
postwatch scotland 
 
 

The Importance of Rural Post 
Offices 

 
An Assessment of the Economic and Social 

Role of Post Offices in Remote Rural Scotland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

September 2006 



 2 

CONTENTS 
 

Foreword         page  3 
 
Acknowledgements       page  6 
 
Summary         page  7 
 
Introduction and context     page  8 
 
Objectives of the research     page 12 
 
Methodology        page 13 
 
Case study 1: Durness      page 18 
 
Case study 2: Eskdalemuir     page 27 
 
Case study 3: North Ronaldsay    page 35 
 
Case study 4: Scalpay      page 41 
 
Case study 5: Unst       page 49 
 
Comparison and trends      page 58 
 
Appendix         page 63 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover picture: Baltasound, Unst, Shetland



 3 

FOREWORD 
 
As this report makes clear, over recent years the Post Office network has 
come under increasing pressure as a result of declining business, mainly 
in the form of reductions in pension, benefit and other forms of official 
activity. In addition, of course, the sorting of mail is now highly 
centralised so that there is now comparatively little relationship between 
mail delivery and many local post offices.  Under these circumstances 
over the last few years very many rural post offices have survived only as 
a result of a substantial subsidy from Government to Post Office Limited 
(POL).  Even so POL continues to make heavy losses, hence a major 
reorganisation and contraction in the network must be probable, 
particularly if the present subsidy system comes to an end as planned in 
2008.  That is why a statement of future Government policy on the post 
office is awaited with such interest. 
 
When it was set up under the Postal Services Act of 2000, Postwatch, as 
the representative of mail and post office customers, was given a specific 
duty of having a particular care for the interests of the elderly, those on 
low incomes and rural residents.  Under these circumstances, therefore, 
we had a clear task to monitor closely the state of rural post office 
services and to undertake such research as would enable us to fully 
enter any debate on future policy in this area.  As a result we have co-
operated closely with other interested parties, and sponsored and carried 
out a number of research projects to keep ourselves fully informed.  This 
work culminated in July of this year in publication by the Postwatch 
Counters Advisory Group, of STATE OF THE NETWORK: 
Recommendations for the future of the social post office network. 

 
Despite the fact that Postwatch had, from a UK perspective, developed a 
first class understanding of the state of the network and had some good 
suggestions to make on the way forward, I and my colleagues on 
Postwatch’s Scottish Committee had a number of major concerns.  In 
particular we were aware that many of the studies undertaken by 
ourselves and, indeed by the industry regulator, Postcomm, and, for all 
we knew, Post Office Limited itself, had focussed largely on English 
experience or on other parts of the country where rural communities 
typically have a town of significant size fairly close at hand.  By contrast 
there had been no substantial study of the importance of post offices and 
their services to the small remote rural communities that are scattered 
around the Highlands, Southern Uplands and Islands of Scotland.  This 
seemed to us to be a serious omission.  While the communities 
concerned may often be very small and living in relative isolation, their 
ongoing survival seemed to us to be important to any agenda for modern 
Scotland.  It was important therefore to ensure that policy makers 
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considering this subject should properly understand what postal services 
meant to the communities concerned. 
 
I took our worries on this matter to the Scottish Executive and to the 
other local authorities and agencies listed among the sponsors of this 
project. I am extremely grateful for the financial support that they 
provided and which enabled us to commission Tom Miers and Edward 
Latter to complete this study.  Earlier this month the authors delivered 
their findings to a gathering of officials representing the Executive, the 
DTI, Postcomm, Postwatch and the other interested bodies.  However, 
their work deserves a wider readership, particularly among the Scottish 
media and those with an interest in rural Scotland, hence the 
publication of this document which will also be available on our website 
at www.postwatch.co.uk   
 
What are we to conclude from this study?  In my view the most obvious 
conclusion is that access to full postal services, whether in the form of a 
traditional bricks and mortar post office or by an alternative such as a 
mobile facility, is indispensable to many small remote Scottish rural 
communities.  Some of the reasons for this are not so easy to define in 
any way other than to state that the presence of a proper access point to 
post office services gives a community something approaching an official 
identity in the wider nation. In addition, it is a fact that local economies 
are likely to be increasingly reliant on electronic communications both to 
conduct elements of small business enterprises and for domestic 
purposes.  Such communications will frequently have to culminate in the 
sending of conventional mail of one kind or another.  Therefore if we 
value and respect these little communities and their ways of life we need 
to be willing to allow them to flourish and to access and make full use of 
the benefits of modern communication systems. 
 
Second, it is perfectly clear from the study that the residents in question 
place a high value in post office services and regard the current subsidy 
as money well spent.  Few of the people concerned could suggest a better 
or more useful way of spending public money in their support.  Moreover 
it is also certain that loss of their post office would in many cases result 
in significant increases in the transport costs inherent in living in remote 
places and in some instances there is a real threat to the long term 
survival of the communities in question.  In one of the cases studied 
more than a quarter of the residents, including many of the youngest 
and most active, would seriously contemplate moving away.  Clearly 
therefore what may be at stake in a restructuring of the network may in 
some instances involve wider matters than the mere closure of some 
small post offices. 
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Finally, in view of the above, if or when the closure of a significant 
number of post offices comes to be implemented this cannot simply be 
left to the commercial discretion of Post Office Limited, and nor should it 
be done on the basis of a crude formula such as shutting every office 
that serves a community of less than a given size.  Clearly it is necessary 
to look into every proposed closure through a carefully worked out 
process which enables each case to be examined individually and during 
which the effect of a closure on the local community can be properly 
evaluated.  In my view, Postwatch should be given the opportunity and 
resources to fully consult the communities concerned and then to 
exercise a meaningful influence on final decisions.  Obviously we wish to 
see the development of a fully modern and successful system of 
accessing postal services and cannot be expected to resist the principles 
of a well thought out modernisation programme.  But we must be given 
the genuine chance to represent the needs of even very small 
communities of postal service users. 
 
 
Dr Tom Begg, OBE, JP 
Chairman 
Postwatch Scotland 
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SUMMARY 
 
• This Autumn the government is due to review its policy of obliging 

Post Office Ltd to maintain the rural post office network by preventing 
avoidable closures. 

• In addition, the annual subsidy of ₤150m is likely to be discussed. 

• The rural post office network is heavily loss making. 

• The situation is deteriorating under pressure from new technologies 
and competition, which enable alternative service providers. 

• However, the post office network provides a number of economic and 
social benefits to rural society. 

• Postwatch Scotland wishes to examine in detail the role of post offices 
in remote rural Scotland, where these factors are exacerbated. 

• This report attempts to quantify the importance of the post office in 
five case study areas: Durness (Sutherland), Eskdalemuir 
(Dumfriesshire), North Ronaldsay (Orkney), Scalpay (Outer Hebrides) 
and Unst (Shetland). 

• The methodology uses a survey completed by 20% of residents, as well 
as interviews with local businesses, politicians and the postmaster. 

• In Durness, closure of the post office would impose major transport 
costs. The post office is held to be ‘important’ or ‘very important’ by 
98% of residents. 

• In Eskdalemuir, the absence of retail outlets means that most 
residents need to travel regularly outside the parish anyway, but 57% 
still regard the post office as ‘important’ or ‘very important’. This rises 
among the poor and the elderly. 

• In North Ronaldsay, residents would have to fly to Kirkwall to find an 
alternative if the post office shut. This would impose major costs on 
the population, which is anyway in serious decline. 

• The population of Scalpay is tightly knit and attributes great 
importance to the post office, despite the fact that an alternative in 
Tarbert is relatively accessible. 

• The post office in Unst is of critical importance to vulnerable groups. 
Closure would impose major costs on an island with serious economic 
difficulties. 

• In all case studies the value of the post office outweighs the income 
drawn by the postmaster from Post Office Ltd. 

• Sending parcels and drawing pensions and benefits are the most 
important services offered. Also, the post office plays an intangible 
role as an official centre and a place to exchange local information. 

• The value of the post office is finite, and is affected by its accessibility 
and the advent of new technologies and competition. 

• However, these issues could be resolved while maintaining the post 
office’s intangible value. 
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 
 

2006 is an important year for Scotland’s rural post office network. This 
Autumn the Government is due to consider its plans for the future of the 
rural network across the UK, as its formal requirement for Post Office Ltd 
to prevent avoidable closures of rural post offices comes up for review. 
 
This requirement was imposed in November 2000. At the same time the 
Government agreed a subsidy of ₤150 million per annum1 for Post Office 
Ltd to maintain the rural network. In September 2004, this arrangement 
was extended to March 2008, but its future is likely to be examined as 
part of the imminent review. 
 
Rural post offices are rarely viable as stand-alone businesses, and so the 
existence of many of them will be called into question by the review. 
 
However, post offices can play an important role in the economy and 
society of rural areas, as they provide services that would be hard to 
access in their absence. 
 
Postal services in rural areas face similar pressures to the provision of 
other goods and services such as food, fuel, health or education. Because 
the population is sparser, distribution becomes more expensive. The 
economies of scale that derive from being able to supply large numbers of 
people at the same time do not exist. It follows that the smaller the 
population that is served by any one outlet, the more expensive it 
becomes to provide that service. 
 
