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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 office closures, we remain concerned that it is
difficult 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 Office 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
offices but our area workshops highlighted the concern that distance between offices is only one factor. In
its consultation response, the CRC suggested that a range of other issues need to be considered before an
office is proposed for closure. These include :

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

— Supporting vulnerable groups—in rural England 17% of post office 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 office 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 office

— travelling time by public or private transport

— an assessment of the impact on the local economy

— access to the Post Office 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 office locations, the wide range of other issues (both social and economic)
that are of significance to post office closures should be given adequate coverage.

13. Public transport issues.

The mere existence of a public transport link to a neighbouring office 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 office may not be to the next nearest
office and so would involve extra travelling time and cost for customers. This could result in an unpredicted
migration of customers to a post office 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 Office to keep
the queuing situation at the remaining offices under review.

RECOMMENDATION

Patterns of usage following any post office 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 office 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 Office when deciding on the closure plans.
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15. Research of customers and sub-postmasters carried out by the CRC in 2006* found a high degree
of co-dependency between the post office and an attached shop. Currently, over 2,000 post offices 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 office 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 office
is dependable and its closure would adversely affect 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 office closure proceeding.

RECOMMENDATION

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

17. Home-working and post offices.

Rural home-based workers and self-employed people rely to a significant degree on village shops and post
offices. 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 effects of climate change. The closure of
the local post office would create inconvenience and additional cost for these categories of workers.

RECOMMENDATION

Post office 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 office would have a
detrimental effect 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 effective these can be in
helping to maintain a post office 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 Office to allow sufficient 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
Office in helping to devise methods of delivering post office 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 office 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 office
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 office services and also help the
retention of the other part of the business.

4 See report “The Economic Significance of Post Offices 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 Office to allow sufficient 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 office 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 Office, has set up an online advice service called “Rural Services Support ( RSSupport)”, operated
by Ruralnet’. The aim of this service is to help rural communities identify and deliver innovative ways of
accessing post office 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 Office 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 sufficient time to be allowed for this process to
successfully take effect.

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 Office 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 office network restructuring has been completed. We strongly urge that satisfactory
arrangements are put in place to ensure Postwatch staff 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 staff 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 effective 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 office network beyond 2011.

We hope that the access criteria continue to be applied beyond the current post office restructuring
programme. This should help ensure the retention of a sustainable network of post office 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 office services.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

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

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

> 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 office which has an attached shop
where this is the last remaining outlet in a community.

4. Post office 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 Office to allow sufficient 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 staff 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 Office Ltd of which
approximately 4,750 work in its 434 Crown Offices.

2. We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s timely inquiry into the current Post
Office 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 office network, including our strong opposition to the current
closure programme and the franchising of Crown Offices to WHSmiths, has previously been expressed in
our 2006 policy document “Serving Quality.: Post Office Counters: The Future” and in our response to the
DTI consultation on the Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Card Account. Meanwhile Post Office Ltd has been slow to develop new
products and services to replace lost revenue.

5. The Post Office 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 Office Ltd.

6. We recognise that Post Office 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 Office
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 Office staff to leave the business. No Post Office
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 Office Ltd’s programme of franchising Crown Offices to the high street retailer WHSmith is of
major concern to the CWU. Thirty seven Crown Offices have so far been franchised out of a planned 76 (a
further two have been franchised to other companies with 13% more planned). These franchised offices
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 Office’s customer base. Moreover, there has been no meaningful

% On9 January 2007 the CWU was informed by Post Office Ltd that two of these Crown Offices (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 offices whose customer bases are far larger than those found
at sub-post offices.
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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 Offices to WHSmith and viewing each
conversion as a commercial decision for Post Office Ltd alone. Consequently local people have had no
opportunity to influence Post Office Ltd’s decision and their input has been limited to providing “feedback™
on the proposed new facilities.

CWU RESPONSE

8. Crown Post Offices are the commercial core of the Post Office network. They are vital for the wider
success of Post Office Ltd; they act as flagships for the network and are the only offices providing the full
range of products and services offered by the company. Employees in Crown Offices 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 offer than the
often causal and inexperienced staff employed in franchised offices.

9. The franchising of Crown Offices 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 Office network. WHSmith
offer their staff vastly inferior terms and conditions to those of Post Office Ltd: WHSmith counter staff earn
barely above the minimum wage whereas the majority of Crown Office employees are paid slightly over £10
per hour. The better terms and conditions found in Crown Offices 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 Office’s work.

10. No major franchise operator offers 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 offices 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 Offices they replace with fewer counter clerks and staff inexperience
(resulting from the company’s refusal to transfer existing staff from Crown Offices on their current terms
and conditions) meaning transactions are taking longer. Franchised offices are also unlikely to be able to
offer customers the same level of expertise and advice as Crown Offices going forward; Post Office Ltd are
currently training staff for new roles as Financial Service Specialists and Product Sales Specialists. We are
aware of no such plans for franchised offices.

12. In many cases Post Office 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 Office. 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 Office 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 offer a
snapshot of some of the problems occurring in the new premises.

— Aberdeen: WHSmiths has placed the Post Office 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 staff 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 Office. Queues are now longer and often run all the way up the stairs. There has
been a migration of customers away from the franchised office to the one remaining Crown Office
in the town, where members of staff have received complaints about the quality of service at
WHSmiths.

— Blackpool: The main Crown Office 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 review’.

— Bromley: The main Crown Office 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 office is proposed for the first floor of the WHSmith
with two fewer counters than the Crown Office had previously. The branch is only approximately

50 metres from a Co-op branch which contains a post office, franchised from a Crown Office 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 Offices is
also of major concern. Post Office Ltd have refused to inform staff in offices 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 staff exercising their rights
under TUPE legistlation. We also believe Post Office 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 Office Ltd will make sense to many customers, given the commitment to
customer service displayed by WHSmith, and the fit between the businesses”.® Guidelines for the
consultation process were negotiated between Postwatch and Post Office Ltd, with Postwatch reaching the
conclusion that decisions to franchise are solely commercial, should be taken by Post Office 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 offices. 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 Office Ltd modifying their
plans. We believe that Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd staff, and the local MP, Post Office 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 Office 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 Office,
because it will not listen”.” Other MPs have been highly critical of the consultation process: Michael
Moore, MP for Berwickshire, Roxburgh & Selkirk, described the local consultation over Galashiels Crown
Office a “sham”;'° and Henry Bellingham, MP for North West Norfolk described the consultation over
King’s Lynn Crown Office as “nothing but a complete farce”.!!

17. In St. Andrews, 17,000 local people are reported to have signed a petition opposing the franchise.'?
Nevertheless, Post Office 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
Office”.

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.!3

19. Post Office Ltd has also sought to undermine Union campaigning against the franchising of Crown
Offices; a £1000 payment offered to staff in offices proposed for franchise was made contingent on their not
campaigning against the franchise programme. Many members, who can ill-afford to turn down the
payment, have been discouraged from campaigning.

8 www.postwatch.co.uk, 19 December 2007.
®  Hansard, 18th December 2007; P00096.

10" Southern Reporter, 12 July 2007.

1 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 Offices and Post Office Ltd’s current
programme of post office closures. The Post Office 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 Office and will reduce the network to only 373.

21. Crown Offices are at the heart of the Post Office network, vital for its wider success and act as flagships
with the full range of services offered by the company. Franchising to WHSmith is a short term cost-cutting
exercise paid for by the vastly inferior terms and conditions offered to those working in the new offices.
Franchised offices offer 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 Office 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 Office Network and support the need for
network change.

