The Post Office Network

Consultation Response Form 

The closing date for this consultation is 8 March 2007
You may find it helpful to set out your responses to the consultation using this response form. 

Name: Cumbria County Council
Organisation’s name and remit (if applicable): Cumbria County Coucil
Address: 
David Stephens
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Cumbria County Council
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County Offices



Kendal



LA9 4RQ
Email: david.stephens@cumbriacc.gov.uk
Return completed forms (preferably by e-mail) to:

Postal Office Network Consultation

Department of Trade and Industry

Response Centre

1 Victoria Street

London

SW1H 0ET

Fax: 00 44 (0) 20 7215 5329

E-mail: dti.enquiries@dti.gsi.gov.uk  

Please cross one box from the following list of options that best describes you. 

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Individual

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Individual - Subpostmaster

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Small to Medium Enterprise

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Trade Union

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Interest Group

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Regional Organisation

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Devolved Administration

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Local Government

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Central Government

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Other (please specify) __________________________________

Please feel free to answer as many or as few questions as you wish.  It is helpful if you can explain your views as fully as possible in the comments boxes, especially where you disagree with the proposals set out in the consultation paper.
Question 1.
Do you think the Government’s forward strategy for the post office network addresses all the key issues and challenges the network faces?
No   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	We have grave concerns that the forward strategy will fail to maintain a social network across Cumbria.

We are not operators of Post Offices, nor do we have the responsibility of maintaining a national network –it is therefore difficult for us to address the challenges facing the network. Our interest is in the impact of the proposed restructuring of the network on the vitality and strength of Cumbria’s rural communities and in particular the disadvantaged and socially excluded within those communities. It is indicative of the approach taken by DTi to this review that not one of the seven questions in the consultation response form considers the impact of the proposals on people and communities – rather it is focused on the network and its services. This is inconsistent with the Government’s position on social justice.


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?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 



	Comments

	The forward strategy proposed by DTi on behalf of Government is inconsistent and prejudicial to wider government policy and the stated objectives of other Departments of State. It fails to take sufficient account of the contribution that Post Offices and their operators (sub-postmasters) make to the fabric and functionality of strong rural communities. 

The overarching objective of much government policy is to secure and maintain sustainable, now more often referred to as strong, communities where there is equity of choice and opportunity for all. The concept of ‘sustainable rural communities’ was clearly set out in the Rural White Paper of 2000; which offered a vision of a living, working, protected and vibrant countryside. The subsequent Rural Strategy of 2004 confirmed that this vision remained at the heart of Government’s rural policy 
Government has recently updated its approach to sustainable communities within the Strong & Prosperous Communities (Local Government) White Paper published by Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) in October 2006 and subsequently the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Bill introduced to Parliament in December 2006. This states that the key and overarching objective of government policy is to create stronger & prosperous communities.

In addition Government has made a commitment to provide modern and efficient public services driven by the needs and choices of the public
. This policy was recently reinforced by the Local Government White Paper
, which argues for continued improvement in public services and consequently in people’s quality of life. It builds on a ‘guiding principle’ that no one should be disadvantaged because of where they live. This theme is apparent in the objectives set out for Defra, the Department of State responsible for ‘Rural Affairs’.

In his letter of appointment to David Milliband in May 2006, the Prime Minister asked that the new Secretary of State ‘look further ahead and develop an agenda for the next decade that protects and secures the rural economy … for future generations”. Mr Millibands’ response (July 2006) included the promise to ‘develop a positive approach to “places” that works for rural communities as well as those living in towns and cities, seizing the opportunity offered by the creation of DCLG’. In his foreword to the 2006 Rural Service Standards Review, Barry Gardiner (Minister for Biodiversity, Landscape and Rural Affairs) states that ‘we are concerned with services for everybody’, and is keen to recognize that the quality of service delivery in rural areas needs to be maintained and improved, in order, as far as possible, to meet individual needs. 