Royal Mail and most of the other organisations that provide services 
through post offices maintain universal pricing structures nationwide, 
and cannot raise prices in rural areas to meet this additional cost. It has 
instead to be met by subsidy or lower costs, the latter through branch 
closure or finding alternative means of service delivery. 
 
Meanwhile the same geographic features of rural life make the 
widespread availability of services such as those provided by post offices 
important, particularly for certain groups. Having to travel to access 
goods and services can be expensive, time consuming and difficult. 
 
These features of the rural post office network have been studied 
extensively by a number of agencies in recent years. The commercial 
pressures on the network, coupled with the economic and social 
importance of rural post offices are well understood in general terms. 
                                                 
1 The ‘Social Network Payment’ of ₤110 million plus further cross subsidy from Post 

Office Ltd. 
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Commercial pressures on the rural post office network 
 
Post Office Ltd, part of the Royal Mail Group, loses ₤2 million per week.2 
Much of this is incurred in maintaining a network throughout the 
country which is designed to ensure that a minimum of 95% of the 
population lives within 5km of a post office. 
 
Despite having 7 million rural customers3 only 5% of rural post offices in 
the UK are profitable4, the simple reason being that they do have enough 
customers to cover costs at the flat rate of pricing that exists nationwide. 
 
The problem is getting worse as new technologies render some of the 
services offered by post offices redundant. A classic example is that the 
Department of Work and Pensions is planning to make all payments 
electronically from 2008. This shift is not fully counterbalanced by 
attempts to introduce new services into post offices such as banking, 
insurance and foreign exchange. 
 
The result is that postmasters are reporting increasing commercial 
pressure. One study showed that 62% of postmasters were experiencing 
declining footfall, 39% falling profits and 34% were considering closing in 
the next three years5. The same study asked postmasters to list the 
biggest threats to their operation. 50% said changes to the benefits 
system and 29% cited greater competition. 
 
It is hardly surprising, therefore, that, despite its obligations, the Post 
Office closed 158 rural post offices in Scotland between 2000 and 20066. 
 
Economic and social benefits of the post office network 
 
The conundrum is that the post office network offers considerable 
economic and social benefits to local communities, particularly in rural 
areas. An economic impact study by Royal Mail7 estimates that it 
contributes ₤656m to the Scottish economy every year, employing 5,000 
people. If the network were totally withdrawn, ₤70million in extra costs 
would be added to businesses in rural areas. 

                                                 
2 Royal mail website www.royalmail.com. 
3 State of the Network: Recommendations for the future of the social post office network, 

Postwatch July 2006. 
4 Economic Significance of post offices in rural areas ERM / NERA study for Postwatch 

and CRC (2000). 
5 Assessing the need to Provide Business Support To Post Offices in Deprived Urban & 
Rural Areas. Communities Scotland October 2004. 
6 Postwatch Scotland’s Response to the Scottish Executive Consultation on the Rural 
Development Programme for Scotland. 
7 Economic Impact Study, Tribal HCH / Royal Mail September 2005. 
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The ERM / NERA study cited above calculated that, UK wide, 75% of 
businesses reported that closure of the local post office has affected 
them, and that this, combined with the average subsidy of ₤19,000, 
implied a likely total cost of ₤52,000 to settlements with a population 
between 500 and 1,000. 
 
A major factor in this is that 75% of rural post offices are attached to 
another business, often a shop. This can rely on the post office for up to 
25% of its income. The study estimated that 77% of such businesses 
would be unsustainable without the income from the post office, and also 
the added footfall from customers seeking to conduct all their business 
in one place. 38% of such outlets were the only shop in the area8. 
 
Rural post offices also play an important role to those most vulnerable 
people who find it hard to travel, either because of poverty or infirmity. 
For example, Postwatch established that 86% of elderly rural residents 
“would lose their independence” in the event of closure of their local post 
office. 27% would have difficulty getting to the next nearest branch (49% 
of rural residents live more than 13 minutes journey from the nearest 
bus stop). 
 
It is not simply a question of the economic cost of finding an alternative, 
whether for business, the vulnerable or ordinary residents. Post offices 
have a powerful intangible value, especially in small rural communities.  
 
It may be possible in theory to combine post office business with other 
trips to a distant town, but the ability not to have to plan such 
expeditions itself has value. Post offices act as a focus point, giving 
purpose and a sense of destination to villages and townships. They 
provide information, both informal and formal9, and their closure calls 
into question the viability of life far from urban centres. 
 
The post office network in rural Scotland 
 
These twin forces – of declining profitability and major economic and 
social dependency - are particularly acute in remote rural Scotland. The 
population is sparser and in many areas still declining (unlike in much of 
England).  
 

                                                 
8 For an excellent analysis of the economics of running a sub post office with its 
attached business, see SubPostmaster Income, a research study conducted for the 

National Federation of SubPostmasters by Ipsos MORI in March 2006. 
9 Postwatch found that 23% of ‘disadvantaged’ rural residents use the local post office 

for information and 44% to collect government forms. 
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Some rural communities in Scotland face a vicious circle, therefore. 
Lower population squeezes the post office’s viability more, threatening 
closure and more economic damage. The requirement to serve 95% of 
people within 5km of their homes applies UK wide and not in particular 
regions. This means that in an area such as the Highlands and Islands 
there are no formal rules about the distribution of post offices10. 
 
The impact of the post office network in such areas has not been studied 
in detail11. The purpose of the research described in this report is to 
analyse the social and economic value of remote rural post offices in 
Scotland and assess what effect their closure would have on the 
community they serve. 
 
This information will be used by Postwatch to inform policy makers as 
they make their decisions on how best to combine a thriving rural 
economy and society in Scotland with viable postal services. 

                                                 
10 A survey conducted by Postwatch on rural post office users in September 2006 found 
that 19% of respondents lived further than 5km away from their nearest post office. 
11 In July 2006 the Scottish Executive published Three Case Studies of the Role of the 
Post Office within Rural Communities in Scotland, looking at how residents in an 
‘accessible rural area’ (West Linton) a ‘remote rural area’ (Kirkconnel) and a ‘very remote 

rural area’ (Rogart) thought of their local post office. The research takes a qualitative 
approach in order to gain a wide range of quoted views, rather than an attempt to 

quantify the economic and social role of the post office. 
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OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

 
To measure the economic and social impact of rural post offices, several 
factors need to be taken into account, and it is the objective of this 
research to quantify each. 
 
First, the post office injects cash into the local economy which might be 
sorely missed in the event of closure. 
 
In addition, post offices are often combined with other businesses such 
as shops which are dependent on them for their viability. Closure of the 
post office might jeapordise the survival of this attached business, 
imposing further costs on the local economy. 
 
For those who use the post office’s services, and its attached business, 
the presence of the outlet becomes especially important if finding an 
alternative would be expensive. This usually is the case if: 
 

• They use the post office or attached business particularly 
extensively (often business customers); 

• They cannot use a car (often the elderly, the disabled, the young, 
or those on low incomes); 

• The nearest alternative is far away or hard to reach (often because 
lengthy or cross-water travel is required). 

 
Finally, post offices play an important but subjective and intangible role 
for many residents, providing it with focus, purpose and as sense of 
viability. 
 
The objectives of this research are to quantify these factors and thus 
come up with a detailed picture of the importance of rural post offices. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
This report is based on a number of sources of information and methods 
used to apply them. 
 
Sources of information 
 
Five case studies 
 
The report looks in detail at five post offices in different parts of remote 
rural Scotland. This allows an in-depth understanding of the relationship 
between a post office and the community it serves. However, the wide 
variety of case studies also highlights the different factors which affect 
the relationship as well as establishing the common issues faced in all 
areas. 
 
The case studies are: 
 
The parish of Durness in Sutherland; 
The parish of Eskdalemuir in Dumfriesshire; 
The island of North Ronaldsay in the Orkney Islands; 
The island of Scalpay off Harris in the Western Isles; 
The island of Unst in the Shetland Islands. 
 

 

Unst  

Eskdalemuir 

Scalpay 

Durness 

North Ronaldsay 
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Published statistical data 
 
There is a variety of published statistics which gives an insight into the 
economic and demographic nature of these communities. 
 
Most usefully, the 2001 Census provides information at a civil parish or 
island level on population change, economic activity, age, health, car 
ownership and other useful indicators as to the likely importance to the 
local population of the post office. Although this is now five years out of 
date, it is comparable across the five case studies, and uniquely provides 
widespread information at their local level. 
 
Despite the inconsistencies in time and locality, the published data and 
that gathered during the course of the research contribute to a good 
general picture of local conditions12. 
 
The survey 
 
The researchers conducted a survey of local people in each case study 
area. This involved asking residents to complete a short questionnaire 
and, where possible, interviewing them. The questionnaire (printed in full 
in the appendix) was designed to establish: 
 

• How residents used the post office and attached business; 

• What they would do if it closed; 

• How important the post office was in their eyes (measured in three 
different ways) 

• What their economic and social circumstances were, including 
their age, income, state of health and access to transport. 

 
In all, some 20% of the adult population of the case study areas 
responded to the survey either on the doorstep or by post. 
 