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

The Government and Post Office Limited have recognised the benefit of co-locating post offices with retail
outlets such as Co-operative stores in local communities. The combined Post Office and retail store drives
footfall for each other, which enhances the sustainability of both the Post Office and the community store.
During the Network Change Programme we have become concerned that the stance of Post Office 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 offerings such as National Lottery and Bill Payments. We recognise that Post Office 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 Office 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 Office network. We have been a significant
supporter of post offices and taken over the operation of post offices in communities throughout the UK.
Where it is commercially viable to do so, we would be happy to consider operating more post offices.

To date Post Office Limited have announced the proposed closure of 24 post offices 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 Office Limited has not taken into account that our staff in co-located
post offices are employees and not self-employed individuals running their own business like many other
sub-Postmasters. They have communicated information about closures to staff 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 office.

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 Office 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 difficult to ascertain, as it is still very early in the Network Change Programme. However published
Area Plan decisions indicate that Post Office 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 Office.

It appears that Post Office 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 effect on the remaining branch network leading to further closures in the future. It could also
leave many areas without access to Post Office 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 Office Limited to return
the Crown office network to profitability. Improving the commercial offer of these branches is vital to the
sustainability of the remaining network and we expect the Post Office Limited to continue pressing for
improvements in this area, as consumers are able to obtain many Post Office services from other outlets.

However, we are also concerned that the projected migration of customers to the remaining network from
closed sub-post offices may not occur to the levels expected by Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Limited further develop its relationship with multiple
Post Office operators such as ourselves, and work in partnership with them to strengthen the Post Office
network for the future and beyond.

OTHER ISSUES

We have specific concerns about the compensation package offered by the Post Office Limited. When the
first branch closures were agreed upon, the Post Office 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 offer 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 Office amount to restrictive
covenants on our remaining retail business. Services such as bill payment and lottery are an important part
of our commercial offer and we have always sought to offer them in our stores regardless of whether the
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store hosts a post office. 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd
proposed the closure of 44 branches in this area, replacing a further three branches with outreach services
to leave in place 264 post offices 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 Office Network, we welcome the decision
by the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee to hold an inquiry into early experiences of
the Post Office’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
Office Ltd’s website on the morning of the first day of the consultation process in October. This was
particularly difficult 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 Office 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 offer to do that.

The local area public consultation period only lasted 6 weeks before a final decision was made by Post
Office Ltd on the future of POs in these areas. As a result, this caused difficulties 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 Office 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 office 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
Office 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 Office Ltd with this difficult 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
effective 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Network Change programme was sent
last week on behalf of DOF, the Daventry District Over Fifties Forum, which is affiliated 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 Office 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 effect 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 Offices are to be closed. The Post Office 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 Office 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 staff 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 affect 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)'*

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 Office 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 consultation'?

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

— The title of the Area Plan was misleading. The Plan was called East Essex and Suffolk, when in
fact it incorporated East, West, North and Mid Essex; this necessitated additional publicizing to
ensure that those affected 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
difficult, due to the timescale of the consultation. To allow time to arrange, publicise and provide sufficient
notice—whilst allowing enough time after the meeting for the messages to be fed out and used has been
extremely difficult. This, 1 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 office (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.

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 Office 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 offered 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 Office 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 affected 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 effective 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 different 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 offices have been
identified for closure, the road distance to the next office 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 office. 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 Office 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 affected 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 affected and the
impact on the local economy. However, the financial problems besetting the Post Office 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 difficult 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 Office 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 effective, appropriate or fair method to gather
information or the views of communities and stakeholders affected by the proposed closures. Six weeks is
not a sufficient 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 Office 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 Office Ltd’s marketing and information on how to respond to the consultation has been poor, with
unhelpful and uninformative feedback forms provided within post offices 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 effect 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 affected the level of response
received.

The decision booklets produced by Post Office 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 efforts 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 office, 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 Office Ltd. It is not reasonable
for Post Office 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 Office
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 Office 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 Office Ltd brings forward
proposals to close branches, they have taken full account of the needs of affected communities.” It is difficult
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 Office 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 affective 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 Office’s “Network Change
Programme”. It is particularly welcome that as well as looking at the restructuring of the sub-post office
network it will also look at the implications of the changes to the Crown post office network and the transfer
of offices to retail outlets, such as branches of WHSmith.

2. Details of which offices 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 Office is a matter of great importance to many Londoners, who see their local
post office as a vital public service. Research by the National Consumer Council has identified that London
has suffered 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 office
outlet, and that 95% of the total urban population across the UK are to be within one mile of their nearest
post office 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 offices 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 offices.

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 Foundation'® 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 difficulties faced by
individual post offices. The Post Office 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 offices close, it can
lead to a cycle of economic decline in deprived urban areas!’.

9. Ttis 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 offices 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 effective network
of post offices 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 Office 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 office 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
insufficient 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 offices in deprived urban areas. This would
require an increase in the Social Network Payment to reflect the larger number of offices 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 office closures than the
six week period currently planned. It is good practice for consultations to last 12 weeks. Given the
importance of Post Offices 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 Offices
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 offices has been much lower than that of Crown post
offices 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 sufficient 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 offices 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 offices 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 Office 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 Office continues to
offer 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 sufficient 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 Office 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 office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd to learn the lessons of previous
closures to ensure that communities with the greatest need for Post Office 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_office_closures.pdf

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE LOCAL CONSULTATION PROCESS SO FAR

In our joint report with Dr Foster research consultancy, Post Office 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 Office services;

2. The need for sensitive and a responsive consultation process to engage communities most in need
of post office 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

Establishing a baseline of service provision to take into account the effect 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 efforts to engage hard to reach groups who are
often most in need of post office 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 Office 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 Office provision (per household);

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

— People who most rely on Post Office 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 Office service. An
effective 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 Office 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 effective co-operation between Postwatch and Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 effective consumer involvement in issues surrounding the future of
the post office network. We know from many years of research that post offices 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 offices.

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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 office 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 offices make up 97% of the national network of post
offices 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 Office Ltd’s Network Change programme for restructuring the sub-post office
network. It also looks at the implications of the changes to the Crown post office network and the transfer
of many such offices to retail outlets, such as branches of WHSmith.

2.2 Thisis 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 LOoCAL 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 Office Ltd
(POL) or the communications received by the public.

3.2 Communications between NFSP and Post Office 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 office is proposed for closure under the Network Change programme, posters to this
effect are displayed in branches and customers are informed. This often leads to customers finding
alternative post offices 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 office 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 difficult to get these customers back and re-build their
businesses. This usually affects the retail side of their outlet, as well as the Post Office business.

3.6 Research based on the outcomes of the previous Urban Network Reinvention programme, which
also resulted in mass planned post office closures, confirms that revoked closure proposals damage sub-post
office business.!'® During this programme, 95 post offices had their closure proposals withdrawn after public
consultation. Interviews with a subset of these sub-postmasters suggest that their post offices were
“negatively affected 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 offices whose closure proposal was revoked.

3.7 NFSPwould like to see Post Office Ltd providing financial assistance to support sub-postmasters who
have seen their businesses seriously affected 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 office is not
closing after all; regular retail advisor visits; training on best practice; and offering them additional products.

“CHANGE OF USE” FOR RETAIL SIDE OF BUSINESS

3.8 Around 75% of post offices are run alongside a shop. NFSP is concerned that in cases where the Post
Office 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 Office side he or she can be saddled
with an unviable and unsellable business and face bankruptcy.

18 NERA, September 2006, Post Office 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 Office Ltd has made some grant money available to sub-postmasters with offices identified as
either potential “receiving branches” that are expected to receive additional customers as the result of the
closure of a nearby post office; 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 offices 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 office. We understand from POL that the
following works are eligible for grant funding: additional fortress position; additional combi/screenless
position; screenless sub office 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 staff costs (eg for extending
opening hours or staffing extra counter positions).

3.12 NFSP is delighted that grants have been made available to assist sub-post offices to make
adaptations to cope with increased numbers of customers due to closures of neighbouring offices, and also
to support the new core post offices. However, we are concerned that these grants are massively insufficient
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.”!