Government has long recognised the role played by Post Offices in rural communities; the importance of this role is continually referenced within the DTi consultation document. The terms of the Social Network Payments made to Post Office Ltd defines the service obligations of a ‘social’ post office network. This requires Post Office Ltd to deliver a broader range of core services over and above postal services, covering the processing of social benefits and tax credit payments, processing national identity and licensing scheme applications, cash payment facilities for public utility services and access to basic cash and banking facilities.

The current deal with Post Office Ltd includes a ‘no avoidable closure’ requirement, expressly included to maintain Post Offices within as many rural communities as possible. This commitment is included within Defra’s Rural Service Standards, the purpose of which is described as giving ‘rural people a clear understanding of the sort of services that they can expect.’

The Consultation document states that Government’s objective is to secure a national network on a strong, stable footing to meet the challenges of today; a network that recognizes the important social role that post offices play in communities across the country.  It recognizes (paragraph 4.1) that there is a need for a national Post Office network providing reasonable access to all communities, including those in remote areas. 
‘Post offices provide a valuable service for the vulnerable in our society (particularly the elderly, disabled and socially excluded) and it is important that the network continues to do so.’
In order to deliver such a network, DTi proposes to support a restructuring framework with up to 2500 closures ‘within that framework’. Priority is to be given to protecting vulnerable communities in villages, towns and cities, however the consultation document goes on to state (paragraph 4.4) that a reduction in network size needs to be achieved, ‘particularly among the least used offices and those making the biggest losses’. It is widely anticipated, based on commentary within the Consultation document, that the most vulnerable offices will be those serving smaller communities in rural areas. 

‘On average the 800 smallest rural post offices served just 16 people a week

at a cost to the taxpayer, whatever the level of transaction, of £17 per visit. 1,600 branches served fewer than 20 customers a day and losing £8 for every transaction they made. More than half the rural network has fewer than 500 customers each week and more than 80% of the rural network is unprofitable to Post Office Ltd’
The consultation document goes on to state that this reduction in the scale of the network – closures of existing post offices - will be carefully managed to ensure that communities with the greatest social needs do not lose access to post office services. The consultation document does not attempt to define ‘social needs’, but does offer the commitment (paragraph 5.4) that Post Office Ltd must ensure that no one part of the network or no particular group of people is significantly more adversely affected than any other. 

DTi expects that ‘rationalisation’ will principally affect a combination of least used branches and non-commercial branches in areas of over-provision where people can find alternative branches nearby. The consultation document does not seek to define ‘nearby’.
Rural residents could be considered to be ‘one group of people’; rural post offices can certainly be considered to be ‘one part of the network’. This therefore means a commitment has been made which should mean that at the very least, no more rural post offices are closed than urban post offices. We call on DTi to confirm that this will be the case and to ensure that the maximum number of closures allowed of rural post offices does not exceed 1250, or 18% of the network.

In our view however any ‘pro-rata’ rural / urban position on restructuring is inequitable, and does not properly take into account the disproportionate impact that closure of each individual post office will have on rural communities. 

The Cumbria Network

There are 221 post offices in Cumbria; these are split as follows:

Crown Post Offices (run by Post Office Limited) 




6 

Sub-Postmaster Urban (settlements > 10,000 pop’n)



49
Sub-Postmaster Rural (settlements < 10,000 pop’n)



166 

The provision of post offices can be broken down across the Government’s rural / urban definition as follows:

Category

Population

No. PO’s

PO’s / 1000 head popn

% Households within 2km 

Town & Fringe Less Sparse

76,842

31

0.4

96.9
Town & Fringe Sparse

38,806

12

0.31

96.3
Urban > 10k popn Less Sparse

227,082

52

0.23

99.1
Urban > 10k popn Less Sparse

15,496

3

0.19

98.6
Village, Hamlet & Dispersed Less Sparse

77,214

54

0.70
75.2
Village, Hamlet & Dispersed Sparse

62,442

69

1.11

59.1
Rural Total

255,304

166

0.65

81.5
Urban Total

242,578

55

0.23

99.1
It is clear that access to post office services for residents of Cumbria is already poorer than the national average on a spatial level – this is proven by these core indicators:
Post Offices per 10 sq km; 

