, by way of example of the impact across the network,
have been received from a dental practice, a structural engineering consultancy, an e-Bay trader,
which would be adversely aVected by the loss of this profit-making post oYce. Moreover the 18
or so retail outlets in the same parade as the post oYce for which Carrington Post OYce is the hub
have also made—so far unheard—representations.

27 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Save Our Post OYces Campaign, Herefordshire (POS 12)

1. Submission

This submission is being made by Jesse Norman, Co-Ordinator of the Save Our Post OYces Campaign
for Herefordshire. It reflects almost a year of consultation, research and discussion with local residents, user
groups, sub-postmasters and-mistresses, local government oYcials, parish councils and other interested
bodies into the scandal of Post OYce closures.

2. Campaign

The Campaign is a county-wide eVort to prevent the closure of post oYces in Herefordshire. There are
over 60 post oYces in the County, and we estimate that as many as 22 could close under, or as an indirect
result of, the Government’s closure programme. If this occurs it will hugely undermine the quality of life of
both in village communities and in Hereford City and the market towns.

3. Community Resource

Underlying the closures programme is a new and fundamentally flawed conception within this
Government of the value of a small post oYce. Of course, post oYces operate in a commercial environment
and there will generally be some closures in the ordinary course of business. But a local post oYce is also
almost always a crucial community resource. It provides cash, access to benefits and other services locally
that are hard to obtain for many disadvantaged groups. It serves small business. It often supports a small
shop where none could exist commercially. And it is also the first line of community defence for many
elderly, disabled and disadvantaged people. We know that a particular problem among the elderly is simple
loneliness, and post oYce is an important place to meet others and socialize.

4. Principle Discarded

Government policy has historically recognised Post OYce’s community role, and it is this that has justified
the subsidy to PO counters. Now, in the face of commercial pressures on the Post OYce as a whole, the
present Government has been panicked into the new closures programme, discarding a long-held and
historically bipartisan principle of community support.

5. Funding

The commercial cost of maintaining a strong network is in fact a manageable one. The Government’s
subsidy to Post OYces of £150 million p.a. is just 0.02% of the £627 billion in public spending in 2007 overall.
In contrast, the Public Accounts Committee found in May 2007 that over £1.9 billion had been wasted—
equivalent by itself to over 12 years of government subsidy.

6. Lack of Credibility

The credibility of the closures programme has been further weakened by a host of factors. The
Government has been resolutely unwilling to take responsibility for it, and has put the Post OYce in the
firing line instead. The Post OYce has run the closures on a rolling schedule rather than implementing them
at one time, apparently in order to minimize the political reaction. There has been a scandalous lack of
transparency in the Post OYce’s dealings with sub-postmasters and the public. There has been a well-
documented attempt to intimidate sub-postmasters and—mistresses into following the Post OYce’s party
line through anonymous informants and the threat of withdrawal of future compensation.
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7. Political Motivation

There is also a good deal of reported public concern at possible political motivation behind the closures,
through targeting them in predominantly rural areas where there are relatively few Labour constituencies.
This concern has been magnified by press reports (eg in The Guardian, 26 October 2006, Daily Mail, 21
December 2006) that the Government has used so-called heat maps to target hospital and education closures
in non-Labour areas to minimize electoral damage. It would be helpful if the Committee could analyse the
closures so far to assess whether this political targeting is in fact taking place.

8. Paper Consultation Exercise

However, the key point is that the programme itself is also fundamentally flawed. In particular, the
Government’s decision to base it exclusively on geographic access criteria now looks little short of
disastrous. In the first place, it makes a mockery of the consultation exercise: for if geographic criteria are
being used, then which Post OYces meet the criteria can be determined now, in a largely mechanical way;
and if that is so, then the Government already in eVect knows which post oYces will close, and so the
consultation becomes a dead letter, a purely paper exercise.

9. Poor Criteria

In addition, however, the decision to use geographic access criteria relegates to the background several
factors that are of arguably much greater importance. It relegates how successful the Post OYce is, how
many customers it has and its commercial eVectiveness. And worse of all, it entirely ignores any assessment
of local needs. The result of this is that thoroughly eVective Post OYces and Post OYces in areas of great
deprivation will be closed simply because of a dumb bureaucratic rule: that they do not meet the access
criteria.

10. NCC Report

A report in September 2007 by the National Consumer Council suggests how the closures programme
will be undermined the failure to assess needs local needs. It found on a robust statistical analysis that the
withdrawal of Post OYces is regressive, aVecting worst those who can least deal with the loss of service. Post
OYces were especially important in more disadvantaged areas, aVecting in particular the elderly, the
disabled, single mothers with children, carers and those with limited access to cars or public transportation.

11. Bad for Environment

The other clear eVect of Post OYce closures is to damage the environment. Inevitably, many users will
not have access to public transport, or will not feel safe in using it. They will be forced by the programme
to use cars instead, increasing pollution and traYc at precisely the time when we as a nation should be
seeking to minimize them.

12. Effect on Herefordshire

We in Herefordshire are bracing ourselves for the worst. There has already been a spate of local informal
closures, in Colwall, Bartestree and on the Brampton Road in Hereford. These have come in advance of the
Government’s closures programme, largely as a result of the removal of the requirement on the Post OYce
to prevent avoidable closures. We now face the loss of as many as 22 post oYces, while the number of our
over-85 year olds is projected to rise by 75% by 2020. The damage to village life and to our urban
communities will be enormous.

10 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Stirling Council (POS 22)

Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee Inquiry into Early Experiences of the Post
Office’s Network Change Programme

The Stirling Council area is included in the Post OYce’s Network Change Programme Proposal for
Greater Glasgow, Central Scotland & Argyll and Bute. This is the first Area Plan Proposal to be developed
in Scotland. The public consultation on the Area Plan proposals closed on 3 December and final decisions
are expected in early January. Stirling Council has been an active consultee in the Network Change process
and has significant concerns about the way in which the Network Change proposals have been both
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developed and consulted on for our local area. Given the importance of the local Post OYce Network, we
welcome the decision by the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee to hold an inquiry into
early experiences of the Post OYce’s Network Change Programme and are keen to contribute.

Our own experience of the Network Change Programme has left us with significant concerns in three
broad areas:

1. the way in which the consultation process itself has been carried out;

2. the business model and analysis undertaken by Post OYce Ltd to identify changes to the
Network; and

3. the restricted role allowed to Local Government in the Network Change Programme.

In addition it has recently been confirmed that Stirling’s Crown Post oYce is to be franchised to
WHSmith. We welcome the fact that the scope of the Committee’s inquiry extends to this separate but
related development.

Network Change Programme

The National Post OYce Network is more than a commercial concern with local branches often playing
vital social and economic roles at the heart of the communities in which they operate. Whilst understanding
the overall rationale behind the Network Change Programme, local authorities will be concerned to ensure
that any proposals for closure within their area do not cause disproportionate disadvantages for citizens and
communities. Our concerns have always been two fold—ensuring continued access to important post oYce
services by citizens and communities across the council area and safeguarding the economic viability of
communities, specifically those that are fragile and vulnerable. Our scrutiny of the Network Change
proposals has been seriously undermined however by a lack of transparency, detail and clear rationale in
relation to the proposals for individual post oYce branch closures.

Stirling Council, having made strenuous eVorts to engage its communities, has serious reservations about
the validity of the Network Change Programme consultation process. Our specific concerns are set out
below:

1. Consultation Process

(a) Length of consultation period

The consultation period has been very short for an issue that has caused deep levels of concern amongst
communities. A six-week consultation period has not given communities enough time to consider fully the
potential impact of the proposals, or enter into meaningful dialogue about developing alternative proposals.
This has been particular exacerbated by a lack of detailed information on how the proposals were identified
during the local consultation and lack of advance notice to communities beforehand that the proposals were
imminent.

We appreciate that the issue of the length of the consultation period is not new, and that the BERR
Committee itself has raised concerns about this issue. Our experience has shown that these concerns are valid
and that the consultation period has proved to be too short to be meaningful and eVective.

We are particularly concerned about the length of the consultation period in the three communities within
the Stirling Council area where an outreach service has been proposed. Post OYce Ltd has suggested that
in these areas, the consultation period has included assessment of the types of outreach service that would
be appropriate and the days and hours it should operate. We do not feel that the aVected communities have
been able to engage fully with such questions during this initial consultation period when their main focus
has been on building a case for retention of the existing local post oYce branches.

We would suggest that the six week consultation period will cause particular diYculties in any areas where
an outreach service is proposed.

In addition, consideration of alternative outreach options has been hampered by a lack of clear
information about the levels of services and hours of operation of the diVerent options. Such information
was only obtained from Post OYce Ltd. at the request of Stirling Council several weeks into the consultation
period. If, following the current consultation period the Post OYce Ltd continues with the proposal to
impose an outreach service on these communities, our view is that it is essential that Post OYce Ltd.
undertakes a further consultation period to determine exactly which outreach option is appropriate and the
days and hours on which it should be available in each aVected community.
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(b) Availability of information

Throughout the consultation period, we have been disappointed by the absence of detailed information
and lack of transparency from Post OYce Ltd about their reasons for closure or change of individual
branches, including how the weighting given to social/local economic considerations in relation to
commercial considerations, and therefore the lack of detailed justification for individual closure proposals.
Other than referring to the overall aims of the Network Change Programme, Post OYce Ltd has not
answered questions on this at public meetings, nor was suYcient detailed information made available
privately to the Council to clearly explain the rationale for individual proposals. It is, therefore, impossible
to test for ourselves whether these are the most appropriate options or whether Post OYce Ltd has made
mistakes in applying its own criteria.

A large number of inaccuracies and errors contained in the Branch Access Reports, and the lack of any
Branch Access report for those branches where an outreach service has been proposed, has not filled us with
confidence in Post OYce Ltd’s ability to apply the criteria accurately.

Using a specific example from our own area, we note from Area Plan Proposal for Greater Glasgow,
Central Scotland & Argyll and Bute that “of the 54 rural branches that we are aware support the only
essential retailer in a rural community we have maintained 49 of these branches. Similarly of the 83 rural
branches that provide the only access to cash locally our plan maintains 77 of these.” It is a concern that of
the limited number aVected, 3 are located in the Stirling rural area within a few miles of each other. Without
access to the detail and a clear rationale for how these proposals were arrived at, we are deeply concerned
that such a large proportion of the adverse eVects of the Area Plan proposals are concentrated within a 5
mile radius. No information was provided to show that this was mere coincidence and we strongly suspect
that rationale beyond the criteria set out in the Network Change Programme have been used to select the
branches for closure or change in our area.

As noted above, the three communities where an outreach service is proposed are medium sized villages
successfully supporting a range of local services. These are not small, remote communities where
development of outreach services could have been more easily understood. We remain unconvinced and
highly surprised at the suggestion that, out of all branches in the Stirling area, these three branches have
such low transaction rates as to appropriately place them on the list for closure in the rural area. Without
access to the detail and clear rationale for how these proposals were arrived at, we are unconvinced by the
verity of the proposals.

Turning to a second specific example from the Stirling area, we cannot understand how Post OYce Ltd
has come up with the proposal to close the local branch in Cultenhove, Stirling. Cultenhove is an area of
extremely high deprivation and against every criteria that Post OYce Ltd is meant to take into
consideration—access to alternative post oYce services, local demographics and the impact on local
economies—a forceful case has been made for why such a proposal would cause a disproportionate
disadvantage for the community of Cultenhove. Again, without access to the detail and clear rationale for
how these proposals were arrived at, we remain deeply concerned and cannot understand the rationale for
the proposal.

The DTI document “The Post OYce Network: Government Response to Public Consultation” says (page
16):

“In applying the access criteria, Post OYce Ltd will be required to take into account obstacles such
as rivers, mountains and valleys, motorways and sea crossings to islands to avoid undue hardship.
Post OYce Ltd will also consider the availability of public transport and alternative access to key
post oYce services, local demographics and the impact on local economies when drawing up area
plans. Post OYce Ltd will demonstrate how these factors have been considered in arriving at their
plans in each local consultation document.” (Emphasis added.)

Post OYce Ltd has not shown to us in any transparent or meaningful way how these factors have been
considered in relation to individual proposals for closure. On the basis of all of the above factors, Stirling
Council remains unconvinced about the specific proposals for network change within its area and deeply
concerned about the validity of the consultation process carried out. These concerns have implications for
the whole of the Network Change programme.

While our concerns relate specifically to the local council area we believe these specific examples
contradict the terms of the Government’s framework for the restructuring programme and therefore have
far-reaching implications that are worthy of consideration by your inquiry.

2. Business Model and Analysis

As noted above, we have general concerns about the way in which the criteria appear to have been used
to identify branches for closure or change. Some local decisions appear to be particularly perverse,
specifically the Cultenhove branch as outlined above and the proposed rural outreach services identified for
three of our larger villages.
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In particular, we believe the business case being put forward by Post OYce Ltd for the proposed rural
closures and outreach proposals to be seriously flawed. We consider this to be the case for the specific
communities targeted in the local Area Plan for Stirling, but are also concerned that, if the same business
model is in use elsewhere, that it may well be flawed for many if not all rural communities.

Whilst all communities would naturally prefer to keep branches open, the Network Change Programme
does acknowledge that this will not be possible in all cases. For the communities within the Stirling Council
area where outreach has been proposed, we are concerned to ensure that (a) the most appropriate branches
have been selected for outreach and (b) the most appropriate outreach service is proposed. We have already
outlined above why we believe the villages identified for outreach in the Stirling area are not appropriate.
Our following comments focus on the outreach option itself proposed by Post OYce Ltd.

In the Stirling area, Post OYce Ltd has expressed a strong preference for a mobile outreach option using
the new van and satellite technology. Our analysis of the circumstances is that mobile is not the appropriate
option for outreach in communities such as those identified in Stirling (Buchlyvie, Gargunnock and
Thornhill). As we stated in our response to Post OYce Ltd., these are medium sized villages, all of which
are suYciently large to support a range of local services in their own right and two of which currently have
full time post oYce branches. We can understand how a mobile service can work eVectively with smaller
settlements such as in Caithness and the Lake District, but we have significant reservations about its
applicability to larger villages such as those proposed in the Stirling area. The choice of the mobile option
appears to us to be based more on convenience to Post OYce Ltd than necessarily a robust analysis of the
needs of the three communities aVected. Indeed, if an outreach service is to be imposed on our three
communities, the hosted option appears to be the “least worst” solution. Where the post oYce is currently
located in the only shop in a community, in our case Gargunnock and Thornhill, hosting the post oYce in
the shop would go some way to minimising the loss of shop business as well as providing a more pleasant
queuing environment. In Buchlyvie, the community also rejected the mobile option and expressed a strong
preference for a fixed location, going so far as to identify the preferred location, the local village hall.

We are concerned that the business model being used in relation to the outreach proposals eVectively rules
out these proposals. The rental proposals made to potential hosting services are very low at £3 per hour and
we can fully understand why those operating either hall premises or shop premises have not been attracted
by such a proposal. As a Council we are unable to oVer premises for rent at such a low subsidised level even
to local community groups and would expect to charge much higher than that for commercial operations
such as Post OYce Ltd.

The combination of very low rental proposals for the hosted option and the apparent favouring of the
mobile option have led us to the conclusion that the outreach business model being used is flawed. It does
not appear to take into account the full costs of operating a mobile service—depreciation, upkeep and
maintenance, fuel and staV costs in comparison with the costs of operating a hosted service. If it did take
all these issues into account then even a much more realistic rental proposal for the hosted service would still
be cheaper than the mobile service, and therefore contribute more towards Post OYce Ltd’s overall savings
requirement. We are unclear whether the purchase and running costs have been excluded from calculations
for the business model because they are being funded through another element of Government subsidy.
Even if this is the case, the costs will still be born by the public purse and should be taken into account.

