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RESEARCH INTO PARCEL AND OTHER POSTAL SERVICES IN THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS

Executive Summary

Royal Mail and Parcelforce continue to be the main carriers for mail and parcels from the Highlands and Islands. For mail being carried to the area, whilst Royal Mail and Parcelforce remain the leaders, Securicor is a significant third player.

The majority of respondents felt that their current main provider gave a good or very good service. Customers were more satisfied with the services supplied by Royal Mail than Parcelforce. 9% of Parcelforce customers felt the service provided was poor whereas this was 2% for Royal Mail. (figs. 2,3 & 4)

When asked what the main carrier would need to do to improve the service they receive:

 32% said they would need to reduce prices for a specific    

product.

23% said delivering items on time would make a marked 

improvement.

20% said there was a need for improved compensation for delays, damaged

and lost items. (fig.5)

12% (20) of the businesses which answered the survey had a Standard Parcel contract with Parcelforce prior to July 2002. When this service was removed only 35% had been advised by Parcelforce that the standard service would be operated by Royal Mail, albeit not on a contract basis. This indicated a major failure to advise customers of the true alternative standard service.  25% had been offered a contract with Parcelforce. As one respondent said:

 “The Contract offered was for a set amount per parcel plus a monthly standing charge which would have meant an increase in costs of parcels (100%). We have not taken out the contract.”

This suggests that instead of giving customers accurate advice on standard parcel services, Parcelforce attempted to sell them more expensive parcel products (Question 7).

Parcels Being sent to Highland and Island Businesses

For those businesses that receive goods from companies 32% had no difficulties. One reason for this may be because they do not receive goods from outside the Highlands and Islands. However a significant minority 17% said that postal costs had increased since the standard contract service with Parcelforce was removed. Even more concerning 12.5% now had difficulty with some businesses refusing to send them goods. (fig.7)

This matter is more difficult to research since it involves investigating companies from all over the UK. Clearly, however, this is a major problem for Postwatch to follow up.

When businesses were asked to specify any mail issues affecting their business of which they wished Postwatch to be aware there was a wide variety of responses. Many concerns were about the cost of mailing. Others concerned poor levels of compensation when the service goes wrong.

Zonal surcharges were raised by some and the fact that businesses in the Highlands and Islands often do not get the services they pay for was a key concern of others.

Recommendations:

a) Postwatch Scotland writes to the 21 businesses who have been refused goods to obtain the details of which companies are doing this.

b) Postwatch Scotland then writes to the above companies to ascertain their 

reasons.

c) Details of the research to be passed on to Postwatch UK, Postcomm and 

Royal Mail Group seeking action 

Introduction

SCDI was commissioned by Postwatch Scotland to undertake a survey on Parcel and Other Postal Services in the Highlands and Islands to measure the impact of recent changes to the Standard Parcel service on businesses in the Highlands and Islands. The information received will assist Postwatch Scotland evaluate the effect of the changes and the level of satisfaction companies within the Highlands and Islands have with their postal services.  This document outlines the results of the research.

Methodology

The sample for the survey was put together from our Scottish Production Industries Register (SPIR) database and enhanced with a number of members of SCDI based in the Highlands and Islands.

The survey questionnaire consisted of twelve questions and was distributed to 669 companies by post.

Table 1 provides a breakdown of the response by Local Enterprise Company area, while Table 2 gives the response by size of company.

Table 1  Total Response by Area

LEC Area
Response

Argyll and the Islands
25

Caithness and Sutherland
21

Inverness and Nairn
36

Lochaber
9

Badenoch and Strathspey
8

Orkney
19

Ross and Cromarty
19

Shetland
11

Skye and Lochalsh
9

Western Isles
11

Total
168
Table 2  Total Response by Employment

Employment
Respondents

0-10
94

11-25
41

26-50 15

51-100
11

>100
7

Total
168

Results

Question 1 asked companies to specify how many letters and parcels they sent out in an average week.  Table 3 shows the results.
Table 3  Number of Letters and Parcels Sent in an Average Week

Number of Items
Letters
Parcels


Sent Per Week
Number of Respondents

0-10
35
123

11-25
29
26

26-50
53
10

51-100
24
7

>100
27
2

In total, the 168 respondents send a weekly average of around 20,000 letters and 2,300 parcels from the Highlands and Islands.  Looking at this in more detail, Table 3 shows that the greatest number of companies, 53, send between 26 and 50 letters per week.  In terms of parcels, the majority, almost three quarters of respondents, send less than 10 parcels per week.  This is not surprising as the results by employment in Table 2 show that 80% of respondents are from small companies employing 25 or less.  Only two companies send more than 100 parcels per week and 27 send more than 100 letters per week.

