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1.1

Effect of post office closures on local communities

Post office closures

The Post Office Ltd provides a range of products and services to the public
through its network of post office branches. As well as postal services, post
offices offer access to banking services and cash, and certain government
services. Most people use post offices.’

The Post Office separated from Royal Mail, the universal service provider for
post, in 2012. However, Royal Mail services continue to be available through
the Post Office.

The Post Office is owned by the government, through the Department for
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) and UK Government
Investments (UKGI), however the Post Office Ltd Board has responsibility for
the operations of the Post Office.

The Post Office Ltd Board remains accountable to the government for the
performance of the Post Office. They must also maintain at least 11,500
branches which are subject to access requirements as described below.

In November 2020, the government also announced £227 million funding for
the Post Office for 2021/22. This includes a £50 million network subsidy
payment which is designed to cover the operating costs of the network and to
maintain branches which are not profitable - the same level of subsidy as in
the previous two years. £177 million is to invest in the future of the network. 2

More information about funding for the Post Office Network over the last few
years can be found in the Library briefing paper The Post Office.

Post office numbers

The number of post offices has been relatively stable since 2009, although the
overall network size has declined since the 1980s. At the end of March 2020,
the post office network had 11,638 branches.?

! Citizens Advice, Consumer Use of Post Offices, 2017
2 Post Office Ltd, Post Office welcomes £227 million funding from Government, 26 Nov 2020
® Ppost Office Ltd, Post Office Network Report, March 2020
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http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7550
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/campaigns/Post/Consumer%20Use%20of%20Post%20Offices%20Summary%20Report.pdf
https://www.onepostoffice.co.uk/secure/latest-news/general-news/post-office-welcomes-227-million-funding-from-government/
https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/media/48108/networkreport2020_final.pdf
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Total number of post offices in the UK
1982 to 2020, Thousands
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Source: Post Office Ltd
Notes: Care should be taken in interpreting the data given discontinuities in the data in the period
2005-2007 (see appendix).

Access criteria

The size and geography of the post office network is determined by the ‘post
office access criteria’. The criteria are set by the government. The current
access criteria requires the Post Office to meet the following conditions:

o 99% of the UK population to be within three miles of their nearest
post office outlet;

o 90% of the UK population to be within one mile of their nearest
post office outlet;

. 99% of the total population in deprived urban areas across the
UK to be within one mile of their nearest post office outlet;

° 95% of the total urban population across the UK to be within one
mile of their nearest post office outlet;

o 95% of the total rural population across the UK to be within three
miles of their nearest post office outlet;
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o 95% of the population of every postcode district to be within six
miles of their nearest post office outlet.*

At the end of March 2020, the Post Office met five of six of its access criteria. It
missed the target for the number of postcode districts in which 95% of the
population are within six miles of their nearest post office. This criterion is
intended to ensure a minimum level of access for customers living in remote
rural areas. There were seven postcode districts where this was not met.®

Post Offices by type

Post office branches operate under different contract types. There are three
main types of post office:

° Crown post office branches: those post offices that are directly
managed by Post Office Ltd.

o Agency post office branches: post offices owned and managed by either
an independent postmaster or a larger franchise partner (for example
WH Smith or the Co-operative).®

o Outreach services: typically small part-time branches that may use a
village hall or mobile van to provide post office services to communities
that might not otherwise receive them.

More information regarding these post office contract types can be found in
the Library briefing paper The Post Office.

Trend in post offices by branch type
At the end of March 2020, there were

9,812 agency branches, 84% of the network.
1,700 outreach services, 15% of the total network.
126 Crown branches, 1% of the post office network.

The past decade has seen a fall in Crown post offices, which are directly
managed by the Post Office. There has been a reduction in the number of the
more traditional agency branches and a substantial rise in the number of
outreach services.

4 Department for Business Innovation & Skills, “Securing the Post Office Network in the Digital Age”

November 2010, The first five criteria were originally implemented in 2007, while the last was added
in 2010 to safeguard customers in remote rural areas.

