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Dear Sheila,
RE:
THE POST OFFICE NETWORK CONSULTATION
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Area Plan Proposals for Post Office Network changes in Northern Ireland.  

This is the second in a series of submissions made by the Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) relating to the government proposals for a new policy and financial framework for the post office network. 
The role of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC)

The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) was established in 1991. We summarise our role as being an independent regional rural organisation working to bring about positive change for those who live, work and enjoy the countryside.  We provide objective analysis, deliver practical actions and solutions and promote and share best practice.

We believe that rural communities play a vital and significant role in the economic, social, cultural and environmental life of the whole region of Northern Ireland and regard them as a valuable regional resource.

We are involved in support (financial and non-financial) to both the rural community not-for-profit sector and to private business through a dedicated Rural Retail Support Programme designed to support the retention and development of retail services in isolated rural communities across Northern Ireland. 

Lack of access to basic essential services is a key issue for rural communities. Over the past number of years RDC through evidence and analysis has sought to explore these issues and in response has developed a number of programmes which support innovative solutions.  Details of these interventions are attached at Appendix 1. 

Informing our response

This response draws on the findings of our previous research and consultation processes on post office services.  It presents a set of core principles and values which we believe are required to ensure the needs of rural consumers and communities are actively promoted and remain at the heart of decision making processes.
Core Principles and Values
· Local people are best placed to identify local solutions – RDC supports the need to involve communities in decision making processes and would encourage a continued engagement with local people in the development and implementation of outreach service delivery solutions.  RDC calls for adequate and sufficient monitoring of outreach delivery to ensure the chosen method of delivery continues to meet local needs in the longer term.  If models are found not to meet local need RDC would encourage the use of an alternative model in consultation with communities.
· The role of social enterprise in the delivery of services - RDC supports a need to consider models of community ownership enabling communities to find collective solutions in the delivery of Post Office services.  This would support the recognition of the social role of Post Offices in rural areas and look beyond solely the commercial viability to one that takes account of the social dimension.  This will require a change in legislation to enable a community based group to be accountable rather than an individual.  The Credit Union model provides a good comparison.
· Full cost recovery – RDC supports the need for full cost recovery ensuring a fair and reasonable contribution to the costs of providing the service within community buildings.
· Greater integration joined up thinking and collective action – RDC recognises a real need for government, support agencies and communities to structure and organise so that the collective needs and opportunities in rural areas can be realised.  The future role of Post Office and sustainability of the network must not be considered in isolation from other government departments and will require a positive, forward looking and imaginative approach.
· Feedback – RDC supports the need for consultation processes to feedback any outcomes, changes or amendments as a result of the consultation process. 
General Comments
· We recognise that the current situation whereby rural post offices are subsidised at a cost of £150m p.a. is not sustainable and that change is necessary.  
· The current estimation of a cost of £17 to the taxpayer for each first class stamp purchased does not represent value for money or a long term solution to service provision.  

· That said, we do see Post Office Services as a vital component of a vibrant rural economy and support a process which seeks to identify more cost effective service delivery solutions in rural areas.
· We are pleased that the government recognises the important social role of post offices in the communities that they serve.
· We welcome the commitment and maintenance of an access criterion which will help ensure a sustained level of service delivery in the longer term.

· Public transport plays a vital role.  Transport or lack of availability remains a key issue for rural people.  Research would show that only 20% of rural households in NI are within 13 minutes of a bus stop (Greer et all 2003).  Transport policy plays an important part of the long term solution and calls for greater joined up thinking in relation to service delivery for rural areas.
· The consultation proposals include a series of options through which the government believes postal services should be delivered in the future. In addition to reforming the network, the proposal outlines several Outreach options through which services in rural areas could be provided.  We welcome this inclusion of alternative ways of delivering post office services as opposed to outright closures.  Whatever model of outreach is eventually chosen the needs of the more vulnerable members of rural communities should remain a priority.
· We welcome the inclusion of disabled access within new models of delivery and support a requirement for financial assistance to aid service providers in meeting compliance.
· Post offices can provide an important banking facility in rural areas particularly given the limited access to other financial institutions.  Access to cash and the availability of free ATM’s are seen as an essential need in rural areas.
We trust that you will find our comments useful. If you require clarification or further information on any aspect of this submission, please contact us and we will be happy to assist. 
Yours sincerely,
Teresa Canavan
Teresa Canavan

Deputy Chief Executive

APPENDIX 1

RDC PILOT PROGRAMMES

TESTING OUT RURAL SOLUTIONS 


Understanding rural issues through evidence and analysis is one part of our work.  How these issues are addressed through providing rural solutions is another.

Northern Ireland needs a positive, forward looking and imaginative approach to rural development.  This will require new ideas, innovation and creativity.

Rural solutions are not always clear and often the means of finding out the most cost effective solution is to try out different approaches helping to understand what works, what doesn’t and why.

Over the past number of years RDC has developed its capacity to design and deliver pilot programmes.  Within this booklet we provide you with the details of some of our most recent work where we have supported the development of innovative programmes and approaches which address gaps in rural development support or tackle specific rural need and circumstances.

Through our work in rural development delivery we have built up a range of skills including programme and project design, assessment, implementation, monitoring and evaluation techniques.  
We will work with local government to share our learning as a means of supporting local delivery helping to design and deliver rural solutions enabling the better targeting of limited resources based on sound on the ground evidence. 