The local post office 
 
The researchers also interviewed the local sub postmaster with a view to 
establishing: 
 

                                                 
12 In theory different sources of information should be adjusted when used in 

combination so that, for example, demographic data matches when assessing the 
behaviour of survey respondents. However, since we are dealing with small samples of 
small populations, using data that is sometimes a few years out of date, we are at best 

getting indicative results anyway. As long as the two sets of data are broadly compatible 
(and the survey data matches the census data in most areas pretty well) such 

adjustment is superfluous. 
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• His income from Post Office Ltd; 

• How closure would affect his livelihood and any attached business; 

• The postmaster’s impressions of the local economy, demography 
and his customer base, including vulnerable or business users. 

 
Local businesses 
 
The researchers identified and interviewed local businesses who were 
regular customers of the post office, in order to establish 
 

• Their pattern of use of the post office; 

• How they would be affected if the post office closed. 
 
Other sources 
 
As well as businessmen, residents and the sub post master, the 
researchers also interviewed other local community leaders such as local 
councillors to help build a general picture of local economic and 
demographic circumstances and the importance of the post office. 
 
Local transport 
 
The researchers examined public and private transport options in terms 
of time and cost for residents to reach alternative post offices. 
 
Applying the information 
 

The costs of closure 
 
One way to assess the importance of the local post office is to understand 
what would happen if it shut. This report looks at this in three ways for 
each case study. 
 

1. The effect on the sub postmaster and his other business activities 
if the post office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local 
economy. This involves calculating what impact the removal of the 
post office income would have on the sub-postmaster and his other 
business activities. In general, the assumption must be that any 
attached business would not be able to raise prices to cover the 
loss, otherwise it would already have done so. The removal of the 
subsidy would therefore result in a loss of income for the attached 
business. This might be exacerbated if some of its custom arose 
from cross-selling both postal and other services. If the attached 
business became no longer viable, how would its removal affect 
local business and residents in cash terms? 
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2. The additional costs imposed on local businesses13 by closure of 
the post office and / or attached business. Such costs could have a 
big impact on certain local businesses which relied on the post 
office and / or attached business. It is therefore necessary to 
assess the cost of substituting these services and what impact 
these would have on those businesses and any knock-on impact 
on the local economy. 

 
3. The additional costs imposed on local residents and the economy 

by closure of the post office and / or attached business, with 
particular reference to vulnerable groups. This involves asking 
residents through the survey how they would behave if the services 
provided by the post office and / or attached business 
disappeared.  

 
In many cases, residents said they would travel to an alternative 
outlet. It is clear that this would impose significant costs on the 
local people, particularly the vulnerable, and therefore on the local 
economy as well. It is very difficult to second guess how people 
would behave in hypothetical circumstances, particularly when 
interviewing large numbers. But to get some understanding of 
these costs, particularly by comparison across the case studies 
and to the cost of keeping the post offices open, the report makes 
some cautious calculations of the likely travel costs involved14. 

 
The intangible value of the post office 
 
The above methods may give an idea of the monetary cost of post office 
closure in our five case studies to business, vulnerable people, and the 
local economy in general. 
 
However, the existence of the post office has value in other ways that are 
harder to measure, such as: 

                                                 
13 Identified with the help of the postmaster or during the course of field visits. 
14 The assumptions used are that petrol costs are 17p per mile (based on ₤5 per gallon 

and 30 mpg consumption) and travel times taken from the AA Route Planner website 
www.theaa.com/travelwatch/planner. Local bus and ferry fares and times are also 
taken into account where respondents specify that mode of travel (in the former case if 
they do not have access to a car). The time cost is calculated using average income data 
for the local authority (source: 2005 Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, Scottish 

Executive). The number of visits is extrapolated from the survey results at a very 
conservative level to match the postmasters’ estimate: > once a week = 40 visits p.a., 
once a week = 20 visits p.a., <once a week = 5 visits p.a. A further discount (different in 

each case study) is made to reflect the assumption that residents would ‘save up’ visits 
to the post office or make them when travelling on other business because of the extra 

distances involved. 
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• The convenience of being able to visit the post office, without 
having to plan a special trip; 

• The role the post office plays as a source of information and 
advice, both official and unofficial, about local and national 
services; 

• The neighbourly role of the post office as a focal point for 
meeting and talking to friends; 

• The sense of substance it gives to a settlement as having a 
centre and a purpose, of being a destination. 

 
In an attempt to measure something of this intangible value of the post 
office, the survey asked residents three additional questions: 

 
1. How important they rated the post office. 
2. If the money spent subsidising the post office could be better 

spent on other projects, such as improved transport or lower 
taxes. This question was designed to invite respondents to think 
about whether the subsidy is really worthwhile. 

3. In a hypothetical situation, how much they would contribute to 
keeping the post office open. This question was designed to 
invite residents to put a monetary value on the intangible as 
well as tangible service it provides15. 

 
The results of this approach are described in the next five sections on the 
different case studies. Each tells a story based on the most striking and 
relevant evidence gathered16. The case studies are compared thereafter to 
establish any emergent trends and conclusions. 

 

                                                 
15 Fewer than half those who completed the survey answered this question. Those who 
did not either left the relevant space blank, or said that they did not wish to consider it, 

often because they felt that the government should pay to keep the post office open. 
16 All the survey data is available in the appendix. To present and interpret all its 

permutations in the main report would lengthen it beyond readability. 
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CASE STUDY 1 – DURNESS (Population 2001: 353) 
 
A snapshot 
 
Durness is a coastal crofting township in the North West corner of 
Sutherland, 10 miles from Cape Wrath. The post office is inside the Spar, 
the main grocery shop in the parish (there is one other small shop). The 
two combine with the only petrol station for many miles to form one 
business at the point where the A838 from Tongue (30 miles East) turns 
through the village towards Rhiconich, the next settlement to the South 
(14 miles). The latter two are the nearest alternative post offices17. At the 
time of publication, another in the village of Kinlochbervie, five miles 
West of Rhiconich, had just closed down. 
 

Durness Civil Parish 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
17 Though the Rhiconich post office is inside the hotel there and has very limited 

opening hours and services available. 

Sangobeg 

Durness Village 

Faraid Head 

Balnakeil Craft Village 

Balnakeil Bay 

To Rhiconich 9 Miles 
Kinlochbervie 14 Miles 
Lairg 60 Miles 

To Tongue 
30 Miles 

To Cape Wrath 
10 miles 

N 

PO 

   1 Mile 



 19 

 
 

Durness Post Office & Shop 
 
Agriculture is no longer the major employer; most of the crofts are sub-
let to half a dozen sheep farmers. There is also some sea fishing out of 
Loch Eribol, and a fish farm. 
 

 
 

View Over Durness 
 
Instead, the economy is heavily focused on tourism. Its isolated and 
beautiful position on the loop road round the North coast of Scotland 
makes Durness an attractive stop-off point and destination for visitors 
from April to September. There are at least twenty hotels, B&Bs and 
hostels, a large camp site and numerous pubs, cafes and restaurants. 
This important feature is reflected in the 2001 census data: 
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Source: 2001 Census. Agriculture includes fishing. 

 
About a mile and a half West of Durness, on the site of an old military 
base, is the Balnakeil Craft Village, home to a number of small 
enterprises.  
 
Despite its economic dynamism18, the population of Durness fell slightly 
at the last census (the smallest fall of our five case studies). This may be 
a reflection of the large proportion of elderly residents rather than 
emigration. There is a relatively healthy number of young people. 
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Source: 2001 Census 

 
A very high proportion of households own a car or van. While the village 
has a range of facilities including a primary school and a health centre, 
its distance from other centres, particularly towns like Inverness (104 

                                                 
18 Though tourism is both highly seasonal and variable from year to year. 
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miles) or Thurso (72 miles) make access to a car highly desirable. There 
are public transport options but they are relatively slow and infrequent19. 

Household Car Ownership 
(%)
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      Source: 2001 Census20 

 
Overall, Durness is enjoying some economic success with its enthusiastic 
response to opportunities in tourism. But its remote location would 
suggest that good local infrastructure is vital. How important is the local 
post office to Durness, economically and socially? 
 
The effect on the sub postmaster and attached business activities if 
the post office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local 
economy 
 
The sub postmaster earns c. ₤13,000 from Post Office Ltd, out of a total 
business turnover of some ₤750,000 a year. Moreover, according to the 
survey results21, residents’ use of the attached shop would change 
considerably if the post office shut. 33% said that they only used the 
shop when they were visiting the post office, and 62% said they would 
use the shop less frequently if the post office closed. However, since there 
are very limited alternative places to shop for groceries, this may 
represent a changed pattern of use rather than a dramatic overall fall. 
Only 5% of respondents said they would stop using the shop altogether. 
Nonetheless, losing 5-10% of its custom, along with the post office 
income, might total ₤23,000 a year22; not enough to threaten the 
existence of the business as a whole, but a heavy blow which might force 
the loss of one employee or more. 
 
 

                                                 
19 There is a daily post bus to Lairg – a three hour journey via Kinlochbervie. 
20 The survey results showed 74% car ownership. 
21 59 people completed the survey. 
22 Shop turnover is about 2/3rds of the total, and earns a return of c 20%. 
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The additional costs imposed on local businesses by closure of the 
post office 

 
The researchers interviewed four businesses in Durness23 which use the 
post office regularly and extensively. 
 
