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1. 
Introduction
1.1  
The General Consumer Council (The Consumer Council) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation on the Post Office Ltd’s Network Change Programme – Area Plan Proposal Northern Ireland.  
1.2  
The Consumer Council’s legislative role is to give consumers a voice - and to make sure that voice is heard by those who make decisions that affect consumers.  Set up by statute in 1985 as a Non-Departmental Public Body, the Consumer Council’s role is to promote and safeguard the interests of all consumers in Northern Ireland.  

1.3  
The Consumer Council has specific legislative responsibilities for energy (including natural gas, electricity and coal), passenger transport and food, and it has been designated as the consumer representative body for water and sewerage services from April 2007. 

1.4  
A key feature of the Consumer Council’s work is the need to carry out research to determine consumer concerns and to campaign for the best possible standards of service and protection.  The Consumer Council also has a major role to play in educating consumers so that they will have the skills and confidence to meet future challenges.  
1.5  
In responding to this document, the Consumer Council has applied the seven consumer principles of fairness, access, information, redress, representation, safety and choice.  We have commented on the following areas: 
· Good practice consultation;
· Changing market environment;
· Local Post Office® in local communities;
· Minimum Access Criteria;
· Proposed Outreach Services;
· Strategic Transport Policy;
· Joined up Social Policy; and
· Service innovation.
2.  
Good practice consultation 
2.1
Recommended consultation period 
In the interests of delivering best practice on recommended consultation periods the Consumer Council considers that the proposed six week local consultation time is too short to enable communities to make their voices heard.  We believe that Post Office Ltd’s Local Area Plan Proposal should be open for public consultation for 12 weeks as per best practice and to allow for sufficient consideration by individuals and representative groups.  

2.2
Consulting the NI Assembly 
The Consumer Council recommends to Post Office Ltd that the Northern Ireland Assembly should be consulted formally as a key stakeholder, to take account of Members’ views on the local needs of citizens and constituents.  The Consumer Council applauds the swift action taken to initiate an Northern Ireland Assembly ad hoc subcommittee on the proposed changes to the network.  
3. 
Changing market environment 

3.1
The Consumer Council recognises that the market environment in which Post Office Ltd operates is changing.  Commercial decision making must take account of economic imperatives and deliver value for money for taxpayers.  We understand that a first class stamp costs the taxpayer £17 if it is bought at a Post Office® branch with a weekly footfall of less than 100 people.  This is one of the most concerning statistics we have seen.  This does not represent value for money and it is clear that the status quo is not sustainable for the longer term.  In some areas customer numbers are falling and it is necessary to deliver a cost effective service to the taxpayer.  Customer habits are changing and many traditional services are available elsewhere.   We believe however that Post Office Ltd must work to ensure that the Network Change Programme does not have unnecessary negative effects on the level of service for consumers currently and in the future.
3.2 Long term commitment on delivery
Post Office Ltd needs to assure consumers of its long-term commitment to deliver and maintain good quality services beyond 2011.  This commitment is not evident from the consultation document.

Post Office Ltd must articulate its long term vision for the next 20 years in the service delivery model it determines.  This will assure the Consumer Council of Post Office Ltd’s resolve to deliver a robust service to consumers.
3.3 It is not clear from the consultation document if closures have been voluntary, requested, consulted on or agreed with Post Masters in closure decisions.  The Consumer Council believes that Post Office Ltd should make this information transparent.
4. Local Post Office® in local communities
4.1
The Consumer Council believes that Post Office® branches are perceived as a central hub within many local communities.  They give people a sense of place and belonging.  We believe that they remain an important resource for a variety of reasons including:
· Sending letters and packages;

· Foreign currency;

· Delivering financial inclusion;

· Paying of bills;

· Budget payment electricity cards; 
· Accessing and withdrawing money;

· Delivering universal banking, by improving access to Post Office®, bank and building society personal current accounts and financial products; 

· Saving and budgeting;

· Providing the sole banking services for local residents in some areas;

· Reducing social isolation; and
· Shopping and business related services.  Many post offices are also grocery shops.
5.  
Minimum Access Criteria 

5.1
The Consumer Council believes that in order to maintain access for consumers the Minimum Access Criteria must be extended to take account of the following issues below.  Each point is discussed in more detail in 5.2 – 5.5 below.   
· Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998      
· Consultation period and Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) 
· Good Relations  
· Post Office® branch users
· Vulnerability
· Accessibility and disadvantage
5.2
Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998     

It is not clear from the consultation document if Post Office Ltd gave consideration to equality screening or Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA).  Although there is no specific obligation on Post Office Ltd to embrace Section 75, the principles of equality and good relations should not be viewed by Post Office Ltd as an afterthought. .  Geographical and other considerations peculiar to Northern Ireland must be taken into account.  


