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COMMENT

As one who reads through the Parliamentary reports, the Editor has noticed a
number of debates on the postal services during the past few months, one
relating to south-east London being re-printed in this issue. Readers will
find it contains much postal information which otherwise might never have
been so conveniently reported. Having no longer any direct voice in the

‘ running of the Post Office ( despite which some politicians still address
remarks to the Postmaster General ), it is curious the House can still debate,
with no little skill, postal concerns. Members could well collect posters
and leaflets relating to possible post office closures in London. Our grand-
children will otherwise be paying high prices for the material in the years
to come!

One of the features of ' Notebook ' is its somewhat erratic issue during the
year on five occasions, save when we issue a mis-numbered double as last year.
It is the intention to repeat the five issues again this year, the erratic part
already being amply demonstrated. The number of readers who send in items for
publication is very encouraging but by far the greater portion still conceal
their gems and keep their queries to themselves : we would like both please.

Those who attended the AGM will be aware of the need to cut or printing cloth
according to the available income, also to try to contain costs generally. Ve
delight in getting letters, albeit the response timing leaving much to be
desired from time to time. If writers could pop a stamped, addressed envelope
with their letters it would assist to achieve the much desired Group cost

. trimming.

—0—0—0—0-0—0—


User
Highlight

User
Highlight

User
Highlight

User
Highlight

User
Highlight


72/2

TWO PENNY POST EATENSION

From the front page of the " Evening Mail " dated November 16 to 18, 1801 comes :

GENERAL POST OFFICE, Nov 6, 1801.

NOTICE is hereby given5

of the TWO ENNY (sic! POST, viz.

Ifleworth
Worton
Whitton

Whitton Dean,

That the following Places are now included in the Delivery

Twickenham
Teddington (including Bufhy Park)
Hampton

Sunbury

It is therefore particularly requested that all Letters for thofe Parts may be
put into the TWO PEINTY POST-OFFICE or Receiving Houfes, in order that they may

be regularly forwarded by their proper conveyance.

Hampton Court and Wick remain in the Delivery of the General Poft.

By Command of His Majefty's Poftmafter General,
FRANCIS FREELING, Sec.

-0-0-0-0-0-0-0—0—0—

Post Offices (South-East District)

Motion made, and Question proposed, That this House
do now adjourn.—(Mr. Peter Lloyd.]

8.44 pm

Mr. Simon Hughes (Southwark and Bermondsey):
Happily, we have more time than expected, so this may
be the first of two Adjournment debates. I wish to bring
to a wider forum the arguments for keeping open two of
London’s most important post offices. The first day of a
new parliamentary term is an appropriate time for such a
battle to protect local services. At this very moment at the
other end of the building, in the other place, a much more
comprehensive debate is taking place about local
government and services in the capital and in the
metropolitan counties, encompassing most of the great
urban areas of England.

It is proposed to close south-east London's main post
office, situated on Borough high street opposite the tube
station and just down the road from St. George's church
in the centuries-old borough of Southwark. It is also
proposed to close the Bermondsey Crown post office just
down Great Dover street, better known as the Pilgrim's
Way—the old London-Dover road which the Canterbury
pilgrims trod—and visible to the left of the Bricklayers
Arms roundabout and flyover.

Both are urban post office of substantial importance,
and the debate about their future began last May when a
document entitled “The Post Office Counters Network: A
strategy for the future” was produced by the Post Office
and provoked a very worried and hostile reaction. The
document set out proposals for counter services — not

the giro service, but that part of the service which, with
the mail service, is what people traditionally think of as
the post office service.

Paragraph 4.8 on page 9 of that document states that the
Post Office

“has therefore decided

—to assure customers that 95 per cent. of the total counter
network (taking town and country together) will remain until
April 1987, and to consider, after local consultation and in the
context of cost reduction and marketing programmes, the number
of closures that are necessary within the remaining 5 per cent.

—where the Post Office is forced to close an office due fo its
inability to recruit a suitable subpostmaster . . . such an office
could re-open in the future if and when a suitable candidate did
appear.

—within the 5 per cent. the Post Office will close or regrade
to sub-office status about 70 Crown Offices which are failing to
generate sufficient revenue to cover their direct costs.”

Two types of post office are thus involved. Sub-post
offices are not staffed by Post Office workers. They are
run under an agency agreement by an independent person
or persons. The Crown offices, however, are staffed by
Post Office employees and constitute what people regard
as main post offices. I shall concentrate on the closure of
Crown offices, but it is sensible first to put this specific
debate into the general perspective of earlier debates on the
Post Office service as a whole. The Minister will recall the
general debate about three months ago, but I firmly believe
that whatever his arguments in that context the case is
clearly made out for keeping the specific offices to which
this debate relates.

The Post Office annual report for 1983-84 stated that
there were 1,559 Crown offices in Britain and 20,499 sub-
post offices. In London, there were 367 Crown offices and
1,405 sub-post offices. The postal region of London
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(Mr. Simon Hughes]

stretches beyond Greater London into Hertfordshire, Essex
and Surrey. For administrative purposes it is divided into
districts. Tonight we are considering the south-east
district. The hon. Member for Dulwich (Mr. Bowden) is
here to represent his end of the borough of which I
represent the north. The south-east district runs from
Westminster bridge to Thamesmead and South Norwood.
It is probably the largest London postal district. At the
beginning of the exercise, it contained 33 Crown post
offices and 159 sub-post offices.

Southwark—to reduce the scale again—contains 18
Crown offices and 40 sub-post offices, and my
constitutency contains six Crown offices and 18 sub-post
offices. Whatever the scale may be, there is a balance; and
a balance of services is provided.

I want to consider the proposals for closing Crown
offices. The argument is about the balance between
commerce and services — between the need to bear
commercial considerations in mind and the duty to serve,
both of which are imposed by legislation upon the Post
Office. If the Minister is honest enough to listen to the
figures and the arguments, he will have to accept that on
both those grounds, in relation to the two offices under
consideration, the argument is made out.

Last August the district postmasters, who had been
given power to do so, announced the proposed closures of
sub-post offices. On 19 October, together with other
interested parties in Southwark and south-east London, [
received information about proposed Crown office
closures.

In Britain as a whole — only urban areas will be
affected—78 Crown offices out of 1,559 were to be
closed. Nine hundred sub-post offices were to be closed,
out of 20,499. In other words, about 5 per cent. in each
category were to be closed. As has been said, when one's
local Post Office is closed one loses not 5 per cent. of the
service but all of it. That, certainly, is the general belief
in the area that [ am talking about.

In London, it was proposed that 30 Crown offices out
of 367 and 80 sub-post offices out of 1,405, should be
closed. South-east London was to lose two Crown offices
out of 33 and 18 sub-post offices out of 159. I do not know
whether the fates considered these factors, but the two
Crown offices chosen were both in Southwark, both in my
constituency, and close together. I am here to address the
Minister on behalf of a massive community. He has some
powers and cannot wash his hands of responsibility, Pilate-
like, despite the distance from Government at which the
Post Office now operates.

The two offices must be considered together. If both are
closed, the business must go to adjacent offices. If one is
closed, the business is likely to go the other. There is a
substantial risk that the Government, through the Post
Office, will lose postal business altogether if these
proposals are adopted.

The proposals were made last autumn. Consultations
were then embarked on and continued until early this year.
The criteria for consultation raise an important point to
which I shall shortly turn. Consultation is now over at
district level. In spite of unanimous and enormous
opposition from every agency consulted, the recommenda-
tion of the district postmaster, Mr. Line, to the regional
director, then Mr. Brown, was that the offices should be
closed, as in the original proposal. That recommendation
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is at present on the desk of the director of the London
region. Although in name it is the regional director who
makes the decision, the recommendation must have the
approval of the chairman of the Post Office, Sir Ronald
Dearing, or of the board member responsible for counter
services, if the undertakings given are to be carried out.
Consultation at that level has still to take place.

Mr. Brown assured me before he left that he would
meet my hon. Friend the Member for Woolwich (Mr.
Cartwright) and myself to discuss the matter. He had
already had consultations with Conservative and Labour
hon. Members in London, and we would have been the
third group to be seen. I make no complaint about that.
That meeting has still to take place. The change of director
does not obviate the need for that consultation, and I hope
that the present debate will have helped to clarify the
arguments.

The recommendation is on the table. Tonight’s debate
is opportune because the decision has not yet been made.
The House has built up a head of steam on the issue. At
the beginning of the Session many hon. Members signed
early-day motion 156 which dealt mainly with sub-post
offices. On 19 December, during the debate on the
Christmas Adjournment, many hon. Members on both
sides of the House requested the Leader of the House to
provide Government time for a debate.