Our concerns about a potentially flawed business model clearly raise much wider issues than the local
concerns for the Stirling Council area referred to above. We have urged Post OYce Ltd to produce a
transparent business model in relation to the various outreach options and would welcome further
investigation of this aspect by your inquiry.

3. Role of Local Authorities

As leaders of the local Community Planning process in Scotland, local authorities have an important role
in relation to the Network Change Proposals and their impact on local communities. We continue to be
disappointed that local authorities have not been more fully involved with Post OYce Ltd in the
development of the proposals for closure in their local areas. As the bodies with the most in-depth local
knowledge, including on population and business growth, and understanding of the issues facing
communities, local authorities are well placed to help Post OYce Ltd with this diYcult task.

Prior to publication of specific proposals for the Stirling area, Stirling Council submitted to Post OYce
Ltd a range of Council wide information on Stirling’s current regeneration and development plans,
proposed new settlements, and public transport information. When the specific proposals became known,
we provided further, more detailed, information on the communities directly aVected. It would, however,
have been more constructive if we had been able to provide this more detailed information prior to
publication of the proposals and indeed been involved in the discussion of proposals with Postwatch and
Post OYce Ltd.

Overall we feel that there was scope for more positive and constructive dialogue between Stirling Council
and Post OYce Ltd prior to the publication of proposals. We have urged Post OYce Ltd to take this into
account in relation to the role of local authorities as custodians of local area information in the development
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of future Area Plan proposals. We firmly believe that local authorities have much to oVer to the diYcult
process of rationalising the national post oYce network, in particular a close and detailed understanding of
the circumstances and challenges facing our communities.

We were also disappointed that only the MP and MSPs received information on the proposals prior to
the start of the public consultation, and that the Council only received the information once the proposals
had been announced and the consultation period had started. We have grave concerns about such an
approach. We suggest that early sight of the proposals by local authorities is vital, not only because of the
detailed information systems and analytical capability to examine the proposals held by local authorities
but also to assist with planning eVective local consultation and community engagement. Local authorities
commonly deal responsibly with sensitive and commercially confidential information on a range of issues.
We find the suggestion from Post OYce Ltd that any information provided in advance to local councils
would be leaked to be oVensive and ungrounded in fact.

We would welcome a finding from your inquiry that local councils should be more closely involved in the
development and analysis of local change proposals, perhaps in a similar way to PostWatch’s overview of
proposals prior to publication.

Franchising of Crown Post Offices

As noted above it has recently been confirmed that Stirling’s Crown post oYce is to be franchised to
WHSmith. We welcome the fact that the scope of the Committee’s enquiry extends to this separate but
related development.

The relocation of a key service such as a main post oYce has potentially wide ranging local implications.
The consultation on the proposed move sought feedback from customers on a limited number of aspects of
the proposals—opening hours, access arrangements and facilities. We acknowledge that, as part of the
agreed Code of Practice, the decision to transfer a Post OYce branch to a franchise partner is a commercial
decision to be taken solely by Post OYce Ltd In view of this, there appears to be limited opportunity to
comment on the wider issues and implications raised by these proposals.

In particular, the location of a central post oYce is important for businesses in the vicinity as the post
oYce draws people to this area. In the case of Stirling the move erodes the diversity of the centre of Stirling
and we are concerned that the long-term impact on the immediate surrounding area will be a decrease in
viability and an increase in business closures and vacant premises.

No recognition of these wider issues appears to have been undertaken by Post OYce Ltd. in formulating
its proposals.

We are also concerned that we have had no information on what will happen with post oYce provision
in Stirling should WHSmith get into financial diYculties, change hands or decide to close their Stirling
branch. We have not been advised as to what contingencies are in place for such eventualities.

In relation to how changes to the Crown post oYce network interact with sub-post oYce closures it is of
significant concern that the proposals put forward under the Network Change Programme appear not to
have taken into account the fact that a decision on the franchising of Stirling Post OYce had already been
made by the time the Network Change Proposals were published. Consequently Branch Access Reports
about access to alternative branches were still based on the existing location of the central post oYce, and
it must be presumed that any calculations about access to alternative branches were based on information
that will soon be out of date. It is clearly very important that the Network Change Programme takes into
account any changes to the Network as a result of the Franchising programme.

Role of Postwatch

As part of the terms of your inquiry, we would also like to make some comment on Postwatch’s
contribution to the consultation process. We were disappointed that Postwatch did not take a more visible
and proactive role in the local consultations. While Postwatch was represented at all but one of the local
community meetings, they were generally not active participants in the debate. Neither did they seek out
discussion either with the Council or with local communities about the proposals separate from the public
meetings. Many of those attending the local consultation meetings were left with the feeling that Postwatch
had added nothing positive to the discussion. It may be that Postwatch was active in the pre-consultation
period and has been so again in analysing the responses to the consultation. Unfortunately this has not been
obvious to us and leaves us with the impression of a largely passive watchdog body.

8 January 2008
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Memorandum submitted by Thornhill and Blairdrummond Community Council (POS 16)

The village of Thornhill in Scotland was “consulted” on the proposed closure of the post oYce branch in
the village. Our experiences are recorded below.

— the consultation document arrived out of the blue and gave us six weeks to recover from the shock,
consider the position, communicate with our community, hold meetings, attempt to find more
information from Post OYce Ltd (PO), arrange questionnaires to understand the community
feelings, produce draft responses, organise petitions, finalise a reply and get that delivered to the
PO in time

— national government recommendations are that 12 weeks should be allowed for consultations

— although PO tell us that 70% of their branches are making a loss, no reasons were given for the
selection of our branch—this made it virtually impossible to argue against the closure

— because we had been selected for an outreach service we did not receive the demographic
information given to other branches being closed

— specifically in the DTI document “The Post OYce Network—A government response to public
consultation” of May 2007 the Government stated:
“Post OYce Ltd will also consider the availability of public transport and alternative access to key
post oYce services, local demographics and the impact on local economies when drawing up area
plans. Post OYce Ltd will demonstrate how these factors have been considered in arriving at their
plans in each local consultation document.”
No such information was provided to us although we asked for it and nowhere have we seen any
demonstration of how any factors have been considered.

— PO are being devious in not treating our branch closure as such but as a replacement with an
outreach service—this hides the fact that a branch is being closed and that our hours of service are
being downgraded from 37.5 to 10

— we received invalid information on access to other branches for example a suggested alternative
branch requires a four hour round trip by public transport and passes another post oYce on the
way

— no cognisance has been taken of the social impact of closure of the branch in the only shop in
the village

— no cognisance was taken of current and projected growth in internet-based businesses in the
community

— although the proposal was that an outreach service be provide, no details of this service were
available other than the overall availability of 10 hours

— outreach was described as four potential services. In practice PO had already decided that a mobile
van is to be put into the village. In the last few days of the consultation period, PO visited several
sites in the village to discuss the hosted service. The sums of money being oVered to the managers
of these is “pathetic, less than we get from the Brownies and not a serious consideration”. We view
this as a patronising attempt to show that they have considered options other than the mobile.

— we were also aware that alternative arrangements were being discussed that already assumed the
closure (eg organisation of alternative mail sorting facilities)

— there was an insistence that we considered only our own situation and yet it was obvious we had
been selected alongside two other communities for a combined mobile service—if we stayed open
the mobile service obviously becomes uneconomic

— we know of other branches in similar villages to ours that have less custom in the post oYce, are
much closer to and have better public transport links to alternative branches and yet they are being
retained. We do not understand why. We are very frustrated, annoyed and bitterly disappointed.

We have now received confirmation that we are being closed. This information only became available
yesterday so we have had little time to understand the impact. Our initial thoughts on the process are below.

— considering the impact that the closure is going to have on our community (we fear a loss of our
only village shop), the short paragraph given over to our branch in the Decision Booklet seems
arrogant and condescending. The very least PO could have done is explain to the community why
this decision has been taken.

Overall we do not believe that this was a true consultation. The decision had already been taken, we were
not told why and could therefore find no arguments to counteract it. The final decision confirms this was a
fait accompli.

The post oYce is a public service and as a public service should be required by the government to
undertake a consultation that is robust, open to scrutiny, consistent, transparent and openly applied. This
consultation was far from that.

10 January 2008
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Letters from MPs

Letter from Rt Hon James Arbuthnot MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December inviting comments or the Network Change Programme
consultation in Hampshire. Even though only two post oYces in my constituency were identified (and
subsequently confirmed) for closure, I am disappointed to report that, on the whole, this has been a rather
diYcult experience. Let me explain why.

First, the incident of the letter sent to all sub-Postmasters which implied that their compensation would
be reduced if Post OYce Ltd. discovered that they were drumming up support for the continuation of their
post oYce (and livelihood) was not helpful coming as it did at the start of the consultation. Second, letting
it be known that should one post oYce be saved from closure then another would simply be added to the
list did not suggest to me that the initial selection process was rigorous or that the overall consultation was
going to be fair.

Third, other Members might report a diVerent story but the Post OYce Ltd. were unable to send
representatives to either of the proposed public meetings in North East Hampshire. They did, however, meet
myself and a small group of campaigners in Westminster.

Fourth, by far the largest concern highlighted by campaigners for Passfield Post OYce was that this post
oYce was profitable and rated ‘gold’ by the Post OYce themselves. However, at a consultation meeting Post
OYce Ltd. were adamant that Passfield made a loss for the Post OYce and cited commercial confidentiality
for withholding access to their books, even though at that time County and District Councils were
expressing an interest in helping keep economically viable branches open.

Disappointingly, Passfield was confirmed for closure but I understand that Post OYce Ltd has now been
ordered to open up their books to Essex County Council with a view to the council assessing the viability
of financially assisting, and therefore keeping open those post oYces proposed for closure. If Post OYce Ltd
could be persuaded to do the same in Hampshire, then the costs of all but inevitable Judicial Review might
better be directed into provided vital services for local residents.

And finally, the situation in Passfield highlights a worrying disconnect between some of the Government’s
policies in other Departments and the policy on post oYces. In Passfield, some sheltered housing was given
permission to be built only because it would be close to a rural shop and a local post oYce. Now that the
post oYce is to close, what will become of the sheltered housing?

14 January 2008

Letter from Norman Baker MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December in connection with the evidence session your Committee is
planning for 29 January and 5 February relating to the restructuring of the Post OYce network. You ask
for my views on this matter and I am, of course, very happy to oblige.

I am afraid that the consultation exercise has been regarded with some cynicism my constituents and
particularly by those responsible for running sub-post oYces locally. This is partly due to a general sense of
cynicism about consultation exercises, but more specifically in this case because the Government has set a
target for a reduction in the number of sub-post oYces and the consultation exercise therefore is one which
most people regard as unlikely to change very much from the proposals for closures set out by the Post
OYce.

What has been more positive, however, has been the willingness of the Post OYce (and Royal Mail) to
engage in discussions about this matter and I was able to arrange a meeting at relatively short notice with
key personnel from the two organisations to run through the proposals for our constituency. We had a useful
chat and were able to make a number of points which had apparently not been taken into account. Whether
this changes anything or not it is too early to say but I did personally feel that the meeting was useful.

I am also aware that the local District Council asked for a meeting with the Post OYce about the proposals
and that was also granted at relatively short notice.

The other good feature was the decision of the Post OYce to supply Members of Parliament with
information in advance of this being publicly announced, which both allowed MPs to have essential prior
notice of the planned announcement but also to have more specific details than those featured in the public
announcement.
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In short therefore I would say that the actions of the Post OYce have been satisfactory and indeed even
in some respects represent good practice, but as the matter appears to have been predetermined by the
Government in any case, the value of that exercise is still questionable.

I hope this is helpful

13 December 2007

Letter from Gregory Barker MP

Throughout the pre-consultation process and public consultation into Post OYce closures in my
constituency, have been somewhat frustrated by the actions of Post OYce Ltd.

The gagging of PostMasters prior to the consultation from speaking to the press led many to be wary of
discussing their concerns with me. This was counter-productive to the aims of the consultation: to allow the
communities who rely on the Post OYces to have a clear view of their predicament and thus participate
properly in the decision. Indeed it only served to stifle, as it seems to have been intended, a frank and
reasonable discussion of each proposed closure.

The rationales justifying each branch closure simply do not add up, particularly when you consider the
access issues surrounding the main Post OYce in Bexhill and the extremely high level of vulnerable elderly
people in my constituency.

15 January 2008

Letter from Hugh Bayley MP

Local Area Consultation for the Post Office Network Change Programme

Thank you for inviting me to submit evidence to your inquiry about local area consultation for the PO
Network Change Programme.

Post OYce Limited published its Area Plan Proposal for North Yorkshire with Yorkshire East and
Keighley and started public consultation on 27 November 2007. The consultation period will end on 17
January 2008. I acknowledge that Nick Tumer and Matt Silcock, from PO External Relations, came to see
me at the House of Commons on 5 December and, at my request, Adrian Wales and Matthew Silcock, from
PO External Relations, attended a public meeting in York to answer questions from members of the public
on 20 December 2007. Nevertheless, I believe the consultation arrangements are deeply flawed, and
primarily designed to enable the PO to “jump the hurdles” and to close branches with little regard to public
opinion. I set out my concerns below and make recommendations about how the department for Business
and Regulatory Reform and the Post OYce could improve the consultation arrangements in future.

1. How many branches need to close?

The Government regrets the need for branch closures, but argue that some closures are inevitable because
four million fewer people are using the PO each week than two years ago. The change in the number of users
will vary from place to place, depending on local economic activity, housing expansion, benefit claimant
rates etc In its local area consultation documents the PO should state what the change in PO usage has been
in that area since the previous round of closure(s) in absolute numbers and percentage terms, and what
number of transactions and percentage of transactions for the area as a whole take place at the branches
proposed for closure. Where two or more branches are proposed for closure it would be possible to publish
this information without breaching commercial confidentiality about customer numbers at a specific
branch. In the infrequent cases where only one branch is proposed for closure it might be reasonable to
publish only percentage figures—to indicate that x % of transactions have been lost and y % of the local
“transaction capacity” is proposed for closure. Such information would allow the public to assess whether
the proposed closures are proportionate to the loss of business.

Recommendation 1

Local Area Consultation documents should state what the change in PO usage has been in that area, and
what change in PO “transaction capacity” is being proposed.
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2. Parliamentary Questions

In November anticipating the closures consultation in York, I tabled a Parliamentary Question seeking
information about the number of transactions over PO counters that had been in York in each of the last
five years. The Minister replied “This is an operational matter for Post OYce Ltd I have therefore asked Alan
Cook, Managing Director of PO Ltd, to reply direct to the hon Member” (13 November 2007 col 133W)

Mr Cook did not reply for a further three weeks, and when he wrote he did not answer the question. He
said “I understand that a meeting has been arranged with you next week on Wednesday 5 December . . . at
that meeting our managers will be able to discuss with you, on a confidential basis the level of customer usage
in the branches aVected by our proposal changes for your area”. Mr Cook’s letter is attached as Appendix
A (not printed here).

At the 5 December meeting the managers told me in confidence, the average number of customer
transactions per week at the three branches within my constituency which are proposed for closure. They
did not give any information about how the number of transactions at the branches or in York as a whole
had changed over recent years, despite the implication in Mr Cook’s letter that I would receive an answer
to my question when I met his managers face to face.