Post Office Ltd should work with Postwatch, the Equality Commission, Disability Action, Rural Community Network and Rural Development Council to address these issues.  
5.3 Good Relations 
Post Office Ltd should honour its commitment to Good Relations and the Government’s Shared Future strategy when considering the closure of Post Office® branches or proposed delivery of services at community interfaces.   Post Office® branches have been able to serve and bring communities together regardless of political, religious opinions or ethnic backgrounds in rural and urban areas.  
5.4      Post Office® branch users
The Consumer Council believes that the following Section 75 groups are particularly vulnerable to Post Office® branch closures and should be included in the Minimum Access Criteria:
· Age (Older people);

· Persons with a disability and those without (People with disabilities);

· Racial group (People from migrant communities);

· Persons with dependents and those without (Carers); and

· Marital Status (Parents with young children, particularly young parents and lone parents).
In our view Post Office Ltd’s analysis should pay particular attention to the access needs of people who are on low incomes (socio-economic groups DE), benefit recipients, POCA customers and people without bank accounts (the financially excluded).

5.5 Vulnerability
The Consumer Council welcomes the Minimum Access Criteria considerations that Post Office Ltd have set to tackle deprivation and the use of Social Output Areas in decision making.  However, deprivation is not exclusive to geographically deprived areas in Northern Ireland.  The Minimum Access Criteria fails to recognise that anyone can be vulnerable or suffer disadvantage at any point in their lives for many reasons like poor health, disability, literacy problems, relationship breakdown, debt or deprivation.  
6
Proposed Outreach Services

6.1
The Consumer Council recognises the innovative proposals for outreach services and the work undertaken by Post Office Ltd in piloting outreach services in the UK.  We understand that pilot schemes in Northern Ireland have delivered a measure of success and the use of Partner Services has addressed the needs of local communities.  Piloting of outreach services can benefit all consumers in Northern Ireland and ensure that systems and services are robust.  As the incumbent, Post Office Ltd has responsibility for the Network.  When essential services are altered, Post Office Ltd should put a service in its place that meets local customers’ needs.  

The Consumer Council asks Post Office Ltd to consider consumer needs in the areas listed below.
6.2 Transport accessibility and mobility 
In our view, older people are particularly likely to have mobility difficulties.  Others affected are those on low-incomes, parents with young children and those without private transport in rural areas.  The Consumer Council believes that Post Office Ltd should consider creative options for people who do not have a car and need to travel a further distance to an alternative Post Office® branch where there are no direct bus routes or no bus routes at all.
6.3 Travel costs 
The Consumer Council believes that Post Office Ltd needs to examine the extent of financial burden placed on consumers, where they have to travel extra distances to the nearest Post Office® branch.  People in receipt of benefits may not have money to travel extra distances where it is too far to walk.  The Consumer Council recommends that Post Office Ltd should consider working with transport providers to address cost, accessibility and fare concessions ahead of proposed network service changes.
6.4 Travel time and opening hours
The Consumer Council believes that Post Office Ltd plans need to take into account how they will help consumers facing problems such as the length of time it would take to travel extra distance to and from an alternative Post Office® branch and whether opening hours will suit local communities for example older people and people with mobility issues.
6.5 Ensuring Premises Accessibility
The Consumer Council believes that all of the proposed new services must be full accessible for customers who use wheelchairs, zimmer frames, mobility scooters and prams.   
6.6 Appropriate opening hours
The Consumer Council considers that particular attention must be paid to customer needs by addressing appropriate opening hours during busy seasonal periods, eg Christmas, adverse weather conditions, busy periods and consider the need to provide rest areas, particularly for older people, people with disabilities or people with young children. 
6.7 Accessible Buses
In our view, Post Office Ltd should work with public transport providers to ensure the availability of low floor/wheelchair access on bus routes travelling to alternative Post Office® branches or outreach centres.
6.8 Customer service
The Consumer Council recommends that appropriate arrangements are put in place so that Post Offices® branches under the new arrangements can cope with the pressure of additional custom, longer queues and transaction times.  
6.9 Post Office® branches place in the local economies
The Consumer Council believes that proposed Post Office® branch closure should not have adverse impact on local economies where a branch is connected to a shop/village store or part of a larger shopping complex.
6.10 Service agreements
In our view, services must be accessible and safe for consumers to use.  New proposed service arrangements should not compromise delivery of a quality service.  Contractual arrangements for Partner Service delivery in community buildings or retail premises must be robust and transparent to ensure good customer service is not compromised.
7. Strategic transport policy
7.1
Joined up policy 

