PRESS RELEASE

MAY 22, 2006

ONE MILLION SIGNATURES ON NFSP PETITION “A WARNING SHOT TO GOVERNMENT”

The National Federation of SubPostmasters annual conference opened today with news that a staggering one million people have signed a Federation petition calling for the post office network to be protected.

NFSP General Secretary Colin Baker revealed to delegates at the conference in Torquay that more than a million people have now signed the petition since it was launched a month ago. The petition calls on the Government to reverse a decision to scrap the Post Office Card Account - a move the NFSP claims could force thousands of post offices to close.

Mr Baker told delegates that the petition sent a clear message to Government that the public still relies heavily on both the rural and urban network.

And he urged delegates to work together to ensure that the post office network receives the maximum amount of money from Government before key decisions on the future of the network are made.

Mr Baker said: "I can now announce for the first time that we have now received more than one million signatures and that is after just one month.

"By the end of this calendar year, the Government say they will have reached a decision about the shape and size of the network. We must recognise that in this period, between now and the end of the year, we must work together very strongly to ensure that we secure the maximum network and the maximum number of products in order to get the maximum amount of money from the Government. We do not have a second to waste."

‘’The blows we have taken since January this year would have tested the resolve of any organisation. Less than 12 months after the last order book had been cashed the Department for Work and Pensions called time on the Post Office Card Account. We were rightly very angry indeed.

There is much great work done every day in Post Offices and Subpostmasters rise to the challenges. But each time they do it seems another major blow comes along to knock them back. 

Colleagues, your Executive Council is only too aware of the difficulties faced by the network and are totally committed to maintain the battles which have been fought for many years.’’

Subpostmasters from across the UK have united at the conference to call for a joined-up strategy from Government to save the post office network.

Crucial issues that will shape the future of the network will be the main focus of The National Federation of SubPostmasters 2006 annual conference, which closes on Wednesday.

The conference is expected to send a clear message to both Government and Post Office Ltd that by working in partnership, a Post Office-based solution to the issues that currently threaten the network can and must be found. 

High on the agenda will be the huge public response to the Federation’s national petition. 

The petition, sent to all 14,500 Post Offices in the UK, has attracted signatures ranging from individual post office users both young and old to council leaders and MPs.

Ends

Notes to Editors: 

· POCA is used by 4.3 million people every week to access benefit payments and is the only Post Office based option for doing so. POCA represents a vital source of income for subpostmasters which, if lost, could threaten the viability of the entire post office network.

·  The Federation believes POCA is being phased out by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) in advance of its planned withdrawal in 2010, denying users the right to chose how they access their benefits. Users will now have to access benefits via a bank account which many simply do not want to do. 

· The National Federation of SubPostmasters petition reads: “We, the undersigned, believe that the Post Office network provides a vital service to local communities in both urban and rural areas which are threatened by the Government’s withdrawal of services from the local post offices. Accordingly, we call on the Government to reverse its announcement that it will end support for the Post Office Card Account in 2010 thereby threatening the viability of thousands of Post Offices and we urge it to immediately halt its activities designed to kill the account off in advance of that date.”

· The petition form can be downloaded and printed at www.nfsp.org.uk or by contacting the NFSP at Evelyn House, 22 Windlesham Gardens, Shoreham by Sea, West Sussex, BN43 5AZ for extra copies.

· Sub post offices make up 97% of the national network of post offices and are run by private business people – Subpostmasters.

· The post office network is the largest retail branch network in the UK. It has 41 million visits a week and offers 170 different services.

· The network also provides free access to cash, keeps local shops going, is a focal point for communities and supports vulnerable residents. 

· The NFSP represents Subpostmasters in pay and conditions and across a wide variety of activities affecting the everyday lives of subpostmasters.

Federation Executive Council officers from all regions of the UK are available for interview during the conference. 

Anyone wishing to arrange an interview, or for further information about the annual conference, should contact Tim Cobb on 07899 803744 or Matt Adams on 07958 385860.