Bookshop and restaurant 
 
This business conducts 10-15% of its sales in summer and 40-50% in 
winter over the Internet. Its success, accounting for perhaps 30% of 
sales, relies on its reputation for next day order fulfilment (it only sells 
books in stock). It is therefore heavily reliant on the post office. In the 
event of closure, it would have to make a fine judgment whether to incur 
the costs and time of daily travel to an alternative24, or risk its reputation 
by using an alternative courier service or travelling less frequently. The 
business employs 3.5 full time equivalent staff. 
 
Chocolate manufacturer 
 
This business is newly established and will rely heavily on mail order, 
especially in winter outside the tourist season. 
 
Woodwind workshop / ceramic maker 
 
Also reliant on passing trade in the tourist season, this business fulfils 
about one ₤7-₤10 order a week by mail and one c. ₤15 order a fortnight. 
While the owners prefer to use the post office, they would use a courier 
service in the event of closure rather than travelling to an alternative. 
 
Artist 
 
The researchers also spoke to one other artist who fulfils 5% of her 
orders through the mail. 
  
Despite the subjective importance these businesses attach to the 
Durness post office, all four would be able to use a courier service, with 
the possible exception of the bookshop. AJG Parcels, based in Inverness, 
offer collection and delivery of parcels in the Durness area, though they 
do not guarantee next day delivery. Undeliverable mail is stored at their 
depot in Ullapool (68 miles) or Thurso. 
 
 
 

                                                 
23 All located in the Balnakeil Craft Village. 
24 Up to ₤2,000 based on the methodology described above. 
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The additional costs imposed on local residents by closure of the 
post office, with particular reference to vulnerable groups 
 
Most respondents to the survey said they used the post office frequently, 
with only 2% saying they never used it. 
 

How often do you use the post office altogether? 
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The pattern of use changes according to socio-economic group, with 
those in vulnerable groups using it more to access pension or benefit 
payments. 
 

How often do you use the post office for DWP paymen ts25? 
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With this in mind, how would respondents behave if the post office shut? 
The following graph shows that nearly half would either travel to an 
alternative or ask someone to do so on their behalf. Given the extensive 
use of the post office made by the residents of Durness, and the long 

                                                 
25 LLTI – those suffering from a limiting, long-term illness. 
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distances to alternative post offices26 this can only imply a major cost on 
the local economy, falling heavily on those in vulnerable groups. 
 
As set out in the methodology, even a conservative estimate of these 
costs is high. Assuming that on average users cut their post office visits 
to 20% of the previous level, we arrive at an estimate of ₤27,600 of 
additional costs, or ₤78 per resident. 
 

How would you substitute the services you get from your post office if it 
closed? 
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Perhaps of even greater concern is the number of people (28%) who say 
that they would leave the area if the post office shut. Such a reaction 
would dwarf the population change recorded in the census and would 
obviously be a catastrophe for Durness. It is probably fair to assume that 
many of these respondents would not in fact resort to leaving. But this 
response is an indication of the gravity with which residents treat the 
prospect of post office closure.  Worryingly, analysis of the type of people 
responding in this way gives the data credence. It is generally younger 
people on low incomes who say they would leave – exactly the type to be 
expected. The elderly, by contrast, would disproportionately be forced to 
travel, or ask someone to do so on their behalf (60%)27. The following 

                                                 
26 The survey results set out in the appendix indicate how far respondents say they 
would travel. In the case of Durness, some respondents specified Kinlochbervie, which 
closed shortly after the survey was conducted. The authors have left the calculation as 

if it had not, not wishing to make more assumptions about respondents alternative 
behaviour. It is quite possible that many would go to Rhiconich instead, in which case 
the resultant figure would not be much different. 
27 Asking someone to travel on their behalf might transfer the cost to a fitter individual, 
but imposes an additional social cost on the person having to put themselves in their 

neighbour’s debt in this way. 
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graph shows how different groups respond to this question against the 
overall average28: 
 

Who says they would leave? 
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The intangible, subjective value of the post office, with particular 
reference to vulnerable groups 

 
We have tried to quantify the value of the post office in Durness by 
assessing what would happen if it closed. However, as is discussed in the 
methodology, residents ascribe considerable subjective, intangible value 
to the post office. Almost everyone rated the post office as either ‘very 
important’ or ‘important’ and only one respondent as ‘unimportant’. 

 
How important is the local post office to you? 
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28 The average being 1. The graph shows, from left to right, three age groups, those 
owning a car or not, the unemployed and retired, and those on less than ₤10,000 

income and between ₤10,000 and ₤20,000 income. 
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Similarly, all but one respondent thought that the subsidy used to keep 
the post office open could not be more usefully deployed in other ways. 
  
When asked, how much in a hypothetical situation residents would 
contribute to keeping the post office open, 70% said they would be willing 
to make some kind of contribution. 
 
Taking all answers to this question, and extrapolating them across the 
whole population of the parish, we arrive at a total hypothetical 
contribution of ₤30,400 per annum. 
 
Summary 

 
In all, it is clear that the residents of Durness hold the post office to be 
highly important. Most respondents to the survey said they used it 
frequently, and would have to travel long distances to find an alternative, 
or even leave the area. The vulnerable would be particularly affected by 
this. Either reaction would impose major costs on the local economy 
which would far outweigh the cost to Post Office Ltd of paying the 
postmaster. 
 
In addition, loss of the post office income would damage the postmaster’s 
business, without threatening its existence altogether. Closure would 
also impose nuisance costs on some local businesses that fulfil orders 
through the mail by forcing reliance on less satisfactory alternatives. 
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CASE STUDY 2 – ESKDALEMUIR (Population 2001: 265) 
 
A snapshot 
 
Eskdalemuir is a parish of scattered houses and farms on the border of 
Dumfriesshire, Selkirkshire and Roxburghshire, in Dumfries & Galloway 
Council area. The main settlement is at a bridge over the Esk, near 
where the roads from Langholm (13 miles to the SE) Lockerbie (14 miles 
SW) and Selkirk (43 miles NE) meet. The local post office is attached to 
the sub postmistress’ house a mile from this point. It is not combined 
with another retail outlet, and is open every weekday morning from 9am 
to 1pm. The postmistress is involved with efforts to open a community 
centre in the parish which may bring the opportunity to improve access 
to the post office. 
 

Eskdalemuir Civil Parish 
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Eskdalemuir Post Office 
 
The dale is extensively given over to commercial forestry. Sheep farming 
has declined over the years and there are now only five farms in the 
parish. 

 
 

View Over Eskdalemuir 
 
A prominent feature of the parish is the Samye Ling Monastery and 
Tibetan Centre. This offers courses, retreats and Buddhist training for 
thousands of visitors each year, and permanent residence for some 40 
monks and others. Many other residents of the parish also have links 
with Samye Ling. 
 
The 2001 census recorded a 34% decline in population since 1991, with 
an unusually low number of young people. The primary school closed in 
2005, when it taught only 2 pupils. 
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Population change '91-'01 (%)
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Aside from the post office, plus a tea room and Buddhist shop at Samye 
Ling, Eskdalemuir has no shop, café, petrol station or other retail 
outlet29. There is a hotel (Hart Manor), but this is available to pre-booked 
residents only. 
 
These facts are also reflected in the data recorded in the 2001 census, in 
that a very high proportion of households own a car or van – it is 
particularly important in Eskdalemuir to be able to travel. It is perhaps 
because of this that there are few elderly people30. 
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29 Nor do the major supermarkets offer a home delivery service there. 
30 The survey results similarly show 91% car ownership and 26% of respondents being 
over 65 (suggesting 23% of the population adjusting for the fact that no children took 

part - a much lower figure than the other case studies). 
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Unsurprisingly for rural Scotland, agriculture is important to the local 
economy but, less usually, tourism does not employ many people. Rates 
of economic inactivity and unemployment are high, though these figures 
may be distorted by the unusual lifestyle of residents at Samye Ling. 
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Overall, Eskdalemuir faces serious economic and demographic problems, 
with poor infrastructure, low levels of employment and few young people. 
 
How important is the local post office to Eskdalemuir, economically and 
socially? 
 
The effect on the sub postmistress and attached business activities 
if the post office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local 
economy 
 
The postmistress is paid a flat rate c. ₤5,000 p.a. by Post Office Ltd, plus 
small amounts of commission on sales. The sub postmistress’ husband 
makes and restores furniture and other woodwork. Together they also 
undertake other small scale commercial activities, such as keeping 
poultry. The post office income accounts for 15% of their joint income, 
and its loss, while problematic, would not force the couple to close or 
relocate. Since there are no significant retail outlets in the parish, the 
loss of the post office income would have few implications elsewhere in 
the local economy. 
 
The additional costs imposed on local businesses by closure of the 
post office 
 
The researchers interviewed three businesses in Eskdalemuir which use 
the post office regularly and extensively. 
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Wood restoring and furniture business attached to the post office 
 
This business regularly uses the post office for delivering to customers. 
Bulkier items are delivered using a hired van or delivery service. 
 
