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I From: DIRECTOR OF ADMINISTRATION I 
I Date: 21 February2007 Ref: JAFllL I I 

1. Purpose of Report 

1 .I The report advises of a consultation being undertaken by the Department of Trade and 
Industry (DTI) on the Post Office Network and recommends a response. 

2. Background 

2.1 The background to the consultation is set out at the start of the consultation document. 
Therein it is identified that post offices play an important social and economic role in the 
communities they serve - but now people are visiting post offices less frequently. As a 
result the Network’s losses have risen to almost f 4  million a week this year - from which 
the document states that the Network is unsustainable in its present form. The document 
goes on to state that it remains the Government’s priority to maintain a national Post 
Office Network with national coverage - and that, to achieve this, a new policy and 
financial framework is needed. 

2.2 A copy of the consultation document has been deposited in and may be viewed in the 
Members’ Library. Responses require to be submitted by 8 March 2007. 

3. Consideration 

3.1 The basic justification for the consultation is the statement that the current Post Office 
Network is no longer sustainable - and, while it is noted that the loss figure of f 4  million 
per week quoted is not a recorded figure but merely an anticipated figure for this year, 
there is justification for the statement. Of concern, however, are suggestions, recorded in 
section 3 of the consultation document, that a purely commercial Network would comprise 
only around 3600-4000 offices as compared with the current 14500 branches. 

3.2 The consultation document contains other interesting information. Of particular interest is 
the following: . Post offices served 24 million customers each week last year; 

The total of 24 million customers was 4 million customers fewer than visited a post 
office two years earlier; 

75% of all benefit recipients have their payments made direct into bank accounts; 

8.7 million out of a total of 11.2 million pensioners now get their pensions paid direct 
into a bank account; . Last year the 800 smallest rural post offices served only 16 people a week at a cost to 
the taxpayer of f 17.00 per visit; . 1600 branches serve fewer than 20 customers a day, losing f8.00 for every 
transaction they make; . Agency offices located in deprived urban areas collectively lose f 5  million. 

. 
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3.3 A difficulty with the consultation is its broad scope. From these figures recommendations 
are made for the Network as a whole - but these figures would suggest that there are very 
different problems in different areas. It is of concern that the issue of maintaining post 
office presence in deprived areas is wrapped up with the general issue of maintaining a 
national Post Office Network including a Network in remote rural areas. 

3.4 Similarly it would be of assistance had the consultation document investigated further 
some of the findings it identifies. The drop in level of transactions and number of 
customers over a short period is dramatic - and this could merit further specific 
investigation with a view to targeting action. Without that there is a danger of a broad 
brush approach leading to inappropriate and unnecessary action. 

3.5 The consultation document is to be welcomed in its commitment, albeit for a limited period 
of five years, to the maintenance of a national network. There are, in addition, other 
proposals which would appear to be helpful. Those include the formal adoption of criteria 
defining the minimum access requirements. Of these one criterion is that, in deprived 
urban areas (defined as areas in the 10% most deprived super-outlet areas as identified 
by the indices of multiple deprivation) 99% of the population should be within one mile of a 
post office - and in other urban areas 95% of the population should be within one mile. 
The Council’s recent experience of post office closures suggested that insufficient 
attention was paid to issues of deprivation: the express adoption of these criteria is, 
accordingly, to be welcomed. 

3.6 Also to be welcomed are the proposals within the consultation document for expansion 
and variation of post office services. This, coupled with increasing flexibility in opening 
hours, could be a way of attracting new business to the network. 

3.7 The consultation document also canvasses a role for both local government and the 
devolved Scottish Parliament. There is merit in further recognising the role of local 
government as representative of the local communities - and the potential for local 
government assisting in the provision of local services merits further investigation. One 
concern must be, however, the need to ensure that this is fully resourced: there has been 
previous experience of local government assuming functions previously funded by Central 
Government without adequate recompense. 

3.8 Having regard to the foregoing there is, attached as an appendix to this report, a draft 
response to the consultation. 

4. Recommendat ion 

4. I It is recommended that the Committee note the consultation by the Department of Trade 
and Industry on the Post Office Network and give consideration to the attached draft 
response. 

ctor of Administration 

Members seeking further information on the contents of this report are asked to contact John Fleming, Head 
of Central ServiGs on Extension 2228. 

DTI Consultation Post Office Network.doc 



APPENDIX 

POST OFFICE NETWORK: DEPARTMENT OF TRADE AND INDUSTRY CONSULTATION 

DRAFT RESPONSE 

While the consultation document contains much valuable information, there are some areas of 
concern. 

The recorded decrease in the usage of the Post Office Network over the past two years is 
dramatic. It is considered that this merits further investigation to identify specific reasons with the 
potential of the identification of targeted action. 

Of concern, also, is the broad brush approach being taken. There appear to be very different 
problems regarding the Network in rural areas and the Network in urban, particularly deprived 
urban areas. It is of concern that looking at the Network as a whole a broad brush approach is 
taken which does not address the very different issues in differing areas. 

The identification of the importance of the role of local government is welcomed - as is the formal 
adoption of criteria specifically recognising the needs of deprived urban areas. It is the view of the 
Council that issues of deprivation and access have been accorded insufficient weight in 
consultations on previous closures. 

In answer to the specific questions 

Question 1: Do you think the Department of Trade and Industry’s forward strategy for the 
Post Office Network addresses all the key issues and challenges the Network faces? 

. It is of concern to the Council that insufficient investigation may have been undertaken as to 
specific challenges leading to a broad brush approach to the issues facing the network. In 
particular it is considered that very different issues apply in urban and rural circumstances, and 
that to provide a sustainable solution it is necessary to identify those differing issues and 
specifically address them. 

Question 2: Are there other significant factors affecting the future of the Post Office 
Network which appear to have been overlooked in the Government’s proposed approach? 

. Access to post offices is vitally important - and while the recognition of differing considerations 
relating to deprivation is welcomed, other issues also require to receive consideration. Thus it 
should be made clear that the distance criterion requires to be measured along a safe and 
practical walking route. Additional factors which require to be taken into account must be the 
availability - or absence - of public transport links. 

Question 3: Do you have comments on the national access criteria proposed? 

. Response as above. 

Question4: Do you have comments on the access criteria proposed for deprived urban 
and rural areas? 

. Response as above. 
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Question 5: Do you have any suggestions as to how services might be better delivered 
through the Post Office Network? 

. The proposals contained within the consultation document together with the commitment to 
continue to investigate further options is welcome. One additional option is the 
recommendation of extended hours. This could enhance the service provided by the Post 
Office Network and increase custom. 

Question6: Do you have any comments on Outreach arrangements as a means of 
maintaining service to small and remote communities? 

. The commitment to further investigate Outreach arrangements is welcomed. 

Question 7: Do you have comments on the practicality of community ownership of parts of 
the Post Office Network which might involve the transfer of assets to community 
organisations andlor the establishment of local mutual or co-operative organisations to 
own and run local services? 

. It is agreed that this possibility should be explored - but it requires to be recognised that, if it is 
to be successful, intensive support to community or local mutual co-operative organisations 
will be required. 

DTI Consultation Post Office Network.doc 


