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Foreword1
The National Postcodes Project Board (the Board), comprising representatives from Government Departments, together with public and private sector organisations was established by the Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources (the Minister) to bring the proposal to introduce a public postcode system in Ireland to the point where there was:

· An agreed technical specification;

· A cost benefit analysis quantifying the impact on the postal sector and the national economy compared with a do-nothing option;

· A project plan for the delivery of a postcode system; and

· An agreed structure for the ownership, management and funding of the system.

To support the Board in this exercise, two consultants were appointed:

· Version1 – appointed to undertake the technical elements of the work programme.  The specific deliverables of this work element were: a technical specification, an operational specification, an allocation specification, an implementation strategy, a promotion strategy, a funding strategy, and a maintenance strategy;

· PA Consulting Group – appointed to undertake the commercial elements of the work programme.  The specific deliverables of this work element were: a cost benefit assessment, a structural design, and an implementation plan.

The Board have received the outputs from this exercise, and having considered them, are now in a position to make a recommendation to the Minister.  This report sets out the background and detail of this recommendation.  
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1. Executive Summary1
1.1 Background

Ireland is currently the only country within the EU, and is one of the very few developed countries, that does not have a national postcode system.  To explore the need, attractiveness and possible application of postcodes within the Irish marketplace, ComReg organised a symposium in November 2003.  This, combined with feedback from other sources, revealed considerable support for the development and introduction of postcodes in Ireland.

In this context, the Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources established a working group, comprised of people with experience of the postal sector, together with a representative from the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government, which is the lead department for the Irish Spatial Data Infrastructure Initiative.  This Group conducted a high level review and concluded that the introduction of a publicly available postcode could:

· Provide efficiency and quality benefit within the postal sector;

· Stimulate mail volume growth;

· Boost national competitiveness;

· Address the problem of non-unique addressing;

· Assist in the provision of public and private sector services;

· Facilitate the entry of new postal operators to the Irish marketplace; and

· Bring Ireland in line with other international markets.

To build upon these foundation conclusions, and develop a more detailed understanding of the feasibility, design and implementation of a practical postcode a National Postcodes Project Board (see Appendix A for membership) was established and a further work programme was instigated (see Appendix B for the associated project brief).  This work programme comprised two key work strands:

· Technical Design – which would develop and evaluate alternative technical design postcode options and produce a technical specification that was agreed by the National Postcode Project Board.  This would also develop a project plan for the delivery of the postcode system and an agreed structure for the ownership, management and funding of the system; and

· Cost Benefit Analysis – which would quantify the impact of the introduction of postcodes to both the postal sector and the national economy.  This would be compared with a do-nothing option.

The findings of this work programme have been considered by the National Postcodes Project Board (the Board) and are the basis for this recommendation.

1.2 Recommendation of the Board

The Board is recommending that a route based postcode system with a spatial reference facility be implemented and the postcodes developed through the implementation of this system are made publicly available and accessible through a postcode address database.

Having considered and evaluated a broad range of postcode models, from a technical, commercial, stakeholder and data protection perspective, the Board concluded that a postcode would add value to the Irish economy.  The recommended postcode has six characters with the structure ABC 123.  The first three characters of this code will relate to the Post Town in which a property is located, and for Dublin this will be the current Dublin postal district structure.  The second three characters will represent the number of the blockface
 in which the property sits.  Where future growth, either through development or redevelopment of an area, could present future problems with the capacity in this coding structure, the Post Town will be split.  Once determined, the Post Town structure cannot be changed.

In reaching their recommendation the Board have considered the requirements set out in their terms of reference and can confirm:

· This is a public postcode that will be publicly available, accessible and usable;

· It is structured at the level of small spatial areas with each blockface containing a number of properties – which can be set at any level that is deemed appropriate;

· It is developed in a way that ensures blockfaces respect electoral division boundaries; 

· It has six characters, three of which will be easily memorable as they relate to the Post Town of the property.  This is well within the ‘ideal’ limit that was advised by our memorability expert
;

· It is future orientated and is specifically designed to accommodate the household growth that is being experienced in Ireland both through development and redevelopment;

· It has adopted the core principles of the postcode models that are in place across the international postal market and therefore is well grounded in an available and viable technological solution;

· It does not require individuals to change their address structure with elements such as the existing Dublin postal district coding structure being accommodated within the postcode itself;

· It is neutral between postal operators, with each operator having the ability to aggregate blockfaces of properties in any way that suits their operation; and

· It is also able to adapt to the emerging technological and legal environment with a geo-coordinate dimension allowing integration with GPS technologies and a code structure that will support future development of the postal sector itself.

1.3 Additional implications

In making this recommendation, the Board would like to raise four key considerations for the Minister.

1.3.1 Non-unique addresses

The Minister in setting out the requirements for a postcode stated that it must address the issue of non-unique addresses without asking people to change the name of their townland, parish or county or ideally any element of existing addresses.  To satisfy this requirement, the Board considered postcode models that would allocate an individual postcode to an individual property.  The intention was that the postcode would provide the basis for establishing the uniqueness of the address.  However, while this allowed a unique postcode to be created, it did not overcome the issue of communicating that postcode to the correct physical property.  As part of the process of evaluating possible solutions to this problem the Board, through its consultants, sought advice from the Data Protection Commissioner.  As a result of this meeting, it became clear that establishing a one to one relationship between a postcode and a property raises data protection issues.  This would be interpreted by the Data Protection Commissioner as something that could impact on the right to privacy and as such would be something he would find unacceptable.

This information when combined with the initial assessments of the three options, led the Board to agree to proceed with the postcode model recommended above.  As this model focuses on assigning a postcode that places the property within a blockface within a post town, it does not raise any data protection issues.  It will also ease the process of communicating the postcode to the correct property.  

However, the Board is now clear that a postcode alone cannot solve the non-unique address problem for Ireland.  It therefore recommends that where a thoroughfare is named but houses are not named or numbered, the option of adding house names and numbers located on these named thoroughfares is incorporated into the postcode implementation process.  This will resolve the issue for properties in these thoroughfares; however, the issue of non-unique addresses in unnamed thoroughfares remains unresolved. 

1.3.2 Quantifying the economic benefit of postcodes

While the stakeholder consultation process has shown overwhelming support for the introduction of postcodes, quantifying the scale of the potential benefit has been a challenge.  Many stakeholders believe that postcodes could deliver benefits for them by:

Improving the efficiency of the postal service – by partially overcoming the issues which private mail carriers have in delivering services to the non-unique areas (see 1.3.1 above); improving delivery performance; improving competition; and as a result improving choice and the value for money received.  In fact the private carrier sector have stated that the implementation of postcodes could generate an average saving of around €0.20 per item delivered;

Improving the efficiency of data management – many stakeholders know that they have duplicate records in their databases, but today the only way to overcome this issue is through manual data cleansing activity.  Postcodes are perceived to be a solution to this problem.  While recognising that this will not resolve the entire issue, stakeholders believe it will significantly improve the position;

Improving data analysis – this was an area that was seen of value to most stakeholders with the postcode providing the potential reference point to consolidate data across a variety of sources allowing organisations to build a better view of their customer/ citizen and improve the relevance of their service offerings.  Again quantifying this in any accurate way is a challenge but during consultation with the CSO, it was highlighted that it would only take a 0.2% efficiency improvement in this area to generate savings of around €65m in voted Departmental expenditure;

Enhanced services – where either the quality of service could be improved or additional services could be offered.  It is generally accepted across all sectors that the introduction of postcodes will deliver call-centre efficiencies.  In many cases when customers call into contact centres, they do not have their customer number at hand – this prolongs the transaction.  During the stakeholder consultation process, one stakeholder highlighted that this could reduce the average call length in their call centre by one minute.  Extrapolating this implies that savings in the order of €5.6m could be generated in this area.  