Building contractor one mile from the post office 
 
This business conducts regular mass mailings to potential customers 
every month or two. The owners find the post office useful, but would 
combine postal business with other errands in the event of closure. 
 
Artist based two miles from the post office 
 
This artist fulfils her orders by sending about half a dozen pictures by 
post once a month. In addition, she mails 2,000 leaflets every six 
months. She finds the post office “very important” but would combine 
her visits to an alternative with other errands. 
 
Despite the subjective importance these businesses attach to the 
Eskdalemuir post office, all three would combine their business at an 
alternative post office with other errands, so there would be no 
significant extra costs to the local economy from additional travel or 
knock-on effects above those borne by residents in general (see below). 
 
The additional costs imposed on local residents by closure of the 
post office, with particular reference to vulnerable groups 
 
64% of residents surveyed use Eskdalemuir post office at least 
occasionally. This overall proportion is broadly consistent across socio-
economic groups, but the pattern of use varies. Those in vulnerable 
groups use the post office more for DWP payments, for example:  
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97% of respondents to the Eskdalemuir survey31 said they would travel 
to an alternative post office in the event of closure of the Eskdalemuir 
post office, or ask someone else to do so on their behalf. 
 
The great majority said they would travel to Langholm or Lockerbie by 
car. There is a bus service from Samye Ling and the centre of 
Eskdalemuir to both towns which runs half a dozen times daily32. It 
costs ₤1 and takes about the same time as it does to drive. 
 
Using the cautious methodology outlined above, and assuming that, 
because of the necessity for regular travel on other business, residents 
would make only 20% of the specific visits to the post office that they did 
before, this would imply a total cost in fuel, fares and time of ₤5,040 per 
annum to the local economy. 
 
A central feature of Eskdalemuir is that there are no local food shops or 
other retail outlets. This means that residents need to make regular trips 
to nearby towns anyway, even if they do not visit them for work 
purposes. In all likelihood they would combine their post office business 
with a trip of this kind most of the time. 
 
Indeed, it is striking that 88% of respondents specified that they would 
visit Langholm or Lockerbie post offices rather than the much closer 
Boreland or Bentpath. This may reflect ignorance that these post offices 
exist (a number of respondents were not aware that the Eskdalemuir 
post office existed) but it is also likely that this reflects the reality that 
visits would be combined with other business. 
 
The intangible, subjective value of the post office, with particular 
reference to vulnerable groups 

 
We have tried to quantify the value of the post office in Eskdalemuir by 
assessing what would happen if it closed. However, as is discussed in the 
methodology, residents ascribe considerable subjective, intangible value 
to the post office. 
 
57% of respondents rate the post office as either ‘very important’ or 
‘important’ and only 24% as ‘unimportant’, despite the fact that 36% of 
respondents never use it. Among vulnerable groups the post office is 
regarded as even more important: 
 
 
 

                                                 
31 Which covered 42 residents, 18% of the 2001 adult population. 
32 With some reduced service on certain days and during the school holidays. 
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How important is the local post office to you? 
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Similarly, 66% of respondents thought that the subsidy used to keep the 
post office open could not be more usefully deployed in other ways. The 
elderly, those with a limiting long term illness and the unemployed were 
even more strongly in favour of the post office subsidy, though those 
without a car and those on low incomes often replied that the subsidy 
could be better used on improving transport links, reflecting the difficulty 
and expense of travel in Eskdalemuir. No respondent thought the 
subsidy should be withdrawn altogether in favour of lower taxes.  
 

In what way could the post office subsidy be better  spent? 
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When asked, how much in a hypothetical situation residents would 
contribute to keeping the post office open, 50% of those who answered 
said they would be willing to make some kind of contribution. 
 
Taking all the answers, and extrapolating that sum across the whole 
population of the parish, we arrive at a total hypothetical contribution of 
₤4,000. 
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Summary 
 
In all, many of the residents of Eskdalemuir regard the local post office 
as important in an intangible sense – it provides a focus for the dale and 
a sense of belonging to somewhere with a purpose and a centre. 
 
This is despite the fact that there are no other retail outlets in the parish, 
so almost all residents travel regularly to nearby towns33, and the actual 
economic value of the post office is therefore limited, though this rises 
among vulnerable groups.  
 

 PO 
income 

Transport 
cost 

saved 

Business 
costs saved 

Value by 
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contributions 

Intangible 
value (all 
residents) 

Value to 
vulnerable 
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Eskdalemuir ₤5,000 ₤5,040 Convenience ₤4,000 
Important, 

not 
critical 

Important, 

not 
critical 

                                                 
33 It is noticeable that 55% of those who are either full time employed or self employed 
never use the post office. These often travel to work and have limited opportunity, given 

its opening hours and location, to visit the post office in Eskdalemuir.  
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CASE STUDY 3 - NORTH RONALDSAY (Pop. 2001: 70) 
 

A snapshot 
 

North Ronaldsay is one of the most remote of the islands that make up 
the archipelago of Orkney.  
 
The dwindling population (two estimates placed it currently at 54 and 58) 
is scattered throughout the island, typically in traditional croft houses. 
The North Ronaldsay Bird Observatory provides accommodation, 
information about the island, and also a bar and restaurant. 
 
The post office is located in the centre of the island opposite the 
community hall. It is run in combination with a shop and bar selling 
newspapers, crafts and drinks, as well as a croft. The only other shop is 
at the airfield, and is open one hour a day in order to meet the last flight 
from Kirkwall in the early evening. 
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North Ronaldsay Post Office 
 
The island is served by one ferry a week throughout the year carrying 
passengers, goods and vehicles. The service is sometimes cancelled 
during the winter months because of bad weather.  
 
Loganair runs an excellent thrice-daily summer service and twice-daily 
winter service to and from Kirkwall. The journey takes fifteen minutes, 
and costs £12 return. Residents of the island are also entitled to ten free 
journeys a year. The plane can fall foul of the weather, with strong winds 
or heavy fog prohibiting take off and landing. Post arrives and leaves on 
the plane, as do groceries delivered from Kirkwall. 
 

 
 

The Loganair Islander plane 
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North Ronaldsay is famous for its seaweed-eating sheep, kept on the 
beach by a thirteen-mile dyke. There is very little industry or retail 
employment available. Tourism plays an important part in the local 
economy, with visitors drawn by the impressive migratory birdlife. One of 
North Ronaldsay’s lighthouses came third in the BBC’s recent 
Restoration television competition to attract funding, and there are hopes 

to build on this to develop the building as another attraction. 
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Nonetheless, North Ronaldsay faces exceptional demographic problems. 
The island suffered a severe population loss of 24% between the 1991 
and 2001 Census, with decline evidently continuing. There are few young 
people, and there is an above average number of elderly. 
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How important is the post office to North Ronaldsay, economically and 
socially? 
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The effect on the sub postmistress and attached business activities 
if the post office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local 
economy 
 

The postmistress earns c. £3,000 from Post Office Ltd. Like many people 
on North Ronaldsay, she and her husband have a number of other 
sources of income, and it is unlikely that closure of the post office would 
threaten their livelihood overall. 78% of survey respondents34 said they 
would not change their pattern of use of the attached shop, with only 6% 
saying they would stop using it altogether.  
 
There are limited retail options available on North Ronaldsay, so the 
removal of this income would not have a significantly detrimental effect 
on other businesses on the island. 
 
The additional costs imposed on local businesses by closure of the 
post office 

      
The researchers spoke to two businesses on the island that use the post 
office extensively. 
 
Bird net making co-operative 
 
A small co-operative of six islanders produces high-quality bird nets used 
by ornithologists globally. Currently producing and sending about one 
net a month, the business is experiencing an increase in orders as its 
reputation spreads. It is entirely reliant on the post office to fulfil its 
orders. In the event of closure the group would have to fly its goods to 
Kirkwall, from where they would be posted. This would be an additional 
cost of £16 per trip35. 
 
Bird observatory 
 
The bird observatory uses the post office for bi-monthly mail shots. 
However, they are seeking to reduce their running costs by making 
virtually all correspondence electronic in the near future. The closure of 
the post office would not, therefore, have a significant effect on costs.     
 
The additional costs imposed on local residents by closure of the 
post office, with particular reference to vulnerable groups 
 

Removing the post office would create major problems for islanders. 79% 
of respondents use the post office at least occasionally. As usual, it is an 

                                                 
34 24 people completed the survey, 39% of the 2001 adult population. 
35 Including the bus fare to Kirkwall, but not the time involved. 
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important source of cash for those who rely on pensions or benefits, 
particularly the unemployed 
 

Use of North Ronaldsay Post Office for collecting D WP payments  
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69% of respondents said they would either travel personally to Kirkwall 
or ask someone to do so on their behalf. Even assuming that islanders 
would cut their visits to the post office to 10% of the previous level 
implies an additional cost of £2,692 or £75 per person per year. 
 
The intangible, subjective value of the post office, with particular 
reference to vulnerable groups 
 
Residents place a high level of subjective value on the post office. 67% of 
respondents rated the post office as either ‘very important’ or ‘important’, 
with this number rising particularly among the unemployed and those on 
low incomes.  