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 offices.

3.14 Critically, the scope of the Network Change Investment Grant Scheme is not sufficiently wide. Many
sub-offices 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 office grant schemes show that grants lead to post office 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.?" 2! Analysis of the impact of the Deprived Urban Post Office 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 office grant programmes have been available to some post
offices, but less than 4% of the sub-post office 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 office 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.”?> NFSP believes that to complement the Network Change
closures and achieve Government aims of a sustainable post office network, either the Network Change
Investment Grant Scheme needs to be widened and extended or additional grant programmes providing all
sub post offices with access to adequate investment grants should be introduced.

MATCHING SUB-POSTMASTERS WITH OFFICES

3.16 One of the key issues for the post office closure programme, is how to ensure the post offices 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 office, 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 offices are no longer needed. Similarly those
that want to stay do not necessarily have offices that are well-located or otherwise viable.

19 Department of Trade and Industry, December 2006, The Post Office Network—a consultation document.
20 Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, December 2006, Evaluation of the Deprived Urban Post Office Fund.
2l Welsh Assembly Government, May 2006, Evaluation of the Post Office Development Fund.

2 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 offices; this assists sub-postmasters who want to leave the network but whose offices are not scheduled
for closure to transfer their offices to subpostmasters with closing offices who wish to remain. NFSP is
currently working with POL to streamline the procedures necessary to transfer offices 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 offer 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 Itis planned that 75 Crown post offices 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 office into a
WHSmith outlet that is closer to a nearby sub-post office. In turn this risks the newly-located Crown office
outlet cannibalising the work of the sub-post office.

5.2 Post Office 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 office is moved nearer to a sub-
post office 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 office’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 offices under the Network Change
programme. We believe that it is an unfortunately necessary first step in providing a viable future for those
offices 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 offices.
At the moment, we see no indication of this happening.

6.2 NFSP is therefore deeply concerned about the future of the post office network. We fear there is
currently a severe lack of strategic vision to bring our post offices sufficient 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 offices 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 Office; bill payment facilities for utility companies; and other
financial services. In many cases post offices 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 offer their
transactions via alternative (non-Post Office) suppliers. A consequence of this is the slow erosion of
contracts from the post office network—a classic example of which is the high profile BBC decision to
discontinue the provision of TV licensing services through post offices. 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 offices.
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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.??

6.6 Following encouragement from the Government, over the past three years Post Office 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 Office Ltd has stated that these services are vital to the future
of the post office 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 offices. Ipsos MORI found that in January 2006, average earnings from banking
services were £46 per month (1% of average net post office income); financial services brought in £7 a month
on average; and telephony £5.

6.7 At the same time overheads and staff costs have been increasing. Average overheads rose by 19% and
staff costs by 12% between 2004 and 2006. Over the same period, sub-postmasters’ personal drawings from
their post office 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 office staff costs, overheads and personal
drawings from their post office pay.

6.8 NFSP understands that the 2,500 proposed post office closures are intended to improve the viability
of the remaining offices. However, without a clearer vision of the additional products and services which
post offices will offer, we are deeply sceptical that closures alone are likely to make much of an improvement
in the viability of those sub post offices which remain in the network. An in-depth study of post offices
following the previous closure programme, Urban Network Reinvention, drew no clear conclusions about
post office business improving following the closure of nearby offices. 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 Office Ltd over the relevant period.?*

POSTAL SERVICES

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

6.10 A further possible new source of mails income for the post office 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 office 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
office 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 office 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 offices 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 offices 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 office network’s income. In 2000 two-thirds of the state benefits paid in the UK were paid over the post
office counter. These transactions brought in around 40% of the post office 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 offices. By 2006 the Post Office card account, now
the main vehicle for benefits payment at post offices, was bringing in 10% of a sub-post office’s net pay.?

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

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

24 See 1.

2 See 6.
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Work and Pensions announced that it would transfer its bulk mail business from R oyal Mail (like Post Office
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 offices.

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 office 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 offices were to offer a Government
General Practitioner service which was envisaged as a trained and IT-enabled staff acting as a guide to
government.?® 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”.?’ 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 offices 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 office network more effectively and actively encourage
departments to make their services available through post offices. 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
Office’s offer.

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 office network. However, to date much local authority support for
post offices appears to have been provided on a piecemeal basis, but we feel that local authority services at
post offices 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 offices. 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 offices.

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 offices. 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 offer some payment facilities at post offices—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 offices which will receive payment for dealing with the transactions. It also
increases “footfall”—people undertaking these transactions are likely to use other post office services or the
attached shop while they are on the premises, again assisting the viability of the whole outlet.

PosTt OFFICE CARD ACCOUNT

6.18 NFSP is delighted that there is to be a successor to the Post Office card account after 2010. However,
we believe that if Post Office Ltd does not win the tender, the outcome will be catastrophic for our national
post office 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 office closures will result
if the contract is awarded to a competitor.

26 Performance and Innovation Unit, June 2000, Counter Revolution—Modernising the Post Office 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 Office
Ltd.?® On an individual level, Post Office card account transactions bring subpostmasters an average of
£249 a month (10% of a net pay). In the case of sub-postmasters with offices in deprived urban areas, card
accounts bring them a monthly average of £403 (12% of net pay).? These figures, of course, only refer to
income directly derived. People undertaking card account transactions are likely to use other post office
services, or purchase services or goods from businesses attached to post offices while they are on the
premises. In this way sub post offices 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 offer 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 offices. Following the introduction of the direct payment programme, the
Government agreed that post offices should work with more high street banks to offer their customers a
broad range of transactions at post offices. 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 offices.’°

6.22 Both Post Office Ltd and Government have emphasised the key future role that post offices should
play in the provision of banking facilities. Post offices are ideally placed to offer 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 offer banking services at post offices,
significant numbers of bank accounts still remain unavailable at post offices. 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 offer any access to their current accounts at post offices. Furthermore,
half of all basic bank accounts are not accessible at post offices. Many of the banks that do offer 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 offices. The majority of basic bank account holders with
post office access cannot make cash or cheque deposits at post offices.

6.23 NFSP believes that all the major high street banks should offer a comprehensive service for their
current, basic and business account holders at post offices. This would provide an excellent free community
banking service for the public. Widespread use of post office 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.’' The universal availability of these services would also make
post office banking easier to promote. Currently the banks do not advertise their post office services and it
is a difficult message for Post Office 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 Office.

6.24 NFSP also believes that the Government should urgently explore ways to establish a bank at the
Post Office. This would bring the UK Post Office 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 office network. The Post Office is regarded with a high level of trust,
including among financially excluded groups;* five small businesses already make extensive use of and are
heavily dependent upon the post office network, with 20% using a post office every day and 47% every week,
currently mostly for postal services;?? 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 office.®* All of these factors would indicate that there are potentially strong markets
available to a Postbank.

28 Postcomm, October 2006, Post Offices at the Crossroads—Network Annual Report 2005-06.

2 See 6.

30" University of Nottingham, February 2006, The Changing Geography of British Bank and Building Society Branch Networks
1995-2003.

New Economics Foundation, December 2003, Ghost Town Britain II.

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.

3 House of Commons Treasury Select Committee, March 2005, Cash Machine Charges.

31
32
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6.26 The establishment of a Postbank, with POL gaining the contract for the successor to the Post Office
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 Office Ltd to issues relating
to Network Change affecting 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 offices. NFSP is attempting to ameliorate the situation by offering a service to
match offices 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 offices 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 office
network. Whilst the closures under Network Change may help Post Office Ltd to balance its books in the
short-term, NFSP believes that closures alone will be insufficient to ensure the viability of those sub offices
remaining in the network. NFSP is profoundly concerned that the Network Change programme lacks the
strategic vision necessary to ensure our post office network has a sustainable future.