Overall, stakeholders were generally confident of the savings that could be generated in the area of postal services, however in all other areas the level of understanding was less quantifiable.  The quantified cost benefit analysis was therefore forced to focus only on the postal related savings.  As a result, the cost benefit analysis (excluding An Post which is discussed separately below) shows a positive NPV of €2.4m.  It should be noted, however, the incorporation of the currently not quantified benefits would significantly enhance this figure.  

1.3.3 The An Post dimension

An Post is in a very unique position in relation to postcodes.  Having already invested in the implementation of a hidden coding system, An Post has been unable to identify any benefit that would arise from the introduction of a national public postcode system.  However, An Post has stated through the stakeholder consultation process that:

· It would incur costs to implement the new coding structure and the associated changes;

· The transition to a new postcode system may have an impact on the quality of service offered to customers; and

· Customers ability to access ‘machine’ mail discounts may be an issue during transition. 

Working with the Board’s advisors, An Post developed two cost scenarios, one assuming that Geo-directory was the basis for the production of the postcode address file, the other assuming it was not.   Assuming that Geo-directory is the basis for the postcode address file, An Post estimated these costs to be in the order of €37m for initial implementation with an annual cost beyond that of €7m, although clearly there is a need for a more detailed understanding of these estimates in advance of implementation.  While An Post have been very supportive throughout this project, it is clear that if it is to embrace the introduction of the new system a solution to its costs and other exposures will need to be found.  When the An Post estimated costs are included in the net present value, the position over 15 years becomes, i.e. -€83m.

1.3.4 Governance & Legislation

The Board would recommend that the Governance model associated with postcodes involves, at a minimum, two parties:

· A Postcode Management Licence Holder (PMLH) – who having successfully participated in a OJEU tendering process would have a ten year licence to develop, deploy and operate a postcode system in Ireland.  The licence holder would have to meet service level agreements in relation to postcode penetration, business usage, accuracy and currency of data etc.  In addition to the production of the postcode address database, the licence holder would be mandated to produce an electoral division database – this is key to the postcode facilitating Government analysis of data and, policy formulation/ management.  Service levels around the maintenance and accuracy of this electoral division data would also need to be included in the licence.  To support the licence holder in the implementation process, the Board are recommending that the licence holder be provided with an initial grant.  This will support the set-up and launch phases of their work and include funding to cover promotion and advertising which will be a significant factor in the success of the implementation process;

· The State/ DCMNR or an appropriate delegated authority would design, operate and complete the tendering process that selects the licence holder, awards the ten-year licence and manage and control the body on an on-going basis.  The State/ DCMNR would own the postcode and all associated intellectual property and set the direction for postcodes in Ireland.  

The creation of a publicly accessible and usable postcode address file is a new concept for Ireland and as such, the Data Protection Commissioner believes that to gain the necessary mandate for implementation, legislation may also be required.  As part of any such process, the Board would recommend that the opportunity be taken to clarify the full scope of potential usage of the postcode address database, to gain approval to use Geo-directory as the base data for the development and introduction of postcodes and to clarify the position in relation to the structure of the postcode address database.  

1.4 Conclusion & next steps

In summary, the Board have concluded that:

· Postcodes should be implemented in Ireland;

· The model adopted should be route based but with a spatial reference element;

· The code structure should start with the Post Town and then move to blockface level;

· The code should be six characters long with the structure ABC 123 and applied as outlined in this document;

· Future growth must be accommodated in the design and implementation of the model as per the principles outlined in the rule set defined in Appendix D;

· The opportunity to number properties in named thoroughfares should be part of the postcode implementation;

· Legislation may be required to gain the necessary permissions to establish a publicly accessible and usable postcode system and database; 

· The relationship between the small areas and the postcode project is reviewed to identify any potential synergies in terms of work and associated funding (see Appendix E); and

· The An Post situation in relation to its cost estimates and resulting benefits is considered in more detail.  

Finally, the Board confirms that the introduction of postcodes to the Irish marketplace is regarded as a positive development.  The Board therefore recommend that the Minister progresses this initiative to the next phase and begins the detailed work to ensure that a full postcode listing is available and ready for deployment by May 2008.

2. Introduction & background

The Universal Postal Union, a United Nations body, defines a postcode as a ‘unique, universal identifier that unambiguously identifies the addressee’s locality and assists in the transmission and sorting of mail items.”  It should be noted that Ireland is the only country in the EU and is one of the very few developed countries that does not currently have a national postcode system.

A system of postcodes is regarded internationally as a necessary piece of soft infrastructure for a modern competitive economy.  A public debate initiated by ComReg, who also organised a symposium in November 2003 on the subject of postcodes also revealed considerable support for the introduction of a postcode.  In response to the ComReg debate on postcodes, organisation such as the ESB and Breastcheck argued in favour of postcodes because it would help to provide better access to customers.  The Department also received correspondence from the business community and Emergency Services in support of the introduction of postcodes.

Almost 90% of mail in Ireland is now generated by business.  A report to the European Commission on Developments in the European Postal Sector
 identified that Ireland has relatively low mail volumes.  The Report suggested that there is an unrealised potential for letter growth in Ireland.  Public services/ utilities and private businesses, such as ESB, Eircom and the banks are major users of the post and need a precise address for billing, sales, marketing and to assist field staff locating customers’ premises.

The Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources is therefore very favourably disposed to the introduction of postcodes on the basis that a national postcode system would offer significant potential benefits for the postal business, for public utilities including the Emergency Services, for business and for consumers.

To this end, he established a Working Group comprised of people with experience of the postal sector, together with a representative from the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, which is the lead department for the Irish Spatial Data Infrastructure Initiative, to examine the issue of the introduction of a postcode system in Ireland.  This Group produced its report in 2005.

This report found that the rationale for the introduction of a publicly available postcode could include:

· To provide an efficiency/ quality benefit in the postal sector;

· To stimulate mail volume growth;

· To boost national competitiveness;

· To address the problem of non-unique addressing;

· To assist in the provision of public and private sector services including utilities and emergency services and the conduct of research;

· To facilitate new postal operators entering the market place; and

· To conform to international practice.

The Working Group made a number of recommendations:

1. As the introduction of a suitable postcode system for Ireland would have substantial benefits and significant costs for postal operators, public services, utilities, business and consumers, consideration of the feasibility, design and implementation of a practical postcode project proposal should be advanced;

2. Project Managers should be appointed to undertake such a project in accordance with suggested terms of reference;

3. The Project Managers should be assisted by a National Postcode Project Board (the Board), comprising a small interdepartmental group, representatives of An Post, private postal operators, business, and public utilities.  The Project Board should assist the Project Managers with their work;

4. The Project Managers, in conjunction with the Board, should submit a report describing in sufficient detail a workable proposal, realistically costed; and

5. Depending on the outcome of the work undertaken by the Project Managers a target date for implementing a postcode should be set.