Cumbria 0.33; England 0.85; Scotland 0.22, Wales 0.58 
% of Rural Households within 2km of a post office

Cumbria 81.5%; England 85.7%,
% percentage of Cumbria’s rural household are more than 4km from a post office

Cumbria 3.9%; England 1.6%
Due to the sparse nature of the county, and the number of small settlements Cumbria has a relatively high number of post offices; when assessed per 10,000 households Cumbria has 10 existing outlets compared to 5.44 across England, 7.90 in Scotland and 9.92 in Wales. 
Many of these post offices are in small communities; consequently they serve small customer bases and generate very limited incomes (1 in 4 post offices in Cumbria generate sales of less than £5000 per annum. Clearly their economic role is limited, yet there social role is significant. The removal of the post office will have no less on impact on customers just because there are fewer of them; in fact in small rural settlements the impact will be far greater due to the lack of alternative service outlets. 
Rural closures have a disproportionate impact (worse than urban) due to lack of choice / ability to access alternative

The majority of users of rural post offices in Cumbria access the post office that is nearest to where they live (74% in rural areas). This proximity is more important to older people, people with low incomes and disabled people (evidenced by higher usage rates). 

Research carried out in the North West
 shows that access to a post office within a community is one of the benchmarks for rural taxpayers in determining whether the access that they have to services is ‘fair and equitable’. Post office services were also identified as one of very few services where local accessibility (i.e. proximity and ease of access) was considered to be more important that the quality or incidence of availability – it is more important to have some access locally, regardless of its relative quality, than to travel for a full / higher quality service.

Rural closures have a far greater social impact on communities, affecting vulnerable people worst

Post offices make a significant contribution towards addressing the social needs of rural communities, and in particular, the most vulnerable residents within them.  National Research 
shows that rural post offices are used by older people (over 65), carers, those on low income and disabled people more than other groups. These groups use the main services (postal services, collecting pensions and benefits, paying bills and banking / to obtain cash) but also rely on the post office to obtain information (on community and government issues), access free community services, seek informal advice from the sub-postmaster and for social contact. The proportion of the elderly (aged over 65) and those on low incomes using the post office at least once a week has risen. 

Research undertaken by Postwatch (2002) shows that when post offices in rural communities close, many people suffer a loss of independence and become reliant on others in the community or on public transport. 86% of respondents to the Postwatch Survey felt that losing a post office means ‘a lot of people lose their independence’ and over a quarter (27%) found it difficult to get to another post office when their local one closed.

Post offices are considered as important to the sustainability and cohesion of communities by the people that live within them.

National Research, supported by local experience and survey work in Cumbria, shows that the majority of people consider post offices to be important to them (90% in rural areas); a greater number of people over 65 consider post offices to be very or extremely important to them (84% compared to 67%).70% of people living in rural areas where post offices had closed felt that the community had been affected by the closure; 47% by a fair amount and 23% by a fair amount. Only 22% felt that the community had not been affected. One in three (35%) felt that they had been affected personally by the closure (these are likely to be those more reliant upon local services – the elderly, carers (of young children and the ill / infirm), those on low incomes or without personal mobility. 

Rural closures have a greater knock on effect on other businesses (economic impact) and services (social impact) due to the cross reliance of mixed businesses on the Post Office payments

Rural post offices are very often run in tandem with other service businesses; shops, cafes, garages and pubs. Across the UK network in the region of 75% of post offices operate alongside another business, in the more rural areas, the percentage is higher – a survey undertaken by Cumbria County Council in support of their response to this consultation showed that 80% of post offices are run alongside other businesses. These businesses provide a key service function for their communities and support the visitor economy; take away the post office element of the business and the remainder will also be under threat.