7.5 NFSP believes that our post offices 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 efforts being made now to deliver and support
such work, the network will not be sustainable for sub-postmasters—inevitably resulting in mass unplanned
post office 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 officer employed by North Yorkshire County Council responsible for putting together the
Authority’s response to the proposed post office closures in our area, I am responding to your request for
evidence to your inquiry examining post office branch closures.

The Government’s Forward Strategy on post offices 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 offices 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 offices, 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 Office 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 Office’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 Office 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 offices. 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 Office 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 Office
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 Office
branches. This begs the question why they are being closed—other than ensuring that the Post Office 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.

Insufficient 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 sufficient
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 office can open would encourage
residents to use their post office (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
office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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
Office for their views even though they have been listed as a “consultee” in the Post Office’s Area Plan.

7 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by PayPoint plc (POS 32)

PayPoint welcomes the Committee’s current inquiry into the Post Office Closure Programme. As the Post
Office network suffers 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office network and widen the range of services offered through the Post Office.

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
Offices, helping to ensure effective 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 Office in Welwyn Garden City, which shows successful co-residency in practice!

We urge the Committee to consider that PayPoint offers viable commercial solutions to the problems
surrounding the Post Office closure programme, and that the Government and the Post Office should be
encouraged to see co-operation between PayPoint and the Post Office 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 Office Ltd needs greater commercial freedom to win new business and keep existing contracts;

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

— Post Office Ltd should improve the customer experience by negotiating tougher service level
agreements with large franchisees and modernising the Crown post office 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 offices 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 office 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 Office Ltd.

FUTURE OF NETWORK DEPENDS ON RIGHT PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

3. After the restructuring programme, the Post Office network will comprise around 370 directly-
managed Crown offices and around 12,000 branches owned and operated by franchise owners. These post
offices 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 office branch and over 90% perceive their branch as easy to reach.
43% of people said that they used a post office 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 Office Ltd to build on
now and in the future.

Figure 2.9 e-Retail market size 2001/11
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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 offices. Postal services represent around 26%
of Post Office Ltd’s business and mail is the one product offering that helps the post office 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 office 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 Office Ltd has shown some
initiative in terms of exploiting new mail opportunities through internet shopping, for example, working
with Argos, to offer their internet customers a collection facility at their local post office.

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 Office Ltd and for subpostmasters. Postcomm urges the Royal Mail Group to allow
Post Office Itd 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 Office 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 Office 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 office
network as a collection or delivery point. The sub-postmasters, in turn, have a contract with Post Office Ltd
that allows them to provide postal services only for Royal Mail and Parcelforce. In Postcomm’s view, the
post office 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 Office Ltd greater commercial freedom through
further separation of Post Office Ltd and Royal Mail’s letters business. Separation of Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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
Office Ltd is essentially a retail business—one of the largest in Europe, while Royal Mail is a
communications and logistics business. Post Office 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 Office Itd is getting on with the network
change programme, while Royal Mail’s transformation plan continues to suffer from implementation
delays.

11. If separation of Post Office 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
Office 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 Office Network, Postcomm is
examining the pros and cons of separation of Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd.

13. Post Office Ltd is investing in training for Crown post office staff, but it is vital that the quality and
availability of induction and training for all sub post office staff is improved. Sub post office staff also need
long term support from Post Office 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 Office 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 office. This means developing the relationship between Post Office 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 staff is better linked to
the degree of sales effort required and the value of the business won. Postcomm recognises that putting the
relationship between Post Office Ltd and its franchisees onto a more forward looking basis will require
commitment from Post Office Ltd, the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters and each and every
subpostmaster.

BACKGROUND

16. Postcomm’s role in relation to the Post Office 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 offices
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 Office Network Report—QOctober 2007

— At the end of September 2007 there were 14,118 post offices 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 offices 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 Office 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 Office 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
aclear 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 Office 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 S1x 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 Suffolk; 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 offices.

— 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 different 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 different 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 affected post offices, 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 sufficient 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, effect 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 office 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 difficult 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 Tt is also important that customers understand that the decision to close 2,500 post offices 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 offices. 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 different 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.postoffice.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 offer 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 difficult 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 difficulties 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 affected
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 efforts 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 Wealso 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 office 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
office. The review process was initiated as we were not convinced that POL had sufficiently taken account of
local topography when it opted to open the new post office 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 office network in this area.

3.5 Postwatch has also taken the proposed closure of the post office 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 office 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
office 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 offices 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
office network once the closure programme is over. For the Government, this should involve clear
pronouncements that they are committed to a post office network of 12,200 (including the new 500 outreach
services). This is particularly important given the recent Government statement (HC 18 December 2007
ccl1472W-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 offices.

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 effectiveness 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 staff member takes three steps, and there is not
an explicit option to speak to a call handler about post office 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 staff gave out an address that was not
freepost.

— POL provided callers with three different 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 office network consists of 441 branches. POL has reported that crown offices,
directly managed by Post Office Ltd, lost £70 million in 2006-07. In an effort to reduce losses and avoid
closures, POL announced its intention to franchise 70 crown offices into WHSmith stores. By January 2008,
13 of these 70 post offices had opened, with the remaining conversions scheduled to take effect by
summer 2008.

6.2 Postwatch is scrutinising proposals to close several sub-post offices in locations where, if the closures
go ahead, crown offices or newly converted franchised offices 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
office 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 offices. 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 offices receive a high standard of service.

6.4 Postwatch is also pleased that POL has agreed to additional accessibility measures where post office
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 office 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 offices are currently six minutes, underlining the need for further
investment in the crown office 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 N
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Postwatch begins scrutiny of proposals, including visits
to post offices and analysis of POL's and other data
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Review meetings between POL and Pre-consultation
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v

POL commences discussions with
sub-postmasters in affected area
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One week before end of pre-consultation -
POL contacts MPs and local authorities

J \

Press releases from POL and Postwatch. Both
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posters and posts details on website
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Postwatch issues reminders to media on consultation Public .
throughout the period. POL provides Postwatch consultation (6 weeks)
with interim summary of responses.
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Further scrutiny of proposals and analysis of responses
given to POL.
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position. POL gives Postwatch summary of responses.
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(3 weeks)
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Stage One - POL Network Development Manager \
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Regional Development Manager review concerns
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Member review outstanding concerns
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Stage Four - review by Royal Mail Chairman _/
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Appendix Two: Geographic Information System samples (ot 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 Office Ltd (POS 4)

INTRODUCTION

Post Office Ltd’s Network Change programme represents the implementation of the Government’s policy
on the UK’s network of Post Office 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 efficient 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 Office 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 Office Ltd has consistently made clear that the size and shape of the Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd, including
90% of rural branches. These branches are only profitable to sub-postmasters because they are subsidised
by a loss-making Post Office 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, offers 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 Office 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
affected, 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 Office Ltd has
mounted an extensive communication effort, 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 affected and undertaking personal one-to-one meetings with every affected sub-postmaster

1.5 Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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
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— 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 affected than any
other, are set and cannot be amended by the planning and consultation process. Post Office 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 Office 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 affected 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd asked 468 UK Local Authorities to provide information relevant to
planning the future provision of Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 offices. Between 2% and 26% of closures initially proposed—350
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 Office 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 Office branches based on road distance between branches
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—  Financial benefit to Post Office Ltd—including net sub-postmaster pay costs saved, and other costs
to Post Office 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 Office Ltd always undertakes on
the ground local research to check and validate local information and to identify the likely issues affecting
customers. The final proposal, on which public consultation takes place, is produced by a Network
Development Manager—a senior Post Office Ltd manager with direct knowledge and experience of the
affected area—and checked and approved by the Programme Director.