Following from the recommendations of the Working Group report, consideration of the feasibility, design and implementation of a practical postcode project proposal was advanced:

· A National Postcodes Project Board (the Board) was established.  The full membership of this is set out in Appendix A;

· The terms of reference for the project were finalised, see Appendix B; 

· A technical consulting team was appointed to consider the technical design, implementation strategy, promotion strategy, funding strategy and maintenance strategy; and 

· An economic consulting team was appointed to consider the stakeholder perspective in relation to postcodes, the associated costs and benefits, and the governance model.

This report sets out the findings of this work programme and, having considered these, the National Postcodes Project Board’s (the Board) recommendation to the Minister.

3. Recommended postcode model

3.1 Identifying the possible options

The project brief required the Board to consider a broad range of postcode model options.  In support of this, the Technical Consulting team developed a total of 36 models.  These combined variations across a number of dimensions:

· The model basis – considering models that were route based, spatially based or a hybrid of the two;

· The level of granularity – considering models that had either a one-to-many or one-to-one relationship between postcode and property;

· The use of geo-referencing – considering models that included and excluded geo-cordinates that could support the use GPS technologies;

· The character set – considering models with different character lengths and different combinations of alpha and numeric characters.

Having completed a detailed technical assessment against agreed weighted evaluation criteria, the Board agreed an initial short list of five models.  Subsequently the Board decided the following three models should be taken forward to the detailed specification and evaluation phase:

· The Fixed Grid model – this model overlaid a fixed grid on to a map of the State and allocated a letter to each 100km x 100km square of the grid.  Each of these squares was then broken down into a series 10m x 10m squares.  Each of these smaller squares represented a four by four grid reference.  The character structure of this was therefore [A] [1234] [5678].  The level of granularity within this model was specifically designed to overcome the non-unique address issue.  The model therefore would have allocated a unique postcode to each property, establishing a one-to-one relationship between each postcode and each property;

· The Post Town Boundary model - this model was a variant of the Fixed Grid model.  The key difference was in the first stage in process, which took a map of State and broke it into Post Towns before then applying the 10m by 10m grid of squares.  The one letter [A] reference in the above model was replaced by a 3-letter character string that represented the Post Town.  The character structure of this was therefore [ABC] [1234] [5678].  For Dublin, the first three characters would represent the existing Dublin postal districts.    Again, the level of granularity within this model was specifically designed to overcome the non-unique address issue.  The model therefore would have allocated a unique postcode to each property, establishing a one-to-one relationship between each postcode and each property.  

· The Postal Sector model – this model originally took a map of the State and broke it into regions, then areas, then districts, and then finally sectors, where each sector represented a cluster of properties.  The model was a route-based system that was designed specifically around the logistics of mail delivery.  Each level in the hierarchy was represented by a series of numeric characters with the character structure of [1] [23] [45] [67].  This model unlike the others did not have any spatial dimension, did not use the geo-coordinate system and did not establish a one-to-one relationship between each postcode and each property.  The lowest level of granularity within this model was a cluster of properties, i.e. a blockface.

3.2 The data protection perspective

During the detailed specification of the above models, it became clear that the non-unique address issue remained a major problem.  While it was possible in the Fixed Grid and Post Town Boundary models to create a postcode for each non-unique property and so make it unique, actually getting that postcode to the correct physical location of the property was an issue.  The Board had agreed that one of the first steps in the ‘go-live’ process of implementation was the sending of a letter to each property to inform them of their postcode.  To avoid data protection and onerous maintenance issues, the postcode file, that would support all of the options above, had been designed to include address and postcode only.  However, in many rural areas this address field consists of only a townland name – there is no house name or number and no street name.  The issue was therefore how to get a letter that had no name but a unique postcode to each property.  

To overcome this issue, the consultant advisors identified a number of options and as some of these had potential data protection issues, the Data Protection Commissioner was consulted
.  When presented with the three models as described above, two specific and significant issues were raised:

· Any model that was designed to allocate a postcode to each individual property would be viewed as intrusive and an infringement of privacy rights.  While this does not go down to an individual, it does allow the identification of the ‘family’ and from a data protection perspective, this was not acceptable;

· The inclusion of co-ordinates that could allow the specific identification of a property would also be viewed as intrusive and infringement of privacy rights. Again, while this does not go down to an individual level, it does allow a property and therefore a family to be identified.  

This information was reviewed by the consulting teams and presented to the Board.  Faced with this information and the analysis that had already been completed on the three models, the Board decided that the Fixed Grid and Post Town Boundary models had to be excluded from the evaluation process.  The focus would therefore be on enhancing the Postal Sector model to maximise its full potential.  

3.3 Enhancing the Postal Sector model

When the Board had reviewed the Postal Sector model against the postcode requirements set out in the Project Brief provided by the Minister, a number of weaknesses were identified.  A number of key enhancements were then introduced to overcome these:

· Flexibility:  the code as originally defined had four layers, with one of the layers being set at the level of a postman’s walk route.  After consideration it was agreed that this level would be subject to change over time and this could cause problems; perhaps even result in a need to re-code areas in the future.  It was therefore agreed to drop this level in the hierarchy and increase the number of characters used to define the blockface from two characters to three.  The code structure therefore changed from [1] [23][45][67] to [123][678]; 

· Memorability:  the concern was that an all-numeric code would not maximise the potential for memorability.  The Board therefore decided to amalgamate the first three characters, eliminating a level in the hierarchy, and make them an alpha/ alphanumeric abbreviation of the Post Town.  This further amended the structure to be [ABC] [678].   This is well within the limits advised by memorability experts
.  From this point onward, this will be referred to as [ABC] [123];

· Maintaining the current address:  An additional consideration in the above decision was the requirement to protect and preserve the existing address structure.  The Board agreed that the inclusion of the Post Town would allow the existing address structure to be maintained – with the added benefit that the Dublin postal districts could be incorporated into the [ABC] string of the code.  It also has the benefit of giving the code a sense of place – ensuring that people would more accurately remember their code and accept and use it;

· Integration with modern technologies:  the code as originally designed did not have any spatial aspect to it; it was therefore incompatible with GPS technologies.  The Board therefore agreed to include a geo-code reference for the centre of the area of each blockface; this is referred to as the “centre of the polygon”.  This would be held as a look-up field within the postcode address database; and

· Fit with electoral divisions: the number of hierarchies within the original model did not allow the electoral division boundaries to be accommodated within the postcode structure.  It was recognised that this would significantly constrain the value to many areas of government.  The Board therefore decided to ensure that when the blockface structure was developed, it would ensure that blockfaces would not cross electoral division boundaries.  This means that through the development of a hierarchical structure, the postcode can be used as a reference field to aggregate data by administrative county boundary, by Post Town or by electoral division.  This allowed the postcode to support the delivery of major stakeholder benefits.

These changes significantly improved the value of this postcode model to many stakeholders and also allowed the Board to recommend to the Minister a postcode model that maximises the potential benefit that a postcode can deliver to the state, businesses and consumers.

3.4 The recommended postcode model

The Board is therefore recommending that the Minister implement the Postal Sector postcode model.  The table below summarises the key attributes of this model.