The closure of rural post offices has a disproportionate social and economic impact on communities, those worst affected will inevitably be the disadvantaged and socially excluded. The impact is greater than on urban communities due to the limited alternative choice & opportunities, and will be greatest in sparse and more remote rural areas such as Cumbria.
The presumption against enforced closure of post offices serving rural communities should be maintained.
In the event of closures of rural post offices, Cumbria should not lose more than 18% of its stock and consideration should be given to the disproportionate social impact of closure to rural and disadvantaged communities.




Question 3.
Do you have comments on the national access criteria proposed?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 



	Comments

	The Access Criteria proposed are neither equitable nor appropriate. They do not amount to a viable tool to ‘ration’ post office provision and should be completely re-considered.
Access criteria based on the % of households within a physical distance (i.e. 3 miles) will not and cannot ensure that the social role of the restructured network will be delivered. 

Work into the use of service and accessibility standards
 has demonstrated that:

· Distance / proximity does not effectively define access – it is only one dimension which fails to take into account the ability of the user to cover the distance, the time that it will take, the type, form and quality of service that is available once the distance has been covered, or the relative impact on the user’s quality of life of covering that distance.

· Any standard that is set at less than 100% of the population will inevitably disenfranchise the most vulnerable; i.e. where a standard is set at 95%, the 5% left out will be those with the most extreme (in this instance proximity) disadvantage

Research by Postwatch (2002) found that the proximity of the nearest post office was of much less relevance than whether or not individuals had access to a car, the provision of convenient and effective public transport or people’s age or mobility. The areas most affected by closure were characteristically more likely to have a higher proportion of elderly residents and residents of a lower social class.
If the social role of the network is to be maintained, than the criteria set as part of the Social Network Payment should ensure that those communities and individuals most in need of retaining access to post office services (in all their forms – including that of social hub, informal advice and communication) maintain access to these services in a manner that is appropriate and at a cost (financial and in terms of impact to their quality of life) that is reasonable, and that is commensurate with other users.

Such standards / access criteria need to take into account local characteristics – particularly in Sparse areas. Demographics, topography, culture and the functionality of service catchments. They cannot be set at national level; rather they must be developed at local level by a partnership of stakeholders. This partnership must include service users, local authorities and other public service deliverers, where possible working with Post Office Ltd.

Cumbria County Council would be pleased to work with DTi and Post Office Ltd to develop a valid approach to local development and determination of access criteria commensurate with the social role of the Post Office network and the use of taxpayers’ monies in the Social Network Payment.

Case for Closure

The quota for access to postal services in rural areas is going to be measured nationally (as stated in the proposals) which could result in the aggregated data masking variations where sparsely populated areas have a much reduced level of service. Each case for closure needs to be sensibly considered at a local level to ensure equity of access is achieved as far as is possible – local consultation must be part of the process when considering the removal of access to post office services (we would question whether 6 weeks is adequate time for local consultation – the Compact with the voluntary and community sector requires 12 weeks for such a consultation).




Question 4.
Do you have comments on the access criteria proposed for deprived urban and rural areas?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The basis of the access criteria proposed is fundamentally flawed and inequitable.

There is no reason why residents in rural areas of Cumbria should be expected to accept poorer access to post office services (in terms of the access criteria set) than those in urban areas; additionally there is no reason why residents in remote rural areas should be expected to accept poorer access to post office services (in terms of the access criteria set) than those in other rural and urban areas. 

Residents of rural and urban areas contribute towards the Social Network Payment through their tax bill in the same manner as residents in urban areas. The ability of residents of rural and remote rural areas to travel is no greater than in urban areas, they do not enjoy a improved level of transport services and infrastructure (in fact quite the reverse) so why should they be required to travel up to three and six times further to access the same services as their counterparts in urban areas? 
This proposal is inequitable and directly prejudicial to Government’s objectives around social justice and that no one should be disadvantaged because of where they live.
The proposed restructuring of the network does not take sufficient account of future trends which will affect rural communities and the way in which services are accessed and delivered. 