The Government eventually decided that they could not
provide time. There was great regret in the House and the
feeling that we had been deprived by the Government and
that, because .of the Government's decision to impose
commercial restraints upon the Post Office, the closures
would take place. There was opposition from Government
Back Benchers as well as from Opposition Members such
as myself. On 23 January we had a debate in Opposition
time. No doubt the Minister will refer to the points that he
made during that debate. The Government have imposed
financial targets upon the Post Office, and the Post Office
must comply. The Minister does not have much control
over the matter.

In my view, the arguments are clearly against the
closure of the two offices. However, I also believe that the
arguments adduced by the Minister on 23 January did not
answer the question how one defines the necessary
provision of services. The pressure to close the head office
counter has continued. With the support of many others,
[ tabled early-day motion 405 stating that it was wrong to
close the two offices in my constituency on service and
commercial grounds. The protest has all-party support. I
hope that the Government will heed that fact.

The district postmaster told me a few months ago that,
he would make his decision in spite of the protest and he
described the reaction to his proposals as total, vociferous
and hostile. He said that he expected that, not least because
the people of Southwark are well known for wanting to
fight for their rights. I am glad that they are, but a total,
vociferous and hostile response is not much good if
nobody takes the blindest notice. Rights must be respected
as well as fought for. Community organisations, tenants,
owner-occupiers, unions, businesses, the chamber of
commerce, churches, pensioners, young parents and
members of every political party—I even had a letter of
support  from the Southwark and Bermondsey
Conservative association, which might not be the largest
in Britain —have said that the head office must not bhe
closed. They also want the Post Office workers to keep
their jobs. The service is not perfect and those workers
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should be retained so that the service might be improved.
I bet that the Minister does not get many letters saying that
the Post Office is wonderful. Rather I suspect that he
receives complaints about late deliveries and lost mail.
Those criticisms are not criticisms of the workers but of
the lack of employees and investment.

The code of practice which was agreed between the
Post Office and the Post Office Users’ National Council
in May 1981 and amended in January 1984 describes what
consultation should mean. It says:

“1. The Head Postmaster (in conjunction with the Regional
Director) will initiate plans to close or change the status of Crown
Offices as part of his ongoing commitment to review all
operations under his control.

2. He will take account of such factors as:

—the financial effect

-—the nature of the area

—the productivity of the office

—how the change would affect the operation of the
mai! service

—any redundancy problems

—disposal of the buildings

—the likely growth of the area

If he is contemplating outright closure, he will also take into
account the factors outlined in paragraph 2 of the section on sub
offices and additionally the question of proximity of offices able
to undertake those items of business which may not be available
at the nearest sub office™.

Those factors are:

“The distance from other offices . The amount of business
done. The type of business done (eg. are a lot of pensions paid)
The difficulty customers would face in getting to another office
. . . The ability of nearby offices to absorb additional work. The
likely future development of the area.”

With only one hint of weakness, the case for retaining the
post offices can be made on all of those grounds.

If the Minister says that this is nothing to do with him,
I shall have to remind him of section 11(2) of the Post
Office Act 1969 which provides:

“If it appears to the Minister that there is a defect in the
general plans or arrangements of the Post Office for exercising
any of its powers, he may, after gonsultation with it, give it
directions of a general character for remedying the defect.”

If at the end of this exercise the Post Office insists on
refusing to listen to voices such as mine, I shall have to
have to come back, knock on his door and ask him to
exercise that power.

I should like to deal briefly with the specifics of the
criteria. 1 know that two other hon. Members want to add
their voices and to raise similar issues. That only proves
that these are not isolated arguments which the House
should disregard. These are important issues of principle
to the communities which many of us represent.

Does the Minister accept that the proposal to close the
south-east district office means that this would be the only
head office with no counter service? Is that not ludicrous?
Let us imagine that someone went to the head office of
Llovds bank in the City of London only to be told, “I am
sorry, all we do here is paper transactions behind closed
doors. There is no counter service.” No one would regard
that as a logical set up. As with every head office, the
south-east district office is the place where one catches the
post last, because that is where the sorting is carried out.
[ would be grateful if the Minister could confirm that that
would be the only place where there was no counter
service.

Before he savs, “Ah, but™, I am aware that when the
south-west district oftice moved to Nine Elms some time
ago. it did not take a counter service with it. However,
there is a big difference, because as all hon. Members will
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know, no people live near the Nine Elms district office.
It is surrounded by open space and not much business. In
no way is that example parallel.

Secondly, will the Minister confirm that only last year
the south-east district office underwent a major
refurbishment in both the sorting office and counter
service at a cost of thousands, if not tens of thousands, of
pounds? If the Minister cares to give the exact figure, the
House would be delighted to know.

The south-east district office now has comfortable
offices upstairs for the management. I have been in them.
Will the result not be that only a year after this major
refurbishment, the counter service is to go? How is that
for efficiency and.cost-effectiveness? At some point the
Minister may care to look at some of the letters from local
residents and businesses suggesting that that is a ludicrous
way in which to proceed.

I have with me a letter from the Midland bank, 82
Newington Causeway, Elephant and Castle branch, to the
manager of Post Office customer services. It is dated
Christmas eve. It seems that the bank felt so strongly that
even that was not an inappropriate date on which to make
its views clear. It states:

“Dear Mr. MacDonald,

I note your comments concerning the need to reduce costs but
perhaps an intensified marketing effort will do that, in relative
terms, for you? The office in question is, as you will be aware,
adjacent to a newly refurbished sorting office and one would
think that, if efficiency .is being considered, such a situation
could not be bettered. T am reluctant to pursue a point
unnecessarily but experience of large organisations leads me to
suspect that proper consideration from a cost effective view-point
is not always given in such circumstances. Convenience from a
geographical aspect is certainly no basis on which to assess the
validity of a decision in heavily developed areas. I am pleased
to note that no final decision has been made and hope that
attention will be given to ensure that the service elsewhere is

improved to compensate for any closures.
Yours sincerely,
M. J. Mayhew, Manager"”.

Local accountants who with the banks and others attended
the chamber of commerce meeting were astonished to
discover that only a few months after this major
refubishment the office would not be used at all and would
be closed. The only rational explanation is conspiratorial,
that is, that the post office intended to do that and then to
acquire the counter area for the sorting office. Will the
Minister either deny that or say that he accepts that it
would be folly to have made such a major investment and
not to use it for the intended purpose?

Thirdly, the business in the post office is increasing.
That is not surprising because the area is being developed.
The Government gave the London Docklands
Development Corporation the job of developing the
docklands, and it is doing so. The decline in inner London
continues, but the figures show that in north Southwark we
have turned the corner. I hope that we have. Certainly,
post office business increased by 10 per cent. last year and
will probably increase by 17 per cent. this year. That is a
funny sort of unprofitable business to close.

I shall now deal with the criterion of the sorts of users.
There are many pensioners in Southwark. It is the borough
in south-east London with the most pensioners as a
proportion of the population. North Southwark has the
most pensioners-— 207 per cent. of the population. It
does not need much imagination to realise that pensioners
find it increasingly difficult to go further afield for the
variety of services that the Post Office provides.

People are writing in the following terms:


User
Highlight


Te/5

Post Offices (South-East District)

[Mr. Simon Hughes]

“Dear Sir,

This is shocking news fo me to read of the proposed
closure of P.O. 239 Borough High Street. I am 94 years old
and can only walk short distances—to walk any further
would be a terrible burden to bear. As holder of 2 War Medals
in World War 1, we did not fight our eneries just so that
things like this could happen here. Please save No. 239.
Yours truly,

A. J. Vinden.”

For thousands of pensioners, going to the post office is
bound up with their ability to remain fit and active. It is
sometimes difficult, and it is made no easier if they must
go further than they are physically able to go. To say that
because an area of an inner city has post offices closer
together than elsewhere and to discount the great
disproportion, of pensioners in the community relative to
many other places is unfair and heartless.

I now turn to the difficulties that must be taken into
account. The district postmaster knows of the inadequate
and often slow bus services, the pavements and alleyways
off Borough high street that are packed with prams,
shopping, luggage, people who are blind, handicapped
and disabled, and wheelchairs. One does not need much
imagination to realise the volume of traffic there. The Post
Office suggests that people use the underpasses. It is not
advisable for people of 64, let alone 90, to use
underpasses, especially in the winter and the wet for
reasons which most of us appreciate.

