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INTRODUCTION

In February 2008 Royal Mail notified the CWU that they intended to review the Mail Centre Network in the North West.

Since February Royal Mail has provided the CWU with various bits of information they have used to support the options for the network that have been presented to the CWU and communicated to members via WTLL sessions in May 2008.

It must be noted that the CWU believe that the manner with which the information has been “drip fed” has not helped the CWU respond to Royal Mails proposals in the fullest way possible. In fact some of the important information i.e. some of the financial costs underpinning some of the businesses proposals were not received until as late as June 2008.

At this stage, no final or preferred option has been tabled by Royal Mail.

The purpose of this document is to respond formally to Royal Mails current options for the future Mail Centre Network in the North West and to present some alternative considerations baring in mind the crucial criteria of minimum disruption to employees.

However, before we can document some of our ideas, it is essential that we understand the scope within which Royal Mail are conducting this review and deal with some of Royal Mails assumptions and the CWUs response to them. It is fair to say that the CWU believe that some costs have been added to some of the options with the purpose of making them appear to be less viable than they actually are.

SCOPE OF THE REVIEW

Firstly, within Royal Mails options it becomes clear that the potential to deliver savings have been at the heart of Royal Mails thinking. It will come as no surprise to the CWU if Royal Mails preferred option translates into the cheapest.

However the published criteria driving the need for change Royal Mail have listed as:

· Financial viability of any plan i.e. cost effectiveness

· Multi storey building V preferred Single storey Building

· Ability to accept double stack trailers

· Big enough to house new technology

The CWUs position commits the CWU to look at other criteria listed in the national agreement covering potential Mail Centre closures. Some key areas within the national agreement and of particular interest/ concern for the CWU are:

· The socio economic impact on any region by any closures

· Minimized impact on employees

· Maintain or improve Quality of Service to the customer

It is important to recognize the narrow scope of the review according to Royal Mail. This has the impact of presenting a fait a compli for any of the current sites that don’t fit the narrow scope Royal Mail have placed on the review. 

However it is worth saying that the CWU recognise that the criteria listed as the scope of the review may well apply to future Mail Centres but merely closing current sites on this basis ignores the fact that the same level of traffic still has to be processed and quality of service has to be maintained.

It is also clear that some traffic can be absorbed as a consequence of improved automation. However it is extremely dubious whether the sum total of the traffic can be absorbed into 3 Mail Centres. The belief that this will be possible ignores the workload associated with particular streams of work and associated storage problems e.g. packets.

Finally when asked, Royal Mail has asserted that any proposals are based on the current delivery model. It further becomes extremely doubtful whether the increased distances between Mail Centres and Delivery Offices will allow us to maintain a delivery operation that even remotely resembles the current delivery model and adheres to the current 1400hrs last letter.

In recognition of this Royal Mail have begun discussions on staggered start times in delivery and there is evidence to suggest that one alternative may well be, what would be an embarrassment for Royal Mail, a return to two Deliveries.

ROYAL MAILS ASSUMPTIONS

One of Royal Mails key assumptions that significantly but artificially increases the cost to some of the options more attractive to the CWU  is the assumption that some offices may need to be extended to house new technology e.g. LFSM. 

The CWU believe that the North West has already got it prescribed level of LFSM which has been determined by a separate agreement and there are no plans for further machines to be purchased. Furthermore the current numbers of LFSMs are sufficient to handle the current level of flat traffic (both Inward and Outward) and given that since the introduction of price in proportion and general declining traffic levels (Large Flats), investment in further LFSM technology would not make good business sense in any event.

Therefore, the CWU believe that any costs associated to both the purchase of further LFSM and the associated costs of extending the sites (Bolton, Oldham & Stockport) are both unnecessary and misleading. 

Another key assumption that is contained within Royal Mails options is that there will not be a requirement for VR as a means of dealing with some of the obviously substantial surplus that will potentially exist following any changes. Currently across the 7 sites under review, there are 3079 Full time employees and 976 part time employees.

If as anticipated, Royal mail opt for the options the CWU suspect they will most favour, which is option C and F then we cant accept the projected 200 FTE projected job losses. This is on two accounts. Firstly, option C closes 3 current sites and concentrates that Mail onto one site. The combined staffing of the 3 offices are 643 Full time employees and 305 part time employees. Even with current turnover rates the job losses could not be so low.