The Consumer Council recommends that Post Office Ltd must work on strategic joined-up policies with Government departments, the private, the community and voluntary sectors (eg community transport providers) to address transport accessibility to alternative Post Office® branches or outreach centres.   
Issues for consideration include:
· Accessible Transport Strategy
· Expand the Rural Community Transport Partnership; and
· Transport networks.
Each point is discussed in more detail in 7.2 –7.4 below.   
7.2
Accessible Transport Strategy
In our view the Post Office Ltd should work with DRD within the Accessible Transport Strategy framework to ensure that the needs of rural consumers along with older people and people with disabilities are considered in accessing Post Office® branches.  DRD with Post Office Ltd should try to exploit opportunities for a better co-ordination of services and utilisation of an accessible transport resources that exist to meet the needs of consumers. 
7.3     Expand the Rural Community Transport Partnerships
We have welcomed many of the recent strategies by the Department for Regional Development including proposals to expand the Rural Community Transport Partnerships to all rural areas in Northern Ireland.
7.4      Transport networks 
Post Office Ltd, together with Postwatch, Government, retailers, community and voluntary sectors and transport providers must find innovative ways to develop appropriate transport networks and to tackle the barriers that prevent vulnerable people (eg older people, people with disabilities) from accessing financial services, transport links and shops.  

8. Joined up Social Policy
8.1 The Consumer Council welcomes Post Office Ltd’s consideration of regeneration plans; eg town centre renewal schemes, road and transport development plans.
8.2 In our view, it is essential that consumers have access to services such as financial services, transport links and retail.  The Consumer Council has previously called for joined-up/complementary transport and retail planning policy development where public transport is improved to make it a realistic alternative to the car.
8.3 Retail planning policy should provide access, balance and choice via a modern retailing environment where town centres and edge-of-town retail developments complement each other.
9.
Service Innovation
9.1
The Consumer Council recommends that Post Office Ltd should undertake research with post office users to address gaps in the market and find new business opportunities.  For example, the Consumer Council recommended to Competition Commission Banking Inquiry that banks could make their current accounts more accessible through the Post Office® branches.

Post Office Ltd should consider: 

· Partnering with all financial institutions including credit unions to offer affordable credit and other financial services;
· Extending long-term saving schemes, including a safe replacement for Farepak;
· Developing alternative payment products such as pre-paid debit cards;

· Providing pension products;

· Promoting the free currency ordering services currently offered by Post Office® branches;
· Free to use ATMs;

· Offering Euro currency in all proposed outreach service plans, given that Northern Ireland shares land border with the Republic of Ireland; and  
· Delivering internet training to tackle social and financial exclusion.  Providing internet banking facilities would allow consumers to pay bills and manage their money.  
9.2 There is also an onus on local and national Government to work with 

Post Office Ltd to demonstrate their commitment to high-level, joined up policy across all departments to address financial inclusion and other social policy areas.  Government must continue to examine opportunities to bring Post Office® services to local community and retail facilities. Government should consider working with Post Office Ltd to deliver other services using proposed outreach services.  Examples include examining procurement opportunities for Post Office Ltd to:

· Provide internet facilities at proposed outreach services.  This would address financial exclusion and improve financial capability; 

· Use the knowledge of Post Masters to promote benefit up-take programmes.  This would allow Post Masters to develop their businesses; 
· Use new proposed outreach points to deliver health screening services; and 
· Use Post Office® mail delivery staff to pilot delivery of other services, for example door to door order currency.  This would address transport and accessibility issues, particularly in rural areas.  A creative approach may be to pilot a ‘dial service’ for Post Office® products.
10.
Conclusion

10.1
The Consumer Council appreciates the opportunity to participate in this consultation.  We hope that you will find our comments useful and that our views will be reflected in the final decision making process.  In the meantime, if you wish any additional information please contact Nóra Quigley, Senior Consumer Affairs Officer (Social Needs) on: 028 9067 4803 or by e-mail: nquigley@consumercouncil.org.uk
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