All evidence points to substantial population growth in rural areas; population projections prepared by Office of National Statistics (ONS) suggest that the greatest population

growth will be in the rural areas and for the most rural areas, growth of just under 20% by 2028 is predicted. These projections also show that the rural population is ageing, in places significantly; ONS projections show that in the Rural 80 districts (those where more than 80% of the population live in rural areas) in excess of 50% of the population will be over 60 by 2050. 
This demographic change has a significant impact on the future demand characteristics of rural communities; it will increase the reliance of many rural residents on local service provision and so increase need and demand for a social Post Office Network. 




Question 5.

Do you have any suggestions as to how services might be better delivered through the post office network?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	We welcome the suggestion within the proposals to include local authorities in the decision-making and delivery of post office services in their areas. 

Local authorities are well placed to understand local communities, have a direct link of accountability, will play an increasing role in place shaping and delivery of public services (via Local Area Agreements) and make decisions that meet the needs and aspirations of communities, both rural and urban.



Question 6.
Do you have any comments on Outreach arrangements as a means of maintaining service to small and remote communities?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	We note the commitment to retaining access to postal services; however we believe that alternative arrangements can only be satisfactory where they are the only available option, i.e. the last resort if the post office must close. 

There is no information in the proposals as to how these alternative arrangements will be funded – if the network is to become more profitable / sustainable, how will that requirement affect the alternative arrangements if they are no more profitable / sustainable than the offices that they have replaced. What security of continuity is the Government offering to communities for which outreach activity is their primary source of access to local post office services.

It is important that if and when proposals are developed for the use of outreach services, this is done in partnership with the relevant community and wider rural service stakeholders, including the Local Authority. Alternate solutions must not be defined and developed by Post Office Ltd and then imposed on communities In order for any alternate service provision to be viable and offer long term continuity, all possible solutions must be considered at local level. Tests should be introduced to address effectiveness, viability, future proofing, operational capacity and cultural fit with the target community and range of users. This work must be done at local level, and an appropriate transitional period ensured before removal of existing services and outlets.

Experience of outreach services in Cumbria is limited; whilst mobile, home, hosted and partner services have all been trialled or developed in the County there is no clear evidence on the impact that these outreach services have had or their ability to address users needs. 

Cumbria County Council would be pleased to work with DTi, Post Office Ltd and affected communities to develop a valid approach to outreach services where these are found to be appropriate. 



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 and/or the establishment of local mutual or co-operative organisations to own and run local services? 
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 




	Comments

	We have experience in Cumbria of establishing Post Offices as community enterprises and the challenges that are faced during the set up. It is a complicated process that requires a significant amount of support both in terms of community development as well as business and legal advice. 
Experiences of dealing with Post Office Ltd through the process have not been positive. Much more flexibility needs to be built in, there also needs to be a specific individual within the Post Office who can provide support for a particular area (this was the case in the past with the rural transfer advisers).

We would however see community ownership as an appropriate route to explore further in Cumbria and the Council is well placed to help with this in conjunction with partners.



Thank you for taking the time to let us have your views.  

We do not intend to acknowledge receipt of individual responses unless you tick the box below.

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Tick
� Releasing the resources to meet the challenges ahead: value for money in the 2007 CSR : The Prime Minister’s Office and HM Treasury 2006.


� Strong and Prosperous Communities: DCLG, October 2006.


� Fair Access to Rural Services, Rural Innovation for GONW, 2006


� ERM for Postwatch and CRC, 2006


� 2003 Evaluation of Defra’s Rural Service Standards (University of Gloucester); Fair Access to Rural Services, Rural Innovation for GONW, 2006