I could argue the case for hours, but I shall not. It is
important to use this opportunity both for this case and the
many other cases about which hon. Members may not have
the opportunity to make the same points.

A petition of the friends and members of the church of
St. George the Martyr, Borough high street, states that
6,504 customers a week use the post office, 1,732
pensioners are paid there, 571 child benefit payments are
made, and 1,081 unemployment and sick benefits are
paid. It continues:

“The alternative is to go to the Post Office at London Bridge.
For three quarters of the year it means a long walk for the old,
the sick, and the mothers with little children along the Borough
High Street in the teeth of a bitter NE wind. Even to start upon
this means crossing main roads at one of the most dangerous
crossings in London. If it is suggested that people go by bus they
would have a very dangerous crossing either going or coming
back, and, in any case, the bus stops at London Bridge would
not put them down anywhere near the Post Office. In any case
the Post Office at London Bridge is always very busy.

If you suggest that friends should get the pension you must
understand that the high proportion of old people means that this
is too difficult to achieve. We should be glad to demonstrate to
you our peculiar difficulties if you could spend a short time with
us. Have you ever watched the old people struggling along
through the crowds in the Borough High Street, on the uneven
paving stones, having crossed through the thick streams of
traffic, with their lorries and buses? Have you ever pushed a
pram up and down the curbs of ali the entrances which once led
to the inn yards of times gone by? Or, because of going the other
way, to the Elephant and Castle, have you ever gone in fear of
being mugged? We ask you"—
this is the crucial point—

“to consider the reality of our lives, rather than make your
decisions according to theory™.

Another consideration is that other post offices are
nearby. The obvious remark is that nearby post offices are
often busy already. I went on a little walkabout with the
district manager one Friday. He told me that it would not
be a busy day, because Friday was traditionally quiet. He
told me that the average waiting time was 90 seconds; it
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happened to be nine minutes. He was embarrassed. So he
should have been, because it is not working as the Post
Office imagines or pretends.

The last criterion that the Post Office asks us to consider
is the development of the area. When we talk about rural
post offices, we say that they are important to the
communities. But they are no less important in urban
areas. The area is being developed and we shall have
17,000 more people in the next 10 years. I suppose that
in a few years’ time the Post Office will say, “Now we
need another office.” It so happens that it owns the
building in which this office is situated, so it will not save
much by closing t. would it not be better to keep up the
present service, although it is inadequate?

The argument will come down finally, to cost.
Therefore, at the chamber of commerce meeting, which
was attended by accountants and business people, we
asked, “What do you make at the post office in Borough
high street? Do you make a loss or a profit?” The district
postmaster and the regional director said, “We do not
know. We do not work out whether we make a loss or a
profit on all these offices.” The Government tell us that
the Post Office is supposed to be a business. Not many
businesses would deserve to survive for long if they did
not know whether they made a loss or a profit. The
intelligent business people at that meeting could not
believe their ears. No Government can countenance
closing offices when the Post Office does not know
whether it makes a loss or a profit.

If- the Government investigated, what would they
discover? First, the post office in Borough high street, like
all others, is increasingly productive. There have been
many redundancies agreed with the union since 1981 to
make a considerably more productive office. Secondly,
they would discover that this office makes a profit—
probably a substantial one. Then their argument would be,
“We cannot keep only the offices that make a profit. If we
do, we must close all the offices that make a loss.” That
is one of those arguments that sounds as though the
protagonists are determined to win every way round.

The Post Office is either a service, in which case the
places that sometimes make a loss are supported by those
which make a profit, or it is a business, in which case the
Government should want offices to make a profit to
support those which do not, or it is neither. In reality, it
should be both, and it makes a profit. Last year, the
counters made a profit of £12 million and the Post Office
as a whole made a profit of more than £100 million. There
can be no financial justification for saying that those
offices should close.

Of course, the Post Office may say, as its final gasp,
“We give in. There is a need for this office, so we shall
close the Crown office and open a sub-post office across
the road.” If that is the thinking—TI suspect that it might
be—it concedes the validity of our argument. If there is
a need for an office across the road, there is a need for an
office at the present site. It will make no difference
whether the office is situated across the road or whether
it stays where it is, especially as it is making a profit where
it is. There is no evidence that it will make a greater profit
across the road.

If consultation is not a sham, the consultation that has
been carried out should be considered. If ever there was
a post office which, on any rational appraisal of the
argument, should be saved, the head post office for south-
east London passes the test.
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It is not sufficient for the Government to say that there
are still a good number of offices in south-east London and
that Southwark has the best service of all. All those offices
are busy and needed. Everyone uses them and wants them.
Businesses are expanding and the area is developing—it
is a densely populated, bustling part of what we all want
to be a prosperous capital city.

We have the tradition of a postal service as a service
to our people. [ hope that the House is in no doubt that in
my constituency, as elsewhere, we are determined that the
Post Office will hear our arguments, will heed them and
will keep those offices open.

9.20 pm

Mr. Gerald Bowden (Dulwich): The hon. Member for
Southwark and Bermondsey (Mr. Hughes) has drawn
attention to the problems associated with the closure of
main post offices in his part of Southwark. In so doing,
he highlights the repercussions and problems elsewhere in
Southwark. He outlined the criteria for the closure of
Crown and sub-post offices, and he put his finger on the
weak spot—that the criteria may exist in a doctrinaire
way, but they are not costed criteria. They do not take into
account the profitability or potential profitability of the
offices that may be closed. They seem to be concerned
more with geographical criteria than with prosperity and
profitability.

1 want to draw attention to an area where those criteria
have singularly failed. In the southerly part of Southwark,
in Croxted road, a post office was run by a sub-postmaster
who felt obliged to resign. The sub-post office was closed,
which brought in its wake a terrible trail of tragedy for a
number of people who relied on it for both their livelihood
and their social contact. The position is heightened in
sadness because there are two p()tentialmand, I believe,
already approved — sub-postmasters who are ready,
willing and able to be appointed. However, representa-
tions at every level in the Post Office have failed to bring
about any change of attitude towards that sub-post office,
which was closed by an act of fate rather than a properly
reasoned decision by the Post Office.

I want to touch upon those aspects of the closure that
are not usually considered by the Post Office in looking
at its criteria for deciding whether an office should close,
or whether, having been closed, should not be re-opened.
In this case, the office was situated on the Lambeth side
of the borough boundary, but it was equally shared and
used by my constituents and people living in Norwood. It
fulfilled a very real social need for the many elderly people
who drew their pensions and other benefits there, and for
the parents of very young children. It fulfilled that
personal social objective which has not been taken fully
into account by the Post Office in setting its criteria.

That is an immediate and, perhaps, short-term problem.
However, there is a long-term problem. The office was in
a community of two dozen shops which, to a large extent,
depend upon the existence of a post office. People drew
their money at the office and spent it in the surrounding
shops. It was a convenient shopping point for a number of
people. The failure of the Post Office to supply that service
means that those who drew their money from that office
now have to go further afield, and therefore spend further
afield.

During the past few months, two of the two dozen shops
have closed and another three are threatened with closure
because they cannot keep up the volume of business
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without the sub-post office. More is involved than the
profitability of that sub-post office. It represented a
cornerstone, a keystone, a kingpin for that commercial
community. If that is taken away, that commercial
community will collapse.

The Post Office has suggested alternatives for those
who normally used that sub-post office. As with other
alternatives which, I suspect, have been proffered in other
areas, impossible, or almost impossible, conditions of
travel are involved. In this case, therg is no direct public
transport route. That means either that the elderly must
change buses, with the attendant problems, or run the
danger of being mugged or suffering in other ways as a
result of having to carry money through the streets of south
London.

The post office has been used by a neighbouring estate
for the payment of rent to the boroughs. It would present
an unfair and heavy burden on those who pay their rents
by that means to have to take their money a mile or further
to the next office, with all the danger involved.

For those reasons, which are well known, which have
been highlighted by the hon. Member for Southwark and
Bermondsey and which are reflected in many other parts
of south-east London, it seems.that the criteria on which
the Post Office has decided to close post offices, or to
leave closed offices which have been closed, are not
purely commercial and rational, but are doctrinaire. I urge
the Minister to look seriously at the basis on which the Post
Office is making decisions of this kind.

For the Croxted road gost office we have tried to get
the figures of profitability and potential. It is evident either
that those responsible for making decisions are not
prepared to distlose the figures because it would damage
their case to disclose them, or, as is more likely, that they
have no idea of the figures.

Being a commercial organisation, the Post Office must
act in a commercial way. I submit that, from the case to
which the hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey,
has drawn attention, and the case of the post office in
Croxted road to which I have referred, it is clear that the
criteria have been employed in a way that is neither
rational nor commercial.