	Name:
	Postal Sector model

	Description:
	This model takes a map of the State and breaks it into Post Towns and then sectors.  Each sector represents a cluster of properties, i.e. a blockface

	Model basis:
	This is a geographic based code that takes account of natural boundaries.  To support data analysis and the use of GPS technologies, this model also includes geo-coordinates.  Around each blockface a polygon is drawn, the co-ordinates of the centrepoint of that polygon are included as a look-up/ reference within the postcode address database

	Code length:
	6 characters

	Code structure:
	[ABC] [123] 

where

[ABC] represents the Post Town in which the property sits.  In some cases this will be an alphanumeric string, e.g. Dublin where this will be the existing postal district structure or Cork which could be CK1.

[123] Represents the blockface in which the property sits

	Boundaries accommodated:
	Administrative county boundaries: the code structure is designed to map on to administrative county boundaries.  Where the Post Town and administrative county boundaries do not align, the town boundary will be extended or retracted to achieve alignment.

Electoral Divisions: the model will accommodate electoral divisions, by ensuring that no blockface crosses an electoral boundary.  This ensures that through the use of hierarchy models, data can be aggregated to electoral division level.

	Coping with household growth generated by development and redevelopment:
	Where Post Towns are either currently experiencing or are forecast to experience high growth, this growth will be accommodated through the splitting of the Post Town.  This will be determined as part of the implementation process.  It should be noted, however, that when the Post Town list is set, it cannot be changed.


A full description of this model is presented in the project deliverable titled Technical Design.

4. The stakeholder perspective

4.1 The consultation approach for the cost benefit analysis

The consultation process consisted of four types of engagement: 

1. One to one meetings – where a stakeholder had an interview session that was focused specifically on the implications of postcodes for their organisation;

2. “Sector” workshops – where stakeholders who were operating in the same industry sector were brought together to discuss the implications for their organisation and their industry sector;

3. Customised consultation for An Post – where, recognising that the potentially significant implications of postcodes for An Post, a consultation process that comprised both one to one meetings and group workshops was developed; and 

4. Catch-all workshops for postal and non-postal stakeholders – where groups of stakeholders from different sectors were brought together to discuss the implications of postcodes.

Through these four methods, a total of 55 stakeholders were consulted
.  These represented a broad cross section of the Irish public and private sector and are listed by sector in the table below.  


	Sector
	Stakeholder

	Public Postal Sector
	An Post

	Private Postal Sector
	Cyclone Couriers; Document Express; DX Ireland; DHL; FedEx; GLS; Irish Swift Post; Interlink; Nightline; UPS

	Utilities
	Bord Gáis Network; Bord Gáis Retail; ESB

	Spatial Agents
	GPS Ireland; ISDI; OSI

	Public Service Agencies
	An Garda; National Statistics Board & Central Statistics Office; Department of Health and Children; Department of Transport; Department of Social and Family Affairs; ESRI; HSE; Revenue Commissioners; Vehicle Registration; Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government; Land Registry

	Retail and Distribution
	Pitney Bowes; Buy for Now; BskyB; National Newspapers of Ireland; Ticketmaster; Tesco

	Telecom
	Eircom

	Marketing and Data Management
	Data Ireland; TecBrand

	Pharmaceutical
	Novartis

	Insurances
	Eagle Star; Quinn Direct; IIF; FDB Insurance

	Banking
	Bank of Ireland; EBS; MBNA

	Charities
	Concern; Focus Ireland; Missionaries of the Sacred Heart

	Unions
	CWU

	Business Association
	ISME; IBEC; IEA; SMA


Detailed approved minutes of all these consultation meetings are available, with the exception of Tesco, Nightline and UPS who asked for the details of their sessions to be confidential.  

4.2 Key findings

At the highest level, the consultation process found that:

· 88% of stakeholders want postcodes;

· 7% of stakeholders who did not see value in postcodes have implemented their own internal coding systems and so while not seeing benefit in the implementation of a national public postcode system, clearly believed that postcodes can deliver benefits;

· 76% of stakeholders would implement postcodes as soon as they are launched.

Overall postcodes were perceived as being a positive addition to the Irish infrastructure.  They were perceived to have qualitative and quantitative benefits and, even though many stakeholders were unsure of the full scale of the potential benefit they could expect, they were clear that it existed.  Specifically, postcodes were seen as a key infrastructure enabler in 5 areas:

· Improving the Postal Supply Chain in Ireland

· Improving Data Management

· Improving Data Analysis

· Enhancing existing non-postal services

· Providing new services

4.2.1 Improving the postal supply chain in Ireland

[image: image2.png]


In this area, it is necessary to consider stakeholders in two groups, An Post and other stakeholders.  As An Post have already implemented their own internal postcode system, they saw no real benefit in the introduction of this postcode system, in fact they were concerned that during the implementation period of the new system, the quality of their service offering would be adversely affected. 

For all other stakeholders, there was a perception that the postal supply chain would improve with more on-time delivery, less failed deliveries, more granular pricing and greater choice of supplier.  Specific mention was made of private carriers inability to successfully deliver items because of addressing issues in Ireland.  Stakeholders believed that postcode could help overcome this issue and enable them to provide their customers with a better service.  

4.2.2 Improving data management

The majority of stakeholders that were consulted saw some benefit in the area of data management.  Specifics included the ability to remove duplicate records in their databases, to overcome issues around address quality, and spend less time on data cleansing activity.

4.2.3 Improving data analysis

Data analysis was a key benefit area for many stakeholders.  The ability to use the postcode as the basis for consolidating data across many areas to facilitate statistical analysis and customer segmentation was perceived to be very valuable.  

Specifically for Government, the ability to analyse data on a regional basis and use this to drive policy formulation and monitoring was of significant value.  All of these were seen to add value by enabling stakeholders to build a better understanding of their customers’ needs.

4.2.4 Enhancing existing non-postal services

Many stakeholders believe that the introduction of postcodes would enable them to offer a better level of service to customers.  Customers would not have to remember their account number or customer number for every service provider – they could be referenced through the postcode.  
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In addition, with better market information and insight, customers could be offered services that are more tailored to their needs – more of the things they want – less of what they don’t want.  Call centre interactions should be shortened and the ability to integrate with international operations much improved. 

4.2.5 Provision of new services
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Many stakeholders were clear that the introduction of postcodes would enable them to broaden their service offerings in the Irish market – transferring services that are already on offer in other countries and launching them here.  This was particularly true for the financial services sector.  In addition, where service providers felt that the relevance of their service offering may vary across the country, a promotion and service provision strategy that reflected this fact could be adopted. This was relevant for both public and private sector entities.

4.3 Conclusion

The majority of stakeholders believe that the introduction of postcodes will deliver benefits for them in many aspects of their business.  While efficiency in postal services is a factor in their assessment of postcodes – it is only one of the many areas where stakeholders believe benefits will arise.  However, quantifying the potential benefits of postcodes is an issue for many stakeholders – as they are unsure as to the full spectrum of their application.  They are confident that postcodes will add value – but they are not sufficiently confident in their understanding of the scale of that potential benefit.

While the majority of the remaining stakeholders were neutral in their position on postcodes – there were two stakeholders who did state that postcodes would have a negative impact for their organisations:

· An Post: Despite active engagement through numerous consultation meetings, An Post was unable to identify any clear benefits associated with postcodes.  In fact, it believed that the implementation of postcodes would have a negative impact on its business affecting operational efficiency and quality of service.  The perception is that this would be a significant issue during the postcode implementation process.