The impacts of option F are less easy to quantify in terms of projected job losses. As an initial stab we can safely assume that there will only be the requirement for one set of mech staff. Therefore the equivalent of the mech staff in two sites will not be required if the migration of Liverpool and Crewe onto the Warrington site takes place.

However the difficulty in projecting a level of potential job losses in this option is due in no small part to the unique position Crewe finds itself if this option were to become a reality.  Royal Mail is probably the 3rd largest employer in Crewe, but even more important than this is the real possibility of staff being constructively dismissed. There is no prospect at all that members working in the Crewe site can be reasonably expected to travel 36 miles each way, each day, down a difficult stretch of motorway ( and that’s  if you have a car) to work. Those without private transport will be unable to get there as the Warrington site is inaccessible by public transport.

The low level of projected surplus attached to this option, without any anticipated VRs is predicated on the belief from Royal Mail that natural wastage plus job opportunities in the Delivery function will account for the any surplus. A position we simply do not accept.

Some more general assumptions that cannot go unchallenged are the projected drop in packet traffic in line with the reduction in the letters stream. Current trends suggest that there is no evidence for this assumption and at the very worst, if a decline in this traffic were to be accepted, it would be at least at half the rate of the decline in the letter traffic.

Below we will look at some of the individual offices, explore some alternatives to Royal Mails options and examine what impact some of the above assumptions have on the individual offices.

STOCKPORT

When looking at Stockport, we don’t believe we can do so in isolation of the Delivery estate, in particular the CDOs currently housed in Exchange Street. Exchange Street is a multi storey building with a large part of the building unoccupied with significant commercial value. By considering housing the CDO in the current Mail Centre site, Royal Mail could realise substantial funds from the sale of Exchange Street.

With the CDO moved into Green lane, this would utilize up to a maximum of a 3rd of the current floor space. This leaves us with an opportunity to utilize this space performing value added work whilst minimizing the impact on employees as the result of any change.

Some obvious solutions would involve housing the Walk sequencing machines in the Green Lane site as there are no obvious delivery units in the SK area capable of housing the machines. It would be preferable for the machines to be housed in the Stockport postcode area as this would act to protect delivery Quality of Service in the SK postcode area.

Both the above still leaves a gap in terms of available floor space and potential surplus employees. It is also worth considering that close examination of the projected Inward traffic anticipated to be handled by Manchester upon concentration of Oldham, Bolton and Stockport’s mail appears extremely optimistic. It is worth noting that when discussing Inward traffic, the individual inward plans have to be borne in mind, of which Manchester alone has 27.

If the CWU were to concede that the outward traffic i.e. Flats/ mech etc could be absorbed by greater machine utilization, there is a strong argument for the Inward traffic to remain in Green Lane. A minimum level of mechanisation would be required to deal with this Mail. This option could act as buffer for any quality loss that would almost be inevitable while Manchester learnt to cope with the increased traffic. If it were proven that the Mail could be concentrated onto Manchester without fear of loss of quality it would soon become apparent and no doubt the business would want to revisit it.

However we believe that this option offers protection for Quality of Service irrespective of whether that is in the long or short term Quality of service failures have been extremely costly for the business and this solution best safeguards against that prospect.

There is no evidence to suggest that Green lane would require an extension to the building to house new technology such as an LFSM as the traffic would be far more effectively concentrated onto the machine in neighbouring Manchester in much the same way Stockport’s 2C is already concentrated onto Manchester. 

BOLTON

Bolton Mail Centre is ideally located in the middle of both Manchester and Preston Mail Centres. Given its location, the CWUs scepticism about putting all your eggs in one basket (Manchester) and the ability for Manchester to handle the proposed level of traffic, we believe that there is a strong case for Bolton to retain its status as a Mail Centre. This would be as a vital part of the network and as a contingency for both Manchester and Preston Mail Centres. The proposals for Bolton Mail Centre is for it to close, concentrate Wigan Mails (currently handled in Bolton) to Preston and the Bolton Traffic to Manchester.
It is our belief that Bolton should retain all its current work and alleviate some of the anticipated problems in Manchester by performing collection work on some of the neighbouring Manchester offices e.g. Radcliffe, Atherton, Tyldesley, Prestwich which are located closer to Bolton then Manchester. 

The removal of the Farnworth Delivery function would allow for new technology 

(Without the need to extend the building) and for Bolton to handle the extra traffic and as previously suggested act as a contingency for both Manchester and Preston.