9.27 pm

Mr. Nigel Spearing (Newham, South): Traditionally,
Adjournment debates are occasions when hon. Members
raise grievances. Tonight, we do not come to the
Government as subject peoples craving the indulgence of
a monarchical figure. The people we represent are the
owners of the enterprise with which we are concerned and
for which, for a temporary period, the Minister is
indirectly responsible. He has transferred to that
responsibility from other duties and he may yet be
transferred to others. The Post Office, meanwhile, goes on
and the needs of those who use it go on.

I am grateful to the hon. Member for Southwark and
Bermondsey (Mr. Hughes) for raising this subject and for
the support that was given by the hon. Member for
Dulwich (Mr. Bowden). I am pleased to have this
opportunity to join in the debate because there is
widespread grievance throughout the country at the way
people are being treated by those who run the nation's
property.

The way in which they are running it is hurting elderly
people and those who cannot walk without difficulty.
Public transport is disappearing. It is hurting mothers with
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young children as they move along crowded pavements
with their charges. There is no rhyme or rational reason
for a great deal of what is going on.

The hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey is
from docklands. I am pleased to say that half the area of
docklands is in the London borough of Newham, all in my
constituency. In the borough of Newham, five sub-post
offices are closing. In or close to docklands, two are being
closed, one at Boundary road and the other at Roman road,
East Ham. In one part of docklands, meanwhile, we want
a post office to be opened, but, despite the excellent case
for it, the Post Office will not open one, or has not so far
opened one. I shall return to that subject.

First, I wish to observe some curious features of this
terrible affair which is breaking out throughout the country
like a rash of measles. The Government have given the
Post Office targets. I suggest that they are arbitrary and are
not necessarily realistic. Some of my London colleagues
amd I have had extensive correspondence with Sir Ronald
Dearing, who I thank for the courtesy of listening to an
hour and a half’s argument, although it did not leave us
much the wiser.

He said that one reason for the closure of post offices,
which he hoped would result in the saving of £15 million
to £20 million a year, was that more funds would be
available for new investment and new business. He hopes
to retain the business that he holds.

It is argued that the post offices must close, especially
the two in docklands which I have mentioned. Sir Ronald
has told me that there will be savings of about £8,000 at
each of the five sub-offices that are to be closed. That
implies that the savings will be made and that the same
transactions will take place elsewhere. The savings will be
marginal if the transactions are held, which is the Post
Office’s objective. The savings relative to turnover will be
relatively small and, to some extent, problematic.

In his latest letter to me, Sir Ronald submits that he will
not be able to say until the end of the exercise how much
of the new investment will aris¢ from savings. I should like
to know whether the Government have required a notional
degree of savings from the Post Office's own resources to
be part of the new investment which the Post Office
believes should be made. If that requirement has been
made, the entire closure programme is specious and
illogical.

In Newham there is an area of dockland known as
Beckton, where a mini town is arising. There will be up
to 20,000 new people in the area and, we hope, an
associated industrial area. The district centre is like a new
town centre but on a rather smaller scale. There will be a
number of facilities and there is a large one there already
—an Asda superstore with space for parking 700 cars.
It has over 30 checkouts. There is also a shopping mall and
the Newham post office liaison committee has requested
the Post Office to place at least a sub-post office in the mall
and perhaps a Crown post office. There is a growing
population and most of them are mortgage payers who can
enjoy some optional expenditure.

The mall would have been an apt spot for new business
but despite the opportunity, the Post Office has not opened
a branch office as requested. Instead, it is closing two
branch offices that are not far away. The one in Roman
road, East Ham, serves an isolated area with a high
proportion of pensioners, who will have to get to the
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nearest sub-post office by walking up and down steps over
the northern outfall sewer bank, which will be extremely
difficult for many of them. I understand from the district
postmaster that the Roman road sub-post office will be
closed after the backlog of the Newcastle social security
payments has been made up, as will the one in Boundary
road in my constituency, which can present an equally
good case for being kept open.

This pattern is probably repeated in every constituency
in Britain with urban areas. I would have made this speech
in any event, but over the weekend I was provided with
information at short notice about a Crown post office in
London. I have written to the hon. Member for City of
London and Westminster, South (Mr. Brooke) about the
New Fetter lane Crown post office where many of my
constituents, and no doubt the constituents of all London
Members, might well do business.

The local branch of the Union of Communication
Workers wrote to the freeholders of the site on which the
post office is situated. It wrote:

“The Post Office management locally have informed -us from- -

time to time that one of the reasons that New Fetter Lane post
office had been selected for closure is that your company refuses
to allow them a lease renewal.”

The union and the company concerned have kindly
allowed me to read the reply sent by a responsible person

in that company. The letter stated:
“So far as the particular is concerned, I should not normally
wish to-disclose to anyone else the detailed agreement between™

the letter names the company concerned—

“and the Post Office regarding Fetter Lane. However, I can tell
you that the present lease does not expire until December 1986
and that there has not, so far, been any discussion about what
should happen after that.”

There may be some misunderstanding, but the point is
that, in respect of most of these closures, there has been
mysticism and distrust and lack of confidence in the Post
Office administration which is widespread and typified by

this correspondence.

Mr. Simon Hughes: The hon. Gentleman kindly
mentioned that point to me earlier. Although it was not
germane to my argument, I must tell the Minister that
Merton district post office is in a similar position. That
post office was told that London Transport, which owns
the freehold, wanted the leasehold to revert to it in
September 1983. When LRT was asked about the matter,
it said that the post office could have the leasehold as long
as it liked. I say that in support of the hon. Gentleman and
I hope that the Minister will take heed and ascertain what
is happening.

Mr. Spearing: I come to the crunch line—the name
of the company, which it has kindly allowed me to reveal.
It is no less than Mirror Group Newspapers. Perhaps that
was not known to the Post Office, which has written
leading articles on this matter. The letter from the
company continued:

“We shall continue to resist closure of Post Offices and we
will be glad to hear from you of any developments which you
think might help with the campaign.

Yours sincerely,
R. Maxwell.”

I am grateful to the hon. Member for Southwark and
Bermondsey (Mr. Hughes)-for his intervention. We have
two cases where verbal or written information from the
Post Office, although it may have been given in good faith
by the functionaries, has turned out to be highly
questionable, if not incorrect.
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I put it to the Minister and through him to Sir Ronald
Dearing, with whom I have had extensive correspondence,
that this calls into question the basis of the closure of any
sub-post office or Crown post office. If the Post Office
wants to expand and to increase the confidence of business
and individuals, this is not the way in which to go about
it. The Minister should use his powers to ensure that the
programme is stopped and that a total reassessment of the
Post Office closure programme is started by the
Government and pursued by the Post Office in pursuit of
its duties to the public.

9.37 pm

The Minister for Information Technology (Mr.
Geoffrey Pattie): I am grateful to the hon. Members for
Southwark and Bermondsey (Mr. Hughes), for Newham,
South (Mr. Spearing) and my hon. Friend the Member for
Dulwich (Mr. Bowden). We appreciate their concern. The
Government have frequently stated their recognition of the
important role that post offices play in our social and
economic life. I referred to this on 23 January when the
House had a full debate on post office closures. I referred
to the recognition by this Government, like our
predecessors, that the Post Office is a commercial
organisation and that it is not only right but essential that
it should look to ways to improve efficiency. Unless the
Post Office does so, the future of the entire network will
be-imperilled and its ability to play any role in the life of
the tountry will be in doubt.

The hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey
attended at least part of the debate on 23 January, and I
imagine that little of what I have to say to him will be
news. In particular, it should come as no surprise to him
that I have no intention of intervening in the Post Office’s
proposals to close the two post offices to which he has
referred. Not only would it be wholly wrong for me to seek
to intervene but I have no power to do so. It would be
inappropriate for me to comment in detail on the particular
circumstances of these decisions.

" The hon. Members for Southwark and Bermondsey, for
Newham, South and my hon. Friend the Member for
Dulwich will appreciate that what they have said will be
closely read and studied by the chairman of the Post Office
and the board member responsible for counter services. To
that extent, nothing that hon. Members have said tonight
has been wasted, but they will appreciate that their
representations must be properly addressed to that quarter
and not to me.

1 appreciate that no post office closure is popular. It will
not surprise hon. Members to know that I am no exception,
as I have a closure in my constituency. I well know from
my constituency mail bag what people think about such
matters. It is also understandable that the constituents of
the hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey who
currently use those two post offices, like people elsewhere
in the country who use post offices which face closure,
consider that theirs are special cases. It is for the Post
Office and not the Government to consider each case and
to make decisions.

