FIGHT TO SAVE POST OFFICES GOES TO PARLIAMENT

A national campaign to save small Post Offices from closure is being spearheaded by West Country Subpostmasters.

Smaller Post Offices are struggling to survive as more and more of the services they provide are being taken away from them. Despite the fact that some 4.3 million people use the Post Office card account (POca) every week to access their pension and benefits payments, in February 2006 it emerged that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) does not intend to extend the Post Office Card Account (POca) contract beyond 2010. To compound the situation, the DWP announced a series of ‘Pilot Studies’ designed to test the migration of customers to bank accounts long before then.

In what has been described as a ‘death by a thousand cuts’, local Subpostmasters from the Plymouth, North and East Cornwall Branch of the National Federation of Subpostmasters fear that many Offices will close, affecting some of the most vulnerable members of society. Subpostmasters fulfill a vital community role, often acting as an unofficial advisor and advocate; providing help and information on a wide range of varied subjects. This unpaid and largely unseen ‘social’ role will perhaps only be recognised when it no longer exists.

A recent NFSP survey highlighted some important points:

• 88% of respondents visited their post office at least once a week
• 64% said that their nearest bank was over 3 miles away
• 79% used the Post Office for help and guidance (with forms etc)
(Taken nationally this equates to some 3.4 million people)
• Nearly one in five were unaware that their Post Office faces closure

Perhaps most telling of all is that more than 99% described the staff at their local post office as ‘helpful, trustworthy and playing a vital role in the community’. 

But that vital role is under threat as NFSP branch President Ravi Jhangiani explains: “The Government is withdrawing more and more of the services provided by Subpostmasters, which will inevitably result in the closure of numerous offices and leave many in the community feeling isolated and without the support of their local Subpostmaster. The Government claims that the reasons are financial, proving that the bean-counters know the cost of everything and the value of nothing.”

In light of the Government plans and the results of the survey, the Subpostmasters have come together in a campaign under the banner of ‘Post Office - Heart of the Community’, asking people to support their local Post Office and ‘Say no now’ to the withdrawal of POca in 2010.

Geoffrey Cox, Q.C., M.P., will be supporting the Subpostmasters at a national rally and lobby of parliament, planned for Wednesday 18th October. In the mean time, local Post Offices will be holding a week of action in the preceding week as their campaign aims to raise awareness and generate support from the communities they serve. Mr Cox has also circulated a petition which he intends to present to Parliament and to Downing Street on the 18th. 

Mr Cox said: “It is vital that the Government plainly and unequivocally commit themselves to the future of rural post offices. They must confirm that they will develop a replacement for the Post Office card account; renew their pledge to sustain and support the post office network and recognise the vital social function, particularly for the elderly and vulnerable, that sub post offices in rural communities fulfill.”

John Wain is a regular customer at St Levan Valley Post Office in Plymouth, he said: “I am disabled and the Post Office helps me out all the time. They help me with paperwork and give me advice. I have no bank account and do not want one. I need the Post Office; we all need the Post Office.”

Ends

Dated 26/09/06

Note to News Desks

This press release is available to cut-and-paste from www.formedia.co.uk/medianews.asp, where a high-resolution version of the ‘Post Office – Heart of the Community’ logo is available to download, together with a picture of the Subpostmasters preparing action packs for their members.

A full media briefing document and a copy of the survey results is attached for your information. 

Forward planners date for diaries:

A further press release will be issued detailing the exact timing of planned activities during the week of action, commencing Monday 9th October, and how customers can demonstrate their support for the campaign.

• Wednesday 4th October: Photo call - Ian Holloway, Manager of Plymouth Argyle will be at Stoke Post Office, Plymouth to provide photos to ‘kick off’ the campaign on Monday.

• Monday 9th October: Campaign commences. Release of pictures of Ian Holloway, Manager of Plymouth Argyle FC “kicking off” the campaign at Stoke Post Office, Plymouth.

• Tuesday 10th October: Media event/photo call will take place at Tavistock Post Office. 

• Wednesday 11th October: An event highlighting the impact on the disabled, elderly and socially excluded will take place at St Levan Valley Post Office.

• Thursday 12th October: Princetown Post Office. An event will take place to highlight issues facing rural Post Offices (compounded by the closure of a local bank in December).

• Friday 13th October: Local school drawing competition presentation (winner to release balloons at Plymouth Argyle home game on Sunday 15th October) Whitchurch Post Office. 

• Saturday 14th October: Sundial Plymouth City Centre. Raising awareness through distribution of leaflets, balloons and stickers etc.

• Sunday 15th October: 190 balloons representing every Post Office in the area will be released from the centre circle at the televised Plymouth Argyle home game.

• Wednesday 18th October: The NFSP Rally and lobby of Parliament.

Contacts:

Ravi Jhangiani – President of the Plymouth, North and East Cornwall Branch of the NFSP: 
Tavistock Post Office – 01822 618539
Email: RJhangiani@aol.com 

Terry Kelly – Vice President of the Plymouth, North and East Cornwall Branch of the NFSP:
Whitchurch Post Office – 01822 612518
Email: whitchurchpo@btinternet.com 

Becky Dearden – Parliamentary Assistant to Geoffrey Cox, Q.C., M.P.
Member of Parliament for Torridge and West Devon
Email: DEARDENR@parliament.uk 

Stuart Elford – Formedia Ltd, PR
01752 762121 or 07796 957677
Email: stuart@formedia.co.uk 
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Subpostmasters prepare for their week of action