® Post Office Ltd, Post Office Network Report, March 2020

5 There are multiple types of agency branch. Further details about the different types of post office
branch can be found in the Library briefing The Post Office.
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Number of post offices by contract type

2010 to 2020

Crown Agency Outreach Total
2010 373 10,599 933 11,905
2011 373 10,468 979 11,820
2012 373 10,428 1,017 11,818
2013 373 10,342 1,065 11,780
2014 350 10,255 1,091 11,696
2015 326 10,172 1,136 11,634
2016 315 10,062 1,266 11,643
2017 285 9,935 1,439 11,659
2018 262 9,768 1,517 11,547
2019 191 9,814 1,633 11,638
2020 126 9,812 1,700 11,638

Notes: Data is for March in each year
Source: Post Office Ltd, Network Reports

Crown post offices

In recent years, many Crown post offices, the post offices run directly by the
Post Office Ltd, have been franchised so that they are run by partners such as
WHSmith (post offices are found in over 200 WHSmith stores)’. However, the
BEIS committee has highlighted the risks associated with hosting post officers
in large retailers, such as WHSmith, should they no longer be able to
operate.®

The government has declared franchised branches the preferred business
model of the Post Office “as it delivers significant cost savings without
impacting service provision for local communities. Franchising enables longer
opening hours, increased convenience, and greater accessibility for
communities.”® Most post offices are already run by subpostmasters and
others in the private sector.

In an attempt to preserve Crown post offices, The Communication Workers
Union (CWU) agreed a moratorium with the post office in July 2021 stopping
any closures or franchises for the rest of 2021. However, they remain
concerned that closures or further franchising will continue in 2022."

7 WHSmith PLC, Post Office Limited
& Business Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee Future of the Post Office Network, 22 October 2019
° PQ167955, 12 March 2021

' Communication Workers Union, Union wins ‘vital breathing space” in fight to save Crown Post Office
network, 16 July 2021
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https://www.whsmithplc.co.uk/about-us/brands-and-partnered-brands/post-office-limited
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmbeis/247/247.pdf
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-03-12/167955
https://www.cwu.org/news/union-wins-vital-breathing-space-in-fight-to-save-crown-post-office-network/
https://www.cwu.org/news/union-wins-vital-breathing-space-in-fight-to-save-crown-post-office-network/

Outreach services
rose from 1% of the
total post office
network in 2000 to

15% in March 2020.
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Agency post offices

Most Agency post offices were transformed into either ‘Local’ and ‘Main’
branches through The Network Transformation Programme, which was a
major investment in, and a large scale restructuring of, the post office
network, over much of the last decade.

Main and Local branches are integrated into retail outlets. Main branches are
larger than Locals and offer a wider range of services.

As of March 2020, there were 3,404 Main branches, 4,134 Local branches and
2,274 traditional branches.”

Outreach post offices

There has been a significant rise in the number of outreach services since
2000. There were 52 outreach services in the year 2000 representing less
than 1% of the total post office network at the time. By 2009 there were more
than double the number of outreach services than Crown branches. Outreach
services now number 1,700 as of March 2020, 15% of the total network.™

The Post Office state that their mobile post office vehicles currently visit over
250 locations every week in rural locations across the UK, at set times and on
certain days to ensure people are aware of when they can access services.®

In their 2019 report, Future of the Post Office Network, the Business, Energy
and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) committee noted that outreach post offices
tend to be part time and do not provide the same level of service as
permanent branches.

However, the government say that outreach post offices provide the same
products and services as bricks-and-mortar branches, while enabling the
access criteria to be met in rural areas.™

" Post Office network report 2020
2 See the Library briefing Post office numbers
 Post Office Corporate, Qur Network, [last accessed 09/09/21]

* PQ698, 21 May 2021

6 Commons Library Debate Pack, 12 October 2021


https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmbeis/247/247.pdf
https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/media/48108/networkreport2020_final.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02585/
https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/secure-corporate/our-network/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-05-12/698
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There are more
temporary post
office closures and
many are for long
periods

Effect of post office closures on local communities

Temporary closures

Individual post offices sometimes close temporarily, for example if a
subpostmaster retires and another is being found. Closure and access
concerns have been raised by MPs across the political spectrum, along with
Citizens Advice, who state that the number of temporarily closed post offices
has doubled since 2013, with 2 in 3 remaining closed for over a year and 2in 5
staying closed for over 2 years.™

Effect of Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic has added to closure concerns. On the 23 March 2020
the government announced strict curbs on businesses due to the coronavirus
pandemic. Post offices were one of the few outlets permitted to remain open
during periods of lockdown.