It should be clearly understood that the Post Office is
responsible for running the counters network and decisions
about individual post offices are operational ones for it and
not for the Government. That is in accordance with the
clear distinction, of which I am sure all hon. Members are
aware, between the respective roles of the Government
and the Post Office Board. That goes back to the

63

72/8

establishment in 1969 of the Post Office as a public
corporation with its board. It has been the policy of
successive Governments, embodied in the relevant
legislation, that decisions about the day-to-day manage-
ment of the business are the responsibility of the board.
The Government's role is confined to broad issues of
general policy and matters of overall financial control.

The hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey
referred to section 11 of the Post Office Act 1969, which
relates to directions of a general character for remedying
a defect in the general plan or ‘arrangements of the Post
Office for exercising its powers. A closure decision, in our
view, cannot be regarded as a gereral plan or arrangement
under any definition or construction of those words. That
is why—I said ‘this on 23 Janaury—we do not believe
that we have the powers, nor do we seek them, to intervene
is such detailed matters.

The Government’s interest and responsibilities relate to
the overall network, and we consider the Post Office’s
proposals for the urban network in that context.

It might be helpful if I set the Post Office’s proposals
for reducing the size of the urban counters network and the
Government’s role and reaction in regard to those
proposals in their proper context. The network of post
offices is the largest retail chain in the country. In March
last year it consisted of 20,499 sub-post offices and 1,559
Crown offices. The current programme to reduce the size
of the urban network by up to 5 per cent. Wwill mean a
network at the end of the 1986-87 financial year of about
19,500 sub-post offices and 1,490 Crown offices. The
reduction is hardly draconian by anyone’s standards.

Although the hon. Member for Southwark and
Bermondsey made the acceptable debating point that a
local closure is a 100 per cent. closure that is on the
assumption that there is no alternative. I am sure that he
accepts that there ate eight alternative offices within a mile
of the Bermondsey branch office and nine alternatives
offices within a mile of the’ 239 Borough high street post
office. I am not saying that they are equally convenient for
all his constituents. Of course they are not. I hope that he
will accept that it is not possible to say that it is a 100 per
cent. cloisure and that there is no alternative post office
within a mile when he considers the numbers that I have
mentioned.

My hon. Friend the Member for Dulwich was
somewhat dismissive about costing and profitability. In
my speech on 23 January on the subject of post office
closures I said that when the Post Office carried out its
major review of counters in 1983 it revealed
“2,000 urban offices in excess of the one-mile criterion™
of which my hon. Friends will be aware
“and 2,000 urban post offices that are unprofitable, as are about

three quarters of the 11,000 rural post offices.” — [Official
Report, 23 January 1985; Vol. 71, c. 998.])

These have been deliberately exempted from any part of
the closure programme.

I have emphasised profitability. For the Post Office to
know what is unprofitable it has, by definition, to be aware
of what is profitable and unprofitable. I hope that no hon.
Member is suggesting that the Post Office does not have
the ability to make calculations of that kind, because most
certainly it does.

By its nature, the counters business is an operation that
has high fixed costs and the economics of running it
depend heavily upon the volume of business which is
undertaken. I have stressed that the Post Office is a
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commercial organisation, and it is under no illusions that
it is owed a living. It recognises that there are effective
competitive alternatives for many of the services available
in the post offices and is well aware that if the counters
network is to retain existing business and win new business
it must provide an efficient and cost-effective service at
prices which customers are prepared to pay. The majority
of the business undertaken at counters is work for
Government Departments, public corporations and local
authorities. They use the network because it provides a
cost-effective way of meeting their requirements. It would
be quite wrong to expect these agency customers to use the
counters network irrespective of their costs which are, of
course, borne by their_ customers, whether they are
taxpayers or ratepayers.

Not only is it sensible, in purely business terms, for the
Post Office to look towards improving its efficiencys; it is
also under a clear statutory duty to do so. Its statutory duty
also requires it to have regard to the social needs of the
United Kingdom. I should stress that the post office takes
this part of its duty just as seriously as the requirement to
have regard to efficiency and economy.

Earlier today I had the pleasure of flying over the
constituency of the hon. Member for Newham, South.
Also [ impinged slightly on the air space of the
constituency of the hon. Member for Southwark and
Bermondsey while I was looking at the excellent and
impressive London Docklands development. Later I drove
past the Asda development to which the hon. Gentleman
referred. Therefore I can confirn what he said about its
existence. It appears to be an extremely significant
development-and I am sure that the words he has put on
the record tonight will be closely scrutinised by Sir Ronald
Dearing and his colleagues on the Post Office Board. If
there is to be a new development, as certainly appeared to
be the case from the air, there will certainly be the
potential for new customers, and-the Post Office is always
interested in new customers.

Since 1945 the Post Office has had the criterion of
providing post offices in town areas at intervals of no less
than a mile. This is not, and was never intended to be, a
precise and inflexible standard. It represents what the Post
Office has regarded as a reasonable balance between the
service its customers would like and the costs involved.
The Post Office has not applied the criterion rigidly but
over the years has made decisions about particular post
offices in the light of local circumstances. Up to the late
1960s the network grew, due to new housing development,
population growth and growth in business. However,
changes in the distribution of population were not fully
reflected in the provision of post offices and a review
which the Post Office undertook in 1983 revealed an
excess of about 2,000 offices against the criterion. It is
worth while, particularly in a debate that has dwelt upon
the constituencies that have been referred to this evening,
for the House to bear in mind that the population of inner
London has declined by nearly 30 per cent. over the last
20 years.

Mr. Simon Hughes: [ accept what the Minister said
about his powers, but if there was an argument that the
interpretation and use of the various criteria—not just
the one mile criterion, but all the others — were not
being properly carried out by the Post Office, surely he
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will accept that he would have a power to review the
consultation and other criteria as applied, because
otherwise there is no court of appeal. There is only the
Minister. He is the only person to whom one can turn if
the Post Office does anything wrong. I should be grateful
if the Minister could confirm that because, on some of
those issues, clearly the general does not apply to the
particular cases that he has heard about this evening.

Mr. Pattie: I shall refer in a moment to consultation
because it is an important point. The Government feel that
there is a duty to intervene only if there is some evidence
of what I would describe as a widespread abuse by the Post
Office of its statutory powers, and if it was flouting the
consultation procedures, and not making any attempt to

‘provide a proper service or take account of its statutory

in such a situation would the

requirements. Only

- Government intervene. The situation would then have

developed beyond a mere local difficulty, and become
general and widespread.

Mr. Spearing: I am grateful to the Minister for giving
way. [ am conscious of the time, but he touched on an
important point that I raised, and to which he has not yet
referred in detail. If the example that I gave—the hon.
Member for Southwark and Bermondsey (Mr. Hughes)
gave another—is shown to be correct, would it not be
within the criteria that he has just outlined, in that, as a
prima facie case, incorrect, and knowingly incorrect,
information has been given by the Post Office in the course
of that consultation?

Mr. Pattie: I do not think that it would be. I have said
—not, I hope, in an ex cathedra way—that in my view
the Post Office, in order to cause the Government to feel
that they should invoke their general powers, would have
to give substantial, widespread and nationwide prima facie
evidence that it was abusing the criteria under which it
operates.

After the review in 1983, the Post Office informed the
Government about the outcome of the review and the
proposals that it had framed to reduce the number of post
offices in urban areas. Our concern was to ensure that the
proposals did not prejudice our commitment to the
maintenance of a network sufficiently adequate to enable
the Post Office to fulfil its statutory duty with regard to
efficiency and economic and social needs. The Post
Office's proposals included its intention to consult the
National Federation of Sub-Postmasters, the Post Office
trade unions and the Post Office Users National Council.
It also confirmed that individual closure proposals would
be subject to the existing code of procedure agreed with
POUNC in 1981 and revised in January 1984 to include
Crown offices, which provides for consultation with local
interests before final decisions are made to close individual
offices. We were satisfied with the overall balance that the
Post Office was seeking to strike between the needs of
those whom it serves and the need for reasonable economy
and efficiency, and that the proposals were not
inconsistent with its statutory duty. However, that is the
extent of our involvement, as | have said.

The hon. Member for Southwark and Bermondsey
talked about violent opposition and so on. He is making
the assumption that the consultation process is somehow
concluded simply because he is apparently aware of some
decision that is on the desk of perhaps the director of the
London region. It is my understanding that the decisions
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that he is drawing to the attention of the House have not
yet been finally taken. The hon. Gentleman might regard
this Adjournment debate as an adjunct to the consultation .
process. | have evidence that in over 10 per cent. of the '
cases that the Post Office has had before it on the closure
programme, the Post Office has withdrawn the proposals.