Our current pilot programmes seek to address issues of: - 

· Rural Retail Support

· Maximising community space

· Encouraging Rural Innovation – Rural economic development

· Vibrant Villages - village renewal

· Developing Rural Service Centre Hubs

For more information on our Pilot Programmes or to find out how we can help you in programme design or understanding and addressing rural issues contact Olga Gallagher, Director of Programmes at RDC on: 028 8676 6980


Rural shops provide a focal point for the local population and assist in providing and creating a sense of community. This Programme aims to help the local rural shop to improve sustainability by offering business development support and grant assistance. By encouraging and supporting the development of rural retail, communities benefit from improved access to services and a strengthened rural economy.

Funded by the International Fund for Ireland (The Fund) and EU Peace II this programme aims to: -

· Support the retention and development of retail services in rural areas

· Assist rural retail businesses to improve their long term viability through the promotion of actions to improve business incomes

· Stimulate rural retail businesses to exploit the potential of ICT and to update, expand and broaden the skills of those working in the sector 

· Develop the capacity of the retail sector to work together pings to maximise their contribution to the social and economic development of their local communities.

Over 140 retailers engaged in the programme with 113 securing grant assistance.  An evaluation is under way. The learning from this programme will be made available in due course.


Community halls play an active part in the social and recreational development of communities.  In rural areas, in particular, community halls are often described as the focal point.  They provide space for communities to come together, to mix, to interact and to get involved in a wide range of activities.

Funded by the International Fund for Ireland (The Fund), and the EU Peace II Programme this programme aims to: 

· Increase the capacity and confidence of groups managing rural halls

· Support the wider usage of existing space

· Foster and develop relationships within and between communities.

The programme has 2 strands: -

Strand one involves a focused programme of development support.

Strand two provides project grant and implementation support for minor works to support the wider usage of existing facilities.

This programme is in the early stages of implementation.   38 community groups have been selected from across rural Northern Ireland to participate.  Progress and learning will be made available in due course. 


Making Connections’ seeks to maximise the rural assets of people, place, culture, environment and heritage in creating a new entrepreneurial culture and a fresh look at rural economic development.

Funded by the International Fund for Ireland, the programme seeks to re-emphasise the potential contribution of rural to regional development.  The programme will explore new opportunities for local economic development by adapting and applying new thinking through a creative programme approach, drawing on ideas emerging within and outside the region.

The programme aims to:

· Encourage new thinking around the use of rural assets in promoting rural economic development.

· Provide opportunities for collaboration between people to explore new business opportunities together.

· Re-examine the role of the village as a hub for local economic enterprise and sustainable development.

· Encourage improved cross-community and cross-border working relations around opportunities that build on rural resources 
The programme is targeting a border area, encompassing a number of villages and the surrounding countryside, to engage in ideas generation, new thinking and enterprise development through participation in a series of development activities.  

Vibrant Villages is an integrated approach to village renewal which aims to revitalise, rejuvenate and make vibrant, villages which for one reason or another are facing difficult challenges, for example increased population sizes, a downturn in economic activity, or villages that are losing a sense of community and a sense of place. 

Funded by the International Fund for Ireland this programme aims to: -

· Encourage rural communities to take stock of their village and to identify what is important to keep it vibrant and healthy in terms of community, social and economic sustainability identify resources to implement regeneration initiatives.

The Programme was delivered through a number of different but inter-related stages of development and implementation. Vibrant Village action plans addressing rural specific issues were developed. The plans provide a co-ordinated look at rural village life and promote the bottom up approach to rural development. 

The programme worked in three villages; Dromore in Co Tyrone, Portballintrae in Co Antrim, and Ballyhornan in Co Down. To date the programme has engaged with all sectors of interest in the community including voluntary, private and public sectors, and liaised with organisations and agencies working at a local and national level to discuss the scope and potential for projects and initiatives in each of the villages.

Vibrant Villages can and should be recognised as offering vibrancy into local policy making by involving local people, and learning from their experiences of living and working in rural communities.

Initial results of the pilot include:

· production of a village appraisal, including services and facilities, a record of key developments in the village, and analysis of the linkages and barriers related to the physical, social and cultural capital of the village 
· Exploring options and identifying projects or actions to implement regeneration initiatives

The learning and approach from this pilot should be seen as a model for future village regeneration planning.


Improving service delivery to rural communities requires communities and providers to be more creative, innovative and imaginative.

This pilot is designed to support, enhance and develop rural services.  It is a joint programme by the RDC and the RCN.  It recognises the importance of local service delivery but more importantly it recognises rural circumstances.  It seeks to support communities and service providers to establish new ways of working and adapting service provision to rural conditions.

Joint working, shared services, using outreach or new technology all have their part to play in supporting and sustaining wider access to services in rural areas.

Funded by the International Fund for Ireland, the EU Peace II Programme and the Carnegie (UK) Trust this programme aims to: -
· Explore new and innovative ways of delivering services

· Assist and build the capacity of communities in managing and delivering rural services

· Provide support to develop service centre ideas

· Foster and manage relationships between new and existing organisations, service providers, statutory agencies and funding organisations

· Develop links and share outcomes across the UK and Ireland.

The programme has 2 strands: -

Strand one involves a structured programme of service delivery development support

Strand two involves the development of rural service solutions helping implement identified needs. 

This programme is in the early stages of implementation.  16 community groups have been selected from across rural Northern Ireland to participate.  Progress and learning from this programme will be made available in due course. 
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