2.9 In general, Post Office 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 Office business can be adversely affected by even a withdrawn closure proposal. The
number of changes resulting from public consultation alone is therefore not the right measure of the
effectiveness of the process.

2.10 A multi-stage review process has been agreed between Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office
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 Office 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 Office 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 affected by first 12 plans 126—meetings offered to all MPs.
Principal reason for not taking up offer
was lack of change planned in

constituency
Number of Local Authorities affected by first 12 plans 161
Number of Local Authorities engaged in planning 111
Number of meetings undertaken with affected 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 unaffected 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
Office 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 Office network

4.1 In 2004 Government asked Post Office Ltd to develop trials of innovative and efficient ways of
providing Post Office services in communities where a traditional full branch has closed or was becoming
clearly unsustainable for the sub-postmaster. In response, Post Office Ltd developed and tested four models
for “Outreach” service provision—a mobile post office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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
Office Ltd to provide services through Outreach outlets in around 500 communities—partially offsetting 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 Office 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 Office
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 Office 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 Office Ltd finalise details of an outreach
replacement. In these circumstances Post Office 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 Office 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 Office
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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd is not reached. There are four potential stages to this review—at stage three,
Postwatch and Post Office 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 Office 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 different stages of the consultation
process.
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6. CROWN PosT OFFICES—HOW THEY INTERACT WITH THE SUB POST OFFICE NETWORK

Summary

— Post Office 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 Office 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 Office network, giving
certainty on the future of almost all branches—373 to be retained by Post Office 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 Office 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
Office 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 Office Ltd is conducting public consultation on each Crown Office 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 Office Ltd has a single, integrated approach to managing changes to Crown offices 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 Office Ltd’s overall plans and the overall provision of
Post Office services for the area can be considered in making the final decisions.

6.6 Post Office 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 Office 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 Office
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 Office 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 Office Ltd is, at the same time as transforming the size and shape of the network, transforming
the range of services provided and products offered as the Government withdraws the traditional business
which has historically enabled sub-postmasters to run viable small businesses based around the Post Office
contract. Government business will by 2010 make up less than 10% of the average the sub-postmaster’s Post
Office 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 Office 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 affected sub-postmasters. Post Office 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 Office 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 Office branches are not commercially viable for
Post Office Ltd and require support through the structure of the Post Office remuneration to make them
viable for sub-postmasters, which provides minimum income levels regardless of low numbers of
transactions in smaller branches. Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd (POS 4C)

POST OFFICE NOTE ON TUPE

THE CONTEXT

The Crown Office network as it stood before the current partnership WHSmith was losing more than £1
million every week—Ilosses that simply cannot be sustained and which threaten Post Office Ltd’s ability to
provide flagship branches in the UK’s towns and cities. The current strategy gives Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 offices have been franchised affecting approximately 3,800
employees. The union has always been consulted and Post Office Ltd has always met the requirements of
the legislation. No challenge to that approach has been mounted by the CWU until now.



Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence Ev 101

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 Office Ltd’s approach to employees affected by a conversion is fundamentally different.
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 Office Ltd has more than
complied with those requirements and are vigorously defending the proceedings currently brought by the
Cwu.

Further, Post Office Ltd has been careful to try to explain its position to the affected 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 different terms, in most instances having already received a redundancy payment from Post Office 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 Office 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 Offices as a means of
shedding the biggest loss-makers, Post Office 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 offices 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 Office Ltd’s own document, Appendix 1 (Branch access report (not printed here)) to an Area plan
proposal, sent to the L.A. on Ist 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 Office Nottingham
describing from their perspective what the loss of their post office would mean to them.

2. The warden from a Flexible Support Options house indicates how crucial Carrington Post Office
is to the people she refers to as her “ladies”. These are typical of people for whom the local post
office 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 office 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 office.

3. A small selection of the very many letters written by other users who have an interest in the
retention of Carrington post office. Since your time is severely limited may I draw your attention
to two letters in particular?



Ev 102 Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence

4. A local architect, Mr Boyd McAfee, is one of many to represent the interest that businesses have
in the survival of Carrington Post Office 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 affected by the loss of this profit-making post office. Moreover the 18
or so retail outlets in the same parade as the post office for which Carrington Post Office is the hub
have also made—so far unheard—representations.

27 January 2008

Memorandum submitted by Save Our Post Offices Campaign, Herefordshire (POS 12)

1. SUBMISSION

This submission is being made by Jesse Norman, Co-Ordinator of the Save Our Post Offices Campaign
for Herefordshire. It reflects almost a year of consultation, research and discussion with local residents, user
groups, sub-postmasters and-mistresses, local government officials, parish councils and other interested
bodies into the scandal of Post Office closures.

2. CAMPAIGN

The Campaign is a county-wide effort to prevent the closure of post offices in Herefordshire. There are
over 60 post offices 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 office. Of course, post offices operate in a commercial environment
and there will generally be some closures in the ordinary course of business. But a local post office 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 office is an important place to meet others and socialize.

4. PRINCIPLE DISCARDED

Government policy has historically recognised Post Office’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 Office 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 Offices 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 Office in the
firing line instead. The Post Office 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 Office’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 Office’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 Offices meet the criteria can be determined now, in a largely mechanical way;
and if that is so, then the Government already in effect knows which post offices 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 Office is, how
many customers it has and its commercial effectiveness. And worse of all, it entirely ignores any assessment
of local needs. The result of this is that thoroughly effective Post Offices and Post Offices 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 Offices is regressive, affecting worst those who can least deal with the loss of service. Post
Offices were especially important in more disadvantaged areas, affecting 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 effect of Post Office 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 traffic 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 Office
to prevent avoidable closures. We now face the loss of as many as 22 post offices, 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 Office’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



Ev 104 Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence

developed and consulted on for our local area. Given the importance of the local Post Office Network, we
welcome the decision by the Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Committee to hold an inquiry into
early experiences of the Post Office’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 Office 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 office 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 Office 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 office
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 office branch closures.

Stirling Council, having made strenuous efforts 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 effective.

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 Office 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 affected 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 office branches.

We would suggest that the six week consultation period will cause particular difficulties 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 different options. Such information
was only obtained from Post Office Ltd. at the request of Stirling Council several weeks into the consultation
period. If, following the current consultation period the Post Office Ltd continues with the proposal to
impose an outreach service on these communities, our view is that it is essential that Post Office 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 affected 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 Office 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 Office Ltd has not
answered questions on this at public meetings, nor was sufficient 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 Office 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 Office 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 affected, 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 effects 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 Office 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 Office Ltd is meant to take into
consideration—access to alternative post office 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 Office Network: Government Response to Public Consultation™ says (page
16):

“In applying the access criteria, Post Office 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 Office Ltd will also consider the availability of public transport and alternative access to key
post office services, local demographics and the impact on local economies when drawing up area
plans. Post Office Ltd will demonstrate how these factors have been considered in arriving at their
plans in each local consultation document.” (Emphasis added.)

Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd.

In the Stirling area, Post Office 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 Office Ltd., these are medium sized villages, all of which
are sufficiently large to support a range of local services in their own right and two of which currently have
full time post office branches. We can understand how a mobile service can work effectively 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 Office Ltd than necessarily a robust analysis of the
needs of the three communities affected. 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 office is currently
located in the only shop in a community, in our case Gargunnock and Thornhill, hosting the post office 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 effectively 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 offer 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 Office 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 staff 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd with this difficult task.

Prior to publication of specific proposals for the Stirling area, Stirling Council submitted to Post Office
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 affected. 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 Office Ltd.

Overall we feel that there was scope for more positive and constructive dialogue between Stirling Council
and Post Office Ltd prior to the publication of proposals. We have urged Post Office 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 offer to the difficult
process of rationalising the national post office 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 effective 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 Office Ltd that any information provided in advance to local councils
would be leaked to be offensive 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 PoOST OFFICES

As noted above it has recently been confirmed that Stirling’s Crown post office 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 office 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 Office branch to a franchise partner is a commercial
decision to be taken solely by Post Office 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 office is important for businesses in the vicinity as the post
office 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 Office Ltd. in formulating
its proposals.