Despite this, data shows that the number of open post offices fell by 651 (6%)
from March to April 2020. The largest fall was seen by outreach branches,
with 388 (23%) fewer branches open in April than in March 2020. The number
of open agency branches fell by 254 (3%) whilst the number of crown
branches fell by 9 (7%).

The BBC reported that 260 post offices that closed due to Covid-19 had not
reopened by the time restrictions were lifted in June 2021. "

Government response

In response to these concerns, the government has stressed that temporarily
closed branches are not counted within the post office numbers, meaning the
access criteria requirement is maintained.

They say that the “reasons for a temporary closure of a branch are normally
outside the control of Post Office Ltd, such as postmasters retiring, but
whenever Post Office Ltd need to relocate a branch the Government believes
they work hard to restore service to the community as soon as possible and
consult with local communities as set out in the principles of community
engagement agreed with Citizens Advice”.™ ™

** Citizens Advice, The post office network is at a crunch point - investment is needed to ensure their
survival, [last accessed 09/09/21]

' House of Commons Library, Post Office Numbers, February 2021

"7 BBC, Covid: More than 250 Post Office branches remain closed, 1 September 2021

'8 Business Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee, Government Response to the Committee’s First
Report of Session 2019, March 2020

® PQ168978, 23 March 2021
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https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20Ooffice%20Investment%20at%20Spending%20Review%202020.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20Ooffice%20Investment%20at%20Spending%20Review%202020.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02585/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-merseyside-58395871#:%7E:text=More%20than%20250%20Post%20Office%20branches%20that%20closed%20due%20to,by%2030%20June%20this%20year.
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmbeis/382/38202.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmbeis/382/38202.htm
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-03-15/168978
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Scottish Spar post offices closures

In June 2021, Spar Scotland announced the decision to close 31 out of 48 of its
post office counters. Many have been closed already and the remaining are
due to shut by mid-November. %

Spar Scotland’s chief executive stated the move to replace the loss-making
post offices with an expanded food to go offering was necessary to ensure the
stores continued to operate.”

The move has been criticised by local people, councillors and MSPs who have
stated that the closures could be “catastrophic” for some communities.” MSP
Colin Smyth has urged the Post Office to try and find an alternative home for
branches that close.?

20 Citizens Advice, Post Office - News October
2 The Courier, Spa
September 2021
2 The Press and Journal, Shop bo
years’ 27 September 2021

% BBC, Dozens of Spar Stores to end Post Office service, 9 June 2021
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https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Post%20and%20Telecoms/Post%20office%20Newsletters/Post%20Office%20News%20-%20October%202021.pdf
https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/business-environment/business/2599640/spar-shop-managers-welcome-post-office-closure-decisions-says-company-boss/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/aberdeen/3494594/shop-boss-slammed-after-claiming-post-office-closures-best-decision-for-many-years/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/aberdeen/3494594/shop-boss-slammed-after-claiming-post-office-closures-best-decision-for-many-years/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-south-scotland-57412410
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https://www.betterretailing.com/news/decision-axe-post-office-branches-cj-lang/
https://www.betterretailing.com/news/decision-axe-post-office-branches-cj-lang/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/post-office-crisis-after-shops-25039696
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/post-office-crisis-after-shops-25039696
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/post-office-asks-banks-for-200m-more-in-new-deal-for-their-customers-to-access-cash-fkqrrbx2v
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/post-office-asks-banks-for-200m-more-in-new-deal-for-their-customers-to-access-cash-fkqrrbx2v
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/aberdeen/3481439/retailer-accused-of-putting-greed-before-need-over-plans-for-shut-post-offices/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/aberdeen/3481439/retailer-accused-of-putting-greed-before-need-over-plans-for-shut-post-offices/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/post-office-to-handle-packages-for-amazon-99d2kv9h0
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/09/02/fears-elderly-isolated-post-offices-fail-reopen-covid-lockdowns/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/09/02/fears-elderly-isolated-post-offices-fail-reopen-covid-lockdowns/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-merseyside-58395871
https://www.ft.com/content/15099cd9-9a74-4696-ae54-ff871740c619
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/3390385/post-office-closures-permanent-branches-halve-over-north-and-north-east-in-last-20-years/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/fp/news/3390385/post-office-closures-permanent-branches-halve-over-north-and-north-east-in-last-20-years/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/money/convenience-store-chain-close-31-24288254
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There are also various articles relating to individual post office closures,
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-south-scotland-57412410
https://www.staffordshire-live.co.uk/news/local-news/pop-up-post-office-coming-5991132
https://www.midlothianadvertiser.co.uk/business/woodburn-post-office-closure-date-confirmed-3401092
https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/19604697.fears-northallerton-post-office-slowly-shutting/
https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/fife/2546123/newport-community-up-in-arms-as-date-is-announced-for-post-office-closure/
https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/belfast-news/sudden-closure-enniskillen-post-office-21522231
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Press releases
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/post-office-card-accounts-closure-extended-until-november-2022
https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/our-media-centre#/pressreleases/post-office-partners-with-dpd-to-roll-out-click-and-collect-services-across-the-uk-3121180
https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/our-media-centre#/pressreleases/post-office-partners-with-dpd-to-roll-out-click-and-collect-services-across-the-uk-3121180
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Parliomentary material