The managers agreed, when we met, that they would answer my question subsequently. I received an email
from Mr Silcock on 31 December telling me, in confidence the current average weekly number of
transactions at each of the 34 PO branches in York, but not the number of transactions across PO counters
in York as a whole over the last five years, as requested, which could, of course, have been supplied without
breaching the commercial confidentiality of the number of transactions at a single branch.

I regard the way both the Department and PO Ltd responded to my question as wholly inadequate. My
question was relevant and a full answer could have been provided without infringing commercial
confidentiality. At a time when PO branch closures are being proposed in York, the information which I
sought ought to be in the public domain. Finally it is quite unsatisfactory for a member to have to wait for a
month and a half for a reply to a question especially when the question relates to a time limited consultation.

Recommendation 2

The Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform should closely monitor the answers to
Parliamentary Questions given on its behalf by PO Ltd, to ensure that they are adequate and timely.

3. How well informed are Local Area Consultation Documents and Proposals?

The PO Ltd Area Plan Proposal for North Yorkshire with Yorkshire East and Keighley lists 71 PO
branches as being in York. In fact only 34 of these 71 branches are in York, which suggests a lack of local
knowledge.

At the public consultation meeting in York on 20 December, it became clear that the managers responsible
for the closure proposals were unaware, for example, that:

(1) One of the branches proposed for closure (Micklegate Branch) was designated as the receiving
branch for customers of two other branches (Albermarle Road and Bishopthorpe Road) which
were closed two years ago.

(2) HSBC is closing its bank branch which is almost next to one of the PO branches proposed for
closure (Clifton).

(3) The Council has approved a large housing development on Haxby Road, near one of the branches
proposed for closure (Haxby Road Branch).

(4) Winter flooding, which is a recurrent problem in York, closes some of the pedestrian routes which
the PO assumed customers could use to get to alternative branches.

You cannot expect PO manages to have as detailed local knowledge as the local authority. This, in part,
is why they need to consult. However, it would make sense for the PO to share proposed Local Area
Consultation documents with the local authority before they are published, to reduce the potential for error.

Recommendation 3

PO Ltd should submit draft Local Area Consultation documents and closure proposals to the local
authorities in these areas before they are published to try to avoid omissions and/or factual inaccuracies.
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4. How widely does the Post OYce consult?

The PO is expected to consult widely on its proposals, but there is little evidence that it does.

One of the branches proposed for closure in York has, according to PO Ltd, 818 customers a week. This
branch was given 150 copies of a letter to explain the closure proposal to customers and explaining how
customers can make their views known. When I visited the branch four days after the consultation began
all 150 copies had been handed out to customers and I had to ask PO Ltd to print additional copies for each
of the branches scheduled for closure in York.

Recommendation 4

That the PO should provide each branch proposed for closure with suYcient copies of a letter to
customers explaining their proposal and how the public can respond to it.

My constituent Philip Crowe, has written a detailed statement for consideration by your Committee
which I enclose as Appendix B (not printed here). He believes that PO Ltd and Postwatch have failed to
consult widely over their York proposals and failed adequately to inform the public of its right to object. I
would ask you to consider Mr Crowe’s representations in detail. Mr Crowe includes a list of local
organisations in York which the Council consults. It is not clear how many of these bodies have been
consulted by The PO, but Mr Crowe is personally aware of only two. I believe the PO should take advice
from local authorities about whom to consult and append to their consultation documents a list of the
organisations consulted. The responses the receive should be open to public inspection.

Recommendation 5

The PO should take advice from local authorities in each area about which organisations to consult about
closure proposals and the responses that they receive should be placed in the public domain.

5. Do PO closure proposals comply with minimum access criteria?

The Government has set out minimum access criteria—for example 95% of the total urban population to
be within one mile of their nearest PO Branch. The North Yorkshire consultation document does not set
out how many people live in each of the urban and rural areas within the overall area, and what proportion
of the population currently are within he specified minimum distance of a PO branch, and what proportion
would live within the distance if the closures were to go ahead. If those figures are not calculated there is no
way of knowing whether the Government’s minimum access criteria are met, and if they are calculated they
should be published.

Recommendation 6

Each Local Area Plan should state clearly the proportion of the population in each urban and rural area
covered by the plan, that live within the Government’s minimum access criteria (a) currently and (b) if the
proposed closures were to go ahead.

6. Do PO closure proposals seek to retain the more popular and well used branches?

According to the figures provided to me by the PO, on a commercial in confidence basis, the average
number of customer sessions per week at each of the 33 York sub-PO branches ranges from 2358 to 13. One
of the branches proposed for closure is the fourth most used branch in York with nearly 2,000 customers a
week. Another is the 13th most used branch.

I appreciate that the Select Committee will not consider the case for any individual branch but I believe
it would lead to more meaningful consultation if the PO revealed the average number of customer sessions
per branch in each area (urban and rural), and indicated if any branch proposed for closure carries out more
than the average number of transactions. The PO should have to meet a higher burden of proof that a branch
is not commercially viable if that branch is one of the more popular and well-used branches.

Recommendation 7

PO consultation documents should reveal the average number of transactions per branch in each urban
and rural area, and indicate any branch proposed for closure that carries out more than the average number
of transactions. The PO should have to meet a higher burden of proof to close these branches.
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7. Should a de minimis threshold be added to the Government s minimum access criteria?

I represent an urban constituency but I recognise the need to retain a PO branch network in rural areas
even though the number of transactions per branch is much lower than in urban areas. However I note that
one of the rural branches in the City of York has only 13 transactions a week, and another only 26. It seems
to be a grossly ineYcient use of public subsidy to retain and continue to pay the overheads for PO branches
serving only three to five customers a day while closing branches three or four miles away which serve 400
customers a day. I believe that a de minimis rule should apply to PO branches with very low usage, in order
to protect significantly better used urban and rural branches.

Recommendation 8

The Government should set aside the minimum access criteria in rural areas for PO branches which serve
a very low number of customers (say fewer than five a day), on the basis that there is little demand from the
public for PO services in these places. The money saved by the PO should be used to keep open other better
used branches in urban and rural areas.

8. Does Postwatch have suYcient powers to prevent a closure when the PO fails to make a convincing case
for it?

Six PO branches were closed in York three years ago. The consultation about the closures revealed
particularly convincing reasons for retaining one of the three branches which was in an important secondary
shopping centre in Bishopthorpe Road. Postwatch called on the PO not to close this branch, but the PO
ignored their representations. Bishopthorpe Road was a particularly well used branch more than the average
number of customers. I recognise that a public watchdog body cannot compel a commercial organisation
like the PO to retain branches that are not commercially viable, but I believe it should be able to block the
closure of a commercially viable branch.

Recommendation 9

The Government, PO Ltd and Postwatch should agree criteria for commercial viability and Postwatch
should be given the power to block the closure of commercially viable PG branches when they believe there
is a particularly strong case for keeping such a branch open.

11 January 2008

Letter from Peter Bone MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December 2007 in which you request written responses regarding the Post
OYce closure programme and consultation process.

In my constituency of Wellingborough five proposed Post OYce closures were announced on 20
November 2007. The closing date for responses to the consultation is the 10 January 2008. Therefore, as I
write this letter, we have had the pre-consultation and virtually the whole of the consultation period but
have not had the results of the consultation.

The pre-consultation process in my area was largely a farce. Clearly some sub-postmasters and mistresses
knew what was going on but others had no knowledge whatsoever.

As Member of Parliament I was not involved in the pre-consultation. However, the Post OYce did
promise to inform me in advance of the branches selected to be closed so that I would be in a position to
properly respond to when they were actually announced. I understand some MPs in my region were given
up to a week’s notice but this was not oVered to me. I was oVered a meeting a day before the proposed
announcement to lean of the proposals. I rearranged my diary to facilitate such a meeting but shortly before
it was due to take place, Post OYce cancelled the meeting. The only way I learned in advance of which Post
OYces were to close was through the front page story of my local newspaper.

The consultation period lasted 51 days from the 20 November 2007 to 10 January 2008. I would make
two comments about this period.

First, 51 days is an exceptionally short period to make people aware of a major local issue; to organise
meetings; to prepare arguments, and to respond to the Post OYce.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the consultation period covered the Christmas and New Year
break when many individuals were away, organisations shut and prominent stakeholders not available. I
myself was away on a family holiday during this period. It has been impossible to provide a proper response
to the very significant changes to the structure of some of the communities in my constituency.
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I find it hard to believe that there would have been any significant damage to the Post OYce in delaying
the start of the consultation process to 2 January 2008. It is clear to me that a short consultation period
should not be allowed to coincide with holiday periods.

One of the factors I found most disturbing was that some of the sub-postmasters and mistresses aVected
had been threatened that if they spoke out against the proposed closures this would aVect the level of
compensation they would get if their Post OYce did in fact close. I thought that this was extraordinary
behaviour on behalf of the Post OYce.

It was also felt that the consultation documents did not make it clear why certain Post OYces had been
singled out for closure. Whilst some of the closures proposed were for Post OYces that received a subsidy
and had relatively few customers, others were profitable and serve vital village communities. As the sub-
postmistress in Little Harrowden told me when she found out her Post OYce was on the list, she was filled
with a sense of shock and horror. As a busy Post OYce serving four villages she could not understand why
her Post OYce had been selected.

Also the Post OYce did not make it clear in the consultation why Wellingborough had been singled out
for a disproportionately large number of closures. Given the fact that my constituency had already suVered
a recent closure programme of around 10 branches, why another five had been selected has not been
made clear.

It is also strange that the Post OYce has not seemed to take into consideration the planned huge expansion
of houses in my area owing to the South Midlands and Milton Keynes spatial core strategy which will see
a 50% rise in dwellings in the local area. Moreover, thousands of new homes are planned to be built around
the site of one of the Post OYces which is on the proposed closure list.

The final point I would like to make is that the Post OYce not made it clear as to when the results of the
consultation will be announced. In its literature sent to me and other stakeholders the Post OYce does not
state when the results of the consultation will be announced.

I hope that the Committee finds my comments of interest and help in its work.

8 January 2008

Letter from Tim Boswell MP

You kindly wrote to me on 6 December concerning the Post OYce Network Change programme. I am
enclosing some briefing comments on the process as it is applied locally.

First I should record that the Post OYce has made some eVort to produce sensitive and rational solutions
to meet its budgetary needs, and there is nothing locally which is self-evidently perverse or absurd, although
there is substantial local pressure in connection with most of the seven oYces earmarked for closure.

My main concern relates to the degree of consultation with the Postmasters involved. I appreciate that
this is a diYcult issue in that in at least one case the pattern of the Post OYce decision became known in
advance and led to some rather irregular private briefing before any formal announcement. However, I am
aware of at least two cases where it might have been possible to reach monetary agreement with the
Postmasters to close an alternative Post OYce (perhaps because the Postmaster was ready to retire), and I
certainly feel it important that the Post OYce should not close its mind to these situations and/or to those
where there is strong community pressure to establish or enhance a community retail outlet. (Incidentally,
the community in Sulgrave in a remote part of my constituency, where there is now no proposal to close the
oYce, some years ago established a very thriving community retail shop which has together with postal
services retained an important community hub for the village).

I also feel it may be worth paying some attention to the possibility of more “lateral” solutions, particularly
for special needs. One elderly and disabled lady commented to me that she would now be entirely dependent
on lifts or the goodwill of her neighbour to get out to get her pension, and I am wondering whether the Post
OYce could consider some system of pre-booked “flying bus visits” to meet these needs by domiciliary visits.

31 December 2007

Letter from Graham Brady MP

Further to your letter, I wanted to give some feedback on the consultation process in Altrincham and
Sale West.

I was informed that two Post OYces in my constituency faced closure, a rural branch in Dunham and a
branch in Timperley, in both cases the first named alternative branch does not have disabled access nor, in
each case, is there any public transport link between the threatened branch and the proposed alternative.

The six week consultation process began on 6 November 2007 and ended on 17 December 2007. The final
decision over the closures is due to be displayed in Post OYces on Tuesday 15 January 2008.
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I met with managers from the Post OYce shortly after the consultation period was announced. After
putting forward the various points and objections to the managers my strong impression was that there was
very little which could have been said to alter the decision to close the two branches. Local Councillors have
formally objected to the closures, tailoring their objections to the criteria outlined by the Post OYce ie the
significant impact on a rural community, the absence of public transport and so on.

The consultation process has in this case been a formality and, regardless of the validity of the objections
raised, will have no impact on the final outcome.

I hope that this is of some help to the Committee.

10 January 2008

Letter from Julian Brazier MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December regarding the Post OYce consultation on the Network Change
Programme.

I have to say that I am very concerned about a closure in my constituency which has an unusual feature.
The Post OYce announced a decision to move our main post oYce to a first floor location in WH Smith,
just after the end of the consultation period on sub-post oYces. They failed to take into account, however,
the impact of this move in consulting on two of our branches, Northgate and St. Dunstan’s.

In particular, the map and usage figures that they produced in support of the decision are all based on
the old position of the main Post OYce and not the new one. Obviously moving the main post oYce south
east would have been likely to provide more work for the two sub-post oYces in north west Canterbury—
Northgate and St Dunstan’s.

I attach a copy of the maps and have marked the new position of the main post oYce. Two further points
are relevant. First, the capacity of the main post oYce is materially lower than at the old site. Second, the
one remaining site in North West Canterbury shown on the map is well over a mile away, up a very steep hill.

11 December 2007

Letter from Greg Clark MP

Thank you very much for your invitation to give views on the Post OYce Consultation process relating
to the closures in Tunbridge Wells. I am delighted to outline the major issues and would be very happy to
develop these further in your Committee’s investigation.

Context

4 Post OYces were proposed for closure in the Tunbridge Wells area: St John’s Road, Bidborough,
Langton Green and Hawkhurst.

Major local campaigns were launched with over 500 people attending three public meetings and over
2,500 signatures gathered on petitions which were presented in Parliament.

The outcome of the consultation was that the profitable and thriving Post OYces in St John’s Road and
Bidborough were closed, along with Langton Green where I understand the Postmistress had indicated her
intention to retire. Hawkurst was thankfully reprieved.

Timetable for Consultation/Public Meetings

The six-week consultation process was simply inadequate for a procedure which will have a devastating
eVect on the local community.

Within the short timescale, local people were mobilised and made their views strongly to Post OYce
network change managers as best they could.

However, the hasty turnaround, with closure decisions just some four to five weeks later, there was a
strong suspicion within the community that the consultation was not genuine.

None of this local activity appears to have had any bearing on the decision.

While some immediate issues were addressed after the public meetings, this was not by any means
uniform.
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More specifically, proposals were made at the public meetings for further visits and actions, but it appears
little notice was taken of these. For example:

In Bidborough, it was agreed that extended opening should be piloted, but it appears no
assessment was then made of the impact of this action.

St John’s oVered to provide additional Post OYce services to meet local demand but this appears
to have been ignored.

There were strong protestations at the St John’s public meeting about the ability of the nearest
Crown Post OYce to take additional business—however, I am unaware of any further visits by the
Post OYce to assess the situation.

Decision-making

Despite strong assurances that all letters would be personally read by the Post OYce Network Change
manager, the sheer number of letters received from across the county and the speedy turnaround of the
decision indicates that this cannot have been the case.

Preparations appear to have been made for closure of individual Post OYces prior to the announcement
of the decision.

The closure of the Post OYces following the announcement of the decision has given local communities
little chance to assimilate its impact, particularly with much of the notice of closure over the Christmas
period.