I do not think that any reasonable person who is minded
to take an objective view could say that that shows, as
some people have said — I know that the hon.
Gentleman has not said this — that the consultation
process is some sort of charade. That remark was made
—it is a rather unworthy remark—in the debate on 23
January. I know that the Post Office takes the consultation
process seriously. It is not blinkered in any way in its
approach, nor does it regard any of its proposals as being
what [ would describe as a foregone conclusion. I repeat,
however, that today's proceedings will be closely studied
by Sir Ronald Dearing and the Post Office Board.

[ have read the correspondence between the hon.
Member for Southwark and Bermondsey and various
senjor officials, including a letter from the London
regional director who, I understand, has since retired. In

a letter dated 21 February Mr. A. G. Brown stated:

“I am, of course, delighted to accede to your request for a
meeting and [ must agree with you that it would make more sense
to discuss the matter with bdth of you at once.”

E.C. DISTRICT CANICELLATION :

With apologies to the

more obvious than most.

I was therefore surprised to learn that that meeting with the
hon. Gentleman and his colleague had not taken place.

Mr. Simon Hughes: No criticism of Mr. Brown was
implied. He did not leave in any sense under a cloud. He
has been replaced fairly quickly and I understand that his
undertaking is to be honoured by his successor. Any delay
is merely a result of a changeover at that level of
management and is no one’s fault. My colleague and I look
forward to meeting the new regional director.

Mr. Pattie: I merely mention the matter as
examination of the correspondence suggested that the ball
might be in the hon. Gentleman’s court.

As I explained in the debate on 23 January, in
undertaking the review of the urban counters network and
in framing the subsequent proposals to reduce the size of
the network, the Post Office’s aim is to improve the
efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the network. The Post
Office is well aware that closures are not popular but
believes that the exercise is essential to secure the future
of the network, for the long-term benefit of the
community. The Post Office has the Government's full
support in those efforts.

reagder who submitted this item, which has become detached from
the acompanying letter, an interesting example of a potential " Fred ", though rather
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A quite presentable example of the Columbia (D33 + C7 format) which has missed cancel-
ling the adhesive. Rather than put the card through the machine again, which probably
would have made the information aspect difficult to say nothing of the additional hand-
ling involved, " Fred " picked up the nearest cancellation device when he saw the error
and obliterated the adhesive very effectively with an example of 1D9A. Although known
in use from April 1902 to September 1920, examples on card or cover are not easy and to
find one confirmed by a dating more so.
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PEARSON HILL CANCELLATIONS, by F.M. Johnson, C.Eng.,F.I.Mech.E.

A recent acquisition gives further support for the A, B, C daily sequence of
codes used in the Pearson Hill double c.d.s. cancellation type PHT 3. This
mark was for many years attributed to Creswell but evidence assembled a few
years since ( ref 1 ) almost certainly proved it to be associated with Pear-
son Hill's early trials. The item is illustrated in fig.1, showing on the
reverse side of the cover a single example of PHT 3 with code CC. Excluding
Sunday, the code C fits the A, B, C sequence for Saturday March 20th., 1858,

‘
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The writer is still of the opinion this mark, PHT 3, with PHT 5, PHT 6 A and B
are the product of an early parallel motion cancelling device and not associ -
ated with the early machines producing PHT 1 and 4.

The reason for this thinking is that PHT3, PHT 5 and PHT 6 when complete, i.e.
not used as a backstamp, are usually underinked. This suggests they come under
the C machine classification in Boucher's report of November 1859 [Enett o )i
This device did not have the modification which allowed the inking pad to pass
over the c.d.s. once and the obliteration die twice which " effectively oblit-
erates the postage label " ( ref 2. ).

Another recent find, dated 5.10.1859, is a 1d rose-red from Plate 60 cancelled
with PHT 8. The code in this case was AM which agrees with Homer Wooff's sug -
gestion that the full A - Z, less Q, code started, or was tried, during the
life of PHT 8., i.e. if Sundays are included October 5th.,1859 would give code

M.

From this last item and the passage in Boucher's report ( ref 2 ), that is "The
D machine is precisely similar in construction and arrangement to the former,

the only difference being that it is more strongly made, and as the C machine
was sent some time since to the manufacturer, as a pattern, the trial for sup -
eriority has been determined by the working of the B ( Rideout ) and D machines,"

He states also the D machine differed from C in that it had a new inking device.

Since there is a date overlap on all these early dies, the sending away of mac -
hine C to the manufacturer cannot be determined but it is suggested it could be
PHT 8 which was used and returned later, commencing again on the 23rd.September,
1859 as AA. In other words, with its return the full A to 2 ( less Q ) day code
started, known examples being 24th.September, 1859 ( AB ) and 5th.October, 1859

( AM ): this coding would include Sundays.

The first D machine then becomes PHT 9 with B machine code and the A - Z ( less
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Pearson Hill Cancellations....

Q ) day code.

The rarity of PHT 10, 11 and 12 suggests they were new and experimental dies for
the D machine but were either faulty or may have been made in a softer material
purely to test the inking qualities of thick bars. The dies PHT 13 and 14 would
then be the first dies in the D machines as a pre-production type.

A complete record of the known dates of use and codes of PHT 8 would be inter -
esting. The writer has copies of this mark dated 12th.August and 24th.September,
1859. Homer-Wooff records an example with the AB transposed to BA dated 12th.
September, 1859, If the gap between the August date and the 12th.September,
could this be the period when it was sent back to the manufacturers ?

These notes, with the previous studies ( ref 1 ), suggest a new listing for the
early Pearson Hill so-called machine cancellations as follows :

PHT 1. Code M for model - the first mock-up machine in wood etc.
PHT 2. Code A with day codes A, M, 2, 3 and 4. The first engineered machine.
PHT 3. Code B, the second engineered machine.

PHT 4. Code C, the third device ( not really a machine ) and the first type
probably inspired by the Rideout system but coming under Boucher's
classification as.machine C. This would be the first trial of the Para-
1llel Motion device before the cancelling element was available, i.e.
the 3 in upright oval ( the 3rd. machine ) - using a 2nd c.d.s. in its
place.

PHT 5. The first trial of the Parallel Motion device using complete c.d.s. with
cancelling component rather than another c.d.s. - Code C again the third
" machine "

PHT 6 B and PHT 6 A were modified dies originally as PHT 5 and their usage dates
do not overlap. These would have been used on the C " machine ".

PHT 7. A new cancellation component with less and thicker bars - less likely to
damage and better for inking. Also used on the C machine.

PHT 8. A new c.d.s. component - the cancellation die as PHT 7 - again used on
the C machine. For about 6 weeks the usage date of these overlaps but
since they were interchangeable it does not appear to be significant.
PHT 7 soon gave way to PHT 8, then used on C machine until 31st. Octo -
ber, 1859 but, it is suggested, was withdrawn sometime during the period
as a pattern for manufacture of D machine ( August - September, 1859 )

PHT 9. The first D machine with B " machine " code and A to Z ( less Q ) day
code.

FHT 10, 11 & 12. Experimental dies for D " machine " to improve impressions.

PHT 13. Second D machine, replacing PHT 8., Stamp code A and A to Z ( less Q )
day code.

PHT 14. First D machine with improved dies ( for inking ). Stamp code B and
A to s ( less Q ) day code.

ref 1. The Development of Devices for apllying cancellations and other Postal
Markings. Gibbons Stamp Monthly, June, July, August 1977.
ref 2. Inland Branch Cancellations From December, 1856 Handbook ).

~0=0=0=-0—0—0=0-0=0—0=0~0=
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THE DULWICH COLUMBIA from John Hine

In January 1968 Frank Staff wrote the the Editor of the PHS magazine enclosing an
example of a machine with which he was unfamiliar. In response, Jason Mann wrote
in March of the same year stating the illustration was " probably a hand-operated
Columbia machine used at Dulich ",

DULWICH

0CT 5 1920

7- 15 -PM

S=E - 21}

Curiously as early as 1916 a Universal machine was used at Dulwich. DMann cites
the following letter:

" The Universal Company have also offered a hand-driven machine for free trial in
London. This machine, which is to be set up at Dulwich S5.0., is prices at £60

( including die and type ) and is said to stamp 400 letters a minute. Delivery
is expected this month - March 1916 " This came from an internal report dated
14th, March, 1916 and was signed by J.R. Deans, Mason records an example used

in Dulwich on the 24th. July, 1916. He further quotes from the same March report:
" The Columbia Company have recently offered a hand-driven single impression mac-
hine for free trial in London. This machine is priced about £43, including the
necessary die, type and tools. Delivery is expected at an early date."