 
How important is the local post office to you?  
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75% of respondents thought the subsidy was well spent on keeping the 
post office open. Perhaps highlighting their isolation from the Orkney 
Mainland, 21% believed it could be better spent on improved transport 
links. 
 
When asked, in a hypothetical situation, how much they would 
contribute to keep the post office open, 61% of those who answered said 
they would be willing to make a contribution. In total, the answers 
implied, when extrapolated across the population, a community 
contribution of ₤2,153 per year. Some residents declined to consider this 
question, believing that the current method of funding the subsidy was 
adequate. 
  
Summary 

 
The North Ronaldsay Post Office is important to the residents of the 
island. Although there are some dissenters to this view, especially 
amongst the elderly, many people said that the post office plays an 
important role as a place to gather local information and keep up to date 
with their neighbours. While many people said they would be able to 
travel to Kirkwall, in practice this journey is challenging for the frail and 
elderly and time consuming for everyone. It involves a loss of 
independence, with islanders having to plan their lives around the air 
service, inhibiting a convenient daily routine.  
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CASE STUDY 4 – SCALPAY (Population 2001: 322) 
 
A snapshot 
 
Scalpay is an island off the East coast of Harris in the Outer Hebrides, 
three miles in length and two in width. Its population lives in houses 
scattered along the south-west coast, most densely clustered between the 
North and South harbours, where the post office is. 
 

Isle of Scalpay 
 

 
                 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In December 1997 Scalpay was linked to Harris by a bridge, bringing 
Tarbert, the main village of Harris within 15 minutes drive (6.5 miles). 
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Scalpay Bridge. The closed fish processing factory is visible to the left 
 

 

 
 

Scalpay Post Office 
 
Scalpay has a strong tradition as a centre for sea-fishing. The industry 
has declined since the island’s heyday as a herring port in the early 20th 
Century, and the main focus now is on shellfish and crustaceans. There 
is also a fish farm operated from the island. In 2005 Scalpay suffered a 
major economic blow; the fish processing factory, which had been opened 
with considerable governmental financial assistance in 2001, closed with 
the loss of more than 50 jobs36. 

                                                 
36 The census data used in this report obviously does not capture the closure of the 
plant. However, it is unclear whether the effect of its opening is captured either. 

Whatever the case, many of those employed in the plant lived in Harris or Lewis, which 
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Source: 2001 Census. CES  - Comhairle nan Eilean Siar - Western Isles Council 

 

Scalpay is an exceptionally close knit society, with a reputation for self-
reliance and dynamism. Its insular status and the shared economic and 
social history of its inhabitants mean that most people know each other 
well and many are related. 86% of the population speak Gaelic37. 
 
One manifestation of this closeness is the active community council, 
which among other things runs a frequent bus service that connects 
most of the island’s houses with each other and Tarbert on Harris. It is 
striking how few people own a car on the island38. This may well reflect 
not just this service but also the self-contained nature of Scalpay society. 
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mitigated its impact on the Scalpay economy. Nonetheless, the failure of this project, 
designed in conjunction with the bridge to be a major stimulus to the Scalpay economy, 

was very damaging.  
37 Over the age of three (2001 census). 
38 36% of respondents to the survey said they did not own a car. 
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Despite this, Scalpay faces demographic as well as economic problems. 
Although there are average numbers of young people (the primary school 
has 22 pupils), the island has far more elderly people than is typical39. 
The 2001 census showed a 15.7% decline in the population40. 
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Scalpay Post Office is run in conjunction with a small shop selling a 
range of food and household goods. There is also a larger mini-market in 
the village which has a broader range including some fresh meat and 
vegetables. 
 
How important is the local post office to Scalpay, economically and 
socially? 
 
The effect on the sub postmaster and attached shop if the post 
office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local economy 
 
The postmaster receives c ₤9,000 annually from Post Office Ltd. His shop 
would have to close if the post office income was withdrawn. While it 
generates some ₤50,000 of sales annually41, these are heavily dependant 
on cross sales from people visiting on post office business. 64% of survey 
respondents42 said they would use the shop less or not at all if the post 
office closed, and 55% said that they only used the shop because they 
happened to be visiting the post office. Such a drastic fall in turnover 

                                                 
39 The survey results bore this out, with 46% of respondents being over 65, suggesting 
37% of the total population (no children took part in the survey). 
40 The General Registrar of Scotland has reported a further 8% decline in the population 

of the Western Isles Council area since 2001. 
41 Estimated by the postmaster. 
42 72 people completed the survey, 28% of the 2001 adult population. 
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would render the shop unviable. The postmaster is close to retirement 
and would become a pensioner. 
 
The closure of the shop would probably lead to a modest boost in sales at 
the larger mini-market on Scalpay. 65% of survey respondents said they 
would substitute any use of the post office shop by going there43. 
 
Most of the postmaster’s disposable income is spent outside Scalpay, so 
removal of this income in itself would not affect the island significantly. 
 
The additional costs imposed on local businesses by closure of the 
post office 

 
No businesses on Scalpay use the post office so extensively that its 
disappearance would have a significant impact on costs. One business, 
Scalpay Linen, estimated that an additional ₤200 per annum would be 
incurred from travel to the nearest alternative post office in Tarbert to 
fulfil mail orders. 
 
The additional costs imposed on local residents by closure of the 
post office and shop, with particular reference to vulnerable groups 
 
While the post office shop helps provide an income for the postmaster 
and is undoubtedly convenient in some ways for post office customers, 
its closure would not impose measurable extra costs on the people of 
Scalpay because of the alternatives available both on the island and close 
to the post office in Tarbert. Another factor is that it is now possible to 
have groceries delivered from Stornaway by the Somerfield supermarket. 
20% of respondents to the survey already take advantage of a delivery 
service, and this is said to be a growing feature of island life, eroding the 
importance of local retail. 
 
Removing the post office itself would be a different story. As the graph 
below shows, the post office is very widely used by local residents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
43 Though since more than half said they only used the post office shop in conjunction 

with postal business, this would be unlikely to generate more than c. ₤15,000 in 
additional sales. The benefits of such consolidation would be counterbalanced 

somewhat by the loss of competition on the island. 



 46 

How often do you use the post office altogether? 
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77% of respondents said that they would either travel to an alternative 
post office or ask someone to do so on their behalf. In most cases, this 
would involve the manageable trip to Tarbert. But since regular visits to 
Tarbert for shopping are not necessary44, it is reasonable to assume that 
many such trips would not be combined with other visits. Assuming 
therefore that residents reduced their trips to the post office by just 50% 
implies a total annual cost to the island economy of some ₤20,000 or an 
average of ₤63 per person45, using the methodology outlined above. 
 
This burden would fall disproportionately on vulnerable groups, 
including those with lower incomes, those without a car and the elderly. 
These are anyway more reliant on the post office, for example for the 
collection of welfare and pension payments:  
 

                                                 
44 Because of the presence of the minimarket and the increasing incidence of home 

delivery of groceries. 
45 A figure comparable to the ₤200 quoted by Scalpay Linen above, who use the post 

office extensively. 
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Use of Scalpay Post Office for collecting DWP payme nts 
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The intangible, subjective value of the post office, with particular 
reference to vulnerable groups 

 
As with the other case studies, we have tried to quantify the value of the 
post office in Scalpay by assessing what would happen if it closed. 
However, as is discussed in the methodology, residents ascribe 
considerable subjective, intangible value to the post office. 
 
88% of respondents rated the post office as either ‘very important’ or 
‘important’. Among vulnerable groups the figures are even more stark: 
 

How important is the local post office to you? 
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Similarly, 87% of respondents thought that the subsidy used to keep the 
post office open could not be more usefully deployed in other ways.  
 
When asked, how much in a hypothetical situation residents would 
contribute to keeping the post office open, 69% of respondents said they 
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would be willing to make a contribution, with no distinct pattern of age 
or income bracket. In total, the answers implied total annual 
contributions of ₤19,250 per annum.  
 
Finally, seven per cent of respondents to the survey (five people) said that 
they would leave the island if the post office shut. None of these came 
from vulnerable groups, and all had some kind of employment and 
owned a car. While it is sensible to remain cautious about such a small 
sample, this may be further evidence of the high value the post office has 
in providing a sense of purpose to the island as somewhere to live. 

 
Summary 

 
The Scalpay post office is very important to the residents of the island. 
The near unanimity of responses giving it high importance suggests that 
it plays a central role, at least in an intangible sense. Every Monday and 
Tuesday mornings, residents from the outlying houses of the island 
congregate there using the community bus to conduct post office 
business, but also to chat, exchange information, and socialise. 
 
It is also important economically because many residents would have to 
make specific journeys to Tarbert to conduct their postal business if it 
closed. While this is far from impossible given the short distance and 
excellent bus service, it would be particularly irksome for the less well off 
and the frail. 
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CASE STUDY 5 – UNST (Population 2001: 720) 
 

A snapshot 
 
Unst is the northerly-most inhabited island of the British Isles and is 
situated close to the island of Yell, which is itself a small ferry journey 
from the Mainland of Shetland. Its principal settlement is Baltasound, a 
township of scattered crofts and small housing estates. Unst’s only post 
office is here and is attached to a small gift and stationery shop. 
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Unst Post Office 
 
In addition to the post office, the island is served by two grocery stores, 
as well as a large petrol station that also sells food and other essentials.  
 