Contract

My major concern now is to support the local businesses that the Post OYce has abandoned. However,
the Post OYce contract has been, and is, unnecessarily restrictive:

— Postmasters/mistresses have been forbidden from commenting in public on the closure of their
Post OYce.

— Were the local community to wish the Post OYce to delay closure, the outgoing Postmaster/
mistress would be penalised financially for delaying closure.

— Ex-Post OYces are now unnecessarily restricted from providing a range of services eg paypoint.

I would very much like the opportunity to develop these points in much greater detail to your Committee
at an evidence session and please do not hesitate to contact me if you would like to discuss this further.

14 January 2008

Letter from Kenneth Clarke MP

Thank you very much for your letter on behalf of the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform
Committee, about the Network Change Programme of the Post OYce. My constituency was one of the first
to be involved and we have just had the results announced.

I represent an urban and suburban constituency and inevitably proposals were put forward to close six
oYces, I actually think that it is almost impossible to argue with the proposal that some of the very small
oYces should be closed and I did have one or two which only served less than 20 people a week. They even
had oYces where no member of the public protested to me at all about the proposed closure. The major
controversy centered on a very busy suburban post oYce where the suggestion was that the customers could
be diverted to two other very busy post oYces in the same suburb, but about half a mile or more away. There
was also a proposal to close a post oYce in a village where the post oYce did not handle many transactions,
but the post oYce helped to support a very popular local shop. The problem with the second one was that
the postmaster himself had unsuccessfully been trying to sell the shop and he was not objecting himself to
the suggestion of closure with compensation.

I only did a small amount of local public campaigning, which largely involved collecting a large petition
from the postmaster of the busy suburban post oYce and many of his customers. I concentrated on
approaches to the local management of Post OYce Ltd., and did not raise it in the House of Commons nor
with a Minister. I decided that I was likely to have more success in persuading the local management to
reconsider their decisions if I accepted they would be responsible for detailed decisions in practice. I find
advocacy can be more eVective if addressed directly to the persons making the decision, rather than seeking
to go over their heads in what might appear to be a local publicity seeking way.

The local management did oVer me a meeting, which took place in my oYce in a very reasonable way. I
think that the two people I met were the two managers who were in practice going to take the final decisions
in the light of the consultation. I concentrated very heavily.
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On what I genuinely considered to be the two strongest cases in my constituency, although I did refer to
concern about others. The people I met put forward the commercial case contrary to mine, but I have to
say that I thought it was a very worthwhile discussion.

I have now heard that my suburban oYce is to be “saved” and the closure proposal has been withdrawn
The village closure has been submitted to Postwatch for further review, with a decision on its closure
expected in the near future.

In conclusion, I found the whole process perfectly satisfactory from my point of view as the MP for
RushcliVe. Post OYce Ltd did listen to the representations that were made and I personally believe that they
made the correct decision removing the particular oYce from the closure list and considering further the
relocation or mobile service option for the other I hope this is helpful.

11 December 2007

Letter from Claire Curtis-Thomas MP

I wish to add my voice to the substantial and growing body of people who are disturbed at the plans to
close local Post OYces. As Member of Parliament for Crosby, I object particularly strongly to the proposals
to shut the Post OYce at Rawson Road in Seaforth in Freshfield.

It is my contention, and one which is clearly supported by the many constituents who have made their
views known to me, that these closures would result in very real hardship to their respective communities.
It is the vulnerable members of our communities who will be hardest hit. Many do not own cars, and have
little or no access to public transport, while those who are car owners will inevitably add yet more
environmentally damaging emissions to the atmosphere as they are forced to travel greater distances. If the
Rawson Road oYce is closed, those on foot will have to negotiate busy and dangerous roads (either the
hazardous A5036 dual-carriageway in Seaforth or the equally busy A565 in Waterloo). The notional
mileages to other branches listed in the Branch Access Report bear no relation to the reality of lengthy
detours nor, of course, do they take into account the undoubted stress of such journeys for the elderly and
infirm. It also needs pointing out that the Rawson Road branch is situated conveniently close to the local
Medical Centre, as well as to local low-cost supermarkets, making visits to the two both easy and convenient.

These statements are strongly supported by significant and reliable statistical evidence. A survey carried
out by Mrs Sue Schofield (copy enclosed) (not printed here) logged the responses of 190 customers using the
branch on three separate recent occasions and found the following. Over the three days no fewer than 72%
of those using the branch came on foot, and 67% did not own a car. 71% made use of the nearby shopping
facilities while they were in the area. 37% of those questioned were aged 60 and over, and many more were
approaching that age bracket, while as many as 28% admitted to disabilities or health problems. The vast
majority were, of course, from the area surrounding Rawson Road.

The figures eVectively speak for themselves and conclusions are not diYcult to draw. For many users, a
walk of half an hour or so to their nearest alternative branch would be demanding and stressful, and in some
cases very diYcult indeed, and for most of these private transport is not available. Those using the branch
clearly prop up the local shops, and its withdrawal might well result in closures in an area desperately in
need of such facilities.

In further support of the special needs of the Seaforth community, the information supplied by the
Government’s 2004 Index of Multiple Deprivation is highly significant. The area served by the Rawson
Road branch ranks as the 981st most deprived out of 32,482 nationally, while the same area ranks 11th out
of 190 areas within Sefton itself. The area faces severe social, crime and behavioural problems, and relies
heavily upon the few remaining facilities to sustain its sense of community. It would seem highly likely that
closure would accelerate the process of deprivation and the running-down of an area and a community.

I find it deplorable that the Post OYce authorities should be putting short-term financial considerations
above long-term social benefits. Local Post OYces, where customers are known and made welcome, provide
meeting places and congenial surroundings for many people, and represent an invaluable community
resource in an increasingly impersonal and often threatening urban environment. Closing small, friendly
branches merely adds to the process of depersonalisation and centralisation as larger oYces struggle to cope
with long and frustrating queues and are less and less able to oVer the reassuring local services that people
need. Values such as these are diYcult to quantify in cold economic terms—but as we seek to strengthen
and preserve local identity and loyalties we should be seeking to preserve them rather than erode them.
Criteria for closure which are merely concerned with cost and geographical distance and which ignore the
findings I present above are surely flawed.

In conclusion, I must add that I feel there is more than a little irony—as well as a degree of inept timing—
in the current TV advertising campaign for “The People’s Post OYce”. Unless these ill-advised closure
proposals are reversed, many of the people I serve will react only with disbelief.

12 December 2007
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Letter from David Drew MP

I am writing to you to share my extreme concern about the proposed closure of Post OYces in the Stroud
Constituency under the current arrangements. The process, which will be oYcially announced on 5
February, will lead to the closure of nine sub-Post OYces in the Stroud constituency. Two of those
nominated may be replaced by outreach arrangements because of their rurality features but as these are as
yet unspecified, I can only regard them as closures.

I will be circumspect in what I say as I took up the opportunity of a private, confidential meeting with
representatives of the Post OYce/Royal Mail last week. This was done on the basis that I would respect the
confidential nature of what I was being told—though the information as to which post oYces are threatened
with closure has come more from my own local knowledge, tacitly confirmed by this meeting.

I will therefore keep my remarks to general comments at this stage though I would be more than happy
to flesh these out if you wanted me to give you oral evidence subsequently. Whilst I was of course very aware
of the outline proposals in reducing the number of Post OYce branches my main reason for writing is that
I have been appalled at the mechanistic nature of what is being delivered with no apparent sensitivity to local
needs or opportunities.

I have had extensive discussions and negotiations with the Post OYce over the last decade and because I
was aware of the possible threats to local post oYces, I asked for the early meeting. I have therefore met
with the Post OYce at an earlier stage than would be normal and will be doing so again as provided for in
the consultation process. I will also be meeting PostWatch before the end of the month.

I have personally been involved with six Post OYce retentions locally where I worked with local
communities to keep their Post OYces including a range of activities such as finding new Postmasters/
mistresses, facilitating building moves, finding the finance to assist the retention/movement of a business
including working with Tesco’s. I have also worked with communities and Postmasters/mistresses and local
communities where a closure became inevitable—to mitigate the worst eVects of this. So I do have
considerable experience of what is involved.

To be faced therefore with the prospect of nine further closures fills me with horror. This will mean that
over the last decade the Government has been responsible for the loss of more than half the Post OYces in
the Stroud Constituency—some 21 in total.

Most of the meeting with the Post OYce representatives was taken up with the process of how the sub-
Post OYces were identified for closure. Great play was made of the fact that the average impact per area
would be 18–19% in terms of the loss of branches. However in the case of Stroud the figure is 25%. I had
already braced myself for the threat to some Post OYces in the area and had made calls on a number of
Postmasters/mistresses in advance of my meeting. I had anticipated that five or six would be put under
threat. Never in my wildest nightmares did I think the figure would be so high.

The process is deeply flawed, unwarranted and inequitable. Not so long ago, I was involved in a
community campaign to save a Post OYce, finding it alternative premises when Tesco’s took over its
location. A local Postmaster was persuaded to take this branch on in addition to the business he already
ran. Now that other branch is scheduled for closure. This undermines the business case constructed to save
the threatened branch and we may find that both businesses are under threat. From good information I
gather that the saved branch was also earmarked for closure but the Post OYce then withdrew that proposal
given the political fall-out there would be as well as considerable questioning of the waste of public money.
This puts a serious question mark over whether the Post OYce can be trusted in terms of the commitments
it made.

One of the rural branches now identified to be replaced by an outreach arrangement was only taken over
in August. The new Postmistress questioned whether this branch was at risk but was given assurances that
she should take on the franchise. Whilst I accept that she will not be financially out of pocket she is now in
a highly invidious situation.

In the criteria explained to me no account has been taken of whether the Post OYce is part of another
retail establishment and whether that is the only remaining facility in a community. In a rural setting this
is of acute importance. There needs to be far greater clarity regarding the criteria. Is “usage” related to
simply to footfall or does it take account of income generated per customer? Equally there can be significant
problems in more urban areas when it is assumed that the largest part of the population of the greater Stroud
area (17,000) will have no problems getting into the town centre to use the Crown Post OYce.

The process of data capture, analysis and interpretation which has been outlined to me but it remains
shrouded in mystery. I cannot understand how those tasked to walk the rounds of the Post OYce branch
being considered for closure can have a better impression than those who live in the area? Likewise making
judgements on the financial capability of some branches is very risky. Only the estimated savings from
individual branches is uncontroversial but it would be interesting to know what evaluation has been made
of the impact of individual neighbourhoods. Has the process for instance been rural-proofed for example.

Worryingly some of the branches not identified for closure are already up for sale. Having talked to those
Postmasters/mistresses not aVected by the current plans, I am deeply worried about their future options and
intentions. Many of them are in their 60’s and close to retirement. In the current climate, their businesses
are virtually unsaleable. So saving one Post OYce could lead to a pyrrhic victory. Much is always made of
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the ability to grow business but I would be interested to know if the Select Committee is capable of finding
out if migration of the service has ever worked or whether this business is just lost to the Post OYce.
Anecdotally I would argue the latter.

There remains the diYcult future for the Crown network including the accusation that the subs are being
sacrificed even though the Crown cannot cope with any additional business. Cost in all cases seemed to be
of overwhelming importance no matter what the implications to a community. This is made worse by the
diYcult geography of the Stroud area, the lack of public transport and the disproportionately older
population.

We need to look at outreach services in a more sensible way. I know that having a Post OYce open six
days a week is not viable in some areas. However, outreach could be considered in conjunction with existing
facilities like community stores and where there is willingness and enthusiasm of people to provide postal
services, albeit not on a full-time basis. There are many areas in my constituency where this would work
extremely well and I know of local Postmasters/mistresses who would be happy to work in this way. It is
outdated to still be considering a model where a Post OYce is only a post oYce when it is open six days a
week. There appears no willingness to consider how flexible arrangements could best deliver Post OYce
services meeting customers’ needs across our communities. It would be helpful if the Select Committee
would examine the limitations being put upon those in receipt of the compensation—it is very unfair if they
are prohibited from either acting as the provider of outreach or they are not able to use their existing
premises.

I have to say that if previous experience is anything to go by these new cuts will take an enormous amount
of time and eVort. I am prepared to put it in but I am not prepared to accept this ridiculously short timescale
for resolving the future of Post OYces in my constituency. It is too important for that, when there are
businesses that could deliver viable Post OYce services and communities that need these services.

This devastation of the Stroud area will have dire political consequences for all in responsibility as public
distrust grows. Having spent so long in advocating the special features for rural and semi-rural Britain these
changes mark a very great set-back. It is just a pity that the Sustainable Communities Act is not yet in full
force as this might give communities far more say on what services they want and how they may protect
Post OYces.

As I said earlier I would very much welcome the opportunity to give evidence in person to the Select
Committee and am only too willing to provide a more detailed account of what is planned for the Stroud
Constituency.

9 January 2008

Letter from Gwyneth Dunwoody MP

Thank you for inviting me to make a submission to the Committee on the restructuring of the Post OYce
network.

The closure of four Post OYces and one Outreach Service Point in the Crewe and Nantwich Borough are
proposed. They are:

Gainsborough Road, Crewe, CW2 7PH—proposed closure.

Nantwich Road, Crewe, CW2 6BY—proposed closure.

Millfields, Nantwich CW5 5JG—proposed closure.

Millstone Lane, Nantwich, CW5 5PD—proposed closure.

My postbag indicates that these proposals were the second biggest constituency issue of the year, after
the Local Government Review.

In particular, concern surrounds the future of the Post OYce branches in Gainsborough Road and
Nantwich Road, which will have a particular impact as they are very near one another, and it is proposed
that they both close.

Many local residents and businesses within the urban area of Crewe use these facilities. If both are closed
then some of the most deprived areas of Crewe will not have a nearby service, certainly not within the
Government’s requirement that residents in deprived urban areas must be within 1 mile of their nearest
Post OYce.

The Nantwich Road OYce serves an important and constantly improving retail area of the town, and
constituents have shared their concerns that the closure of the branch would negatively impact retail trading
in this area, as shoppers will use the Town Centre instead.

The biggest issue with my constituents has been the future of the Millfields site, which is located in a busy
Spar shop—this should not be a surprise to the consultation, as with the closure of this branch, Nantwich
will be left with just one Post OYce. The Millfields service is successful and profitable, and is especially
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popular with the many older and disabled residents who live nearby. The suggested alternatives are not
considered reasonable by my correspondents, and many are upset over the possibility of a much longer
journey to a busier branch, where the queues will naturally be longer.

My constituents have also expressed serious concerns about the sub-Post OYce in Millstone Lane. The
residential area extends out of town for a considerable distance beyond it, and includes Richmond Village,
Wright Court, Hastings Road, etc, which are all home to a large number of elderly people. A trip to the
main Post OYce in the centre of town would double, treble or more their journey, putting it out of reach
to many.

As well as the distance involved, Millstone Lane is an horrendous road to cross as it is very busy, and
many large lorries use this route. Further, the Borough Council granted planning permission for 70 new
homes on the site of the old clothing factory half way along Millstone Lane, which are now partly built and
will encourage further traYc.

A further objection to the closure is the strain it would put on the main Post OYce if it handled all the extra
business. Many correspondents have pointed out that it is currently so busy that the queue snakes around all
the available space, to the door. On pension days and towards the end of the month when car tax is due, the
wait can be all of 25 minutes. Many customers have limited time in which to fetch their pension and complete
their shopping before catching a bus back to their village, which will prove impossible should the queues
get longer.