Mann then speculates, not unreasonably, that the last sentence suggested a trial
was to be made, though the Columbia would arrive later than the Universal. It
would have made sense for both machines to be put on trial at much the same time
and in the same office, to get a fair comparison.

In correspondence with Mike Goodman, who confirms the Columbia designations, he
wondered if the gap in the trial was due the war conditions.

Recently I discovered a further example.The date is OCT 11 1920 and there is a
slight difference in the S.E - 21 on this and the S = E - 21 of the one above.

Readers might care to note Dr. Whitney lists this as type 216 Universal, which it
is not.
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Quotes are from PHS Bulletin 154 " Correspondence to the Editor"
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LONDON POSTAL SERVICE, CIRCULATION OFFICE: INLAND SECTION

In the early 1930s, Post Office Officials were issued with notes on the operation
of sections of the postal services. This is thouglt to have been issued in 1934.

MEMORANDUM ON THE WORKING OF THE INLAND SECTION. MOUNT PLEASANT, LONDON
FUNCTIONS

The Inland Section deals with letters, packets and newspapers destined for the
Provinces

1) collected from public posting boxes in the London E.C. and W.C. areas;
2) received in mails from Abroad;
(3) in transit from one part of the Provinces to another.

COLLECTIONS

The advertised collections in the E.C. and W.C. Districts for Provincial mails
number 37 daily, of which 12 are general clearances from pillar boxes and other
posting receptacles throughout the area and the remainder are clearances from
specific boxes only. The posting boxes have in all cases two apertures, one for
London and one for the Provinces. For reasons of economy in staff and transport
the collection services for the provinces are to a certain extent linked with
those for London, but the contents of the " Provinces " boxes are kept separate
throughout and reach the Inland Section by various means - foot collectors in
the case of boxes in the vicinity, road vans from " rendezvous " points, and
underground railway from E.C. and W.C. Chief Offices.

About 11,500,000 letters, packets, newspapers and circulars for the Provinces are
posted weekly in the collection area and of these, 6,000,000 are received between

the hours of 4.0 p.m. and 8.,0. p.m.

" FORWARD " CORRESPONDENCE FROM ABROAD

Letter mails from Abroad for " London Provinces " or " England " are dealt with

in the Inland Section. The Way Bill check and station work are carried out by

men attached to the Foreign Section, but the bags then pass direct from the sta-
tion to the Inland Section for treatment. They consist, in some cases, of corres-
pondence for the whole of the United Kingdom outside London, and in others of
correspondence for part only, the remaining portion going through in direct mails
to distributing centres in the Provinces. The weekly total of letters etc., from
abroad dealt with in the Inland Section is about 1,200,000,

" FORWARD " CORRESI'OIDENCE FROM THE PROVINCES

The Inland Section serves as one of the main forwarding centres for correspondence
in transit from one part of the Provinces to another, and as distributing centre
for the country in general to and from places in the vicinity of London. It also
serves as the forwarding office for the Eastern, South Eastern and South Vestern

Counties.
The traffic of this description is about 4,250,000 items weekly.

FACING AND STALMPING

The correspondence from the posting boxes in the E.C. and W.C. Districts passes
through " Facing " tables where the mass is broken up into the various categories
- small letters, long letters, packets, newspapers, etc. The letters are faced
and the postage stamps obliterated by fifteen motor-driven stamping machines in
use at this point.

PRIMNARY SORTING

Thereafter the correspondence passes through the Primary Sorting where the letters
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London Postal Servic€eece.e.

are separated into 29 divisions and the packets and newspapers into 24. Seven of
the separations in the case of letters and five in the case of packets and news -
papers are for individual cities ( Birmingham, etc, ), seven are for single coun -
ties near London ( Middlesex, etc. ), ten are for geographical groups of counties
( Eastern, South Western, etc. ) and the remainder are of a miscellaneous charac -
ter, such as "™ Unobliterated ", " London ( misposted ) ™. The sorting plans are
shewn in Appendix A. The fittings used are four-tier-open-shelf tables for small
letters, box tables for long letters, and special mechanised fittings for packets
and newspapers., :

SECONDARY SORTING AND DESPATCHING

The correspondence thus divided is transferred to the despatching divisions for
further treatment. That for the cities selected at the primary stage is examined
to check possible missorting, and is then made up into bags for despatch. Corres-
pondence for the geographical divisions is put through a secondary sorting, at
which selections are made for the larger places, correspondence for the smaller
places being sorted to county " roads ". Letters for the larger towns so selec-
ted are given a cursory examination to guard against errors in clearance of the
boxes, and are then made up for despatch. Those of the smaller places, which
amount to about 8.5% of the total dealt with in the divisions, go through a third
sorting where further selections for individual places are made.

In general the fittings used for Secondary sorting are box tables providing 48
separations and bag frames providing 24 or 32. Typical Divisional sorting plans

are shewn in AppendixX B.

The total number of places in the Provinces for which selections are made in the
Inland Section is 1050.

POSTINGS OF PRINTLD TAPERS

Bulk consignments of circulars, etc. prepaid at the printed paper rate are a
feature of the posting work. The incidence of receipt varies considerably from
day to day and from week to week, the maximum on any one day during the last
statistical year being 1,700,000 and the minimum less than 150,000. The total
dealt with during the last statistical year was 170,000,000. They are handled
by the same staff as the ordinary postings, but as far as possible their treat -
ment is confined to the slack hours of the day. Work on them is suspended dur-
ing the evening collection pressure, but at other times they are dealt with more
or less concurrently with other work, although segrated as much as possible from
the higher paid matter. They are, however, in all cases included in the same
mails as the higher paid correspondence.

" I'ORWARD " CORRESFPONDENCE

Correspondence received from the Provinces and from Abroad passes through all
the processes mentioned, with the exception of facing and stamping. After the
bag-opening stage it merges in the stream of posted correspondence. About 5055
of it is received in Divisional or County bundles or bags, having been so sort-
ed at the despatching offices; this portion, therefore, escapes the Primary
stage in the Inland Section and thus secures accelerated disposal.

DESPATCHING

The despatches from the Inland Section consist in the main of direct mails for
towns, and they include all classes of correspondence ( letters, packets, news-
papers and printed papers, etc. ). The separate mails number 4000 daily and
the number of bags despatched on an average day is over 10,000.

Connections exist from the Inland Section with the various Travelling Post
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Offices, but the proportion of correspondence sent by them is small, the services
being confined as a rule to letters, etc., for very small or distant places and
to a certain amount of late correspondence coming to hand in the short interval
between the closure of the direct mails and the final despatches to the Travell-
ing Post Offices,

REGISTERED CORRESPONDENCE

Registered letters and packets received from posting offices in the E.C. and W.C.
Districts, or in mails from Provinces, abroad, and other London Districts, are
transferred againist " bulk " signature to the Registered Letter Division. There
they are sorted cn the same general lines as the ordinary correspondence and are
then transferred at despatch times, either in registered bags or loose against
bulk signature, to the despatching officers in the main sorting office who in -
clude them in the mails along with the ordinary correspondence. The traffic
amounts to about 25,000 items a day.

TRANSPORT SERVICES

Conveyance of letter mails from Mount Pleasant to the railway stations of des -
patch is in most cases by motor vans having a capacity of about 40 bags.

Check of the mails between sorting office and station is by van way-bill on which
is advised the total number of bags comprising the load. To two of the principal
stations the service is by the Post Office underground railway.

Mails from the Inland Section leave London for the Provinces from fourteen diff -
erent stations.

CONVEYORS AND MECHANICAL APPARATUS

The sorting office occupies the whole of the Ground Floor of the New Buildings,
Mount Pleasant, and part of the First Floor. The former is about 24 acres in ex-
tent and contains the Primary and the main Secondary and despatching work, the
First Floor being confined to Registered Letter Work, the Training School and one
small Division shown as Ships and Surcharge.

Communication between the two floors is by electric lifts and chutes, and between
the sorting office and the Post Office Railway by lift, chutes and elevators.