Written questions

Post Office: Access Question for Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy, UIN 49173

Asked by Marion Fellows on 14 September 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy,
what progress his Department has made on meeting Post Office Access
Criteria that (a) 90 per cent of the population are within one mile of the
nearest Post Office branch and (b) 99 per cent of the population are within
three miles of the nearest Post Office branch.

Answered by Paul Scully on 21 September 2021

POL operates the largest and most dispersed retail network in the UK, with
more than 11,500 branches offering a portfolio of services across: mails &
parcels, cash & banking, financial services, identity and telecoms markets.

Apart from during the pandemic when agreed waivers were in place, since
2013/14 Post Office has consistently met the access criteria and remains
committed to meeting the access criteria and minimum branch numbers.

Post Office: Pay Question for Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy, UIN 49133

Asked by Chi Onwurah on 14 September 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy,
what steps he is taking to help protect the income of postmasters under the
pay structure of the new Mails Distribution Agreement, due to come into
effect on 1 April 2022.

Answered by Paul Scully on 20 September 2021

Helping to protect the income of Postmasters is important to the department
and we welcome the improvements outlined in the Mails Distribution
Agreement (MDA).

The improvements will mean that whenever Royal Mail put up customer

prices, Postmasters will see the benefit - with interim tariff payments for price
increases earlier this year already being paid to Postmasters.
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ial . i . . i I
Account Question for Department for Work and Pensions, UIN 49174

Asked by Marion Fellows on 14 September 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, how many people in
receipt of (a) benefits and (b) state pension who have not registered a bank
account with her Department still receive payments through a Post Office
card account.

Answered by Guy Opperman on 20 September

As of August 2021 there were less than 350k active Post Office Card Accounts.
This is down from 1 million in 2019.

The exact number of Post Office card account customers in receipt of a)
benefit and b) State Pension is not available for a variety of reasons.

Post Office: Closures Question for Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy, UIN 45853

Asked by Justin Madders on 9 September 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, if
he will publish the postcodes of the 260 post office branches which were listed
as closed as of 30 June 2021.

Answered by Paul Scully on 16 September 2021

BEIS does not hold information on specific postcodes of post office branch
closures.

A list of open post office branches can be found in the post office network
report: https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/secure-corporate/our-

Post Offices Question for Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy, UIN 44381

Asked by Ronnie Cowan on 7 September 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy,
what (a) steps his Department is taking to ensure effective provision of post
office services across the UK and (b) funding his Department has provided to
support that provision in each of the last five years.