Question 2 asked companies which carrier they mainly used for sending parcels.  Figure 1 shows that the main carriers used are Royal Mail and Parcelforce.  It should be noted that some companies selected more than one option, hence the figures in Figure 1 add up to more than the total number of respondents.  Other operators included AJG and Woody’s.
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Question 3 asked companies to rate the service they received from their main parcel carrier.  Figure 2 shows that a high percentage of respondents rated their current provider as either very good or good (79%).  A further 17% rated it adequate, where 4% thought the service they received was poor.
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As shown in Figure 1, the majority of firms stated that the main carriers used to send parcels were Royal Mail and Parcelforce.  Figures 3 and 4 show how respondents rated the service provided by these carriers.
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Just over 100 firms said that Royal Mail was their main carrier, of these, 42% stated that they received a very good service, with 38% saying they received a good level of service.  A further 18% rated the service as adequate and only 2% said it was poor.

Parcelforce was the second most frequently used carrier with 61 respondents using their services.  Of the 61 firms, two thirds of them stated that the service received was either very good or good.  A further 27% rated it adequate and 9% rated it as poor.
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Question 4 then asked companies what their main carrier would need to do to improve the service they receive.  A number of options were given and the responses are illustrated in Figure 5.  The key issue for 54 respondents was price, but also important was that parcels were delivered on time and that compensation for delays, damage or loss of items should be improved.  Others included removal of high surcharges for the Highlands and more careful handling of goods.
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(A)
Reduce Prices for a Specific Product
(E)
Collect at a Later Time of Day


(B)
Deliver Items on Time
(F)
Collect at an Earlier Time of Day


(C)
Improve Compensation
(G)
Other


(D)
Collect from our Premises

Question 5 asked companies whether their carrier provided them with a “Collection and delivery service” or a “Delivery service only”.  There was almost a 50:50 split between the responses.  Of the 149 respondents to the question, 72 stated collection and delivery, and 77 stated delivery only.

Question 6 asked companies which already used Parcelforce to specify which of their services they used.  The results are given in Figure 6.  Over 40% used the 48 hour service and a further 23% used the 24 hour service, 6% used Parcelforce 12 and 13% used International.  The standard service was the main one specified in Other.
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Question 7 asked whether companies had a Standard Parcel Contract with Parcelforce prior to July 2002.  Of the 20 companies that answered yes, only seven said that they had been advised that the standard service was being taken over by Royal Mail.  In Question 8, the companies answering yes to Q7 were asked if they had been offered an alternative contract with Parcelforce.  Only five companies answered yes, three of which wrote the following in the space provided: “Contract offered was for a set amount per parcel plus a monthly standing charge which would have meant an increase in costs of parcels  (100%).  Have not taken out another contract.”; “All the services that we need”; and finally “Can’t remember but now costs more”.

Question 9 asked companies whether taking out an alternative contract had increased or reduced their postage costs.  Ten companies stated that costs had increased, the majority by 20% or more.  Three companies actually reduced their costs by about 10%, and nine respondents stated no change.

In terms of parcels received from outside the Highlands & Islands, Question 10 asked what difficulties companies had in obtaining goods/parcels since the Standard Contract Service with Parcelforce was abolished.  Figure 7 shows that 53 respondents had no difficulties, 28 stated that postal costs had increased and 21 companies had difficulty with some businesses refusing to send them goods.  Of the 15 companies that specified other, one of the difficulties was the delay in receiving goods.
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In Question 11 companies were asked which main carriers brought goods/parcels to their business.  Figure 8 shows that as well as Royal Mail and Parcelforce being the main carriers used by businesses in the Highlands for sending, they are also the main carriers bringing goods to businesses.  However, Securicor which was only stated by six respondents as being the main carrier for sending goods, is the third main carrier for companies receiving parcels.  A high level of companies also receive goods from TNT, which also had a small number of respondents in terms of use by Highlands businesses.  Many respondents chose more than one option.
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The final question asked companies to specify any mail issues affecting their business of which they wished Postwatch to be aware.  Fifty four companies answered and the replies can be seen in the following pages.

Produced by SCDI

2 April 2003

OTHER MAIL ISSUES AFFECTING BUSINESSES

Adverse Comments:

1.  Incoming parcels are slow through Scotland to this Highland destination.

2. No next day delivery to Bute even when we pay for it. Viking Direct can do

Next day delivery using Securicor.

3. Difficult to post outwards via Royal Mail as Post Office hours very short in  

Drumbeg and Lochinver too far away to reach during business hours – 21 hours

4. Costs of mail to the islands have gone up: in some cases. Very 

      inconvenient.

5. Possible surcharges to offshore islands which other carriers already

operate and which are very detrimental to the local economy.

6. The Post Office delivers personal mail to our (separate offices) – we would

prefer this didn’t happen. Approximately once every 6 months a batch of outgoing mail is lost.