We are also concerned that we have had no information on what will happen with post office provision
in Stirling should WHSmith get into financial difficulties, 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 office network interact with sub-post office 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 Office 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 office, 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 OoF 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 office 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 Office 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

— Dbecause 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 Office Network—A government response to public
consultation” of May 2007 the Government stated:

“Post Office Ltd will also consider the availability of public transport and alternative access to key
post office services, local demographics and the impact on local economies when drawing up area
plans. Post Office 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 office 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 offered 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 office, 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 office 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 offices in my constituency were identified (and
subsequently confirmed) for closure, I am disappointed to report that, on the whole, this has been a rather
difficult 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 Office Ltd. discovered that they were drumming up support for the continuation of their
post office (and livelihood) was not helpful coming as it did at the start of the consultation. Second, letting
it be known that should one post office 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 different story but the Post Office 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 Office was that this post
office was profitable and rated ‘gold’ by the Post Office themselves. However, at a consultation meeting Post
Office Ltd. were adamant that Passfield made a loss for the Post Office 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 Office 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 offices proposed for closure. If Post Office 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 offices. 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 office. Now that the
post office 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 Office 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 offices 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 offices 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
Office.

What has been more positive, however, has been the willingness of the Post Office (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 Office about the proposals
and that was also granted at relatively short notice.

The other good feature was the decision of the Post Office 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 Office 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 Office closures in my
constituency, have been somewhat frustrated by the actions of Post Office 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 Offices 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 “T 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 affected 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 Office 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 sufficient 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 inefficient 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 sufficient 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
Office closure programme and consultation process.

In my constituency of Wellingborough five proposed Post Office 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 Office 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 offered to me. I was offered 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 Office cancelled the meeting. The only way I learned in advance of which Post
Offices 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 Office.

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 Office 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 affected
had been threatened that if they spoke out against the proposed closures this would affect the level of
compensation they would get if their Post Office did in fact close. I thought that this was extraordinary
behaviour on behalf of the Post Office.

It was also felt that the consultation documents did not make it clear why certain Post Offices had been
singled out for closure. Whilst some of the closures proposed were for Post Offices 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 Office was on the list, she was filled
with a sense of shock and horror. As a busy Post Office serving four villages she could not understand why
her Post Office had been selected.

Also the Post Office 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 suffered
a recent closure programme of around 10 branches, why another five had been selected has not been
made clear.

Itis also strange that the Post Office 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 Offices which is on the proposed closure list.

The final point I would like to make is that the Post Office 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 Office 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 Office Network Change programme. I am
enclosing some briefing comments on the process as it is applied locally.

First I should record that the Post Office has made some effort 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 offices earmarked for closure.

My main concern relates to the degree of consultation with the Postmasters involved. I appreciate that
this is a difficult issue in that in at least one case the pattern of the Post Office decision became known in
advance and led to some rather irregular private briefing before any formal announcement. However, [ 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 Office (perhaps because the Postmaster was ready to retire), and [
certainly feel it important that the Post Office 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
office, 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
Office 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 Offices 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 Offices on Tuesday 15 January 2008.
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I met with managers from the Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office announced a decision to move our main post office to a first floor location in WH Smith,
just after the end of the consultation period on sub-post offices. 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 Office and not the new one. Obviously moving the main post office south
east would have been likely to provide more work for the two sub-post offices 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 office. Two further points
are relevant. First, the capacity of the main post office 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 Office 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 Offices 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 Offices 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
effect on the local community.

Within the short timescale, local people were mobilised and made their views strongly to Post Office
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 offered to provide additional Post Office 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 Office to take additional business—however, I am unaware of any further visits by the
Post Office to assess the situation.

DECISION-MAKING

Despite strong assurances that all letters would be personally read by the Post Office 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 Offices prior to the announcement
of the decision.

The closure of the Post Offices 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 Office has abandoned. However,
the Post Office contract has been, and is, unnecessarily restrictive:

— Postmasters/mistresses have been forbidden from commenting in public on the closure of their
Post Office.

— Were the local community to wish the Post Office to delay closure, the outgoing Postmaster/
mistress would be penalised financially for delaying closure.

— Ex-Post Offices 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 Office. 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
offices, I actually think that it is almost impossible to argue with the proposal that some of the very small
offices should be closed and I did have one or two which only served less than 20 people a week. They even
had offices 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 office where the suggestion was that the customers could
be diverted to two other very busy post offices in the same suburb, but about half a mile or more away. There
was also a proposal to close a post office in a village where the post office did not handle many transactions,
but the post office 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 office and many of his customers. I concentrated on
approaches to the local management of Post Office 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 effective 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 offer me a meeting, which took place in my office 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 office 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
Rushcliffe. Post Office Ltd did listen to the representations that were made and I personally believe that they
made the correct decision removing the particular office 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 Offices. As Member of Parliament for Crosby, I object particularly strongly to the proposals
to shut the Post Office 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 office 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 effectively speak for themselves and conclusions are not difficult 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 difficult 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 Office authorities should be putting short-term financial considerations
above long-term social benefits. Local Post Offices, 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 offices struggle to cope
with long and frustrating queues and are less and less able to offer the reassuring local services that people
need. Values such as these are difficult 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 Office”. 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 Offices in the Stroud
Constituency under the current arrangements. The process, which will be officially announced on 5
February, will lead to the closure of nine sub-Post Offices 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 Office/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 offices 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 Office 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 Office over the last decade and because |
was aware of the possible threats to local post offices, I asked for the early meeting. I have therefore met
with the Post Office 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 Office retentions locally where I worked with local
communities to keep their Post Offices 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 effects 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 Offices in
the Stroud Constituency—some 21 in total.

Most of the meeting with the Post Office representatives was taken up with the process of how the sub-
Post Offices 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 Offices 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 Office, 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office.

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 Office 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 affected 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 Office 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 Office.
Anecdotally I would argue the latter.

There remains the difficult 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
difficult 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 Office 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 Office is only a post office when it is open six days a
week. There appears no willingness to consider how flexible arrangements could best deliver Post Office
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 effort. I am prepared to put it in but I am not prepared to accept this ridiculously short timescale
for resolving the future of Post Offices in my constituency. It is too important for that, when there are
businesses that could deliver viable Post Office 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 Offices.

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 Office
network.

The closure of four Post Offices 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 CWS5 5JG—proposed closure.
Millstone Lane, Nantwich, CW5 5SPD—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 Office 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 Office.

The Nantwich Road Office 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 Office. 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 Office 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 Office 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 traffic.

A further objection to the closure is the strain it would put on the main Post Office 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 Office have
suggested to me that if these local Post Offices 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 Offices in
town centres.

11 January 2008

Letter from Michael Fallon MP

PosTt OFFICE RESTRUCTURING

Thank you for your letter of 6th December and invitation to supply evidence to your committee.

Five post offices 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 Office refused to give even basic information about the footfall of individual offices. It
was therefore impossible for local communities to assess the strength and weakness of each
proposal.

3. Insufficient 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 officials from Royal Mail and asked them a number of
questions about how the assessment process had been undertaken. Interestingly I learnt that once Post Office
Ltd had conducted their initial assessment of which offices were to close they conducted what appears in
effect to have been a recce on the ground to look at the physical circumstances of those offices. However,
they did not undertake a similar exercise for those offices 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 offices which
were just missed, as it were, that some of these might have provided more suitable candidates than a number
of other offices nominated for closure.

As I pointed out to Post Office Ltd officials 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 Office (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 Office 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 office 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 Office
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 Office has decided to reprieve the Cliffs End Post
Office (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
office closure programme.

