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1. Who we are and what we do  

1.1 The Consumer Council is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) 

established through the General Consumer Council (Northern 

Ireland) Order 1984. Our principal statutory duty is to promote 

and safeguard the interests of consumers in Northern Ireland (NI). 

1.2 The Consumer Council has specific statutory duties in relation to 

energy, postal services, transport, and water and sewerage. These 

include considering consumer complaints and enquiries, carrying 

out research and educating and informing consumers.  

2. Purpose of consultation response 

 

2.1 Following engagement with stakeholders and the local community 

we have significant concerns about the impact the proposed 

closure of Shaftesbury Square Post Office will have on consumers, 

particularly if a replacement service is not sought.  

 

2.2 In our response we provide comments about: 

 

 Post Office provision in the area; 

 Vulnerable consumers and other relevant demographic 

groups;  

 Local factors and the impact on consumers;  
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 Post Office Ltd’s Customer Forum; and 

 Political Purdah. 

 

2.3 Finally we make a number of recommendations for Post Office Ltd 

to consider before it makes its final decision on the proposed 

closure of Shaftesbury Square Post Office.  

 

2.4 The Consumer Council acknowledges that in the past we have not 

responded to consultations on changes to the Post Office 

network. This was due to the existence of both the Code of 

Practice and supporting arrangement for previous programmes of 

change to the network.  

 

2.5 Post Office Ltd is aware the Consumer Council believes there is an 

urgent need for a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). A MoU 

would help manage this recently announced programme of 

change to the Crown network across the UK. Despite our efforts, 

along with the other UK statutory consumer bodies, no agreement 

has been reached and, therefore, it is necessary for the Consumer 

Council to respond.  

 

3. Post Office provision in the area  

 

3.1 Post Office Ltd has said Shaftesbury Square Crown Post Office is 

financially unviable and this has resulted in the consultation that 
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proposes to close this branch. 1 Unlike the other Crown branches 

across the UK affected by the same announcement, Post Office 

Ltd is not seeking a franchise partner to replace the Shaftesbury 

Square branch.  

 

3.2 We understand that Post Office Ltd believes there is adequate 

service provision in the area to absorb the additional customers. 

Thirteen alternative branches are identified in the consultation 

document. Ten branches are over a mile away and the remaining 

three (Botanic Gardens, Lower Broadway and Howard Street) are 

less than a mile away from the current branch.  

 

3.3 It is clear the 10 branches located over a mile away are not 

realistic alternatives for the consumers visiting the Shaftesbury 

Square Post Office. Many are too far away and some are located 

in different communities, which consumers may not be 

comfortable visiting.  These suggested alternatives will not reduce 

any consumer detriment if the Shaftesbury Square branch closes.  

 

3.4 The other three nearest alternative branches that are less than a 

mile away may not have sufficient capacity to handle a significant 

increase in footfall. These alternative branches already carry out 

large numbers of transactions each week and the Shaftesbury 

Square branch is also one of the busiest post offices in NI. Indeed, 

it is busier than two of the suggested alternative branches 

                                                        
1
 http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/belfast-and-antrim-post-offices-face-

closure-34380308.html 
 

http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/belfast-and-antrim-post-offices-face-closure-34380308.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/belfast-and-antrim-post-offices-face-closure-34380308.html
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(Botanic Gardens and Lower Broadway Post Offices).  There is a 

high risk the quality of service at the potential receiving branches 

will be negatively affected if the Shaftesbury Square branch 

closes. 

 

3.5 To help our understanding, we carried out site visits to the three 

nearest alternative branches.  During these site visits, it was found 

that they were all exceptionally busy.  For instance, there were 

long queues in the Botanic Gardens branch which is closest to the 

Shaftesbury Square Post Office. This is another indicator these 

branches will not have the capacity to absorb the additional 

footfall as Post Office Ltd suggests. 

 

3.6 The Consumer Council is worried about the impact this closure 

will have on the quality of service that new and existing 

consumers will receive at these busy alternative branches.  

 

3.7 We understand that Post Office Ltd is satisfied that branches in 

the surrounding area will have sufficient capacity to absorb the 

additional customer sessions.  But before making a final decision 

to close the Shaftesbury Square branch, with or without providing 

a replacement service, it is vital that Post Office Ltd undertakes 

further migration analysis.  

 

3.8 Post Office Ltd should share the findings of this analysis with the 

Consumer Council and other stakeholders to show how it has 

ensured there will be no consumer detriment.  
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4 Vulnerable consumers and other relevant demographic groups 

 

4.1 The Consumer Council welcomes the fact that Post Office Ltd 

makes a clear commitment in the Code of Practice to consider the 

needs of people with disabilities and the needs of other 

vulnerable or relevant demographic groups.  

 

4.2 From our stakeholder engagement, it is clear that it is these 

groups who will be most adversely affected by the loss of this post 

office.  It is vital, therefore, that Post Office Ltd fully meets its 

commitment before any final decisions are reached.  