In terms of the criteria used to assess suitability as a site going forward, Bolton is a new building, single storey and can accept double stack trailers. As previously stated, the removal of Farnworth DO would create space for an Ilsm if necessary. Consistant with our understanding of the LFSM project, Bolton would not require a LFSM neither has the need for one been articulated.

MANCHESTER

The key question for Manchester is can they handle the projected increased level of traffic from Oldham, Stockport and Bolton even with the investment in New Technology? 

And this in turn begs the question what service could Deliveries in Oldham, Stockport and Bolton expect?

Manchester MC was built in 1993 and has 3 adjacent MC’s within 7 and 10 miles, the options is for Stockport , Oldham and Bolton traffic to be transferred onto Manchester and the Manchester CDO to be relocated to make room for the additional traffic.

It is questionable whether Manchester could handle the additional traffic bearing in mind all the forecast traffic levels are based on assumptions  that traffic levels will fall some 30% by 2010/11.

As previously stated in the paragraph regarding some of Royal Mails assumption it is probably necessary to reiterate the point that there is no evidence that packet traffic will follow this 30% decline by 2010/2011. All current trends point to increasing levels of packet traffic.

The current packet conveyance system would not be able to handle the increased level of traffic

Moreover, when looking at packet traffic one has to look at the not only the capacity to sort the items but the capacity to store/house the level of packets it is suggested that Manchester is expected to handle. Even their thought process, clearly indicates that they are unable to positively say Manchester will be able to handle the packet traffic. Neither are they able to present the rationale behind the assumption that packet traffic will decline by 30% over the next 2/3 years.

In line with this train of thought a close examination of the projected Mailsort traffic Manchester is envisaged to be handling in the future appears to be unrealistic. Given that this particular stream of mail is housed in large cages the projected volumes from the concentrated offices will have no where to be safely handled in Manchester.

It is true to say that Manchester has been earmarked for significant increases to the current levels of automation. However despite numerous requests for the business to supply us with evidence that supports the assertion that Manchester will be able to handle the traffic (in particular the anticipated levels of Inward and associated individual Inward plans).

Consequently the CWU remain to be convinced.

PRESTON

It is questionable that Preston has the capacity to deal with Bolton and Wigan’s Inward traffic. 

It is proposed that Preston will gain some mech in one hand and lose it the other. The only real increased capacity is in relation to the new LFSM.

There are no plans for Preston to receive any additional IMP/iLSM.

CREWE

Much of what needs to be said about Crewe has been said earlier in the document .The CWU see no alternative but to insist on an operation remaining in Crewe

Crewe MC was built in 1919 and the site was extended in the1960’s, it was further added to in the 1980’s. It currently processes Crewe’s and all of Warrington’s traffic. The options provided are for the traffic to be transferred either to Liverpool some 47 miles away or to Warrington RDC some 33 miles away with one option to extend the current site.

The MC has the ability to absorb traffic due to traffic levels falling, and does not require a FSM or ILSM consequently does not require a building extension. 

Due to the Crewe MC’s geographic location and the distance to Liverpool and Warrington, if staff wished to transfer with the traffic this would prove both costly and too far to be realistically considered an option for people. In addition to this there is no public transport to the proposed site in Warrington. There is also the issue of the M6 being amongst the most congested motorways in the UK and particularly the stretch in question. The rising cost of fuel, which shows no sign of abating, would place anybody who remained with RM in a poverty situation. The above issues effectively debar any long term employment with Royal Mail for people living in Crewe. 

Although compensation is suggested within the options under the MTSF agreement which deals with travel expenses to which there is a maximum payment, this Maximum level would be reached in almost every circumstance however even this level of  compensation would not meet the travel expenses in the long term. Consequently, within two years employees would have to meet the travel expenses out of their own pocket, and that despite the overall Travel compensation bill being in the region of £7.5 Million

There are no Voluntary Redundancies contained within any of the options and all the options have been made on the assumption that everyone would travel with the traffic or relocate to deliveries within their area. It would not be reasonable or feasible to force people to work another function and some quite literally would not be able to. 

It is feasible to retain the site and save on travel expenses. The site can absorb additional traffic if necessary, and does not require an extension. It is extremely unlikely that employees would travel the distances suggested within the options and with no Voluntary Redundancies contained within the options then the business would either have to force staff to move and there is the real risk of compulsory redundancies and potential claims of constructive dismissal and again this is despite £7.5 million compensation costs being set aside for travel under the MTSF agreement.