In March 2006 and after many years of down-sizing, RAF Saxa Vord 
ceased operations on the island. This was a serious blow to Unst. Not 
only did the remaining eighty military personnel (plus families) have to be 
re-located, but the forty civilians employed on site were made redundant. 
At least two local grocery stores ceased trading because of a dramatic 
reduction in their levels of trade. 
 
The future of the local economy will depend largely on the plans laid out 
by Military Asset Management – a company which has provisionally 
agreed to buy Saxa Vord from the Ministry of Defence. Together with the 
support of local people, the councillor and the Unst Response Team (a 
branch of Shetland Enterprise) a plan has been devised to develop an 
international study centre for professional academics, students and 
amateurs interested in the geology, ornithology, ecology and archaeology 
of the island. There are also plans for a whisky distillery to be installed 
and the hope is that an increase in visitors will allow the re-opening of 
Baltasound Airport, which saw its last plane take off in 1996. 
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Baltasound 
 
The island is extensively farmed through crofting (including the breeding 
of Shetland ponies), and there is a small fishing fleet based at Uyeasound 
on the south coast. There are a number of fish farms in and around the 
sheltered bays and lochs of the island. Tourism also plays a large part in 
the local economy.  
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Source: 2001 Census46.  

 
The 2001 Census shows a decline of 31% in the overall population of 
Unst. The closure of Saxa Vord has ensured that this trend has 
continued in recent years, with the population now as low as 600. 

                                                 
46 The high public sector figure reflects the importance of RAF Saxa Vord at the time. 
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Population change '91-'01 (%)
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The effect on the sub postmistress and attached shop if the post 
office shut, and any knock-on implications for the local economy 
 
The sub postmistress has an income from Post Office Ltd of c. £15,500 
per annum. She runs a card and stationery shop from the same building 
as the post office, attracting roughly thirty customers a day. Despite its 
excellent reputation among islanders, the shop is heavily reliant on cross 
sales from people using the post office. 39% of survey respondents47 said 
they used the shop because they happened to be using the post office, 
and 26% said they would stop using it if the post office closed. Since 
total business turnover is under ₤30,000, it is clear that the shop would 
lose its viability in the event of the post office closing. 
 
The sub postmistress also runs a sizeable croft with over 1,000 sheep as 
well as pigs and Shetland ponies for breeding. Her husband is fully 
employed. Should they lose the post office and shop, they would simply 
“find something else to do”.  
 
The shop employs one other person on a part-time basis, who would lose 
her job. In addition, 20% of customers would find an alternative on trips 
outside Unst, implying a total loss of up to ₤20,000 to the Unst economy, 
together with the disbenefits of losing the choice, quality and competition 
provided by the shop.  
 
The additional costs imposed on local businesses by closure of the 
post office 
 
The researchers interviewed three businesses on the island.  

                                                 
47 75 residents completed the survey, 13% of the 2001 adult population of Unst. 
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Chocolate manufacturer 
 
This produces high quality Belgian-style confectionaries sold locally to 
tourists and globally via the internet. The company is not reliant on the 
local post office to fulfil their orders, preferring to make a bi-monthly trip 
to Lerwick. Whilst saying that the ‘convenience factor’ of the local post 
office was of importance, the withdrawal of its service would not burden 
the company with major costs.   
 
Brewery 
 
An established and expanding company producing a variety of ales. A 
very small proportion (1%) of total sales are fulfilled by mail-order. The 
owner estimated a negligible effect on his business should the post office 
close.  
 
Fiddle retailer 
 
This musician exports traditionally made musical instruments that are 
unique to the Shetland Islands. His business, while not his only source 
of income, is growing at a rapid rate through internet auction websites. 
He is entirely reliant on the post office to fulfil his orders and declared it 
“impossible” to continue trading should the post office close. Local 
courier services were described as inadequate, and his other 
commitments preclude a regular trip to Lerwick. He pointed out that 
internet sales of locally produced hand-made goods were the future for a 
remote rural economy such as that on Unst. 
 
The additional costs imposed on local residents by closure of the 
post office and shop, with particular reference to vulnerable groups 
 
On Unst, there are alternatives for residents seeking to replace the 
services offered by the attached shop. 70% of respondents said they 
would travel less than five miles to do their shopping, to either one of the 
two grocery stores in Baltasound, or the petrol station. Given these 
alternatives, it seems likely that those using a more distant alternative 
would combine it with another trip, so no additional travel costs can be 
assumed from the closure of the card and stationery shop. 
 
The post office is well used by local residents, with 67% saying they go 
there more than once a week. 
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How often do you use the post office altogether? 
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As in the other case studies, it is particularly important for those in 
vulnerable groups who need it to collect pension or benefit payments. 
 

How often do you use the post office for DWP paymen ts? 
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With this in mind, how would respondents behave if the post office shut? 
The following graph shows that more than half (52%) would either travel 
to an alternative or ask someone to do so on their behalf.  
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How would you substitute the services you get from your post office if it 
closed?  
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When asked to name their alternative, those who said they would travel 
were split between making a long journey to Lerwick (41%) and those 
who would make the less arduous, but still time-consuming trip to the 
neighbouring island of Yell (59%), either to the village of Mid Yell or the 
post office just over the sound at Cullivoe. 
 
Travelling to Lerwick involves taking two ferries, costing in all ₤10 
return, or a once-daily bus service (₤4 one way). The journey takes two 
and a half hours. Yell is a shorter trip, involving one free ferry trip, but 
still takes an hour (Baltasound to Mid Yell) and involves less convenient 
public transport. 
 
Given the extensive use of the post office made by the residents of Unst, 
and the long distances to alternatives, closure could only imply a major 
cost to the local economy, falling heavily on those in vulnerable groups. 
 
As set out in the methodology, even a conservative estimate of these 
costs is high. Assuming that on average users cut their post office visits 
to just 10% of the previous level, saving up trips and combining them 
with other business, we arrive at an estimate of ₤30,700 of additional 
costs, or ₤83 per resident. 
 
As in Durness, and to a lesser extent Scalpay, of great concern is the 
number of people (18%) who say that they would leave the area if the 
post office shut. Such a reaction would probably double the damage of 
the Saxa Vord closure. 
 
It is probably fair to assume that many of these respondents would not 
in fact resort to leaving. But again, this response is an indication of the 
gravity with which residents treat the prospect of post office closure.  As 
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with the Durness case study, analysis of the type of people responding in 
this way gives the data credence. It is generally younger people on low 
incomes who say they would leave, though in this case retired 
respondents are more likely to as well. The following graph shows how 
different groups respond to this question against the overall average48: 
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The intangible, subjective value of the post office, with particular 
reference to vulnerable groups 

 
We have tried to quantify the value of the post office in Unst by assessing 
what would happen if it closed. As we have discussed, residents also 
ascribe considerable subjective, intangible value to the post office. 
Almost everyone in Unst rated the post office as either ‘very important’ or 
‘important’ with no-one describing it as ‘unimportant’. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
48 The average being 1. The graph shows, from left to right, three age groups, those 
owning a car or not, the unemployed and retired, and those on less than ₤10,000 

income and between ₤10,000 and ₤20,000 income. 
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How important is the local post office to you? 
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Equally emphatically, all but two respondents thought that the subsidy 
used to keep the post office open could not be more usefully deployed in 
other ways. 
  
When asked how much in a hypothetical situation residents would 
contribute to keeping the post office open, 82% of respondents said they 
would be willing to make some kind of contribution. Taking all the 
answers, and extrapolating them across the whole population of the 
island, we arrive at a total hypothetical contribution of ₤25,450 per 
annum. 
 
Summary 
 
The population of Unst holds the post office to be highly important. Most 
respondents to the survey said they used it frequently, and would have to 
travel long, time consuming distances to find an alternative, or even 
leave the area. The vulnerable would be particularly affected by this. 
Either would impose major costs on the local economy which would far 
outweigh the cost to Post Office Ltd of paying the postmaster. In addition, 
loss of the post office income would force the closure of the attached 
shop. 
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COMPARISONS AND TRENDS 
 
The five case studies examined in this report are very varied in their 
geographic, demographic and economic circumstances. At the same time, 
between them they represent many of the common features of remote 
rural Scotland. 
 
These two aspects allow some revealing conclusions, both generally 
about the role of post offices in such areas, and about the different 
factors which affect how important they are. 
 
The first point to make is that, in all our case studies, 
 

the value of the post office to local people and businesses is 
likely to outweigh its cost. These post offices therefore 
represent good value for money. 

 
In each area, most people thought that their local post office was either 
‘very important’ or ‘important’, and that the subsidy spent on keeping 
them open could not be better spent otherwise, whether on reducing 
local taxes, improving transport infrastructure or community facilities. 
Slightly fewer said they would be willing to contribute themselves in the 
hypothetical absence of any subsidy, as the graph below shows. 
 