 

4.3 To help Post Office Ltd make an informed decision we have 

outlined a number of key characteristics of the area below. In 

addition we have carried out GIS analysis to help demonstrate the 

demographics of the area that the Shaftesbury Square branch 

serves (Appendix 1).  

  

 Deprivation 

 

4.4 As can be viewed from the map illustrations attached (Map 1), the 

Shaftesbury Square branch is located in one of the most deprived 

areas in NI.  The Super Output Area (SOA) where the branch is 

located ranks among the top 7% of areas with the worst multiple 
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deprivation scores in NI.2 It is our view that closing this branch will 

have a significant impact on a vulnerable community. 

  

 Consumers with disabilities 

 

4.5 A significant proportion of the population in the Shaftesbury 

Square area has long-term health problems or disabilities that 

limit their day-to-day activities. This affects nearly a third (29%) of 

those living in the area.3 Map 2 also demonstrates the numbers 

who have a disability in the SOA where the branch is located. The 

Shaftesbury Square Post Office is of relevant importance to these 

consumers as it is easily accessible and a significant point of 

service provision.  

 

 Older consumers 

 

4.6 Many elderly people live in the area and they will be negatively 

affected by the closure. Over one in 10 (13%) are aged 65 and 

over4 with many older people suffering from a greater degree of 

income deprivation compared to those living around the nearest 

alternative branches.  

 

                                                        
2
 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA).  

   Super Output Areas (SOA) are ordered from most deprived to least deprived on each type of   
   deprivation and then assigned a rank. There are 890 SOAs. The most deprived SOA is ranked 1 and      
   the least deprived SOA has a rank of 890. Shaftesbury Square SOA ranked in 54

th
 position out of 890      

   areas (top 7%) 
3
 NISRA statistics website. Census 2011. 

4
 NISRA statistics website. Census 2011. 
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4.7 Map 3 also shows the SOA where the branch is located ranks 

among the top 4% of areas with the worst scores for income 

deprivation affecting older people.  

 

4.8 In addition, Map 4 illustrates that the SOA where the branch is 

located has a greater number of people over 65 compared to the 

SOAs where the three nearest alternative branches are located. 

 

4.9 This indicates that the branch closure will have a 

disproportionately negative impact on the elderly. For instance, 

they will be expected to travel greater distances and could incur 

additional costs getting to the alternative locations.  

 

4.8 It is crucial that Post Office Ltd demonstrates and ensures within 

its decision making it has considered the needs of the local 

community, especially more vulnerable consumers. 

 

5. Local factors and the impact on consumers  

 

5.1 The Shaftesbury Square branch provides vital access to a range of 

essential services at an easily accessible and cross community 

location. These services include postal services, pensions and 

benefits, and financial services.  

 

5.2  Alongside our concerns about capacity issues at the nearest 

receiving post offices, if the branch closes it will have a negative 

impact on local consumers in the following ways: 
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 Reduced access to products and services. Two of the three 

nearest alternative branches suggested by Post Office Ltd do 

not provide the full range of services which are currently 

available at the Shaftesbury Square branch. For instance, the 

Post Office ATM which is available to customers will not be 

available. The ATM benefits consumers in the area by providing 

access to cash outside of normal opening hours. Its loss will 

impact on local residents as they will be unable to access their 

cash, including pensions and benefits. 

 

 Difficulties walking to alternative branches. Whilst we 

appreciate that these alternative branches are within one mile 

of the Shaftesbury Square branch, barriers still exist for the 

community.  Firstly vulnerable, disabled and older residents 

will have difficulty walking greater distances to the alternative 

branches.  There is also the barrier to cross into different 

communities which will prevent many from using the 

alternative post offices.  

 

 Difficulties accessing alternative branches by public transport. 

We understand that Post Office Ltd has advised that public 

transport can be accessed to travel from the existing Post 

Office to some of the alternative branches.  However, what has 

not been taken into consideration is the cost of this service for 

those not of pensionable age and the frequency of some of 

these services.  We have received feedback from local 
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community groups to advise that some of these services, whilst 

timetabled, often encounter delays or do not run at all.  

 

 Difficulties getting to alternative locations by car. For those 

who do have access to cars, parking at all three of these 

alternative branches will prove extremely difficult for 

customers and could potentially lead to additional expenses.  

 

 Increased social isolation for vulnerable consumers. As 

discussed above, many consumers will not be able to travel to 

the alternative branches either at all or as frequently.  This will 

lead to social isolation for vulnerable consumers. 

 

5.3 The Consumer Council recognises, along with many other 

stakeholders including Post Office Ltd, the social purpose of a post 

office branch within a community. However, we believe that 

closing and not replacing the Shaftesbury Square branch is in 

conflict with this purpose and will cause significant consumer 

detriment within the local community.  

 

6.  Post Office Ltd’s Customer Forum 

 

6.1 The Consumer Council attended the Customer Forum held by Post 

Office Ltd on 21 March 2016. This forum was attended by a range 

of stakeholders including community representatives and local 

businesses as well as older and vulnerable consumers. The 
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majority of the issues highlighted above were raised by those 

attending the meeting.  