Although the announcement of closures was headlined as the start of a six-week consultation period, the
general feeling amongst post office 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 office was overturned, as
had happened in some other parts of the country, then another post office 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 offices 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 offices were not scheduled for closure. I can only
presume that the Post Office took a view that these offices 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 offices close it will mean that people are even in a worse situation regarding access to a post office.

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 difficult journeys to access a post
office. For example, in the case of Sandsend, it was explained that they could access the post office 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 difficulty of getting into Whitby during the height of the season. I know myself, from bitter
experience how difficult 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 offices 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 offices 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 office from their premises.

Best wishes in your travails.

21 December 2007

Letter from John Greenway MP
Thank you for your letter about the Post Office Network Change programme.

Twelve post offices in the Ryedale constituency will be affected by the proposals, with two post offices set
to close together—one in Norton, which currently supports two post offices and one in Wass, a very small
rural village. Ten post offices 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 difficult
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 Office Ltd about the proposals in respect of the 12 post offices 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 offices 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 offices affected. 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 offered for the seven post offices currently
located in village shops then the shops will eventually close. I will be making this point very strongly in my
response to Post Office Ltd.

Your letter asks specifically for information about the local area consultations. One of the post offices
affected by the proposals is in Hawnby, an isolated village where the post office 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 affected them (not printed here). 1 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 affects post offices which will close down completely. The issue of access appears not
to have been addressed for the 10 post offices 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
alarge part of our rural community no longer enjoying ease of access to the post office 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 Office network, I write first to seek
clarification on the process by which local community groups and local government might seek to rescue
Post Offices 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 Office 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 Office 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 Luff 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 Office’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 Office proposals.
This was particularly important as I believe that at least two of the post offices in Suffolk Coastal are
profitable and could therefore remain open without damaging the Post Office. 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 Office financially viable for the future. There
was also no discussion of the self-inflicted wounds the Post Office 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 Office’s own access criteria in terms of distance or
accessibility, the Post Office 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 Office ignored this point and stated that there were
sufficient 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 office branches could be carried out.

7 January 2008

Letter from Mike Hall MP

RESTRUCTURING THE POST OFFICE NETWORK

The Post Office Ltd are currently consulting on the closure of one Sub-Post Office in Frodsham.

I have responded on behalf of the Sub-Postmistress. I have had a meeting with the representatives of the
Post Office 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 Office.
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 Office Network Change Programme.

Originally four post offices 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 offices 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 officials of Post Office Ltd, whose job titles
indicated seniority. They were extremely unforthcoming. What I sought was information about the actual
cost of each of the four offices. The purpose of the enquiry was to see, particularly in the case of the two
most rural offices 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 office.

It was openly acknowledged that some of the offices 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
Office 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 Office Ltd to enter into dialogue with Essex County Council which
was keen to explore ways in which at least some offices 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 offices are being closed as early as February.

This whole exercise to date has been extremely dispiriting. I have detected no serious effort on the part of
Post Office Ltd to respond to MPs’ concerns. For all the impact Postwatch has had regarding my post offices
it might as well not have existed.

14 January 2008

Letter from Mark Hoban MP

As four post offices 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 Office’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 Office is simply going through the motions. For example, a vigorous
campaign was fought to save the Arundel Drive post office 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 offices. 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 office?

There is one further issue that I would like to draw to your attention on this matter. Two of the post offices
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 offices, rather than the Post Office proposing closures? How are
convenience store chains compensated for closure? Are post offices operated within convenience stores at
greater risk of closure than stand-alone stores? I understand for Arundel Drive that the original sub-post
office was closed and relocated into the Co-op; what lessons can be learnt from this and can be applied to
Crown offices 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 offices 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 Office.

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 Office 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 Office “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 Office 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 Office Network Change Programme in the Hampshire and Isle of Wight area.

Prior to the consultation period, I received detailed literature from Post Office Ltd regarding the planned
closures. I found participation in the consultation to be straightforward, as sufficient 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 Office 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 offices 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office Ltd to give MPs prior notice some days before the public
announcement of proposed closures although the two members of staff who briefed me had no knowledge
at all of either Brighton in general or the parts of my Constituency which will be affected 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 Office branch is
uncertain.

There is insufficient analysis of the impact of the closure of Post Office 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 traffic 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
sufficient attention to the criteria which the Post Office 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 affected.

Finally, there has been a great deal of controversy locally about the status of petitions and the suggestion
that Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Offices 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 Office cutbacks. Post Office services in our area have
already been cut to the bone and further cuts are complete madness. Our Post Offices 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 Offices are particularly valuable to them, it is simply
unrealistic to think that a situation where people have to walk a mile to a post office or rely on inadequate
public transport is acceptable.

Assoon as Post Office Ltd announced on 13 November the names of the nine post offices 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 Office 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 Offices but failed to mention, even once, the specific problems with Post Offices 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 Office 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 Office 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 offices 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 office did secure the reopening of one Post
Office 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 Office. In respect of one Post Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 office
branches in the Glasgow North constituency. Gilshochill, Hyndland, Kelvindale and West End branches
were all earmarked for closure. Postwatch agreed with me that the effect 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 office 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 Office Ltd produced this week its decision plan that
included the removal of closure plans for Hyndland and Kelvindale post offices. I was understandably
pleased that Post Office Ltd had decided to keep these two post offices open, and also disappointed that they
had not reached a similar decision about the Gilshochill and West End post offices.

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 difficult to have their views taken into account. Often these people will
be those who rely most on the services of local post offices: 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 offices in Glasgow North. However, I can see no logical
justification for then adding two other post offices 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 offices when the
original list was compiled, I fail to see how keeping open two post offices in one part of the city alters the
strategic provision of services in a very different part of the city. This damages the integrity of the whole
process in the eyes of the public. It effectively sets communities against each other in defence of their local
post office services.

20 January 2008

Letter from Anne McIntosh MP

Thank you for your invitation to submit evidence to the Post Office enquiry. I hope the following remarks
may be helpful.

The Network change consultation is flawed from the outset. There has been insufficient time to consult
adequate numbers of those who are affected by the proposals. There has also been insufficient 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 Office, well below the 95% national average figure claimed by the Post Office
Group. Given the geographical location and physical position of the Post Offices in the Vale of York with
long, windy roads giving poor access, the measurements that are made from each Post Office 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 Office serves at least two villages, and the neighbouring Post Office 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 Office has increased its volume of business and is profitable.

Linton Post Office 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 Offices. 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 Office 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 Office 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 office 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 Office
Network in rural areas. The plans appear to convert successful economically viable sub-Post Offices 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 offices on
a grand scale destroying the rural Post Office 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 Offices 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 office
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 office is one of those now confirmed to be closed. Not
one of the post offices 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 office 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 offices in the area. For example a
neighbouring post office 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 [ have
received arguing against closing this particular post office.

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
Office consultation on the closure of two post offices in my constituency. Basingstoke has seen a quarter of
its Post Office branches closed in the past five years therefore the closure of a further two offices 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 office outlet by public transport was set out by the
Post Office 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 Office 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 Office’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 office
and the nearest alternative.

2. It should be noted that just one post office 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 offices 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 office closures.

I was and remain very unhappy with the perfunctory nature of the consultation process. Two post offices
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 offices scheduled for closure in Grimsby were
profitable. It took no account of the knock-on effect 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 office will almost certainly close when the post office 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 offices. Both my post offices were close to the central post office 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 alot of effort 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 Moffat MP
Thank you for your recent letter asking for my comment on the Post Office 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 Office, 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 office 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 Office. I note that they have put off 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 Office 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 affected. 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 Office 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. Torganised petitions over the two controversial closures and analysed the Post Office’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 1
explained that I was ringing as an MP, they said politely that as a particularly important
stakeholder I should email my comments to a different address. In due course they replied that



Business and Enterprise Committee: Evidence Ev 131

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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office closures. There is one Post Office 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 Office—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

NEwW LENTON PosT OFFICE, NOTTINGHAM

Thank you for having the opportunity to supply feedback information to you about the Post Office
Closure Programme involving Post Offices 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 Office branch in New Lenton. Let me separate my criticisms into the conduct of
the Post Office and the decision they came to.

