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PROPOSED CLOSURE OF ORDSALL BRANCH POST OFFICE
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1
Background

1.1 Post Office Limited, on 4th March 2003, announced that they are proposing to close Ordsall Post Office on a permanent basis.  They are consulting on the proposal until 4th April 2003, after which they will take the final decision.  If the decision is taken to close, they expect that this would take place in June 2003.

2
Reasons for Proposed Closure

2.1 In summary, the Post Office considers that this branch is no longer financially viable and that safety and security is major, on-going concern.  This office has suffered 19 burglaries and attacks by vandals in the last 21 months.  The damage caused by these incidents has cost a total of £85,000 in repairs.  Because of anti-social behaviour, the office has to close early in the afternoon on weekdays.  Customer numbers have been declining for several years and business is likely to fall further after April, when payment benefits can be paid to bank accounts.

2.2 There are two other Post Offices within 0.7 miles (Exchange Quay and Eccles New Road) and another nine within 1.5 miles.  The Post Office considers that these are capable of dealing with the extra business.  It has also been suggested that many Ordsall residents already use these branches in preference to the unattractive Ordsall branch.

3
Observations

3.1 It is recognised that the population of Ordsall has steadily fallen over several decades.  Loss of potential customers, coupled with changing retail trends, has contributed to a loss of vitality and viability in the district centre.  Most of the buildings have been subject to repeated and frequent vandalism and attempted break-ins over several years.  Coupled with the impact of vandalism and graffiti, this makes the Centre an uninviting place to work or to visit.  The remaining traders in Ordsall clearly endure difficult trading conditions and the efforts of the Post Office and sub postmaster in maintaining a service in recent years must be applauded.  

3.2 However, closure of the branch at this time would have a significant impact on the community and the prospects for regeneration.  As identified by the Ordsall Development and Services Group, and endorsed by the City Council, repopulation of the area is a priority, and retention of shops and services is seen as very important to the attractiveness of Ordsall as a place to live.  

3.3 None of the nearby branches are likely to be an effective alternative to the Ordsall branch for many of the residents of the estate, particularly the elderly and mobility impaired.  The routes to the branches at Eccles New Road and Adelphi involve crossing of busy main roads.  The Exchange Quay branch is located in an isolated and semi-private commercial estate that is not obviously welcoming to all sectors of the community.

3.4 Although the population of the estate has been steadily falling, this is offset by the dramatic growth of Salford Quays, which is already home to over 500 households and over 10,000 workers.  There are firm plans for more homes and businesses, at Salford Quays and at Ordsall Riverside.  In the longer term, repopulation of the estate will further increase potential trade.  However, largely because of its location and unwelcoming appearance, the Ordsall branch has not been able to attract significant trade from these new residents and businesses.  It also seems unlikely that the isolated Exchange Quay branch has met the needs of this new community either.  

3.5 There can be little argument that trading conditions at the Ordsall branch are currently very poor and it is accepted that the current premises are not suited to capitalise on current and future growth in trade.  However, the suggested objective is to replace the existing centre with new facilities, possibly on a new site.  The Post Office branch, and the other remaining traders, would be a major asset to the commercial viability of the new centre and the Council would seek to assist in their relocation.  A key criterion for any new centre will be that its design and location are attractive and welcoming to all residents, businesses and visitors to Ordsall and Salford Quays, new and old.  

3.6 Although the Post Office have considered and rejected some alternatives to closing the branch, such as relocation to the neighbourhood office, other options are emerging.  For example, a new health and community care centre is due to be developed under LIFT.  There may be scope for the LIFT Company to take over the branch franchise and incorporate the service within its premises.

3.7 Action is planned to provide support to the remaining shops and services that are committed to continue trading in the area, until such time as a new centre can be developed.  A contract has now been let to securely fence the district centre, closing most of the through routes and protecting the Post Office and other buildings; work is due to be carried out in April.

3.8 The fencing scheme cannot guarantee the security of the Post Office against determined break-ins.  However, it is the view of the Council, GM Police and the Post Office’s own security advisor that it will significantly help the policing of the area and reduce the opportunities for theft and vandalism.  In the short term, there should be some improvement in trading conditions at the branch

4
Conclusion

4.1 The proposed closure of the Ordsall post office would be a significant loss to the local community, at a time when short term security improvements and longer-term regeneration proposals are being developed that will improve trading conditions.

5
Recommendation

5.1 That the community committee should formally object to the proposed closure.  Post Office Limited should be requested to defer a decision on the closure until the impact of the proposed security works can be assessed and to work with the City Council and other partners to explore how this valuable service can be retained and improved as a viable business in the longer term.
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