7. There is no provision for insurance on ceramics. There should be!

8. Royal Mail deliver for Parcelforce in the Western Isles.

9. Collecting parcels have to go to Inverness, not always in when parcels are delivered have to go to Inverness not just Nairn.

10. Most of my mail order is bottled beer which PF do not compensate for if broken. I feel that I am packaging well and that PF is handling roughly thus causing breakages as some parcels (most) arrive safely but some (a few) arrive broken (but same packaging).

11. We used to run a monthly account with Parcelforce but Royal Mail does not do this so it means stamps on each parcel we post.

12. We get an excellent service but when there are complaints the system is almost impossible and no responsibility is ever taken by the service.

13. We are very unhappy with the recent changes, if we do not exceed £10,000 of posting in one year, per delivery, or pay hundreds of pounds on an annual charge.

14.  Too many parcels arrive damaged.

15. We buy from 100 different companies most have started to charge us for carriage – even if we are above carriage paid for mainland Britain – we have to specify Royal Mail of Parcelforce – independent ones that they are all switching to are prohibitive.

16. Unsolicited promotional material – ban it!

17. Regular loss of mail from the post box situated in Macarthur Street Wick.

18. We are seen as not part of the mainland but now we have the bridge with 24/7/ access!

19. Most of my handknitters are outwith Orkney, so the price of each parcel going back and forth is a problem to my business as it adds a lot to the cost of the knitwear.

20. Royal Mail don’t need any contracts other than a few big ones they pick, a lot of small firm’s are better to deal with than just one or two big ones.

21. Total dependence on Royal Mail/Parcelforce for collection from our (remote) location makes us very vulnerable to any cuts in their services.

22. Datapost RSMD is quite good but weight limit and price could be better!

23. Guaranteed next day delivery.

24.  First class mail seldom arrives at destination next day.

25. In 1994 Parcelforce packages took 3 days to deliver later on 8 days was considered a good thing. Parcel Datapost to the EC took 2 weeks (for a 48 hour delivery).

26. Parcels or letters sent to us for next day delivery or by first class mail do not always arrive when they should. They are usually a day or so late.

27. Abolish surcharges for geographic location.

28. Our regional band zoning cost from South are ludicrously expensive and prohibitive.

29. We live in a remote area and may have visits from 4 carriers per day. There should be more co-operation between carriers to prevent poor use of resources.

30. Ridiculously late delivery of post generally. Often doesn’t arrive until 4pm or thereabouts.

31. Junk Mail

32. Stamped addressed envelopes from you/freepost

33. Our local letterbox has too small an opening to allow C4 envelopes. A nuisance when we’re sending out mailings to members.

34. Yes we send goods 48hr and 24hr and they are nearly always late by 1 day – I do not mind this but I do mind paying for a service we do not receive. Also at Xmas only Royal Mail pay for a delivery plane – if it is full Parcelforce parcels do not get sent.

35. Your process and later pick up times easily beat the opposition but your delivery service especially in the South of England is terrible – at least 10% failure rate on your before noon service.

36. Used International Data Post a couple of times and find delivery service worse than advertised.

37. Securicor charge and Island price from and to PA postcodes. Such as places like Inverness.

38. We collect our mail from the local Post Office on most occasions. Recently we have noticed that the letter mail arriving for our business has taken longer and longer between posting and arrival here. 

39. The cost of sending small parcels with proof of delivery seems prohibitive.

40. Highlands and Islands receive an inferior service from Royal Mail but pay the same as other areas.

41. Yes our contract for 48 hours is only from the time the parcel reaches the mainland if it hits the mainland on Friday it doesn’t leave the depot until Monday.

42. Resist any future attempt to make charges for rural areas variable.

43. Improve the hassle of getting compensation when things go wrong. Parcelforce do not usually want to pay out unless you have taken out the extra charge.

44. Excessive cost of insuring goods especially overseas.

45. Recorded delivery – on 3 occasions did recorded delivery and these 3 occasions we could not trace delivery. Compensation received but at great cost to Royal Mail.

Complimentary Comments:

1. Packages are sent by first class letter post – very satisfactory.

2. Royal Mail does provide the most efficient service to the Highlands

3. We have only recently required the services of a carrier on a regular basis.

4. Some through local carrier.

5. Parcelforce/Royal Mail perform a vital service in the rural areas where no other carrier is interested (not profitable).

6. We find the local postal service excellent.

7. Only special delivery will insure silver and jewellery and is often a lot cheaper than carriers and more convenient.

8. We have an excellent service from our local (Vickie) Post Office where I can post before 2.30pm and it will be delivered most places on the UK Mainland next day.

9. Having a business in a fairly remote part of Britain, Royal Mail provide and excellent service – Hopefully they will keep this up

10. We send samples to Arbroath daily for analysis. Only Royal Mail (first class) post can get them to Arbroath by 9am the following morning – posted up to 7pm.
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