· CWU: As part of the stakeholder consultation process, the CWU stated that they believe postcodes will have a negative impact on the public sector postal industry.  Specifically it raised issues in relation to the affect of competition on the number of the people employed and the terms and conditions of employment within the sector.  

With the exception of An Post and the CWU, the clear message for the Board was that the majority of stakeholders want and would be committed to the implementation of postcodes.

5. The financial perspective

5.1 The approach
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The cost benefit analysis that was undertaken was constructed using a three-step approach. 

· Step 1 - Input at Consultee Level:

· Where stakeholders provided quantified figures for implementation costs, maintenance costs and monetary benefits these were input as submitted into the model.

· Where stakeholders did not provide quantified figures, a set of implementation cost assumptions, maintenance cost assumptions and monetary benefit assumptions were applied.  These assumptions were benchmarked against other stakeholders and drew upon PA’s broader expertise.

· Step 2 - Input in Sector Level:

· This focused on extrapolation of the individual consultee figures to assess the impact for all the major players in each sector. A list of each of these major players is available for each sector consolidation.

· It should be noted that some stakeholders provided Costs Benefits figures under confidentiality agreements. As a result Costs Benefits figures are only available at the Industry Sector Level.

· Step 3 – Consolidation to calculate Irish economy perspective

· This focused on consolidating the individual sector perspectives to construct a view of the total impact of postcodes on the Irish economy.

5.2 The ability to quantify benefits

As highlighted in Section 4 above, the cost benefit analysis stakeholder consultation process showed that postcodes were perceived as a positive addition to the Irish infrastructure.  They were perceived to have qualitative and quantitative benefits and, even though many stakeholders were unsure of the full scale of the potential benefit they could expect, they were clear that it existed.  This was a real issue for the cost benefit analysis as stakeholders were generally uncomfortable defining the possible benefits associated with postcodes.  There were two key reasons for this:

· Firstly, many stakeholders were unsure of the specifics of how they would use postcodes, beyond their obvious application of mail production and delivery.  While they are clear that there are broad range of applications for postcodes, without the detailed understanding of how these could be implemented and the tools that may be available to support them in this process, building a clear view is very difficult for them.

· Secondly, moving from the perspective of qualitative assessment of benefit to quantitative assessment is a challenge.  Generally stakeholders were very comfortable talking openly about the potential uses and benefits of postcodes for them, however sharing the implications of this in a quantified way is a different matter.  Many stakeholders have tentative views of the potential benefit but their level of confidence in the detail of these at this stage means that a public and open commitment in this area would be an issue.

For these reasons, the cost benefit analysis focused on two areas of quantifiable benefit:

· For the private postal service providers, in the consultation process, the private postal service providers were clear that the introduction of postcodes would deliver efficiencies for the sector.  These efficiencies were assessed and translated into an average saving of €0.20 per item delivered;

· Across all sectors, bulk mailers believe that they could see additional discounts on mail appear as a result to down stream access starting in 2009.  An average discount rate of 22% was applied to this area.  This rate is based on current down stream access rate available in the UK.  This discount rate was applied to 30 “Top 100” bulk mailers across all sectors represented in the Cost Benefit Analysis.  
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Recognising that the realisation of the benefits linked to mail delivery will be linked to the rate at which businesses adopt postcodes, the profile of these benefits is linked to a project business take-up rate.  The net present value has been calculated using an 8% discount rate to all sectors.

Key findings (excluding An Post)

* Not included on NPV calculation in Irish level as the assumption is that the PMLH will be self-funding
Overall the net present value shows a positive €2.4m benefit for the Irish economy (excluding An Post) over the 15-year period being considered.  

This reflects the following anticipated benefits:

· Private postal sector: improved process efficiency relating to improved sorting, invoicing, collection and delivery.  In addition the sector also believed that postcodes would allow operators to improve their delivery performance and as such improve public perception of the private postal operators; and

· All other sectors: improved competition in the mail and parcel delivery market and the possible implementation of a downstream access solution would reduce mail delivery costs.

However, this analysis clearly understates the position and the reality is that the true level of NPV associated with the introduction of postcodes will be much greater.  While we were unable to get stakeholders to commit to real savings in a number of areas, some examples of potential benefits were provided as illustrations of the scale of the opportunity that could be realised:

· The National Statistics Board and the Central Statistics Office stated that the introduction of postcodes would lead to enormous statistical and policy benefits across Government and the Public Sector.  While it was difficult to quantify savings, an examination of expenditure across the public service gives an indication of the potential for savings.  A 0.2% annual improvement in the efficiency and effectiveness of this expenditure arising from more targeted service delivery through improved demographic analysis would result in savings of around €65m per annum;
· Concern highlighted in their consultation that their experiences would suggest that the introduction of a postcode could reduce the average call length in their call centre by one minute.  Extrapolating this out would suggest that savings in the order of €5.6m per annum could be realised for the Irish economy in this area.  

· The Insurance sector consultees stated that postcodes would enable them to improve their ability to conduct risk management assessments and as a result could lead to the reduction in non-life premiums. A 1% decrease in this area, would deliver a saving of around €40m per annum.  

The realisation of the scale of benefit that has been alluded to in our consultations would significantly improve the projected net present value. However, it should be noted there may be additional costs associated with unlocking these benefits – these have not been assessed.  It should also be noted that the NPV as currently calculated assumes that postcodes do not deliver any incremental mail volume growth.

5.3 The An Post perspective

An Post is in a unique position as, unlike other international postal operators, it implemented an internal rather than a public “postcoding” system to support improved mail delivery and efficiencies.  This means that while recognising postcodes would add value to the Irish economy, An Post believes postcodes will not deliver any incremental benefit to its organisation.  Indeed, An Post will incur costs to adapt its existing operation, which uses a hidden coding system, to the new coding structure. 

Having worked with the Board’s advisors, An Post estimate these costs to be in the order of €37m for initial implementation with an annual cost beyond that of €7m, although clearly there is a need for a more detailed understanding of these estimates in advance of implementation.  While An Post have been very supportive throughout this project, it is clear that if they are to embrace the introduction of the new system a solution to its costs and other exposures will need to be found.  When the An Post estimated costs are included in the net present value, the position over 15 years becomes, i.e. -€83m.  

5.4 Conclusion

The Board are clear that the economic benefit resulting from the introduction of postcodes in Ireland will be positive and that the final results will exceed those reflected in the currently quantified net present value. When the stakeholder community have considered the full potential of the postcode and have greater clarity over the code structure, the format of the postcode address database and the tools that will be provided to enable its use, they will have a more robust view of the results that could be delivered.  Already the illustrations provided are showing the potential scale of this opportunity.

The key issue that needs to be addressed is related to An Post.  The imbalance in costs and benefits needs to be reviewed and a solution found if the potential for postcodes is to be maximised.

6. The governance model

6.1 Introduction

The introduction of postcodes in Ireland will require the establishment of a body (or separate bodies) in charge of:

· Implementing postcodes as a one-off exercise;

· Maintaining and updating postcodes on a regular basis; and

· Monitoring and controlling services and related quality of service linked to the implementation and maintenance of postcodes.