Proportion of survey respondents rating the importa nce of their local post 
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The total amounts residents would be willing to contribute to keep their 
post office open are similar to the estimated additional travel costs that 
would be imposed if the post office shut.  
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While remaining cautious about figures that have been derived using 
numerous assumptions and hypothetical questions, it seems clear that 
in Durness, Scalpay and Unst the economic and social case for 
maintaining a post office is transparent. 
 
In the case of North Ronaldsay, the very low population makes the 
economic case finer. But the implied travel costs of closure, already very 
conservatively calculated, are artificially greatly reduced by the 
considerable subsidy that must be spent on maintaining the air link. It is 
probably fair to assume that the contributions residents say they would 
make to keep the post office open are depressed for the same reason. It 
would take the logic of unintended consequences to an absurd degree if 
the existence of the subsidised air link was used as a reason for 
removing the post office subsidy. 
 
The case of Eskdalemuir is the most marginal. The limited opening hours 
and its isolated location, combined with the fact that most of the 
population needs to travel to nearby postal towns anyway for work, 
shopping or both, means that the local post office is not on the usual 
itinerary for many, and its value consequently depressed. It is striking 
how important many of the residents nonetheless feel it to be, and this 
would surely grow if, as is hoped by some residents, the post office could 
be moved more centrally and combined with another outlet. 
 
Why do some many of the respondents to our survey ascribe such value 
to their local post office? 
 
How the post office is important 
 
The research identified four main reasons why people in these five case 
studies found the post office to be important. The survey asked residents 
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which post office services they thought most important. Across the 
population, sending parcels is seen as the most important service 

supplied by the post office.  
 
For those in vulnerable groups, such as the elderly, poorer residents and 
the unfit, access to pension and benefit payments is most important. 
The graph below compares all respondents with those with an income 
under ₤10,000. 
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As we have discussed, the post office also has a powerful, intangible 
value to residents. This research tries to quantify that overall value but 
the survey did not ask respondents to describe it systematically49. 
However, the broad impression gained from discussing this issue with 
residents was that there were two main functions performed by the post 
office which contributed to its intangible value. 
 
First, the post office has a powerful brand which provides an official 
centre to a community. This provides the reassurance that the 
settlement is viable and permanent, with a focus and a destination point. 
As such the post office is a source of official, verifiable and trustworthy 
information about central and local government services, taxes and 
regulations. It is as if the post office is a planted flag, indicating 
ownership and official care and attention. 
 
Second, the post office plays a role as a point to conduct unofficial 
business. Many residents visit the post office as part of their daily or 
weekly routine, not just to access its services, but to provide a little 

                                                 
49 The variety of responses precluded statistical analysis. However the reaction was 
similar to other studies  which recorded the range of views such as Three Case Studies 

of the Role of the Post Office within Rural Communities in Scotland, see note 11 above. 
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structure to their lives, to meet neighbours, exchange local information, 
and stay in tune with local events and the doings of their community. 
This is perhaps particularly useful for those without regular social 
interaction through the workplace or family. 
 
Limits to the value of rural post offices 
 

It would be pointless to exaggerate the importance of post offices, and 
this research brings out a number of factors that affect their value, now 
and in the future. 
 
1. Firstly, there is clearly a limit to the value of the services, tangible and 

intangible, provided by the post office. In all but one case study, some 
respondents said that, if the post office were to shut, they would do 
nothing to substitute its services, as the graph below shows. 

 
Those saying they would not seek another option if the post office closed 
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It is unlikely that they responded in this way because they do not 
value the post office, or else we would see responses of this nature in 
Eskdalemuir. Instead, the numbers correspond to the difficulty of 
finding an alternative, which indicates that for some residents the 
cost either of travelling, asking someone else, or leaving the area 
exceeds the value of the post office. These people would effectively be 
left without access to a post office. 

 
2. The lesson from Eskdalemuir is that, if residents have to travel 

regularly anyway, the importance of the local post office declines 
because it is easy to combine a visit to an alternative with other 
business. To maximise their usefulness, post offices should be 
combined with other retail outlets, preferably a shop with a wide 
range of groceries. 
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3. However, the examples of Durness and North Ronaldsay show that it 
is unlikely that closure of a post office would cause a catastrophic 
‘domino effect’ by precipitating closure of an essential shop. The 
reason is that if a shop is the only viable source or groceries, it is 
likely to have enough custom to survive the loss of the post office 
income50. The exception would be in very small, isolated communities 
such as North Ronaldsay, where a full time shop is not viable anyway, 
and post office income is too small to make much difference51. 

 
4. Most businesses that use the post office would not be affected 

catastrophically by closure. Rather, it would impose limited costs as it 
would on an able bodied, employed resident with a car. But in some 
cases where daily use is needed and alternatives are not easily 
available, the post office is critical. Since mail order businesses are 
likely to be increasingly important to the rural economy, this factor is 
will grow in importance. 

 
5. The advent of new technologies and more competition in the postal 

market will continue to generate alternatives to the services provided 
by the post office in the future. This will further undermine the value 
of the those tangible services it provides52. 

 
6. The opening hours of the post office affects the value it has to those 

whose flexibility is limited by transport restrictions, work, or other 
commitments. 

 
These points all place limits on the importance of post offices and the 
services they provide. But the latter two are only really relevant to post 
offices as they are currently structured and organised. There is no reason 
why the current structure of funding and commercial organisation of 
post offices cannot be adjusted to embrace the opportunities offered by 
technology and competition and continue to combine them with the great 
intangible value the post office brand undoubtedly has. But that is 
another debate. 
 
Tom Miers and Edward Latter 
www.mierslatter.com 

                                                 
50 A shop serving even a community as small as 200 would have a turnover of at least 
₤250,000 if it was the only easy source of essentials such as groceries. The UK average 
spend per head on groceries is ₤1,500 p.a. (The Grocery Market, Office of Fair Trading 

May 2006). 
51 This suggests that there may be a size of community (perhaps 100 – 150 people) 
where the post office income is crucial to survival of the shop, but isolated communities 

of this size are rare even in Scotland. 
52 In September 2006, Royal Mail announced that stamps would be available to buy 

over the Internet, for example. 
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APPENDIX – SURVEY QUESTIONS AND RESULTS 

 
1. How often do you use the post office for the following services53? 
 
Over once a week / Once a week / Less than once a week / Never 
 
a) Altogether 
 
b) DWP Payments 
 
c) Banking 
 
d) Licences (Car, TV etc) 
 
e) Bill/Utility Payments 
 
f) Stamps 
 
g) Parcels & Postal 
 
2. During an average visit, how much money do you spend there? 
 
Under £5 / £5 - £10 / ₤10 - £15 / £15 - £20 / Over £20                          
 
3. Which of the services mentioned above is the most important to 
you? 
 
4. How important is the local post office to you? 
 
Very Important / Important / Useful, but I could manage without it / 
Unimportant. 
 
5. How would you substitute the services you get from your PO if it 
closed?  
 
Travel to next nearest Post Office / Ask someone to go on my behalf / I 
would not seek another option / I would have to leave the area / Get 
payments direct into my account. 
 
6. If you chose to travel to another Post Office, what would be its 
likely location? (answers expressed in distance in the results below). 
  
7. How often do you use the attached shop54? 

                                                 
53 Where multiple options were offered, the option to answer ‘other’ was included. 
54 In Eskdalemuir questions about the attached shop were omitted. 
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Over once a week / Once a week / Less than once a week / Never. 
 
8. How would you substitute the services you get from the attached 
shop if it disappeared? 
 
Travel to next nearest option / Ask someone to go on your behalf / I 
would not seek another option / I would have to leave the area.  
 
9. If you chose to travel to the next nearest option, where would that 
be? (answers expressed in distance in the results below). 
 
10. Do you get groceries delivered?55 
 
11. Imagine that the post office closed. How do you think this would 
affect your use of the attached shop? 
 
Not at All / I would use the attached shop less frequently than I do now / 
I would stop using the attached shop. 
 
12. Do you use the attached shop because you also happen to be 
using the post office? 
 
Yes, I only use the attached shop when I visit the post office / No, I use 
the attached shop independently / I never use the attached shop. 
 
13. Rural Post offices are subsidised by government funds. Do you 
think that money could be better used locally? If yes, please state how.   
 
Yes, I think the money could be better spent locally (on a tax cut / 
transport / community facilities) / No, I don’t think the money could be 
better spent locally. 
 
14. Imagine that the local community contributed to the subsidy 
keeping the post office open. If this were to happen here, how much 
would you be prepared to contribute per year? (Please Note: There are no 
such plans for this system. The question is hypothetical, and designed to 
help assess the value of the post office to you)56. 
 
15. What is your age? 
 
16-30 / 31 – 50 / 51 – 65 / Over 65 
 
16. Do you have a limiting long term illness? 

                                                 
55 Asked in Scalpay only. 
56 Expressed in the results below as none / <₤10 / ₤10 - ₤29 / ₤30 +. 
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17. Are you able to travel on public transport? 
 
18. Do you own a car? 
 
19. What is your employment status? 
 
Full-Time Employed / Part-Time Employed / Unemployed / Self-
Employed / Retired                              
 
20. What is your annual income? 
 
Under £10,000 / £10k - £20k / £20k - £30k / Over £30,000. 
 

 
 


