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. 

Organisation’s name and remit (if applicable):

National Pensioners Convention

Britain’s biggest older people’s organisation

Address:

19-23 Ironmonger Row
London

EC1V 3QN

Email: admin@npcuk.org
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

X

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?
Yes   FORMCHECKBOX 


No  X

No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The National Pensioners Convention believes that the Post Office Network represents an integral part of everyday community life in the UK, with around 14,500 offices, serving 28m people every week. This is particularly relevant in deprived areas, where there are often no other services or facilities available. 
For millions of older people, living in both urban and rural areas, the Post Office also provides a lifeline not only to services, but also to community life and information generally. We therefore strongly oppose any plans to close 2500 branches as part of this restructuring and modernisation of the network.
However, the DTI subsidy proposal does not sufficiently recognise this unique social role played by the Post Office network. The headline-grabbing figure pledged for up to 2011 actually includes a huge amount of money set aside for providing a compensation package for subpostmasters, who wish to close their outlets. Once this compensation is awarded, and the annual £150m subsidy is taken into account, there will be very little left to expand and improve the service.

Therefore, in order to properly recognise the importance of the Post Office to the life of communities across the country, the subsidy should be increased in size and guaranteed beyond 2011.



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  X


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The National Pensioners Convention believes that the Government must take direct responsibility for some of the financial losses suffered by the Post Office network. For example, the decision to pay pensions and benefits directly into bank and building society accounts was not only hugely unpopular with older customers, but it has also resulted in an annual loss of £268m towards the network’s income.

Recent decisions to award the processing of TV Licences to Pay Point and the system of tendering for private companies to conduct first time passport interviews will also have a detrimental effect on the network’s finances.

Alternatively, the Government should enable Post Offices to become outreach centres for other services such as postal voting, congestion charges, council tax payments, parking permits and again, TV licences. By expanding the role of the Post Office, rather than allowing it to contract, the Government could use the network as the main ‘shop-front’ for much of its public policy agenda.



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


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The proposed national access criteria do not appear to take account of the specific concerns of older people, when trying to access local services.

The geographical basis of the criteria does not in itself relate to the following:

· Availability of local public transport to serve the nearest outlet
· Availability of other alternative forms of transport (eg. community transport schemes such as dial-a-ride) for those without access to private transport

· Provision of easy, flat and safe walking routes to nearest outlet

The National Pensioners Convention also believes that the 6 week consultation period on closures is completely inadequate to enable local people sufficient time to consider the implications of any closures. This short timescale is even more acute for those most vulnerable members of the community whose views may be difficult to access through normal consultation processes.



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


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	Any criteria that calls for a percentage of the population to be within a certain distance of their nearest Post Office (eg. 95% in urban areas within 1 mile) must inevitably mean that those outside this criteria will be disadvantaged.
Furthermore, from the criteria and proposals in the consultation document, it will be impossible to accurately judge the real impact that closures would have on the area served until after it has been done. This is unacceptable.




Question 5.

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


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The National Pensioners Convention opposed the Government’s decision to pay pensions and benefits directly into bank and building society accounts, as an infringement on an individual’s choice and an unnecessary burden on those who had been using the order book system for years to properly manage their finances. The Convention also opposed the aggressive tactics employed by the Department for Work and Pensions in ‘persuading’ older people to change their payment arrangements. It was noticeable that officials were almost silent about the Post Office Card Account (POCA) when discussing the options with older customers, and as a result, some individuals opened bank accounts that were unsuitable for their personal circumstances.

The announcement last year that the POCA would cease after 2010 also caused considerable concern amongst its 4.2m users, many of whom are pensioners. It is vital therefore that confidence and trust in this service is regained as quickly as possible to reassure existing and new customers.

The Government should therefore outline as a matter of urgency the features that a new POCA II would have, including:

· The provision of Chip and Signature on all cards

· The ability for accounts to take direct debits

· The provision of competitive rates of interest on all balances
· A guarantee that accounts will be available to all on request at any stage, with no official or unofficial ceiling on the number of accounts permitted

· A simple application process

In addition, existing POCA holders should be allowed to retain their accounts until sufficient information is available on the new POCA II to them to choose whether to migrate to the new POCA II or some other account option. In this respect, more must also be done by Government to ensure that all current bank accounts are accessible through post offices.

However, there must also be greater recognition of the numbers of older people, in particular, who are either unable or unwilling to use any type of account to manage their day-to-day finances. Currently at least 1m older people do not have a bank account, and around 400,000 are continuing to receive their weekly or monthly pension in the form of a giro cheque as part of the exceptions service. 
This payment option must continue for those for whom accounts are simply unsuitable and there should be no attempt to limit the number of applicants who wish to receive their pensions in this way.



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


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	It is clear that suitable staff will be needed to operate the proposed Outreach arrangements, the vast majority of whom the DTI no doubt hopes to attract from the subpostmasters that will be part of the 2500 planned closures. However, clearly a large number of these individuals will no longer wish to continue in the service, whilst others may even be taking retirement. Recruitment of staff to undertake this work is therefore a key issue which the proposals do not seem to adequately address.

Planned use of mobile post offices held in community centres, pubs and libraries also fail offer a proper alternative to the important community network provided by the Post Office branches. Inevitably such Outreach arrangements will indicate a reduction in service, with some areas only being served on a once a week/fortnight basis.

Such plans must therefore be fully discussed and agreed with those communities affected and be subject to regular review.




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 X 


No   FORMCHECKBOX 


No view   FORMCHECKBOX 

	Comments

	The National Pensioners Convention would welcome a discussion about how local communities and co-operative organisations could run local services, but would oppose any moves to take Crown Offices out of public ownership.



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.

x FORMCHECKBOX 