Not surprisingly, this issue has provoked and upset many of my older constituents. The Post OYce have
suggested to me that if these local Post OYces do not close, they may have to look for three others. I have
made it clear that we may soon reach the stage that there may soon be nothing but Crown Post OYces in
town centres.

11 January 2008

Letter from Michael Fallon MP

Post Office Restructuring

Thank you for your letter of 6th December and invitation to supply evidence to your committee.

Five post oYces were proposed for closure in my constituency, and all five have been confirmed for
closure. The consultation process was deeply flawed. Specifically:

1. Six weeks was far too short. Three months would have given communities more time to articulate
their views, and is normal for similar changes in other services.

2. The Post OYce refused to give even basic information about the footfall of individual oYces. It
was therefore impossible for local communities to assess the strength and weakness of each
proposal.

3. InsuYcient attention was given to the consequential increase in car use. All five closures will add
to congestion on my two towns of Sevenoaks and Swanley.

6 December 2007

Letter from Mark Francois MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December 2007 referring to the above programme and inviting a
submission of brief written evidence to the Committee as part of your planned inquiry into these matters.

As you will recall, I contributed to the debate which you led in Westminster Hall on this issue and I raised
the near farcical situation whereby I had responded by letter to the consultation exercise surrounding the
closures, only to have my letter returned unopened. I have included a copy of the Hansard extract for that
day purely as a reminder (not printed here).

I fully understand that the purpose of your inquiry is not to second-guess individual closures but rather
to examine the process as a whole and therefore I have two general points as set out below, which I hope
may be of assistance to you.

1. Methodology for Assessing Closures

As part of the consultation process I met with oYcials from Royal Mail and asked them a number of
questions about how the assessment process had been undertaken. Interestingly I learnt that once Post OYce
Ltd had conducted their initial assessment of which oYces were to close they conducted what appears in
eVect to have been a recce on the ground to look at the physical circumstances of those oYces. However,
they did not undertake a similar exercise for those oYces just slightly further down the list which had not
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been recommended for closure It may be that had they gone into this level of detail, with the oYces which
were just missed, as it were, that some of these might have provided more suitable candidates than a number
of other oYces nominated for closure.

As I pointed out to Post OYce Ltd oYcials at the time, I regarded this as a weakness in the exercise and
it is one which I wanted to bring to your attention.

2. Parliamentary Questions

I also tabled a number of Parliamentary Questions on this topic but only the holding replies would have
been printed in Hansard. I am therefore enclosing for your information a copy of the subsequent reply from
Mr Alan Cook, the Managing Director of Post OYce (not printed here) referring to the confidentiality
agreements which sub-postmasters were required to sign with the company. Also enclosed was a note on
‘Key messages for customers/frequently asked questions’ (not printed here) and you might want to glance at
point 7 of this note which states that the closure programme is compulsory and point 10 which argues that
there is no appeal process. I thought you might be interested in what appears to be a Q & A document and
which seems worded in such a way as to persuade sub-postmasters not to resist the closure proposals.

Summary

I believe that the consultation exercise has essentially been a sham and that Post OYce Ltd has taken only
perfunctory notice of representations which were made to it. I think this bodes ill for the future of the
organisation and that this whole sorry episode has done the company little credit whatsoever.

I hope that these comments are of some small assistance to you as the Committee prepares to investigate
these matters in the course of this year.

10 January 2008

Letter from Roger Gale MP

Further to your letter the following press release relates.

Minnis Bay (particularly) is a self-contained community of a significant number of mainly elderly people.
The nearest other post oYce is a mile away in the village centre up a long gradient. Public Transport is poor,
the footpath in places dangerous and many do not drive cars. All of this was pointed out to the Post OYce
in many letters, through a petition to Parliament and at a meeting with the Leader and Chief Executive of
Thanet Council and myself. So far as I can see the decision was pre-determined and no attention whatsoever
has been paid to the strength of public concern. “Arrogant determination to blunder on and hit the closure
targets” is the phrase that springs to mind!

I understand that you cannot entertain specific cases but if the process is, at the end of the day, a charade
then why bother with it at all.

I am sure that it is entirely coincidental that the Post OYce has decided to reprieve the CliVs End Post
OYce (another very worthy case) in the South Thanet constituency represented by a vice-chairman of the
government party defending a very slender majority! (I trust that Laura Sandys will take the due credit for
a lot of hard work).

6 December 2007

Letter from Robert Goodwill MP

Thank you very much indeed for your letter dated 6 December, inviting my comments regarding the post
oYce closure programme.

Although the announcement of closures was headlined as the start of a six-week consultation period, the
general feeling amongst post oYce proprietors was that it was very unlikely that any of the decisions would
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be overturned. One postmaster in particular told me that if a decision on one post oYce was overturned, as
had happened in some other parts of the country, then another post oYce nearby would be scheduled for
closure instead. This puts a tremendous pressure on businesses which are scheduled for closure.

The other point which has been made to me by some owners of post oYces which were not scheduled for
closure was that they were the ones who were very small and uneconomical, or in some cases they had
indicated that they would be keen to be put on the list for closure and therefore the 28-month severance
payment. In every case that I am aware of these post oYces were not scheduled for closure. I can only
presume that the Post OYce took a view that these oYces would “wither on the vine” and therefore the
scheduled closures will be added to by businesses which are considering their position. In some cases, when
these post oYces close it will mean that people are even in a worse situation regarding access to a post oYce.

The other point I would make is that there is a general feeling in rural parts of my constituency that they
are once again being disregarded and forced to make long and sometimes diYcult journeys to access a post
oYce. For example, in the case of Sandsend, it was explained that they could access the post oYce at Lythe
over undulating terrain. This presumably refers to Lythe Bank which is one of the steepest hills in my part
of the constituency. Hardly a hill that pensioners could traverse on foot. Also, no consideration has been
made of the diYculty of getting into Whitby during the height of the season. I know myself, from bitter
experience how diYcult it is to find anywhere to park in Whitby and even if older people do have access to
a car, it is very unlikely they will be able to park within several hundred yards of the post oYces which are
now available in Whitby itself for them to use.

I know these are specific points which you are not able to take up, however, I hope this puts you in the
picture as to how angry and dismayed many of my constituents are about the way their post oYces are being
taken away. An anger which is even more acute in the owners of these businesses, who in many cases have
invested much time and money in developing what are vibrant local businesses and which are now put under
threat by the removal of the post oYce from their premises.

Best wishes in your travails.

21 December 2007

Letter from John Greenway MP

Thank you for your letter about the Post OYce Network Change programme.

Twelve post oYces in the Ryedale constituency will be aVected by the proposals, with two post oYces set
to close together—one in Norton, which currently supports two post oYces and one in Wass, a very small
rural village. Ten post oYces are proposed for the new Outreach scheme, seven of which could be said to
be relatively isolated although each serves a substantial population. If these changes go ahead it is diYcult
to see how the Government’s access criteria will be met in large parts of Ryedale.

You ask particularly about local area consultations. As the local Member of Parliament I do not recall
any approach from Post OYce Ltd about the proposals in respect of the 12 post oYces in my constituency.
This would not be a problem if the Network Change Programme was for genuine consultation. However it
appears that decisions about the future of these 12 post oYces have already been taken. This is evidenced
by the fact that the proposals are for consultation only on what type of Outreach service is suitable for the
ten post oYces aVected. In other words, there is no consultation on whether or not to downgrade the service
to an Outreach service in the first place.

My reading of the situation is that unless a hosted service is oVered for the seven post oYces currently
located in village shops then the shops will eventually close. I will be making this point very strongly in my
response to Post OYce Ltd.

Your letter asks specifically for information about the local area consultations. One of the post oYces
aVected by the proposals is in Hawnby, an isolated village where the post oYce is located in the village shop
and which serves a large area of the North York Moors. The postmasters in Hawnby, Darren and Sonia
Leeming, have drafted the attached note of how the consultation aVected them (not printed here). I also
attach a set of questions which they posted to the Network Change Communications Team together with
the answers they received (not printed here). As you will see, there is no information whatsoever provided
about costs and logistics.

The branch access report which accompanies the Network Change Programme documents deals only
with access issues as it aVects post oYces which will close down completely. The issue of access appears not
to have been addressed for the 10 post oYces which are to be given an Outreach service. As the Outreach
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service will apply between a minimum of two hours and a maximum of 13 hours per week, this will result in
a large part of our rural community no longer enjoying ease of access to the post oYce during business hours.

I hope this is helpful for your inquiry.

7 January 2008

Letter from John Grogan MP

Further to my question in yesterday’s debate about the Post OYce network, I write first to seek
clarification on the process by which local community groups and local government might seek to rescue
Post OYces under threat of closure in their local area. I would be grateful for your guidance as to how this
process could happen.

Second, I really do think that any organisation that undertakes to rescue a Post OYce in their locality
should be provided with details as to the number of customers and financial losses made by the individual
outlet so that they are aware from the outset of the subsidy required to keep that Post OYce open.

I would be grateful for a response as quickly as possible on this issue as I know a great many colleagues
from all parties are concerned about this issue. As such I have also copied this letter to Sir George Young
and Peter LuV for their information.

30 November 2007

Letter from Rt Hon John Gummer MP

Thank you for your letter, on behalf of the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee,
about the Post OYce’s consultation on the Network Change Programme. In my opinion the whole
consultation process was flawed and I do not believe it was carried out in the proper manner.

Firstly, we were denied access to the financial details that were needed to access the Post OYce proposals.
This was particularly important as I believe that at least two of the post oYces in SuVolk Coastal are
profitable and could therefore remain open without damaging the Post OYce. It was impossible to verify—
or refute—this with the information we were given. In addition there was no explanation of how the figure
of 2,500 closures was reached or how this will make the Post OYce financially viable for the future. There
was also no discussion of the self-inflicted wounds the Post OYce has made by failing to take the steps that
are necessary to provide a profitable service.

When the proposed closures fell outside of the Post OYce’s own access criteria in terms of distance or
accessibility, the Post OYce ignored objections. To take one example, in Reydon the closure will leave a
considerable proportion of the town miles away from their next-nearest branch in Southwold. Southwold
is accessible by bus, but the time-table means that it is not at all practical as the round trip involves a three
hour wait, at least, before the return journey. The Post OYce ignored this point and stated that there were
suYcient public transport links.

The whole consultation process completely failed to take into account the impact that the closures will
have on climate change. For example making the Nacton branch an Outreach service point will mean that
delivery by bicycle is no longer possible and that local residents will have to drive several miles to their
nearest branch. Absolutely no consideration was given to the environmental consequences of these
proposals at any stage whatsoever. Overall I believe that the consultation was deeply flawed and designed
to ensure that the decision to close 2,500 post oYce branches could be carried out.

7 January 2008

Letter from Mike Hall MP

Restructuring the Post Office Network

The Post OYce Ltd are currently consulting on the closure of one Sub-Post OYce in Frodsham.

I have responded on behalf of the Sub-Postmistress. I have had a meeting with the representatives of the
Post OYce to discuss the matter. I know that the Sub-Postmistress has responded to the consultations as
have other constituents.

As of 6 December 2007 no final decisions have been made about the future of the Post OYce.

7 December 2007
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Letter from Sir Alan Haselhurst

I am sorry to have left it late (hopefully not too late) to respond to your letter of 6 December about the
Post OYce Network Change Programme.

Originally four post oYces in my constituency were nominated for closure. Following the period of
consultation I was informed that all four would be closed. What is more, because three post oYces far away
from my area were being “saved” another one of mine was now being proposed for closure, as far as I can
see, for no better reason than to make up numbers.

During the main consultation period I held a meeting with two oYcials of Post OYce Ltd, whose job titles
indicated seniority. They were extremely unforthcoming. What I sought was information about the actual
cost of each of the four oYces. The purpose of the enquiry was to see, particularly in the case of the two
most rural oYces which operated on a part-time basis, whether the cost might be met in some other way.
However, this was met with a wall of silence, commercial confidentiality being cited. This is a hugely
disproportionate defense in cases of life and death for a village post oYce.

It was openly acknowledged that some of the oYces to be closed were not necessarily unprofitable, but
other criteria applied. This is all very well, but I formed a clear impression that distance was judged simply
according to a map rather than to any consideration of ease of access involving convenience of parking or
availability of bus services. None of the questions I posed have been answered. I regard the attitude of Post
OYce Ltd towards MPs fighting for their constituents’ interests to be totally dismissive and disrespectful.

Together with some Essex colleagues I took part in a meeting with the Minister of State for Postal Services
in which we urged him to persuade Post OYce Ltd to enter into dialogue with Essex County Council which
was keen to explore ways in which at least some oYces in the county might be reprieved. Pat McFadden
agreed to this and I believe there has been some contact, but so far with no known result. In the meantime
it would appear that the earmarked oYces are being closed as early as February.

This whole exercise to date has been extremely dispiriting. I have detected no serious eVort on the part of
Post OYce Ltd to respond to MPs’ concerns. For all the impact Postwatch has had regarding my post oYces
it might as well not have existed.

14 January 2008

Letter from Mark Hoban MP

As four post oYces in my constituency were proposed for closure in the programme of Hampshire and
the Isle of Wight and their closure has been confirmed today, I want to take the opportunity of this timely
inquiry to share my experience.

My principle concern is what a community needs to do to reverse the Post OYce’s proposal. Looking at
Hampshire and the Isle of Wight, not one branch was reprieved as a result of the consultation. This raises
the question as to whether the Post OYce is simply going through the motions. For example, a vigorous
campaign was fought to save the Arundel Drive post oYce in my constituency. This consisted of
representations made by local people, a resolution by Fareham Borough Council and a petition that I
presented to Parliament. I felt that there was widespread support for its retention and genuine concerns
about the suitability of alternative oYces. Given the depth of local opposition, it is disappointing that the
proposal to close it was not withdrawn. What does a community need to do to save its post oYce?

There is one further issue that I would like to draw to your attention on this matter. Two of the post oYces
to be closed in Fareham are “hosted” by convenience store chains: in Arundel Drive, by the Co-op and in
Titchfield Common by RS McColl and the other two were stand-alone branches. Will the Committee look
carefully at the closure process in these situations? For example, have convenience store chains come
forward with proposals to close certain oYces, rather than the Post OYce proposing closures? How are
convenience store chains compensated for closure? Are post oYces operated within convenience stores at
greater risk of closure than stand-alone stores? I understand for Arundel Drive that the original sub-post
oYce was closed and relocated into the Co-op; what lessons can be learnt from this and can be applied to
Crown oYces moving into WH Smith branches?

I believe that for a consultation process to be valid it needs public confidence. To gain this, it has to be
transparent and proposals need to be open to successful challenges.

9 January 2008
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Letter from Rt Hon Michael Howard QC MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December which we briefly discussed.

All five of the post oYces which were proposed for closure in my constituency are indeed to be closed,
despite the fact that representations against their closure were made not only by me, but in several cases by
Postwatch too.

I very much doubt, therefore, whether the consultation exercise can be characterised as truly meaningful.

11 December 2007

Letter from Gerald Howarth MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December regarding the local area consultations by the Post OYce.

In July this year I was told that my constituency, despite being in Hampshire and having no border with
Sussex, was to form part of the “Sussex Area Plan”. Initial planning was to be in August 2007 with public
consultation in November 2007.

In September 2007 I was told that Aldershot was removed from Sussex and that the public consultation
exercise would commence on 28 January 2008. In the meantime, under what appears to be a separate
exercise, the Crown Post OYce in Aldershot was closed and a facility opened in WH Smith. I was invited
to comment on that in advance, but did not do so.