In the vast majority of countries where postcodes have been introduced, the Universal Service Operator (USO) is in charge of these activities. However, in the majority of international countries:

· The national public postcode system has been developed and deployed by the universal service provider; and

· Postcodes have been introduced with the sole purpose of supporting mail delivery.

As Ireland is coming to this process with the full knowledge of how a postcode can be used more broadly in a developed country, exploring a broader spectrum of models was seen to be appropriate.  

6.2 Management principles

Before considering the range of possible governance models, it is necessary to consider the management principles that must be adopted for postcodes to be successfully implemented.  These fall under two categories:

· Independence

· That equality and fairness in the access to postcode information is maintained;

· That impartiality is retained regardless of the decision that is made in terms of the quality and nature of services provided to Irish stakeholders;

· That the scheme is transparent regarding accountability and reporting.

· Available expertise

· That a high-level quality service is provided to Irish stakeholders based primarily on the criteria of accessibility; accountability; availability and accuracy; 

· That there is active promotion and development of the innovation cycle regarding core and value-added postcode services;

· That a long-term self-funding position is achieved.

The selected model must embrace and satisfy all of these principles.

6.3 The governance model options

Four possible governance models have been considered:

· Model A: Universal Service Operator: where An Post, as the USO, is in charge of the implementation and maintenance of postcodes;

· Model B: Departmental Control: where either the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources; the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government; or the Department of An Taoiseach, is in charge of the implementation and maintenance of postcodes;

· Model C: Regulator’s Control: where ComReg is in charge of the implementation and maintenance of postcodes;

· Model D: Licence Agreement; where a 10-year licence is issued, through a tendering process, to 3rd party/ consortia for the implementation and/or maintenance of postcodes.  
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Plotting each of these models against the management principles allows us to assess their relative attractiveness.

As this clearly shows, Model D is the model that is best suited to our requirements.

6.4 Recommended governance model

The Board is therefore recommending a Governance model that involves two parties:

· A Postcode Management Licence Holder (PMLH) that, having successfully participated in an OJEU tendering process, would have a ten year licence to develop, deploy and operate a postcode system in Ireland that is accessible, affordable and usable.  The licence holder would have to meet service level agreements in relation to postcode penetration, business usage, accuracy and currency of data etc.  In addition to the production of the postcode address database, the licence holder would be mandated to produce an electoral division database – this is key to the postcode facilitating Government analysis of data and policy formulation/ management.  Service levels around the maintenance and accuracy of this electoral division data would also need to be included in the licence.  As part of the tendering process, the bidders would specify their requirement for investment – this investment would be provided by way of a grant from the State/ DCMNR.

· The State/ DCMNR or an appropriate delegated authority would be responsible for the design, operation and completion of a tendering process to select the licence holder and award a licence for the development, deployment, maintenance and operation of the postcode system.  It would develop the licence conditions to ensure energies are focused on maximising/ accelerating the usage of the code and innovations around the postcode system are implemented.  Overall it would be responsible for the management and control of the body on an on-going basis.  The State/ DCMNR would also own the postcode and all associated intellectual property and set the direction for postcodes in Ireland.  It is also believed that the State/ DCMNR would be the source of funding for the PMLH grant.

7. The Board’s recommendation

7.1 Key decision

The Board, having reviewed all the material presented by their Consultant Advisors at a meeting on the 27th June, concluded that it should recommend to the Minister that postcodes should be implemented in Ireland.  This decision was signed off with the formal approval of this report on the 5th July.

7.2 The stakeholder rationale

The feedback from the stakeholder consultation process was overwhelmingly in support of postcodes.  95% of stakeholders believe that postcodes can add value.  However, as 7% of stakeholders had already implemented their own ‘hidden’ coding system, the reality is that 88% of stakeholders would see direct benefit from the introduction of a national visible postcode system.  Postcodes are seen as a key infrastructure enabler and while many of these benefits could not be quantified, stakeholders were clear that they existed.  It would only take a small proportion of these currently not quantified benefits to be realised for the net present value projections to be significantly enhanced.  The Board believes that the outputs of the consultation process were sufficiently compelling to justify a commitment to drive this programme forward.  

7.3 The postcode structure rationale

However, the Board were clear that the desire for postcode could only be translated into a compelling case for adoption, with the implementation of the ‘right’ model.  In this context, the Board would like to confirm that the proposed postcode model satisfies the requirements that were set out in the original project brief as follows:

· It is a public postcode that will be publicly available, accessible and usable;

· It is structured at the level of small spatial areas with each blockface containing a number of properties – which can be set at any level that is deemed appropriate;

· It is developed in a way that ensures blockfaces respect the electoral division boundaries;

· It has six characters, three of which will be easily memorable as they relate to the Post Town of the property – this is well within the ‘ideal’ limit that was advised by our memorability expert;

· It is future orientated and is specifically designed to accommodate the household growth, both through development and redevelopment, that is being experienced in Ireland;

· It has adopted the core principles of the postcodes that are in place across the international postal market and therefore is well grounded in an available and viable technological solution;

· It does not require individuals to change their address structure with elements such as the existing Dublin postal district coding structure being accommodated within the postcode itself;

· It is neutral between postal operators, with each operator having the ability to aggregate blockfaces of properties in any way that suits their operation; and

· It is also able to adapt to the emerging technological and legal environment with a geo-coordinate dimension allowing integration with GPS technologies and a structure that will support future development of the postal sector itself.

7.4 The outstanding issues & concerns

While the proposed postcode model satisfies many of the requirements that were established in the brief, there are a number of outstanding issues and concerns that need to be raised.

7.4.1 Non-unique addresses

The proposed postcode model will not solve the non-unique address issue by itself.  As the project progressed it became clear that the issues in this area were far more complex than originally envisaged:

· To overcome this issue, options that assigned a postcode per property had been developed.  However, even with this level of granularity, while a postcode could be generated, physically getting that postcode to the correct non-unique property still presented a major problem; and

· An additional factor was data protection.  After consultation with the Data Protection Commissioner, it was clear that having a one to one relationship between a postcode and a property would raise issues of privacy.  This is therefore not a viable solution to addressing the non-unique issue.  

The Board is now clear that a postcode alone cannot solve the non-unique address problem for Ireland.  Where a thoroughfare is named but houses are not named or numbered, the Board recommends that the option of adding house names and numbers located on these named thoroughfares is incorporated into the postcode implementation process.  This will resolve the non-unique issue for those named thoroughfares - the issue of non-unique addresses in unnamed thoroughfares remains unresolved. 

7.4.2 Achieving a position of self funding

Beyond the initial period of investment to develop and deploy postcodes, it may be possible to establish a postcode body that could achieve self-funding status but this will need to be balanced with the need to gain acceptance and use of the postcode.  However, there is an initial investment to be made and initial assessments indicate that this could be significant.  The Board would recommend that the State/ Department provide this initial investment as a grant to the body that is licensed to define, disseminate facilitate and maintain the postcode system and its utility. To ensure this is kept to a minimum, the Board would suggest that as part of the licence tendering process, bidders are asked to include in their bid, the level of grant that would be required to fund their proposition.

7.4.3 Addressing the An Post position

As highlighted above, An Post is in a unique position in relation to the implementation of postcodes.  While recognising postcodes would add value to the Irish economy, An Post believes that postcodes will not deliver any incremental benefit to its organisation and through the stakeholder consultation process have highlighted that:

· It would incur costs to implement the new coding structure and the associated changes;

· The transition to a new postcode system may have an impact on the quality of service offered to customers; and

· Customers ability to access ‘machine’ mail discounts may be an issue during transition.  