The Ground Floor is extensively mechanised. Each facing table has a two way con-
veyor, carrying letters to the stamping machine in one direction and packets,etc.
in the other direction to a chute leading below floor level to a " feed " conveyor
which in turn unloads on to a main conveyor rising in the middle of the office at
the end of a mechanised packet stamping table. Other conveyors below floor level
link up the despatching points with the road van platforms and with the chutes to
the Post Office Railway. Still others lead from one platform to another for tran-
sit bags, from bag opening table to News & Packet area, from arrival platform to
News & Packet area, and from Bag Opening table to bundle sorting point.

The News & Packet area is the most heavily mechanised section. It is served by
three conveyors, one from the facing tables for articles out of the general col -
lections, one from the arrival platform for bags of packets from large Branch
Offices, and one from the Provincial Bag Opening table for loose items out of in-
coming Mails. It contains two pairs of packet stamping tables, each pair in tan-
dem fitted with an overhead conveyor band provided with electrically controlled
divertors which turn the packets into a continuous storage trough immediately be-
low and thence on to the stamping table underneath. One pair is fed direct by
the conveyor band from the facing tables, the connecting link being a quick -
rising twin-band conveyor. The other pair is served by the conveyor from the
arrival platform. This conveyor carries the bags of packets collected from those
Branch Offices provided with separate Packet posting boxes; at the discharge end


User
Highlight


72/17

London Postal ServiceS.ec..

the bags are cheéked and opened in sequence and the contents are emptied into a
trough feeding another quick-rising twin-band conveyor linked with the overehad
conveyor above the stamping tables.

The packets after having been stamped, are transferred by hand in baskets to the
sorting fittings alongside and the sorting is done from the baskets, which for
the purpose are mounted on stools. There are three sorting fittings, each of
nine units accommodating 36 sorters, a total of 108 working positions. Each

unit has 24 boxes one foot square, in rows four deep six long, on a horizontal
plane. The units are continuous, each row thus having 54 boxes in its length.
Below each of the four rows is a conveyor band on to which the boxes discharge
automatically under synchronised electrical control, 30 seconds between each
discharge. A complete clearance of all the boxes is affected every three min -
utes., Two of the conveyors run to one end of the fitting, the remaining two to
the other end. Each discharges on to a quick-rising twin-band conveyor, feeding
a system of overhead distributing bands running into the secondary sorting areas
and fitted with divertors, the operation of which is synchronised with the open-
ing of the boxes of the sorting fittings. Thus, taking the Surrey Division as an
example, the three groups of 9 " Surrey " boxes in the sorting fittings discharge
through three quick-rising bands on to one overhead conveyor which feeds one dis-
tributing conveyor fitted with six divertors; at the appropriate time, the diver-
tor opposite the Surrey division comes into action and sweeps the packets on to a
short auxiliary conveyor alongside, and thence into a chute near the secondary
sorting area. ‘

PERSONNEL

The Inland Section is open continuously. Sorting work is carried in throughout
the twentyfour hours and throughout the seven days of the week, except for a
short period on Sundays when only a small " skeleton " staff is employed. The
total personnel is 3480 of all ranks ( including reserves for sick absence,etc.)

—0-0-0-0—0—-0—0—0—-0-0—

SHIP LETTER OFFICE DIAMOND, from Tony Potter

This cancellation, Dubus fig 36, type 2, exists only
with the number 22. It was issued in April 1847 and
Westley states this to the Ship Letter Office. Dubus
said he had never seen it used.

This piece shows the Hong Kong arrival datestamp for
what appears to be 1850, which conveniently provides
some useful information. As far as I am aware, from
asking other members, this may well be the first one
recorded, this is most certainly the case for LPHG.

It may well be the reason for the survival of this
particular example is the 1/— embossed, which is a
good, square-cut copy, just touching on the right and
of itself well worth the purchase price. 1 rather
suspect the dealer from whom it was bought did not
appreciate the cancellation was one of rarities of
the nineteenth century.

—0=-0-0-0—0—-0—0—0=0—-0—0-0—
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INLAND SZCTICN : PRIMARY SORTING PLANS APPENDIX A
(a) LETTERS
Blind
Bristol Unobliterated Irish Brighton Ships
Unpaid
Edinburgh Glasgow Scotch Welsh Liverpool Manchester Birmingham Foreign
North West. North West.
Bucks Middlesex Kent Surrey Essex North of South of London E.C.
Crewve. Crewe.
. s W Midland Midland London
Herts Eastern ussex South West estern North South Districts
(b) PACKETS AND NEWSPAPERS
North West North West
Liverpool Manchester Birmingham Irish
North of Crewe South of Crewe
London E.C. & Foreign. 7
London Blird. Western Welsh Bucks Bristol
Districts Ships.
Unpaid.
Edinburgh &
Mi 3 i M4
Middlesex Herts iidland North Midland South Scotch Glasgow
R Sussex & South West T
Eastern Essex By ghition es Surrey Kent
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INLAND SZCTION : SECONDARY DIVISIONAL SORTING

PLALS APPENDIX B
SCUTE WEST DIVISICHN
(a) LETTERS
Borden Brockenhurst Tmsworth Havant Liss Lyndhurst Lyme Regis Blind
Hew Milton Ringwood Sandown Shaf tesbury. Swanage Tidworth Ventnor Wareham
Blandford Cowes Poole Zastleign Dorchester Gosport Lymington Parkstone
Alton retersfield Jewport I.of WJ Bournemouth Sasingstoke Weymouth Southsea Wimborne
Sherborne Bridport Ryde Southampton Portsmouth Aldershot Jersey Guernsey
Christchurcn Farenam Ancover Jdinchester Aomsey Shanklin tlo. 1 Road No. 2 Road
(b) PACKETS AND NEWS
Aldershot Portsmouth
Bournemouth | Southampton| No.2 Road | Hewport Iofli | Ryde Cowes Shanklin No.1 Road Jersey Guernsey
Rasingstoke| WYinchester | Zastleigh | Andover Petersfielq Alton Christchurdy Poole Dorchester | Weymouth
Weymouth Dorchester | Romsey 3landford Sherborne Fareham Bridport Parkstone: | Winchester Basingstoke]
Duernsey Jersey 1 No.1 Road| Wimborne Southsea Gosport Lymington No.2 Road | Southampton| Bournemouth
Portsmouth | Aldershot
No.1 RESIDUE RCAD
(a) LETTERS
ROWI&HES Hayling Is. Alresford Whitechurch Tidworth
Castle
) . —amee s whock Micheldeyer Portsmouth 3
otley Lee-on-Solent Liphoo oyt HEite it Stockbridge Sutton Scotney
(b) PACKZTS AND NEWS
Alresford Borden Botley SNl lPo0s
Portsmouth Li 5 th H t ' B kenh L D
\ Nq 4 S ] i Jal IS
New lMilton gan%s Roe 198 mSWOT avan rockenhurs —
Liphook Lyndhurst Hayling Is. Ringwood 2
Portsmouth leféester Tidworth i#hitchurch
2Wd .
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LONDON POSTAL HISTORY GROUP : ACCOUNTS for the YEAR ENDING 30th APRIL 1985
1983/4 I N C 0O-M E £ £ £
997 SUBSCRIPTIONS 992
27 PACKET (Estimate) 30
2 DONATIONS 9
196 AUCTIONS 110
25 BUILDING SOCIETY INTEREST (Estimate) 10 1151
1247
542 PUBLICATION SALES 773
1147 Stock,1st May 1000
349  Additions,@ cost 843
1496 1843
1000 less STOCK,30 April 1300
96 496 COST OF SALES 543
46 NET INCOME FROM SALES 230
1293 B 08 Al TN G DM E 1381
E XPENSE.S
110 MEETINGS 100
1196 NOTEBOOK 1502
175 PRINTING,POSTS,SUNDRIES 384
PUBLICITY 27
el R A E-XuRLEDN Sk oS 2013
188 D e e T 0 e £ 632
B A L. A NEE S _HWE E_J @ 30th APRIL 1985
ACCUMULATED FUND 1156
1156 less Deficit fopkear 652 624
474 LOANS for PUBLICATIONS 474
1630 BALANCE @ 30th APRIL 1985 £ 1098
RE,PR.ESTENJE D B.Y =
1022 CASH & BANK 681
394 BUILDING SOCIETY 110 791
1416 —_—
859 less CREDITURS - 1024
957 G A5 H RUEAS Ol R -CE'S ’ - 233
2 DEBTORS 30
1000 STUCK OF BINDERS & PUBLICATIONS 1300
1 LIBRARY (nominal) 1
1073 1331
1630 £1008
Thesa Accounts have bsen R.H.SANDERS,
compared with the books & vouchers A1B,FFTCom,FComA,FREcoNS,
and present a true statement Hon.Treasurer

of the financial affairs of the Group.