I now await the proposals before next month’s public consultation.

20 December 2007

Letter from Dr Kim Howells MP

Thank you for your invitation to respond to the BERRC’s investigation into the nature of the local area
consultations for the Post OYce “Network Change Programme”.

Briefly, I have been far from happy with the consultation. It reads and feels as if decisions already taken
will prove irreversible. I hope that I am wrong but I get little sense from my constituents that they have much
faith in the consultation process as a vehicle for generating within the Network Change Programme changes
of assessment that might save Post OYce branches named for closure. As you might imagine, the least
convinced are the sub-postmasters and women themselves!

On the plus side—if there is one in this whole questionable process—the consultation literature has been
relatively widely distributed and opportunities for briefing fairly plentiful. The most important factor,
however, is the one that it is almost impossible to predict: how much notice will those who make the branch
closure decisions take of people like my constituents and I who object to these closures.

10 December 2007

Letter from Chris Huhne MP

Further to your letter dated 6 December, I am writing to provide my views on the local consultation of
the Post OYce Network Change Programme in the Hampshire and Isle of Wight area.

Prior to the consultation period, I received detailed literature from Post OYce Ltd regarding the planned
closures. I found participation in the consultation to be straightforward, as suYcient information was
provided on the proposed closures, and comments were accepted via freepost, email and telephone. I was
copied in on responses made by a number of my constituents to the consultation, suggesting that they too
found participation relatively unproblematic.

The response I received from Post OYce Ltd to my letter to the Network Change Team was prompt, and
advised me as to what would happen next in the decision-making process. As yet, there has been no final
decision regarding the proposals to close post oYces in the Eastleigh constituency, so I am unable to
comment on the extent to which the final decision has taken into account local views.

I have also received correspondence from Postwatch, both prior to the opening of the consultation period,
and when I copied to them my consultation letter to Post OYce Ltd.

I hope that this is of some help. Please do let me know if you require any further information.

10 December 2007
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Letter from David Lepper MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December about your Committee’s Inquiry into local area consultations
for Post OYce Network Change programme.

I have attached a copy of the full response which I sent to Gary Herbert, the Network Development
Manager, on 19 December as part of the consultation accompanying petitions with some 4,000 signatures
(not printed here).

I welcomed the attempt by Post OYce Ltd to give MPs prior notice some days before the public
announcement of proposed closures although the two members of staV who briefed me had no knowledge
at all of either Brighton in general or the parts of my Constituency which will be aVected by the four closures
being unable to answer quite straightforward factual questions from me about information included in the
Area Plan. This did not inspire confidence.

I believe that the information in the Area Plan documents and the Branch Access Reports was often
inaccurate, incomplete and inconsistently presented The most glaring examples are references to two
alternative branches which do not exist and to another alternative branch being in a Co-Op “superstore”
most departments of which were closed in February 2007 and where the future of the Post OYce branch is
uncertain.

There is insuYcient analysis of the impact of the closure of Post OYce counters on those businesses in
which they are located. There is no attempt to assess the capacity of alternative branches, often in very
cramped locations, to cope with the potential increases in customers.

Descriptions of routes to alternative branches are often incomplete or inaccurate. There is no assessment
of the impact of increased car traYc and parking in areas around alternative branches.

In the case of two branches, there is no attempt to assess the impact of recently completed or proposed
regenerations schemes in the area in which they are located.

Underlining these criticisms is my concern that the Area Plans and Branch Access Reports do not pay
suYcient attention to the criteria which the Post OYce argued had been taken into account in drawing up
its proposals, and, indeed, are so poor that it is hard to accept that the plans and reports had been drawn
up on the basis of visits to the areas aVected.

Finally, there has been a great deal of controversy locally about the status of petitions and the suggestion
that Post OYce Ltd will regard each petition however many signatures are on it as only one objection. No
indication was made in consultation documents that this would be the case and I have urged Post OYce Ltd
to reconsider this point.

I hope these comments are helpful to you and your members in your inquiry.

8 January 2008

Letter from Dr Julian Lewis MP

Thank you for your invitation of 6 December to comment on my experience of the consultation process
and Post OYce closure programme in my area.

So far as I can see, the process has been a very mechanical one with little consideration shown for the
plight of elderly and other vulnerable people in isolated villages or parts of towns where no other alternative
Post OYces are within walking distance or on bus routes.

With regard to specific examples, I enclose a copy of the letter (not printed here) which I submitted to the
people wielding the axe and trust that this is helpful to you.

17 December 2007

Letter from Tim Loughton MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December and as you rightly highlight East Worthing and Shoreham has
once again found itself on the receiving end of Post OYce cutbacks. Post OYce services in our area have
already been cut to the bone and further cuts are complete madness. Our Post OYces are an essential
community service but it seems that the Government will not be satisfied until they have closed every last
one. We have a large elderly population and Post OYces are particularly valuable to them, it is simply
unrealistic to think that a situation where people have to walk a mile to a post oYce or rely on inadequate
public transport is acceptable.

As soon as Post OYce Ltd announced on 13 November the names of the nine post oYces which they think
it is necessary to close in our area I launched a campaign to fight these cuts to local services. I have been
urging constituents to lodge their objections and concerns with the Post OYce and over 5,000 residents have
now signed my petition to save our local branches. The strength of local feeling has also been very evident
during a series of public meetings I have held in conjunction with local councillors across the constituency.
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As you are no doubt already aware, I held an Adjournment debate yesterday afternoon to bring my
constituents’ concerns directly to the attention of the Minister. In responding to me, the Minister talked
generally about Post OYces but failed to mention, even once, the specific problems with Post OYces in Adur
or Worthing. This is simply not good enough.

You asked for written submissions to the Committee and I would like to take this opportunity to draw
your attention to the Hansard detailing yesterday’s debate as I feel this most accurately and comprehensively
sets out my views and those of my constituents in these matters.

Should you wish to discuss this further with me at any stage, please do not hesitate to contact me.

18 December 2007

Letter from Robert Marshall-Andrews QC MP

Medway Constituency—Closure of the Bingham Road Post Office Branch, 185 Frindsbury Rd,
Frindsbury, Rochester, Kent ME2 4JN

Please find enclosed Bob’s letter to Post OYce Consultation Team in which he outlined his opposition to
the closure of the Bingham Rd Branch.

What is of note in this case is that it seems that the Post OYce has embarked on a long-term rolling
programme of branch closures. As Bob’s letter points out one of the reasons given to close the nearby
Wainscott Branch four years ago was the existence of the Bingham Rd Branch. However no reference is
made to the former Wainscott Branch in either the documentation proposing closure or the decision
booklet.

10 December 2007

Letter from Ian McCartney MP

Makerfield constituency has been involved in the early round of local area consultations and I currently
await the final decision on the proposed closure of two post oYces in this area. I am therefore unable to
comment on the extent to which local views have been taken into account in the final outcome of the
consultation. However, in the past negotiation with the post oYce did secure the reopening of one Post
OYce in my area and prevent the closure of another.

As for the pre-consultation and local consultation process, I have no complaint about the actual process.
The pre-consultation warned what was being considered and allowed the preparation and conduct of a
parallel “Use it or Lose it” campaign with constituents which I did alongside the public consultation carried
out by the Post OYce. In respect of one Post OYce the community were actively involved in the campaign
and a petition opposing the closure submitted during the consultation period.

Before the local consultation, the Post OYce were co-operative in providing a named contact and
communicating and meeting on the proposals in hand.

I hope this helps.

15 January 2008

Letter from Ann McKechin MP

In October 2007, Post OYce Ltd published a local area plan proposal for the Greater Glasgow, Central
Scotland, Argyll and Bute area. These proposals included closing half of the current eight post oYce
branches in the Glasgow North constituency. Gilshochill, Hyndland, Kelvindale and West End branches
were all earmarked for closure. Postwatch agreed with me that the eVect of the original closure plan would
have left a hole in the network service. In addition the timing of the closures coincided with the removal of
the largest post oYce in my constituency to a temporary Portakabin facility for a 12–14 month period to
facilitate the reconstruction of the major shopping centre serving the community.

Following the six week consultation period, Post OYce Ltd produced this week its decision plan that
included the removal of closure plans for Hyndland and Kelvindale post oYces. I was understandably
pleased that Post OYce Ltd had decided to keep these two post oYces open, and also disappointed that they
had not reached a similar decision about the Gilshochill and West End post oYces.

One key feature of the consultation period was that it was very brief lasting only six weeks. Although there
was a large response in the constituency with over 4,000 people signing up to my petition against the closures,
the relative shortness of the consultation period meant that there was a very tight constraint on getting
people involved in the campaign or organising public meetings. Inevitably, those communities and
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individuals who are more used to participating in such consultations were more quickly able to mobilise to
express their views. Those individuals and communities who are so often under-represented in public policy
making were likely to find it more diYcult to have their views taken into account. Often these people will
be those who rely most on the services of local post oYces: the elderly, the infirm or disabled, and those living
in areas of high social deprivation.

I welcomed the decision to reprieve two of the post oYces in Glasgow North. However, I can see no logical
justification for then adding two other post oYces in other parts of the city to the list to “compensate” for
keeping Hyndland and Kelvindale open. If there was no strategic need to close these post oYces when the
original list was compiled, I fail to see how keeping open two post oYces in one part of the city alters the
strategic provision of services in a very diVerent part of the city. This damages the integrity of the whole
process in the eyes of the public. It eVectively sets communities against each other in defence of their local
post oYce services.

20 January 2008

Letter from Anne McIntosh MP

Thank you for your invitation to submit evidence to the Post OYce enquiry. I hope the following remarks
may be helpful.

The Network change consultation is flawed from the outset. There has been insuYcient time to consult
adequate numbers of those who are aVected by the proposals. There has also been insuYcient meetings and
access to the Royal Mail to explain proposals.

The proposals will deprive rural areas of vital services. They will hit the most vulnerable the hardest, those
living in sparsely populated, isolated villages, notably pensioners, those on benefits and those with young
families living in rural communities with poor access to public transport.

If the changes go through, I would imagine that only 4,500 of those living in the Vale of York will be
within three miles of a Post OYce, well below the 95% national average figure claimed by the Post OYce
Group. Given the geographical location and physical position of the Post OYces in the Vale of York with
long, windy roads giving poor access, the measurements that are made from each Post OYce should be via
road access and not a straight line measurement.

A huge number of my constituents have also written to me outlining their concerns:

The Linton Post OYce serves at least two villages, and the neighbouring Post OYce is Tollerton,
also proposed for closure, therefore widening the area that will no longer have access.

Closures will force people to travel to Great Ouseburn, requiring them to cross a river with a toll
bridge costing 40p each way. This bridge is also due to close for refurbishment.

Linton Post OYce has increased its volume of business and is profitable.

Linton Post OYce serves over 200 local populations (Linton, Newton, Aldwark) with around 50
businesses and 900 working personnel at RAF Linton On Ouse.

There is no public transport link with Ouseburn or Grafton Post OYces. There is an infrequent
bus service to Skelton but timings do not allow sensible journeys—ie return with 20 minutes or
face over a two hour wait. Mothers with young children will have to pay bus fares.

In addition to the above, there is a 300 metre walk to Skelton Post OYce to and from the bus stop, crossing
the A19 (there is no pedestrian crossing point, or bus shelter, or seat to rest on or access to toilets).

The Tollerton Post OYce is the hub of the village and serves to get elderly people out their homes and in
doing so helps to remove social isolation in this predominately rural area.

Any post oYce closure in Tollerton might contribute to forcing more elderly people to move out of the
village and thereby further reducing social cohesion.

There are real concerns over the economic criteria behind the proposed changes to the Post OYce
Network in rural areas. The plans appear to convert successful economically viable sub-Post OYces into
Outreach or earmark them for closure while keeping open those which are not commercially successful.

This smacks of a hidden agenda and a programme intent on the eventual closure of more post oYces on
a grand scale destroying the rural Post OYce structure in the Vale of York. These changes are simply a body
blow to rural communities living in North Yorkshire and must be resisted. I do not feel that there is enough
recognition for the special role rural sub-Post OYces play as part of the fabric and social infrastructure of
daily life.

9 January 2008
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Letter from Patrick McLoughlin MP

Thank you for your letter regarding the Business and Enterprise Committee’s study into the post oYce
consultation. You are indeed correct that this process has caused some concern in my constituency,
especially in the village of Kirk Ireton, where the post oYce is one of those now confirmed to be closed. Not
one of the post oYces that were proposed for closure in my constituency have been reprieved, despite several
passionate and well fought campaigns by local residents.

Anecdotal evidence from residents suggests that they were never informed that post oYce monitors were
visiting the village, losing out on their opportunity to make their opinions heard. After the decision was
announced there were again many complaints that the consultation period was not widely advertised and
was too short for many people to write in, especially as the consultation period conflicted with a postal strike.

One of the strongest and most often repeated complaints is that the consultation process failed to take
into account the very poor public transport links to other nearby post oYces in the area. For example a
neighbouring post oYce in another village may only be two miles away, but with no bus service it is
impossible for elderly or disabled residents to reach it. This was a recurring theme in the many letters I have
received arguing against closing this particular post oYce.

I hope these views are useful, and I am enclosing a copy of the newsletter (not printed here) I am sending
out to residents of Kirk Ireton regarding the closure. I am always available to discuss these issues with
you further.

13 December 2007

Letter from Maria Miller MP

Further to your letter of 6 December I am writing to outline the issues encountered during the recent Post
OYce consultation on the closure of two post oYces in my constituency. Basingstoke has seen a quarter of
its Post OYce branches closed in the past five years therefore the closure of a further two oYces represents
a further cut of more than 10%.

The issues that I would like to bring to your attention are:

1. Public Transport: access to an alternative post oYce outlet by public transport was set out by the
Post OYce as one of their key criteria when assessing whether closures should go ahead. In my
submission to the consultation I highlighted that the Old Basing PO, serving an area up to five
miles outside of the town centre, which is earmarked for closure, was also subject to cuts in bus
services as a result of Hampshire County Council withdrawing vital subsidies. In an apparent
attempt to side step the issue the Post OYce decided to contact Stage Coach who said they had no
intention to cut any routes, which could be entirely correct as the cuts result from the County
Council withdrawing the bus subsidy. I have challenged this matter and, after some resistance,
gained the Post OYce’s agreement to review the situation. The withdrawal of the County Council
bus subsidy would mean significant cuts to the public transport link between the axed post oYce
and the nearest alternative.

2. It should be noted that just one post oYce has had the decision to close changed as a result of this
consultation (out of a total of 62 under consideration).

3. The two post oYces to be closed are two of the top performing outlets in the county and I
understand the top performing outlets in my constituency. It is an extraordinary business strategy
to close those outlets which are better run and better managed only to hand this business to those
operators who are less successful.

If you would like any further details please let me know.

10 January 2008

Letter from Austin Mitchell MP

Many thanks for your letter dated 6 December about post oYce closures.

I was and remain very unhappy with the perfunctory nature of the consultation process. Two post oYces
were scheduled for closure in my constituency. It looked as though they’d looked at a map, decided on the
weakest cases, listed enough to give them the total number of closures given them by the Government, doled
them out accordingly, and then stuck rigidly to the list whatever objections were made. In other words, this
wasn’t a consultation but a fait accompli.