Answered by Paul Scully on 15 September 2021
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https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-09-14/49174
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-09-14/49174
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-09-09/45853
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcorporate.postoffice.co.uk%2Fsecure-corporate%2Four-network%2Fpost-office-network-reports%2F%23&data=04%7C01%7CEnifome.Ekregbesi%40beis.gov.uk%7Cc12f2f68169b48688cfc08d97435e14c%7Ccbac700502c143ebb497e6492d1b2dd8%7C0%7C0%7C637668597017382758%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XZfA43nlkmFsyBSxv%2Fa12MHaC0srGwF%2BhGvuYnpUIlo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcorporate.postoffice.co.uk%2Fsecure-corporate%2Four-network%2Fpost-office-network-reports%2F%23&data=04%7C01%7CEnifome.Ekregbesi%40beis.gov.uk%7Cc12f2f68169b48688cfc08d97435e14c%7Ccbac700502c143ebb497e6492d1b2dd8%7C0%7C0%7C637668597017382758%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=XZfA43nlkmFsyBSxv%2Fa12MHaC0srGwF%2BhGvuYnpUIlo%3D&reserved=0
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-09-07/44381

4.2
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The Government protects the branch network by setting minimum access
criteria and protects services by setting minimum services to be provided at
post offices across the UK. These criteria ensure that 90% of the population
are within one mile of the nearest post office branch and that 99% of the
population are within three miles of the nearest post office branch.

The Government invested £640 million in the Post Office between 2015 and
2018, £370 million from 2018 to 2021 and £227 million in 2021/22. This funding
allows Post Office Ltd to safeguard services in the uncommercial parts of the
network and invest for the future.

Post Offices: Rural Areas Question for Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy, UIN 38457

Asked by Beth Winter on 22 July 2021

To ask the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy,
what steps his Department is taking to prevent rural post office closures.

Answered by Paul Scully on 9 September 2021

The Government is committed to ensuring that everyone in the country can
access essential services via the Post Office conveniently and locally. The
Government continues to safeguard the Post Office network and protect
existing rural services through the access criteria that Government sets.

Debates

i Lo I i
Volume 699: debated on Wednesday 21 July 2021

Post Office Network
Volume 673: debated on Tuesday 10 March 2020

Post Office Network
Volume 658: debated on Thursday 25 April 2019

. I i i
Volume 657: debated on Wednesday 27 March 2019
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https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-07-22/38457
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2021-07-21/debates/8FB19C11-2A0E-4AB4-8DB1-EF3E50954B71/PostOfficeCounterServicesInNorthEastFife
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2020-03-10/debates/C15938E1-712B-4764-97B0-5D280106D773/PostOfficeNetwork
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2019-04-25/debates/05E15AAD-F67B-4631-BA29-FB0DF342D168/PostOfficeNetwork
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2019-03-27/debates/19032814000001/CommunityAndSub-PostOffices#contribution-41588010-4BE0-413C-A18C-51D9E0ED39AF
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Further Reading

Post Office 2095, Post Office Ltd, 8 April 2021

Post office numbers, House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, 12 February
2021

Eirst Report of Session 2019, 2 June 2020

Future of the Post Office Network, Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy
Committee, 22 October 2019

The Post Office, House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, 12 April 2019
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https://corporate.postoffice.co.uk/media/48626/nick-read-post-office-future-past-and-present.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn02585/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmbeis/382/38202.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmbeis/382/38202.htm
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Disclaimer

The Commons Library does not intend the information in our research
publications and briefings to address the specific circumstances of any
particular individual. We have published it to support the work of MPs. You
should not rely upon it as legal or professional advice, or as a substitute for it.
We do not accept any liability whatsoever for any errors, omissions or
misstatements contained herein. You should consult a suitably qualified
professional if you require specific advice or information. Read our briefing

‘Legal help: where to go and how to pay’ for further information about

sources of legal advice and help. This information is provided subject to the
conditions of the Open Parliament Licence.

Feedback

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in these publicly
available briefings is correct at the time of publication. Readers should be
aware however that briefings are not necessarily updated to reflect
subsequent changes.

If you have any comments on our briefings please email

papers@parliament.uk. Please note that authors are not always able to

engage in discussions with members of the public who express opinions about
the content of our research, although we will carefully consider and correct
any factual errors.

You can read our feedback and complaints policy and our editorial policy at

commonslibrary.parliament.uk. If you have general questions about the work
of the House of Commons email hcenquiries@parliament.uk.

The House of Commons Library is a research and information
service based in the UK Parliament. Our impartial analysis,
statistical research and resources help MPs and their staff
scrutinise legislation, develop policy, and support constituents.

Our published material is available to everyone
on commonslibrary.parliament.uk.

Get our latest research delivered straight to your inbox.
Subscribe at commonslibrary.parliament.uk/subscribe
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