Because there is no need  to extend Crewe ( the floor space is actually twice that originally recorded by Royal Mail) leaving Crewe Mail Centre unchanged would remove this unnecessary 7.5M travel Compensation costs. 


LIVERPOOL

Liverpool MC was built in the 1970’s and is a multi floor site, during the 1990’s it was proposed to close, that closure did not take place. Under its current state it still has the ability to absorb traffic due to current traffic levels falling.

The options provided were to build a new Mail Centre in Liverpool to handle both Liverpool and Crewe traffic, another option was to build a smaller MC to handle Liverpool traffic and the final option was to move Liverpool traffic to Warrington RDC some 14 miles away and build a new RDC.

We accept that the current site is not ideal, in format and location, to guarantee a long term future. 

However the options to absorb Crewe work with Liverpool in a new site does not address the grave issues concerning the relocation of Crewe already outlined in the above section. 

Relocation of Liverpool to WRDC presents a number of problems; we believe would be better served by an option to build a new mail centre in Liverpool.

· The operation at Warrington is ideally located on the Motorway network to serve as the Distribution centre for the North West.

· The staff in the RDC have undergone a number of relocations in recent years.

· The cost of relocating the RDC and moving others in the building is enormous in ETE alone the cost of relocation is £11M excluding the RDC staff. This figure also does not take into account the costs of a new site for the RDC operation estimated at a further £11M!!

· All options include a new site in the Cheshire Mersey Area. There is no need to disrupt the RDC operation and staff.

· Liverpool still has European Objective One status. This means that Royal Mail is in a strong position to draw down funding to subsidise any new build mail centre within the city boundary. This position is further strengthened by the recent announcement that Liverpool has the highest percentage unemployment in the country. The local politicians will ‘bend over backwards’ to retain an employer, who is planning to relocate, within the Liverpool City boundary.

It could be feasible to build a new MC in Liverpool to handle the Liverpool area traffic that meets both the financial and Quality of Service test. It would definitely be the option that meets the criteria of minimum disruption to employees. This option must be given serious consideration. (See annex 1) 

The CWU have commissioned a consultant to produce a case for the retention of a processing function in Liverpool. The document is supported by various agencies including local Councillors and Members of Parliament and is appended top this document.

OLDHAM

Given that the delivery operation is to remain on the current site it begs the question of how the remaining floor space is to be utilised.

If Manchester is to absorb Oldham traffic we believe there is scope for keeping some of our people working in Oldham. As with SK there are no suitable sites in the OL area to house the Walk Sequencing machines. Therefore there is an ideal opportunity to utilise the floor space freed up in Oldham MC to house the sequencing operation. This will ensure the long term Delivery Quality of Service for the OL area.
We have already raised concerns regarding Royal Mails assumption around declining packet traffic. This space could also be used as a packet outlet for the Greater Manchester area.
These ideas we have come up with are realistic alternatives and expect the project team will take them very seriously. 
RDC 

The RDC is unique in so much as the staff working in the RDC originate from a variety different geographical areas with many of the staff having moved 2/3 times already. 

Royal Mails proposals to move the RDC holds the least logic of all the arguments Royal Mail have presented during the review for change.

Firstly the RDC is not a Mail centre, irrespective of the fact that it was originally designed to be one some 11 years ago. 

Then there are the problems that a move of the RDC, 7 miles down the road would bring. It would pose a variety of problems in terms of the wholesale changes that would be required to ensure driving regulations compliance.

There are absolutely no sound arguments for the removal of the RDC and the associated costs of a new RDC and the ETE payments. At this stage it is unclear whether it is proposed that the Walk Bundling Centre, currently housed in the RDC forms parts of Royal Mails plans at the relocated RDC.

The whole RDC episode raises a series of questions

· Why spend on a new site?

· What is the driver behind the proposal to move it down the road? 

The only answer that can be arrived at is that the members in the RDC are a political football in the businesses desire to re-house Liverpool and Crewe into the RDC as was proposed some 11 years ago irrespective of the lack of logic attached to the proposal at this time. The proposed new RDC, the ETE costs of both the Liverpool and Crewe employees, the costs of new equipment would be unjustified on the proposed level of traffic to be handled in the Warrington site. 
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