The process took no account of profitability. Both the post oYces scheduled for closure in Grimsby were
profitable. It took no account of the knock-on eVect on other services handled from the same shop or
location. In the case of one (Lambert Road) the newsagent/tobacconist business which is sustained by the
post oYce will almost certainly close when the post oYce does. It took no account of deprivation—Lambert
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Road was one of the most deprived parts of Grimsby. It worked on drawing circles of one mile radius to
the nearest post oYces. Both my post oYces were close to the central post oYce but no account was taken
of the fact that there is no regular or convenient bus service for getting there. No indication was given of
the numbers of protests.

Finally, the campaign to stop closure was handicapped by the fact that the postmasters were threatened
and couldn’t give any support or information to any campaigns against closure. Indeed the postmasters,
who know their area and their people better than anyone else, weren’t even consulted. Just told by dictat.

I put a lot of eVort into opposing the closures, particularly in the case of Lambert Road in an area without
other facilities and very few shops, but it was all rather like talking to the wall.

2 January 2008

Letter from Laura MoVat MP

Thank you for your recent letter asking for my comment on the Post OYce Network Change Programme.

I found the process to be well run and I was kept informed of the process.

I was visited by representatives from the Post OYce, who explained the process, and that my constituency
will have no closures as part of the programme.

11 January 2008

Letter from Eliot Morley MP

Many thanks for your letter in relation to the restructuring of the post oYce network.

I thought your Committee took a very detailed, thorough, and sensible view of this particular issue. I just
want to say that in terms of my own experience I have been kept well informed about the proposals. It has
had very good publicity and I have received a lot of response from the public which I have forwarded to the
Post OYce. I note that they have put oV the decision while they consider the many submissions received and
that also suggests that they are taking it seriously which I very much welcome. I haven’t of course seen the
outcome and I don’t know how much they will have been influence.

11 December 2007

Letter from Nicholas Palmer MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December. I’ll describe the process in my constituency as accurately as
possible and will read the Committee’s views with interest.

This was the sequence of events:

1. The Post OYce informed me that it was reviewing branch provision in my area.

2. The chairman of the local NFPO branch approached me to ask me not to oppose all closures in
a knee-jerk reaction, but to consult the postmasters themselves on their views.

3. Postwatch contacted me to ask whether I would like to meet to discuss possible closures—at this
stage they seemed quite keen to do so—but said they were unable on grounds of confidentiality to
tell me which branches might be aVected. I said that a discussion in theory which didn’t focus on
anywhere in particular would be of limited value, and suggested that they contact me once we
could discuss the potential closures.

4. The Post OYce informed me that three branches in my constituency were proposed for closure:
Nuthall, Bramcote Hills and Rylands.

5. I consulted constituents and established that the Nuthall closure was generally seen as
understandable: there are three other nearby branches, and I have not received a single objection.
There was strong opposition to the other closures. One of the two postmasters involved was
himself opposed; the other declined to express an opinion.

6. I organised petitions over the two controversial closures and analysed the Post OYce’s case in some
detail, identifying issues that I felt they had not satisfactorily addressed or had misunderstood.
Around 1,500 people signed the petitions, and there were many who also wrote directly to object
with reasoned argument.

7. As I hadn’t heard further from Postwatch, I contacted them by telephone to ask them to discuss
with me the objections to the two closures. They suggested emailing my comments. When I
explained that I was ringing as an MP, they said politely that as a particularly important
stakeholder I should email my comments to a diVerent address. In due course they replied that
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they would take them into account, but did not respond to my request for a discussion. Shortly
afterwards, they made their own submission, which did not oppose either closure. My impression
is that by the time I approached them, shortly before the deadline, they had decided their position
and did not wish to discuss it further.

8. The Post OYce decided to close all three branches, and sent a brief summary of their reasons,
addressing some but not all of the arguments.

9. I have now (yesterday) applied under the Freedom of Information Act for a copy of the detailed
analysis that led them to this conclusion.

It seems fairly clear that the Post OYce was convinced that the contraction of the network was necessary
in order to safeguard the remaining network, and neither they nor Postwatch seemed very interested in
engaging on the detailed proposals for specific branches. My impression is that the Post OYce was confident
that their calculations were correct, and saw the consultation phase mainly as a check that they had not
overlooked some particularly crucial fact, rather than as a way of assessing public opinion. If this is the case,
it would probably be helpful in future rounds if they made this clearer, since the encouragement to the public
to send in opinions on the proposals arouses mistaken expectations. I am not sure what to make of the
communications with Postwatch, but if they feel they can play a useful role in this, I recommend that they
contact MPs proactively after the proposed closures are known but before they have decided on their
own position.

12 December 2007

Letter from Andrew Robathan MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December about Post OYce closures. There is one Post OYce scheduled
for closure in Arnesby, where I used to live.

Local people are unhappy about this and as far as I am aware nobody consulted anybody before
announcing the proposal. Arnesby is at least two miles from the nearest other Post OYce—probably in
Fleckney—and there are people there who do not have access to motor transport.

There has been no consultation yet, although I expect there will be some. I regret to say that I do not
expect any consultation to have any chance of changing the decision, if past experience is anything to go by.

7 December 2007

Letter from Alan Simpson MP

New Lenton Post Office, Nottingham

Thank you for having the opportunity to supply feedback information to you about the Post OYce
Closure Programme involving Post OYces in the Nottingham area. I have to say that I am anything but
happy about the outcome of the consultation process. My criticisms focus almost entirely on the continued
decision to close the Post OYce branch in New Lenton. Let me separate my criticisms into the conduct of
the Post OYce and the decision they came to.

During the consultation period the Network Development Manager for the Post OYce notionally made
himself available for representation purposes. What this did not include was any discussion about the
benchmarks against which closure decisions would be made. The Post OYce lists various factors but will
not say what weighting they give to them. They will supply details of the number of transactions (ie
customers) recorded for each post oYce but will not discuss financial performance. They will discuss
location but not accessibility. They will discuss the size of the post oYce but not the investment that has
gone into improvements adaptations. Once the closure announcement was made the post oYce appeared
to go into purdah.

I have only recently been able to get through to the External Relations Team because some of my original
emails simply bounced back.

In relation to the specific decisions made about closure, I attach a copy of the original letter I sent through
to the Post OYce (not printed here). If there was a Post OYce to be closed in this part of my constituency
this was not the one. I attach the Branch Access Report supplied by the Post OYce during the consultations.
You will see how poorly other alternatives looked in comparison to the one chosen for closure. Neither the
Post OYce nor Postwatch seem interested in this.

The Postmaster, the local Councillors and the local Community had put in a great deal of work in
expanding the business of this post oYce. It is the only one in the area that is registered as compliant with
the Disabilities Discrimination Act (in terms of quality of access). It oVers parking immediately in front of
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the post oYce, a hearing loop for those with hearing diYculties and low level access to counters and desks
for those who are wheelchair bound. Within the local authority plan, the intention has been to retain and
develop this post oYce as a hub for commercial services within the Community.

No recognition of any of this appeared in the Post OYce closure document. Their decision cited the
existence of other Post OYces a mile away from the Lenton branch. This, however took no notice of the
qualitatively diVerent standard of access oVered in the Lenton branch. I have asked the Post OYce for
comparative financial performance details of the Sub-Post OYces under consideration for closure and they
declined to make this information available. They have this information and your Committee may well want
to press for a more detailed scrutiny of whether the financial performance figures justify the final pattern of
post oYces closed or kept open.

The closure decision of the Lenton branch has also made a mockery of local authority planning. The work
put in by local Councillors and the local authority in seeking to plan an expansion of services in and around
the Post OYce appeared to count for nothing. It has also been an insult to the work put in by the Sub-
Postmaster and the staV and an aVront to the local community that has helped to turn the Lenton Post OYce
into an expanding business rather than a contracting one.

The one Post OYce branch that the consultation exercise reversed its decision or has also caused much
anger and consternation. The reasons given for retaining the Melton Road branch were precisely the ones
made for the Lenton branch. This point has been raised time and time again by those outraged by the Lenton
branch decision. They point out that the only diVerence is that one is in the City and one outside it; one
serves an aZuent area and one a relatively poor one.

Of all the closure decisions I have been asked to look at this is the one that seems utterly unjustifiable. In
the face of a quite compelling case for retention, the Post OYce seem to have proceeded simply with a
number crunching determination upon closure.

I know you are not able to investigate specific closure decisions. The reason I have cited this example is
simply because of the mockery it makes of government invitations to develop more strategic area plans that
involve community organisations. Even where these work, the Post OYce can just pull the rug from under
everything that has been done in order to meet a national closures quota. It is a mockery to call such a
process a genuine consultation or an accountable public service. I hope your Committee have more success
in extracting greater details from the Post OYce than I had.

7 December 2007

Letter from Rt Hon Sir John Stanley MP

Thank you for your letter to me of 6 December, inviting me to submit my views on the Post OYce’s
consultation on its proposed post oYce closures in Kent and in my constituency of Tonbridge and Malling.
I am glad to make the following points:

1. On the day that the public consultation started, 2 October 2007, I was sent a letter by Mr Malcolm
Butler, Regional Manager of Postwatch South East, informing me that: “Eleven weeks before the
start of the public consultation, Postwatch received Post OYce Ltd’s plans for this area [Kent] on
a confidential basis”. No explanation was oVered as to why, in a democracy, confidential pre-
consultation should be granted to a Quango and not to elected MPs and elected local Councillors.

2. The six-week period allowed for the consultation was grossly inadequate, giving insuYcient time
for the full mobilization of opposition to the Post OYce’s proposals, for eVective use of powers to
obtain key information under the Freedom of Information Act, and for the organisation of all of
the public meetings that post oYce users would have wished.

3. In its Area Plan Proposal for Kent, the Post OYce failed to oVer any public meetings on its closure
proposals. In my constituency, the only public meeting that took place was one initiated by the
Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council at which Post OYce representatives were present.

4. Key information was requested from the Post OYce by the Tonbridge and Malling Borough
Council under the Freedom of Information Act relating to the Post OYce’s case for closing the
Hectorage Road Post OYce, Tonbridge and the Shipbourne Road Post OYce, Tonbridge, and
also regarding the capacity of the Angel Walk Crown Post OYce, Tonbridge to handle the
increased demand should these two post oYces be closed. The Post OYce’s response to this
statutory request for information was singularly unhelpful and unhelpful and uninformative,
claiming that the “public interests”, “commercially prejudicial” and “personal data” exemptions
under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 justified non-disclosure of the information requested
by the Council. The shortness of the consultation period made an appeal to the Information
Commissioner impossible. The Tonbridge and Malling Borough Council has confirmed to me that
it is happy to make its Freedom of Information Act correspondence with the Post OYce available
to the Committee if the Committee so wishes.
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5. I myself undertook a separate, but parallel, information gathering exercise in relation to the three
Post OYce oYces proposed for closure in my constituency—the two in Tonbridge referred to
above and the South End Post OYce in Edenbridge. The Minister for Postal AVairs, Pat
McFadden, in his reply to me of 15 November, revealed some very significant information. He said
that “Some 1,600 post oYces have fewer than 20 customers per day and in those branches the cost
per transaction is about £8. In addition there are about 1,000 sub-post oYces that have at least six
other competing branches within a mile of their business”. Though I do not accept the
Government’s policy of closing 2,500 post oYces, it is now clear that this policy could be achieved
by the combination of closing post oYces that have very few customers and closing those with six
or more branches within one mile.

I subsequently tabled Parliamentary Questions to the Secretary of State to obtain the
information on:

(a) how many customers were using the three post oYces proposed for closure in my
constituency; and

(b) how many other post oYces were within one mile of each other the three post oYces
proposed for closure.

Regrettably, Ministers refused to provide this information themselves, though it was clear from
Pat McFadden’s reply to me of 15 November that the Department have access to it. Instead they
transferred my Questions to the Managing Director of Post OYce Limited, Mr Alan Cook. His
reply of 21 December stated that the three post oYces scheduled for closure in my constituency
are all attracting 500–749 customers on average per week, ie at least five times the number of those
1,600 post oYces nationally that have fewer than 20 customers per day. It also stated that the three
post oYces in my constituency scheduled for closure have only one, or at most two, other branches
within one mile, compared with the 1000 post oYces nationally that have at least six other
competing branches within one mile of their business. I conclude therefore that the Post OYce’s
case for closing the three post oYces in my constituency is wholly unjustified, both on financial
grounds and on the unnecessary elimination of customer choice. I believe the same would be true
for the overwhelming majority of the 56 post oYces now scheduled for closure in Kent.

6. In deciding to go-ahead with the closure of the three post oYces in my constituency, the Post OYce
have chosen to ignore the following:

(a) there was universal opposition to the closure of each of the post oYces in question, as
demonstrated by the three petitions I submitted to the Post OYce against their closure,
signed in total by over 2,l300 residents and users.

(b) the closure of the Hectorage Road Tonbridge Post OYce will leave 20,000 residents in
the South of Tonbridge without a post oYce.

(c) the closure of each of the Hectorage Road Tonbridge Post OYce, the Shipbourne
Road, Tonbridge Post OYce and the South End Edenbridge Post OYce will cause
significant numbers of residents with modest incomes to incur additional expense, will
inflict personal hardship and risk on many elderly and vulnerable residents as they
struggle to get to and from, and to stand in queues, at the remaining Tonbridge High
Street Post OYce and at the remaining Edenbridge High Street Post OYce and will
deprive many frail individuals of the ability to go personally to a post oYce at all.

7. The Post OYce has attempted to justify their decision to proceed with the closure of the three post
oYces in my Tonbridge and Malling constituency on the basis of seriously incorrect assertions.
The Post OYce’s “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent” is factually inaccurate and grossly
misleading in relation to the capacity of the Crown Post OYce in Tonbridge and the Edenbridge
High Street Post OYce to handle, with a satisfactory level of customer service, in increase in
demand if the three post oYce closures go ahead. On page 25 of the Decision Booklet it is stated
that “Post OYce Ltd believes it [the Crown OYce in Tonbridge] has suYcient capacity to handle
extra business”. This is simply untrue. The queues and the waiting times at the Crown OYce in
Tonbridge, at the Angel Centre, are already intolerable and will only be made worse by the closure
of the Hectorage Road and Shipbourne Road Post OYces. On page 32 of the Decision Booklet,
it is stated that “Post OYce Ltd believes that the Edenbridge High Street branch can cope with the
expected additional business”. This is untrue. The queues and the waiting times at the Edenbridge
High Street Post OYce are already intolerable and will only be made worse if the South End
Edenbridge Post OYce closes.

8. The Post OYce closure consultation process in my constituency, and in Kent as a whole,
demonstrated, yet again, that Postwatch is a totally ineVectual organization for the protection of
post oYce customers interests.
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Conclusion

Notwithstanding the country-wide opposition to the proposed closures, the outcome of the Post OYce’s
so-called consultation in Kent was virtually identical to the original closure proposals. Of the 58 post oYces
in Kent that the Post OYce proposed for closure, 56 have now been sentenced to close following the
consultation. Though the Post OYce announced in its “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent” on page 35
that it was not going to proceed with the closure of CliV’s End and Hawkhurst post oYces, it announced at
the same time that it was going to propose instead, what it revealing described as £replacement branch
closures”, the proposed closure of the Goodnestone Post OYce and the Lane End Post OYce. It seems highly
likely, therefore, that the Post OYce will end up with exactly the same number of post oYces closed in Kent
after the consultation as it proposed at the outset, namely 58.

The outcome of the consultation was, in eVect, as now revealed, predetermined before the consultation
commenced. As the Post OYce now states on page 35 of the “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent”: “In
implementing the Programme across the UK, Post OYce Ltd must meet the requirements set out by the
Government which include: The compulsory closure of up to 2,500 branches”.