 

6.2 Those who attended also understood the rationale and the 

financial pressures Post Office Ltd faces that led to the proposed 

closure of the Shaftesbury Square Post Office. However, they did 

not receive an adequate explanation as to why a replacement 

service close to the existing location, within a new or current retail 

business, could not be a solution.   

 

6.3 It was felt a replacement service would allow consumers within 

the local community to continue to access the essential services 

provided by the post office. It would also mean Post Office Ltd 

could reduce its overheads by still closing the Crown branch.  

 

6.4 The Consumer Council believes that Post Office Ltd still needs to 

fully address why it will not replace the Crown branch with an 

alternative post office. It must also fully explain why it has put 

forward the proposal to close this branch, compared to its 

decision to franchise operations for similar proposals in Great 

Britain (GB). 

 

7. Political Purdah 

 

7.1 Post Office Ltd will be aware of our concerns that a significant 

proportion of the consultation is taking place over the lead up to 

the Northern Ireland Assembly elections. This period of political 
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purdah essentially reduces the agreed 12 week consultation to a 

period of eight weeks.  

 

7.2 This adversely affects the local elected representatives’ (MLAs) 

ability to formally inform Post Office Ltd of their concerns at a 

particularly crucial part of the consultation process. It also 

impedes the Consumer Council’s ability as a public organisation to 

liaise with these elected representatives.  

 

7.3 We have noted the recent response from Post Office Ltd and are 

disappointed that it will not take this into account by extending 

the consultation period. 

 

8. Conclusion  

 

8.1 The Consumer Council has significant concerns that Post Office Ltd 

is proposing to close a Crown branch in one of the most deprived 

communities in NI without seeking a replacement service. Instead, 

Post Office Ltd is relying on the listed alternative branches to meet 

the needs of the local community. This is in contrast to the 

approach taken in GB where Post Office Ltd is planning to 

franchise a number of Crown branches. 

 

8.2 The majority of the alternative branches located over one mile 

away are not realistic options for consumers. In addition, the 

remaining three alternative branches (Botanic Gardens, Lower 

Broadway and Howard Street) may not have sufficient capacity to 
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handle the increase in consumers visiting these branches. This will 

negatively affect the consumer experience for the existing and 

new customer base, and ultimately affect the reputation of the 

alternative offices. 

 

8.3 The Consumer Council understands that Post Office Ltd has 

committed to continually monitoring the service provision in the 

area. However, a thorough assessment needs to take place now, 

including a full migration analysis, before any decision is reached 

and the findings shared with the Consumer Council.  

 

8.4 We have significant concerns about the impact on vulnerable 

consumers, eg those with disabilities and older consumers, 

considering the demographics of the area that the Shaftesbury 

Square branch serves.  

 

8.5 Consumers will lose access to a range of vital services at an easily 

accessible and cross community location. Consumers will also find 

it much harder to get to the nearest alternative locations. Many 

will be unable to travel to the nearest alternative branches. For 

the more vulnerable it will increase social isolation. 

 

8.6  Consumers and stakeholders, including the Consumer Council, 

understand the financial challenges facing Post Office Ltd and the 

Shaftesbury Square Post Office. However, there is a compelling 

case to secure a replacement service in close proximity to the 
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existing location. This must be addressed urgently by Post Office 

Ltd. 

 

9.  Recommendations  

 

9.1 We want Post Office Ltd to ensure that customers living in the 

nearby area are not disadvantaged as a result of this Crown 

branch closure. We believe Post Office Ltd should do the following 

before it makes a final decision: 

 

 Fully consider and respond to the points raised in our response 

and search for a suitable retail partner in close proximity to the 

existing location; 

 

 Formally meet with the Consumer Council to discuss the 

matter before any decision is made regarding the future of the 

Shaftesbury Square branch; 

 

 Carry out further migration analysis to better understand how 

the closure will affect the nearest alternative branches and the 

quality of service consumers would receive. This information 

should be shared with the Consumer Council;  

 

 Detail what analysis has been carried out and how the needs of 

consumers, especially the vulnerable, have been taken into 

consideration. This should also be shared with the Consumer 

Council; and  
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 Provide a full explanation as to why Post office Ltd has decided 

to close this branch compared to its decision to franchise 

operations for similar proposals in GB. 

 

9.2 The Consumer Council believes that finding a suitable retail 

partner to replace the Crown Office branch will resolve the 

matter. This will make sure the needs of the local community are 

met. It would also mean Post Office Ltd will continue to play its 

important economic and social role within this deprived local 

community. 

 

We look forward to further engagement on this matter.  

 

If you wish to discuss any aspect of this response please contact Michael 

Legg on 028 9025 1641 or via email on 

michael.legg@consumercouncil.org.uk 

 

 



 

Map 1 
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Map 2 
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Map 3 
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Map 4 
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