Working with the Board’s advisors, An Post developed two cost scenarios, one assuming that Geo-directory was the basis for the production of the postcode address file, the other assuming it was not.   Assuming that Geo-directory is the basis for the postcode address file, An Post estimated these costs to be in the order of €37m for initial implementation with an annual cost beyond that of €7m, although clearly there is a need for a more detailed understanding of these estimates in advance of implementation.  While An Post have been very supportive throughout this project, it is clear that if it is to embrace the introduction of the new system a solution to its costs and other exposures will need to be found.  

7.4.4 Legislation

There are a number of areas where the need for legislation has been raised:

· The creation of a publicly accessible and usable postcode address file is a new concept in Ireland and as such, the Data Protection Commissioner believes that to gain the necessary mandate for implementation, legislation will be required.  This legislation could focus on clarifying the full scope of usage for the postcode system and the detailed structure of the postcode address file.

· The potential use of Geo-directory for the purposes of creating the postcode file.  The Data Protection Commissioner approved the Geo-directory application on the understanding that it would be used to facilitate the delivery of mail.  This would not extend to the use of Geo-directory as the base for the creation of a publicly accessible postcode system.  The legislation could therefore also cover this area if required.

7.5 Conclusion

In summary, the Board have concluded that:

· Postcodes should be implemented in Ireland;

· The model adopted should be route based but with a spatial reference element;

· The code structure should start with the Post Town and then move to blockface level;

· The code should be six characters long with the structure ABC 123 and applied as outlined in this document;

· Future growth must be accommodated in the design and implementation of the model as per the principles outlined in the rule set defined in Appendix D;

· The opportunity to number properties in named thoroughfares is included as part of the postcode implementation;

· Legislation may be required to gain the necessary permissions to establish a publicly accessible and usable postcode system and database; 

· The relationship between the small areas and the postcode project is reviewed to identify any potential synergies in terms of work and associated funding (see Appendix E); and

· The An Post situation in relation to its cost estimates and resulting benefits should be considered in more detail.

Finally, the Board confirms that the introduction of postcodes to the Irish marketplace is regarded as a positive development.  The Board therefore recommend that the Minister progresses this initiative to the next phase and begins the detailed work to ensure that a full postcode listing is available and ready for deployment by the May 2008.  The detailed steps associated with this implementation process are set out in the Project Deliverable titled “Implementation Plan”. 
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APPENDIX B: Project Terms of Reference 

The purpose of this assignment is to bring the proposal to introduce a public postcode system in Ireland to the point where there is:

· A technical specification agreed by the National Postcode Project Board;

· A cost benefit analysis quantifying the impact on the postal sector and the national economy compared with a “do-nothing” option; 

· A project plan for the delivery of a postcode system; and

· An agreed structure for the ownership, management and funding of the system.

The following are a number of key requirements of a postcode:

· It is a public postcode that is proposed, not a “hidden” or technical code;

· It shall be structured, at least to the level of small spatial areas within each administrative county;

· It must be easily memorised so that it will quickly gain a high level of maximum and accurate usage;

· It must be future orientated to meet the needs of a rapidly developing economy with a growing population;

· It must be grounded in a technological solution that is cost effective, available, accessible, high quality and low maintenance;

· It must address the issue of non-unique addresses without asking people to change the name of their townland, parish or administrative county or ideally any element of existing address;

· It must be neutral between postal operators.  In particular, it must enable the postcode to be aggregated for operational purposes in whatever way each operator desires;

· The approach to funding shall explore the option of self-financing/ minimising cost to operators and government;

· It shall be capable of adapting to the emerging technology and legal environment with particular regard to mail delivery systems likely to emerge over the next 10 to 15 years.  In particular it shall consider modern communications methods available through satellite and 3G communications to assess if a postcode could be electronically identifiable globally using simple software, which refers to modern mapping co-ordinates.

The Project Managers shall take account of the following specific issues and address each one individually in consultation with the National Postcode Project Board:

· The National Statistics Board requirements;

· To complement work being done on ISDI – Irish Spatial Data Infrastructure;

· The implications for those who compile and manage existing databases (ESB, Local Authorities, Ordinance Survey Ireland, An Post etc.);

· The requirements of postal operators including the universal service provider (An Post);

· The implications for the financial viability of the statutory universal service obligation in Ireland;

· Matching costs and benefits; 

· The impact on provision of government services, e.g. Emergency Services, Health and Social Welfare, Vehicle Registration, PPS Number, Electoral Register, Civil Registration, Census etc.;

· The need to influence business, public services and consumers to use it; and

· Advertising and promotion.

There will be three deliverables.
1. Business case/ communication plan

Document the approach to be followed with in particular a specific description of a proposed Irish postcode, and the required elements to be incorporated into a business case and communication plan.  A cost benefit shall form part of the business case.
2. Postal coding methodology
Describe the methodology and financial strategy to be adopted for ownership and management of the national postcode.  The possibility of an initial assignment of a postcode being tested over a brief period, prior to national implementation shall be examined.

3. Detailed project plan

A project plan shall be produced as a complement to the business plan, and shall include the task descriptions, responsibilities, schedule, and key milestones required to successfully deliver an end-to-end postcode system.

A National Postcode Project Board, with whom the Project Managers shall engage to take account of views, will be appointed by the Minister for Communications, Marine, and Natural Resources.  The Board will be broadly representative of relevant Government Departments, the National Statistics Board, postal operators, business, public utilities and consumer organisations.

The project shall entail the following main stages after the appointment of the Project Managers:

Stage 1.
Final project definition and adoption of the Project Managers’ work programme.

Stage 2
Preliminary fieldwork and investigations by the Project Managers.

Stage 3 
Key issues paper by the Project Managers and presentation to the Project Board.  The paper shall identify all options that will be investigated in subsequent stages.

Stage 4
Fieldwork and investigations by the Project Managers

Stage 5
Draft final report and consideration by the Project Board

Stage 6
Submission of final report from Project Managers taking into account Project Board comments and sign-off by the client.

APPENDIX C: The Data Protection Commissioners Advice







[image: image1.png]Data Protection
Commissioner
A Colmisinéir Cosarta Sonval








26 June 2006

2/22/10

Mr John Tierney

Chairman

National Postcodes Project Board 

POSTCODES AND DATA PROTECTION
Dear John

Following my presentation to the Board last April, I have recently had discussions with the Board’s consultants on the privacy/data protection implications of various postcodes options which are under consideration.   

I very much welcome the opportunity to have these exchanges at this stage.  My approach is to help the Board to arrive at a set of proposals which meet the public good objectives of the postcodes project without giving rise to privacy/data protection issues. 

I have been asked to put in writing for the Board some of the key points that were raised in our discussions.  I am happy to do so in this letter. 

BACKGROUND

Personal privacy is important to Irish people.  This was confirmed in a survey which this Office carried out last year, where it came second only to crime prevention in its relative importance to individuals. 

Data Protection legislation is part of the overall legal framework in Ireland (and the EU) for the protection of personal privacy.  The central theme of data protection legislation is that the individual, as part of their right to privacy, should control the use of information that is personal to them. 

