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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To make Members aware of current discussions around the future of a number of “unprofitable” post offices, particularly in rural areas.

1.2
To consider whether to support the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters in their campaign to keep the rural post office network in tact.

1.3
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

· Council Ambitions – N/A.

· Community Objectives – The Ribble Valley Strategic Partnership and the Council are committed to supporting vibrant communities in the Ribble Valley.  Although there is no single definition of “vibrant communities”, it is clear that without certain elements of infrastructure, villages are at risk of becoming dormitories.

· Corporate Priorities -  N/A.

· Other Considerations – N/A.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
Since 2000 Post Office Ltd has had a formal requirement to maintain the rural post office network and to prevent avoidable closures.

2.2
In December 2002 the Government announced a three year support package of £450m for the rural post office network.  This was extended in September 2004, with an additional £300m in Government support between 2006 and 2008.

2.3
The policy to prevent avoidable closures ends in Autumn 2006.  Trade and Industry Secretary, Alistair Darling, has said that doing nothing was not sustainable and the post office needed to adapt.

2.4
There are currently 7,854 rural and 6,522 urban post offices in England.  2,486 urban post offices were closed under the Post Office Urban Network Closures Programme, which ran from 2002 to 2005.

2.5
Two notable victims of this closure programme were the Salford and Henthorn Sub-Post Offices in Clitheroe.

2.6
Clearly the concern must be amongst rural post offices that if busy urban offices can be closed, what hope have the smaller, less busy rural sub-post offices have of survival.

3
ISSUES

3.1
The Government says that the 800 smallest post offices are used by an average of 16 people each week.  The rural network is supported by an annual subsidy of £150m.  The urban network is similarly supported to the tune of £50m a year.

3.2
This means that the post office network is costing £200m each year.

3.3
The Government are widely expected to require some closures as part of a subsidy renewal agreement.

3.4
The number of post offices has fallen from 18,393 in 1999 to 14,376 in 2005 according to Postwatch, the postal services watchdog.

3.5
The Government point out that many of the services once offered exclusively can now be accessed elsewhere.  For example, people can now purchase their road tax on line, 98% of pensions are now paid into peoples bank accounts, whilst TV licences can now no longer be bought at post offices.

3.6
Clearly customer numbers are dwindling but how much of that is due to withdrawal of core business is a debatable point.

3.7
A stark reality for many of the rural post offices across the country and many in the Ribble Valley is a doubtful future with no guarantee of subsidy against future closures.

3.8
Many post offices operate as village shops to subsidise their income and sustainability.  In some areas the post office provides the only shop.  Without it, many villages would lose their last commercial outlet.

4
RESOURCES

4.1
This Council cannot directly financially support any post office in its area.  However the Council does provide discretionary business rate relief for six existing rural post offices.  

5
RISK ASSESSMENT

5.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications:

· Resources – There are no funds earmarked in the Council’s budget to help subsidise rural post offices, however the Council will continue to exercise its discretion in favour of village post offices that qualify for business rate relief.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – The Council does not currently grant aid post offices other than the discretionary rate relief scheme.

· Political – Supporting the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters may be viewed as resisting a Government initiative.  However, the subsidies already provided suggest that there is Government support in principle for rural post offices.  Probably there are no major political implications arising from the approval of this report.

· Reputation – The Council is being asked to support a wide range of voluntary organisations.  It may harm the reputation of the Council if it did nothing to persuade the Government to retain rural post offices in its area.

5.2
It also has no control over whether post office are closed.  It can however seek to influence the Government when it considers possible future closures.

6
CONCLUSION


6.1
The future funding of the rural post office network is currently under consideration by Central Government.

6.2
The Government has identified that 800 of the smallest post offices are used by an average of 16 customers each week.  Add to that the high level of subsidy (£150m) and it is clear that Government Auditors may feel that hard decisions need to be taken.

6.3
Rural post offices play a vital role in their communities, in many instances doubling as the village shop.

6.4
If the post office business were to end, the viability of the shop would also be called into question.

6.5
Whilst it is true that many services can be retained elsewhere, this could also explain the decline in the number of users.

7
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE
7.1
 Consider the report and its possible implications for the rural post office network in the Ribble Valley.

7.2
Decide whether to lend its support to the National Federation of Sub-Postmasters in their campaign to safeguard the network of rural post offices.
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