I consider that only one conclusion can be drawn from the conduct of the Post OYce’s consultation in
Kent and its outcome, which is that the consultation exercise was a time-wasting and purposeless charade.

4 January 2008

Letter from Graham Stuart MP

Thank you for your letter dated 6 December. I am delighted that your Committee will be looking into
this important issue, which is of great concern to local people in Beverley and Holderness. Let me explain
the current situation in my constituency.

As you may be aware, I represent a rural area with an older than average population. Some 18% of its
population is over 65, compared with a national average of 15%, and many people live in isolated rural
communities with a less than ideal public transport network.

The Government’s restructuring programme proposed four local Post OYce closures in the constituency:
in Hollym near Withemsea, in Mappleton near Hornsea, in Lockington near Beverley (albeit replaced by
four hours of outreach) and in Grovehill Road in Beverley. These were all confirmed by Post OYce Ltd just
before Christmas, following the statutory six-week consultation period.

The decision has had a profound impact on the local community. During the six-week consultation
period, more than 8,000 residents in Hull and the East Riding wrote to the Post OYce opposing the planned
closures. I handed in a petition to No 10 Downing Street containing the names of 5,000 people opposing
the planned closures in my constituency. More than 80 people turned up to a public meeting on a cold
autumn night to show their support of the Grovehill Road branch. The East Riding of Yorkshire Council
also announced that it was opposed to the closures.

Of all the decisions to close individual Post OYces across Beverley and Holderness, and across the
country, the Grovehill branch seems one of the most bizarre. Grovehill is a huge success. It takes in between
£150,000 and £165,000 each week and is used by around 1,500 loyal customers. Roughly 65% of these are
over 65. The branch is a lifeline for hundreds of people. I joined a long queue of customers on a Monday
morning in November an hour before the branch opened.

With Beverley set to expand further, there can be little doubt that the branch will be in further demand
in the future. Its closure, therefore, cannot be justified on purely economic grounds. Nor, however, can it
be justified on social grounds. The recent Trade and Industry Select Committee report on the restructuring
programme rightly stated “We believe that other natural and social barriers should also be taken into
account. These might explicitly allow for other factors aVecting actual accessibility, rather than raw
distance”. This is especially relevant to Grovehill.

The branch is situated on one of the largest social and private housing estates in the whole of the East
Riding of Yorkshire. Its occupants are among some of the poorest and most vulnerable people in the area.
There are also lots of elderly people living in and around the estate. Forcing these people to walk from the
centre of Beverley, at least 20 minutes away, carrying large amounts of cash, does not strike me as a sensible
proposal.

The closure of Grovehill will also have an adverse impact on congestion. If the branch were to close,
people would be forced to use the main Register Square branch in the centre of Beverley, which is not on a
through road. The nearest bus stop is more than 250 yards away, which was mentioned in the Post OYce’s
consultation document even though the bus from Grovehill does not travel to it. People from Grovehill will
find themselves at the town’s main bus station—around 500 yards away. There are no parking spaces outside
the branch except for those with a disabled badge, and precious few of them. Congestion in and around
Register Square is already a frequent occurrence end will only be exacerbated by the addition of hundreds
of Grovehill Road customers.
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I can see no reason for Grovehill’s inclusion in the Governments closure programme and in this respect,
the decision to go ahead with its closure was made with little reference to the views of local people, who
overwhelmingly voted for its intention. This has led to widespread disillusionment with the process of local
consultations and has left people feeling removed from the centre of decision making.

Many people had complaints about the consultation process itself. Firstly, the six-week statutory period
was far too short. It provided insuYcient time for residents and local councils to digest the consultation
document and establish their response. It also prevented local people from building up a proper campaign
network. The Cabinet OYce guidelines suggest a timetable of 12-week and this surely would have been
more suitable.

Secondly the conduct of Postwatch was a cause of great concern. Postwatch, the supposed consumer
voice, were remarkably quiet throughout the whole process. One representative turned up to the public
meeting to discuss the Grovehill Road branch, but said little. Other that that, I was not contacted by them
at all throughout the six-week period.

It is the responsibility of Postwatch to ensure that individual branch closures do not have an adverse
impact on local communities. They have the authority to contact the Royal Mail Group when they think a
decision needs to be looked at again. They should have been much more visible to the general public and
should have made more of an eVort to explain their supposed role in the process.

Post OYce, on the other hand, were easier to deal with. They kept me informed of what decisions were
being taken and when. They agreed to meet with me to discuss each individual branch closure and were fully
briefed on all the issues surrounding that branch. The consultation document was clear, concise and
published in good time and I received few complaints from my constituents about its layout. They also
turned up to the Grovehill Road public meeting.

One area of concern relates to the general lack of information available to my constituents. For example,
at the Grovehill Road public meeting we were repeatedly told that the Post OYce was losing £3 million a
week, yet we were not given specific information about the profitability of the branch (I was told only in
confidence). People therefore couldn’t make a proper assessment of the branch’s viability. Without wishing
to pry into the personal finances of the Sub-postmaster, some non-confidential information would have
enabled people to see if there was a pattern of increasing or decreasing profit or loss.

Another area of concern relates to the number of Post OYce branches the Government has stated it wishes
to close across the country. Alistair Darling, in his statement to the House last year, said that 2,500 branches
would be shut. This was the Government’s figure and we were told that it was non-negotiable. We were also
told that if one branch was to earn a reprieve, another one not too far away would have to be sacrificed. Yet
I have not seen any mechanism for how that subsequent loss would be consulted on. This strengthens the
argument made by some that the consultation was not genuine and that the Government intended to close
these 2,500 branches no matter what.

In conclusion, my main areas of concern are fourfold: the totally inadequate length of the consultation
process itself, total ignorance of what would happen in the event of a reprieve for a local branch, the role
(or lack of) that Postwatch played in the proceedings and their non-eVorts to engage with the local
population, and the extent to which the final decisions reflected the will of the local population. In the case
of Beverley and Holderness, and the four Post OYce branches mentioned, it is my opinion that they did not.
In the specific case of Grovehill, the decision to close the branch was one of most bizarre I have ever seen.
This is an area that needs to be addressed in your inquiry.

15 January 2008

Letter from Desmond Swayne MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December regarding the Committee’s analysis of the Post OYce Network
Change Programme. I have already furnished you with a copy of my response on behalf o the three post
oYces nominated for closure in my own constituency.

In general terms, I had no diYculty with the consultation process except in two regards. First, the principle
that the network size was to be fixed and therefore if a successful representation was made on behalf of one
of the nominated post oYces, this would result in another post oYce not yet nominated being closed.
Second, the enforced purdah that was placed on the postmasters in the nominated post oYces on pain of
financial penalty.

Although the consultation period was relatively short. I did find that the Post OYce was relatively helpful
when I sought further clarification on the criteria that had been used to arrive at the nominations.

6 December 2007
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Letter from Paddy Tipping MP

I am pleased that the Select Committee is looking at the consultation process involved with the Network
Change Programme.

I would like to make the following points:

1. The arrangement is for MPs to receive prior notice before proposals become public. In the case of
the East Midlands I received a day’s notice prior to the publication of the plan and the same before
publication of decisions. Greater notice would be helpful.

2. In the East Midlands 77 sub-post oYces were proposed for closure. In the end 75 were closed—
just two saved. In the main the Post OYce simply repeated the original reasons for proposed
closure and failed to recognise the arguments against the proposed closure. Local residents believe
that closures were a foregone conclusion and that the consultation had little value.

3. No real analysis backed up proposals for closure, for example, disadvantage, the age profile of
local residents, future housing and population growth were simply ignored. In eVect, the driver for
the change programme appeared simply to be the proximity of other outlets.

17 December 2007

Letter from Andrew Turner MP

Thank you for providing me with the opportunity to express some views on the process of consulting with
regards Post OYce branch closures and the Network Change programme.

I thought it would be helpful to provide some background so that my comments with regards specific
issues on the Isle of Wight have some context.

Between 14 December 2006 and 8 March 2007 the Government ran a 12-week consultation on the Post
OYce Network.

In May 2007 the Government issued its response to the now called “Network Change Programme” which
set out minimum access criteria for the Post OYce to use in order to determine which closures would take
place.

The first point I think it is worth making is that it is almost disingenuous to hold something called a
“consultation” with regards post oYce closures as already at this point it appears as though the decision
had been taken to close 2,500 branches out of the network of some 14,300 branches.

To use the word consultation in respect to proposed individual post oYce closures often gives the most
vulnerable in society false hope that there is a very good chance that the decision to close can be reversed.
As such I would recommend that the Post OYce stop using the word consultation as I am sure that the
closure figures will indicate that it is statistically very improbable that any decision will be reversed.

On 11 October of 2007 we received a letter with the Area Plan for Hampshire and the Isle of Wight. The
plan included the proposal to close five urban and five rural branches on the Isle of Wight.

Formal consultation commenced on 16 October 2007 and lasted for six weeks until 26 November.

On 23 November 2007 the Isle of Wight Chamber of Commerce, the Isle of Wight Rural Community
Council and myself responded to the consultation.

Unfortunately I never received any response from the Post OYce to the submission and in an email of 9
January I was told that this was due to an administrative error. I think that, in future, greater care should
be made to ensure that elected representatives are communicated with by the Post OYce.

Whilst the removal of any post oYce service is regrettable we specifically made representations on four
of the 10 branches threatened with closure. In the reasons given for the closure of three of these branches,
it appears as though representations made in response to the consultation were either ignored to an extent
or not read.

Lowther Branch

Mention was made about the unique geographical nature of the area, given that there are some of the
steepest inhabited hills in the country in the catchment area of the branch.

This issue which was raised as one of the objections to the closure seemed to have been completely ignored
in the area plan decision booklet, as was the issue with regards deprivation.
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Calbourne Branch

An objection was raised to the closure of this branch, with specific mention being made about the
uncertainty of the alternative services available.

In the Area Plan Decision Booklet this issue was not mentioned as having been raised, which again makes
you question the whole “consultation” process.

The proposed alternatives included Brighstone. It is impossible to reach and alternative Post OYce (at
Carisbrooke and Yarmouth) so neither should include Brighstone as an alternative.

Hunnyhill Branch

Future developments were identified as was the vital issue of providing local banking services; yet again
this was not mentioned in the Area Plan Decision Booklet.

Whilst I appreciate the Committee cannot look into specific closures, it appears as though responses to
the consultation have not always taken into account representations made by interested parties making the
consultation process itself seem almost sham like. As such I believe in future any Area Plan Decision book
may well be advised to give much more comprehensive reasons for both closure, and why reasons submitted
as to why a branch should remain have been overruled.

We have also been led to believe that in meetings between Postwatch and Royal Mail to discuss the Area
Plan, Royal Mail have only provided verbal confirmation as to their proposals. This seem to be unacceptable
and I would suggest that there should be some process whereby Royal Mail puts in writing to the Consumer
watchdog what its intentions actually are in order to avoid any misunderstandings.

Finally I question whether it is helpful for the meetings between the Postwatch and Royal Mall when
deliberating potential closures in a Members constituency to remain confidential.

13 January 2008

Letter from Peter Viggers MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December about the Post OYce review.

The Post OYce recommended the closure of one Post OYce in my constituency. The Bury Cross Post
OYce proposed for closure was criticised mainly because it lacked bus and other communications. In fact,
the Bury Cross Post OYce probably has the best communications in the entire constituency being served by
several bus routes and being opposite the local hospital. It is seriously disturbing that a closure should be
proposed on the basis of facts which are completely wrong.

We are, of course, making representations and hoping that closure will not go ahead.

20 December 2007

Letter from Rt Hon Ann Widdicombe MP

Thank you very much indeed for your letter of 6 December.

I was delighted to learn that your Committee has decided to follow up on its work on restructuring the
Post OYce network. I have always been opposed to the closure of post oYces and I consider the recent
consultation exercise to have been a fait accompli.

I received numerous letters from constituents about the process, in particular from the people of
Hawkhurst, who were set to lose two of their three post oYces.

I did have the opportunity to meet with the Post OYce, but I am afraid my concerns went unheard. Six
post oYces were threatened with closure in Maidstone and the Weald, and only one was reprieved.
Communities such as those surrounding the Benenden Chest Hospital have lost a vital community service
and fear that this wave of closures will be the first of many.

The response to the consultation in my mind was brief and dismissive of the objections made by myself
and those who participated in the process. Post oYces perform a highly significant role in communities
across the country and if key facilities such as renewing your TV licence continue to be withdrawn post
oYces face a very bleak future.

11 January 2008
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Letter from Derek Wyatt MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December 2007.

We had three sub-post oYces that were due to close. We had the consultation— two of the three were
profitable. One was semi-rural with one bus into Sittingbourne and one bus out a day (none at weekends).
Another represented a working-class hinterland. The owner of the third did not want to continue.

We opposed the closure of the two. We held public meetings with the Post OYce. They closed all three.
The whole consultation was a sham.

It should be possible to franchise a sub-post oYce as I suggested in the debate. The Post OYce can only
survive if it has a monopoly through its Crown post oYces. I have asked the Information Commissioner to
release all the correspondence surrounding the decisions.

I would be happy to appear in front of the Committee.

12 December 2007

Letter from Tim Yeo MP

Thank you for your letter of 6 December about the local area consultation for the Network Change
Programme. You ask me for my views on how the process has been handled in my constituency.

At all stages Royal Mail Management have treated me courteously and correctly and I have been kept
informed of their decisions and given advance warning of announcements. I have not received any
complaints from constituents that the consultation process has been handled incorrectly.

On 13 June 2007 I had a meeting with Jim Fitzpatrick, the Minister responsible for Postal Services at that
time. He was attentive and the meeting was useful. However it has become quite apparent that Ministers
have not taken into account the deeply and widely held concerns that the Government’s decision to close a
large part of the rural post oYce network is causing—Ministers have, quite simply, not listened. The
Government is intent on forcing through a policy which has many damaging eVects in constituencies like
mine.

Your Committee may be interested to read the enclosed paper I produced when I was Shadow Secretary
of State for Trade and Industry. This Government had adopted a blinkered approach to the future of Royal
Mail resulting in a disastrous policy.

19 December 2007

Letter from Rt Hon Sir George Young Bt MP

Thank you for your letter dated 6 December.

As you will know from my intervention in the debate on your Committee’s report, we would have
welcomed more openness about the viability of the post oYces that were being proposed for closure. Not
only would this have encouraged a better informed debate but it would also have given local authorities and
others the opportunity to consider whether they would dig into their pockets and make an oVer to the Post
OYce to keep a particular sub-post oYce open, without the Post OYce itself being out of pocket.

Some of the sub-postmasters I spoke to felt constrained about what they could say, due to their agreement
with the Post OYce.

There was a feeling that the consultation period was too short, and real concern that the alternative post
oYces—who would have to cope with the business from the closed ones—would not be able to
accommodate the extra business.

Final decisions on Hampshire are not going to be announced until after the final date for written responses
to your Committee.

6 December 2007



 

  

List of unprinted evidence 

The following memoranda have been reported to the House, but to save printing costs they have 
not been printed and copies have been placed in the House of Commons Library, where they may be 
inspected by Members.  Other copies are in the Parliamentary Archives, and are available to the 
public for inspection.  Requests for inspection should be addressed to The Parliamentary Archives, 
Houses of Parliament, London SW1A 0PW (tel. 020 7219 3074).  Opening hours are from 9.30 am to 
5.00 pm on Mondays to Fridays. 
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Postwatch 
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Alan Bates 
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Judy Robinson 

Save Tilton Post Office Campaign 

Ian Fulton 
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