“Personal data” is defined in our legislation as data relating to a living individual who is or can be identified either from the data or from the data in conjunction with other information that is in, or is likely to come into, the possession of the data controller (a person who, either alone or with others, controls the contents and use of personal data). This definition of “personal data” is very broad and mirrors a similar broad definition in the EU Data Privacy Directive.  Its precise meaning has to be considered in context and is not subject to any hard-and-fast rules.  

In the Irish context, a person’s home address is an important part of their identity.   In the case of a single-occupancy, owner-occupied dwelling, it is, in practice, a unique identifier.  In the case of a family home, it typically identifies a small group of related individuals. 

I suggest therefore that, for the purposes of postcodes planning, a single-unit residential address should be considered as being part of the “personal data” of the occupant(s).   This would not apply to a commercial address.  Neither would it apply to a typical apartment blockface containing many individual residential units. 

POSTCODE MODELS

‘One-to-One’ Model

Based on the considerations above, a postcode model which provided, in most cases, a 1 to 1 match between a postcode and a dwelling would raise significant privacy/data protection issues.  It is a model I would have serious reservations about, if it were to be put forward as a formal policy proposal.  In expressing such reservations, I would have regard to issues such as the potential for ready identification of sensitive information about individuals where postcodes were used for purposes other than mail delivery.   Examples could include use of postcodes to identify patterns of crime or illness. 

Area Model

A postcode model that matched a postcode (with geo-location coordinates) to an area normally including say 20 – 50 dwellings should not give rise to privacy/data protection issues. Such an area could be a street, a district etc.   It would not normally be possible to identify an individual from such a postcode without significant additional details.  The risk to privacy therefore would be proportionate to what I assume are the public good aspects associated with a postcodes model. 

I understand that, in the case of sparsely populated areas, it might be difficult to avoid a situation where a postcode area would in practice include only a small number of residential dwellings.  Provided planning were based on keeping such cases to a minimum, I would also see this as a proportionate solution. 

POSTCODE DATABASE

For the reasons outlined above, a public database of one-to-one postcodes would, in my opinion, give rise to serious privacy/data protection issues.  Such issues should not arise in relation to a public database of area postcodes (with geo-location coordinates) typically covering 20-50 individual but unspecified addresses.   

Such a public database of area postcodes would facilitate existing holders of customer databases (utilities, financial institutions, public authorities etc) who wished to apply the postcodes to these databases.  It could also be available more generally (e.g. on a website) as a ‘look-up’ facility to allow individuals to enter an address known to them and be provided with the corresponding postcode.   It would not be desirable that the public database be designed on an individual address basis, but rather on a street, district etc basis.  

I have been asked to comment specifically on a scenario where a comprehensive national database, containing the addresses and geo-coordinates of individual properties, was developed under the aegis of a Postcode Authority on the basis that the database was not publicly available.  My answer from a data protection/privacy perspective is that the manner in which such a database was developed, and the conditions of its use, should  preferably be set out in law.  This would facilitate a full debate on the public good that would be served by such a comprehensive database and the degree to which this would outweigh concerns about the threat to privacy that could result. 

I should add, for the sake of completeness, that data protection issues only arise where the individual is not in control of the use etc of their personal data.   If an individual were to consent to their address being put on a public database, in the full knowledge of how such a database would be used, then data protection/privacy issues would not arise. 

I hope this information is helpful.  I would be very happy to engage further with the Board if that would be helpful. 

Yours sincerely

Billy Hawkes

Data Protection Commissioner

APPENDIX D: Establishing the post towns

As part of the assessment of the robustness of the recommended code structure for the Postal Sector model, the Board undertook a detailed analysis of the post town and blockface elements.  This established the following rule-set which should be considered as part of the implementation process.

1. Post town area boundaries for postcoding purposes are, in principle, the same as the current post-town boundaries, except for the following adjustments:

· Towns with population in excess of 1,500 in Census 2002 would have postcode in own right;

· Towns designated in National Spatial Strategy to have postcode in own right;

· Towns that straddle County Boundaries (e.g. Athlone) to be separated into two areas.  If fewer than 100 addresses involved this will be dealt with in the block face code, within Dublin to be dealt with through the allocation by separate block face ranges; 

· Towns which traditionally have been linked with a town in another county (e.g. Ardmore) to be separated into separate areas;

· Some large post towns to be separated into sub areas, e.g. Cork, Limerick, Galway, using district numbers as per the Dublin postal district structure;

· Minor county boundary adjustments to be catered for by special block face ranges.

This gives rise to 219 postal towns.

2. Block Face Boundaries

· For urban areas (i.e. towns with population in excess of 1,500 in Census 2002) the principle is one street /road = one block face sector, except for the following adjustments:

· Where numbers not even, e.g. odds and evens, two block faces

· Where intersected by other roads separate block faces either side of the intersection; 

· Physical boundaries and electoral division boundaries to be observed.

· For rural areas and small towns (i.e. other than towns with population in excess of 1,500 in Census 2002) the principle is where roads are formally named and numbered they will be dealt with as per the description for urban areas set out above, otherwise the principle is townlands = one block face sector, except for the following adjustments:

· Where necessary to split townland to preserve electoral division boundaries; and/ or

· Where the number of addresses in the townland exceeds 50, two or more blackfaces should be created.    

APPENDIX E: Relationship with small areas project

As the postcode project progressed, it became clear that there was an overlap between this project and the small areas project.  This area will need to be explored in more detail but at this stage the following paragraphs, summarise the possible areas of overlap and cost saving.  The small areas project team have provided this summary.

The development of a postcode system along the lines envisaged by the NPPB should also facilitate the creation of a national set of small areas.  The small areas network, of which there would be about 25,000 – 30,000 areas throughout the country, can form the basis for improving information sharing and data management/comparison across the whole of the public sector, both on a national and international basis and on more discrete levels (e.g. electoral boundaries, counties, townlands etc.).

As the anticipated number of postcode blockfaces on a nationwide basis could total 180,000 units, it is likely that, depending on scale and extent of some blockfaces, several blockfaces (6 to 7 on average) will be combined to form individual small areas.  

Furthermore, by geo-mapping the postcode blockfaces and adhering to electoral and natural boundaries, there should be substantial cost savings for the small areas project arising from the ability to adapt this spatial information to identify and combine individual blockfaces into the small areas, to align maintenance and updating systems with the proposed postcode model, and of course from increased efficiency of data collection across much of the public service.  As stated by the CSO, even a small increase in efficiency can result in significant savings.  It is not possible to quantify the total projected savings, both in the adaptation of available data from the postcodes project and the wider cost implications, until the technical specification and implementation of the postcode system has been finalised.

� Sourced from the Project Brief document produced for the Project Managers


� Blockface is the term that is used to refer to the lowest level in the postcode model, i.e. a cluster of properties.  Each blockface will have a unique postcode.


� This advice is summarised in a letter from Dr Howard Smith, Trinity College Dublin, and is available in the detailed project documentation.


� Main Developments in the European Postal Sector wik-Consult Study for the European Commission, DG Internal Market July 2004


� Appendix C contains a letter from the Data Protection Commissioner summarising his advice


� This advice is summarised in a letter from Dr Howard Smith, Trinity College Dublin, and is available in the detailed project documentation


� As part of this process, stakeholders were consulted on the general benefits of postcodes and the relative attractiveness of the three postcode models that were being considered.
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