Post Offices - Securing Their Future
Government Response to the Business & Enterprise Committee's Report
The Government shares the Committee’s view of the important role of post offices as an instrument of social cohesion. Government is committed to the network and for continuing network subsidy payment. 
Remuneration

In the Committee’s report there was concern that the low level of remuneration may lead to some subpostmasters being paid below the National Minimum Wage. 

The Government responded that as subpostmasters are self-employed and by the nature of this status are not covered by National Minimum Wage regulations.
They also said that as a large majority of subpostmasters run an associated retail business alongside their post office, this should also contribute to their total income from the combined business. 
The Government states that the average remuneration Post Office Ltd now pays to subpostmasters is £43,000 per annum. However it is also recognised that subpostmasters are under pressure from rising costs and therefore how important it is for Post Office Ltd to secure new business, as growth in subpostmasters’ income will come from increased work flowing through their branches.
Negotiation 
The issue of negotiation with other retail bodies apart from the NFSP was an issue raised in the Committee’s report. 

The Government response is below: 

“Post Office Ltd has adapted its internal structures to reflect the make up of the network. Whilst there is a close relationship with the National Federation of Subpostmasters, the company has relationship structures in place to liaise with the ‘multiple retail’ companies who operate significant numbers of Post Offices. The company also has relationships with trade bodies such as the Association of Convenience Stores. Post Office Ltd has reiterated to us that it recognises that in making decisions which help sustain the integrity and sustainability of the network as a whole, it must be aware of the differing interests of those

who constitute the network. This is reflected in the different contracts and relationships with different parties – all designed with the ultimate goal of an integrated network and good service to customers.”
Consideration of retail partners 

The Government pointed to the new innovations with Essentials and Paystation as examples of Post Office trying to work with retail partners to improve efficiency.
Disabled Access
The Select Committee report raised the concern that many Post Offices still did not have the required access for the disabled. It said that while it may be reasonable to expect Post Office Ltd's retail partners to bear part of the costs, this should depend on a proper share in the associated revenue.
The Government responded that the Post office was aware of its disabled access obligations and that it has a specific fund to which subpostmasters can make application if they are doing work on their premises that will enhance accessibility. 

Post Office Services 

The Committee asked Government during its initial evidence session to come up with idea about how Government departments could develop services for the Post Office. It was disappointed with the response it received. 

In response to this Government are using a cross-Whitehall committee, chaired by Lord Mandelson, to co-ordinate the identification of new services for post offices. This committee acts as a cross-Whitehall “champion” for the Post Office. 
Similarly the Committee also urged Local Authorities to use Post Offices more. There will be a conference next year to which all councils will be invited in

order to ensure that local councils are aware of the value to them and their residents of the services that could be done through the post office.
Banking 

The Government agreed with the Committee that developing the Post Office’s Banking offer was a priority. The Committee has asked for dialogue with the Government and the Post Office on this issue. ACS will keep members updated. 
Services provided 

The Committee wanted to see more consistency in which products all Post Office’s stores would offer.

The Government accepted Post Office Ltd’s argument that it needs to retain flexibility about what services it can provide at what branches as “customer demand and cost of provision need to be aligned to have a reasonably efficient operation offering good value for customers and taxpayers. The key is to ensure that the network as a whole ensures good geographic accessibility to all services, and that the ‘services of general and economic interest’ in particular have the widest possible availability.”
Good management 

The Government shares the Committee’s view that, in return for support from public funds, Post Office Ltd should take all the steps necessary to make the network as efficient as possible, whilst having regard to its social role. The Government accepts the Committee’s view that, as shareholder, it will need to monitor closely the competitive environment in which Post Office Ltd is operating and the terms on which contracts for government services are being tendered. That is why management of the Government’s shareholding in Post Office Ltd was passed to the Shareholder Executive in 2004.