During the consultation period the Network Development Manager for the Post Office 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 Office 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 office but will not discuss financial performance. They will discuss
location but not accessibility. They will discuss the size of the post office but not the investment that has
gone into improvements adaptations. Once the closure announcement was made the post office 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 Office (not printed here). If there was a Post Office to be closed in this part of my constituency
this was not the one. I attach the Branch Access Report supplied by the Post Office during the consultations.
You will see how poorly other alternatives looked in comparison to the one chosen for closure. Neither the
Post Office 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 office. 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 offers parking immediately in front of
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the post office, a hearing loop for those with hearing difficulties 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 office as a hub for commercial services within the Community.

No recognition of any of this appeared in the Post Office closure document. Their decision cited the
existence of other Post Offices a mile away from the Lenton branch. This, however took no notice of the
qualitatively different standard of access offered in the Lenton branch. I have asked the Post Office for
comparative financial performance details of the Sub-Post Offices 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 offices 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 Office appeared to count for nothing. It has also been an insult to the work put in by the Sub-
Postmaster and the staff and an affront to the local community that has helped to turn the Lenton Post Office
into an expanding business rather than a contracting one.

The one Post Office 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 difference is that one is in the City and one outside it; one
serves an affluent 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office’s
consultation on its proposed post office 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 Office Ltd’s plans for this area [Kent] on
a confidential basis”. No explanation was offered 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 insufficient time
for the full mobilization of opposition to the Post Office’s proposals, for effective 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 office users would have wished.

3. Inits Area Plan Proposal for Kent, the Post Office failed to offer 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 Office representatives were present.

4. Key information was requested from the Post Office by the Tonbridge and Malling Borough
Council under the Freedom of Information Act relating to the Post Office’s case for closing the
Hectorage Road Post Office, Tonbridge and the Shipbourne Road Post Office, Tonbridge, and
also regarding the capacity of the Angel Walk Crown Post Office, Tonbridge to handle the
increased demand should these two post offices be closed. The Post Office’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 Office available
to the Committee if the Committee so wishes.
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I myself undertook a separate, but parallel, information gathering exercise in relation to the three
Post Office offices proposed for closure in my constituency—the two in Tonbridge referred to
above and the South End Post Office in Edenbridge. The Minister for Postal Affairs, Pat
McFadden, in his reply to me of 15 November, revealed some very significant information. He said
that “Some 1,600 post offices 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 offices 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 offices, it is now clear that this policy could be achieved
by the combination of closing post offices 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 offices proposed for closure in my
constituency; and

(b) how many other post offices were within one mile of each other the three post offices
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 Office Limited, Mr Alan Cook. His
reply of 21 December stated that the three post offices 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 offices nationally that have fewer than 20 customers per day. It also stated that the three
post offices in my constituency scheduled for closure have only one, or at most two, other branches
within one mile, compared with the 1000 post offices nationally that have at least six other
competing branches within one mile of their business. I conclude therefore that the Post Office’s
case for closing the three post offices 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 offices now scheduled for closure in Kent.

In deciding to go-ahead with the closure of the three post offices in my constituency, the Post Office
have chosen to ignore the following:

(a) there was universal opposition to the closure of each of the post offices in question, as
demonstrated by the three petitions I submitted to the Post Office against their closure,
signed in total by over 2,1300 residents and users.

(b) the closure of the Hectorage Road Tonbridge Post Office will leave 20,000 residents in
the South of Tonbridge without a post office.

(c) the closure of each of the Hectorage Road Tonbridge Post Office, the Shipbourne
Road, Tonbridge Post Office and the South End Edenbridge Post Office 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 Office and at the remaining Edenbridge High Street Post Office and will
deprive many frail individuals of the ability to go personally to a post office at all.

The Post Office has attempted to justify their decision to proceed with the closure of the three post
offices in my Tonbridge and Malling constituency on the basis of seriously incorrect assertions.
The Post Office’s “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent” is factually inaccurate and grossly
misleading in relation to the capacity of the Crown Post Office in Tonbridge and the Edenbridge
High Street Post Office to handle, with a satisfactory level of customer service, in increase in
demand if the three post office closures go ahead. On page 25 of the Decision Booklet it is stated
that “Post Office Ltd believes it [the Crown Office in Tonbridge] has sufficient capacity to handle
extra business”. This is simply untrue. The queues and the waiting times at the Crown Office 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 Offices. On page 32 of the Decision Booklet,
it is stated that “Post Office 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 Office are already intolerable and will only be made worse if the South End
Edenbridge Post Office closes.

The Post Office closure consultation process in my constituency, and in Kent as a whole,
demonstrated, yet again, that Postwatch is a totally ineffectual organization for the protection of
post office customers interests.
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CONCLUSION

Notwithstanding the country-wide opposition to the proposed closures, the outcome of the Post Office’s
so-called consultation in Kent was virtually identical to the original closure proposals. Of the 58 post offices
in Kent that the Post Office proposed for closure, 56 have now been sentenced to close following the
consultation. Though the Post Office announced in its “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent” on page 35
that it was not going to proceed with the closure of Cliff’s End and Hawkhurst post offices, 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 Office and the Lane End Post Office. It seems highly
likely, therefore, that the Post Office will end up with exactly the same number of post offices closed in Kent
after the consultation as it proposed at the outset, namely 58.

The outcome of the consultation was, in effect, as now revealed, predetermined before the consultation
commenced. As the Post Office now states on page 35 of the “Area Plan Decision Booklet for Kent”: “In
implementing the Programme across the UK, Post Office 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 Office’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 Office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Offices 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 affecting 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 Office’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 insufficient 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 Office 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 effort to explain their supposed role in the process.

Post Office, 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 Office 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 Office 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-efforts 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 Office 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 Office Network
Change Programme. I have already furnished you with a copy of my response on behalf o the three post
offices nominated for closure in my own constituency.

In general terms, I had no difficulty 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 offices, this would result in another post office not yet nominated being closed.
Second, the enforced purdah that was placed on the postmasters in the nominated post offices on pain of
financial penalty.

Although the consultation period was relatively short. I did find that the Post Office 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 offices were proposed for closure. In the end 75 were closed—
just two saved. In the main the Post Office 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 effect, 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 Office 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
Office 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 Office 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 office 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 office 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 Office 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 Office 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 Office.

Whilst the removal of any post office 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 Office (at
Carisbrooke and Yarmouth) so neither should include Brighstone as an alternative.

HuUNNYHILL 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 Office review.

The Post Office recommended the closure of one Post Office in my constituency. The Bury Cross Post
Office proposed for closure was criticised mainly because it lacked bus and other communications. In fact,
the Bury Cross Post Office 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 Office network. I have always been opposed to the closure of post offices 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 offices.

I did have the opportunity to meet with the Post Office, but I am afraid my concerns went unheard. Six
post offices 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 offices 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
offices 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 offices 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 Office. They closed all three.
The whole consultation was a sham.

It should be possible to franchise a sub-post office as I suggested in the debate. The Post Office can only
survive if it has a monopoly through its Crown post offices. 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 office network is causing—Ministers have, quite simply, not listened. The
Government is intent on forcing through a policy which has many damaging effects 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 offices 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 offer to the Post
Office to keep a particular sub-post office open, without the Post Office 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 Office.

There was a feeling that the consultation period was too short, and real concern that the alternative post
offices—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
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